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        September 1974

        Kansas City, Missouri

      

      

      

      My second mistake was dropping my lipstick.

      It clanged against the metal riser, spun for a tantalizing second just beyond my fingers’ reach, then dropped to the nether regions below.

      My first mistake was buying the damned thing. Purchased from a terrifyingly chic salesgirl at Galéries Lafayette in Paris, it was the perfect shade of red. A hue, she told me, so sublime the French manufacturer declined to sell it in the United States. Then she looked down her slightly hooked, Parisian nose as if she was Marie Antoinette and I was a peasant who dared ask for bread. Who wouldn’t be intimidated by that level of chic? I handed over a ridiculous number of francs and bought the transformative, perfection-filled gold tube.

      What was I thinking? Rouge Chaud  had no business on my lips. I wasn’t chic or sophisticated or Continental. I was a mother, an artist, a daughter. I wore soft pinks and delicate corals, not red, not Rouge Chaud. Lesson learned—when making major life changes, don’t start with red lipstick. The stranger in the mirror looks so odd it’s disheartening.

      My third mistake was going after the silly thing.

      “What are you doing?” Libba asked when I stood.

      “I dropped my lipstick.”

      She nodded but I doubt she really heard me. She seemed quite intent on the line of boys in blue jerseys. Libba actually likes football and her nephew was somewhere on the field. Maybe. Telling the difference between one boy and another was only possible when their numbers were visible.

      Personally, I’d rather be audited by the IRS than sit through a game. If my daughter, Grace, wasn’t cheering, I’d have skipped the whole evening—the stands, the noise and the sight of boys knocking each other flat while their parents urged them to hit harder.

      Obviously not everyone shared my opinions. The combination of a cool fall evening and a cross-state rival had packed the stands. The Suncrest fans wore phthalo blue—cadmium yellow being nearly unwearable. Across the field sat a healthy contingent of traveling Burroughs fans clad in Brunswick green.

      I eased my way past the first few people seated in the crowded row, murmured apologies, avoided stepping on drinks but not toes or handbags, and blocked the views of eager parents. Something happened on the field. A collective second of held breath, then a collective gasp.

      The man whose view I blocked leaned around me. “Go, baby!” He yelled loud enough to render me deaf in one ear.

      Just a taste of the roar to come. Everyone cheered. They stood and yelled and stomped their feet on the risers until the stands shook.

      I turned and looked. Who wouldn’t?

      A boy in blue with a ball tucked deep in the crook of his elbow ran down the field.

      On the sidelines, Grace and her fellow cheerleaders jumped impossibly high, shook their pom-poms and encouraged more yelling.

      He reached the end zone and the stands erupted.

      The crackling PA system announced a defensive touchdown. High fives abounded.

      I pushed my way to the end of the row,  descended the stairs, and walked down the sidelines to the exit.

      Space. Air. Not silence—but at least the decibels didn’t threaten permanent hearing loss.

      I circled around to the back of the stands.

      In the stands, with lights and sounds and the distraction of determining who had the ball, I’d failed to notice the purple velvet of night pushing the last rays of sun over the western skyline. I hadn’t counted on dark. Damn.

      Worse, a chain-link fence enclosed the area beneath the stands. How had I never noticed it before? My quick rescue trip was fraught with complications.

      Where was the blasted gate? I walked the length of the fence with my hand plunged into the bottom of my purse. A penlight lived in its depths. I was sure of it. I needed light. I didn’t like my chances of finding my lipstick on the unlit ground.

      I found the gate—unlocked, thank heavens—but the light still eluded me. I opened my purse wider and peered into its depths.

      The gate whooshed open and hit me on the head. Hard. A galaxy’s worth of stars surrounded me. Someone pushed past me, finishing the job the gate started. I fell on my ass. Thudded. The impact shuddered up my spine. Whoever it was didn’t stop, didn’t apologize, nothing. What the hell were they doing under there? An argument with a girl? A rendezvous with a boy? The quick trade of a fistful of crumpled ones for a small bag of pot? Far more important was the likelihood of grass stains on my new skirt.

      I stood, brushed the grass off my backside and entered the dim world beneath the stands. The beams supporting the stands above left me only one path and what little light there was had to filter past ankles and pants legs and the odd handbag. I dug again for my penlight. I found a travel pack of Kleenex, my wallet, keys, a pack of Doublemint gum, a pencil bag and a small drawing pad. Of course, no flashlight. I’d find it tomorrow when the sun shone brightly.

      At least the narrow spaces between the risers that denied me light kept some of the cigarette butts and empty cups from falling. The ground was cleaner than I expected. I stopped looking where I was walking. Instead I looked up and gauged where I’d been sitting.

      That’s how I tripped over Bobby Lowell. Of  course, when I tripped, I didn’t know it was Bobby Lowell. I didn’t even know it was a person. Not until he moaned.

      I heard that moan and my heart tripped along with my feet. It tumbled to my knees, leaving them weak. Then the damned thing raced back to my chest so fast it left me breathless.

      Alone in the uneven darkness, the last thing I’d expected was a person on the ground. I knelt. “Are you all right? What happened?”

      The fickle light showed me a man. No. Too young. A boy. A boy with a stained shirt.

      Someone in the stands shifted, and for a half-second, the boy was caught in a shaft of light.

      I saw him clearly.

      Blood.

      Blood had seeped through his t-shirt. Soaked it.

      I gasped. “What happened?”

      He didn’t answer. I didn’t blame him. It was a stupid question and totally irrelevant to the problem at hand—getting him help.

      I yelled but my voice was lost in the cacophony of screaming football fans. What was it Daddy said about whistling in the wind?

      Meanwhile the boy bled into the dirt. How much blood could a person lose?

      My fumbling hands covered the wound, applied pressure. So much blood. It welled between my fingers. Warm. Gut-twisting. Horrifying. Its smell, somehow metallic, made bile rise in my throat.

      “Help!”

      I hardly heard my own voice. There was no way anyone in the stands would hear me. The poor kid would bleed to death listening to people cheer and the ineffectual shouts of a woman in search of a lipstick.

      I yanked off my white cotton button-down, bunched it together, and pressed it against the hole in his chest. Within seconds the shirt was soaked in blood.

      Damn!

      “Hold on. Don’t die.” I struggled to my feet, flattened my hand and slid my fingers through the narrow space in the stands. I closed my hand around the first ankle I found—a narrow one. The owner of the ankle kicked—viciously—and freed herself from my grasp. My wrist scraped against the riser.

      If the woman’s hysterical screams were any indication, I’d ruined football games for her for all eternity.

      It was worth it if she sent help. Surely someone would come investigate the bloody hand from beneath the stands.

      I pulled my hand back through the slat and resumed applying pressure to the boy’s chest. His breath was shallow and, impossibly, seemed louder than the sounds from the stands.

      His fingers scrabbled around my fingers.

      I leaned forward. “Help is on the way.”

      He jerked his chin as if help didn’t matter. “Tell her…” The fingers that circled my wrist were clammy.

      My shirt was near useless in stanching his blood. “Hush. Help is coming.” I hoped to God I wasn’t lying.

      His Adam’s apple bobbed, and his mouth worked its way around words. “Tell her I love her.”

      “You can tell her. Just stay with me,” I begged.

      The light filtering through the bleachers shifted revealing his eyes—glazed with pain, pleading.

      “I’ll tell her. Who is she?”

      “Hands in the air!”

      I glanced over my shoulder. Maynard, the security guard who’d been at Suncrest since I attended, pointed a shaky gun at me.

      I gave him the same amount of respect that Grace and her friends did. I ignored him.

      “Hands up!” He cocked his gun.

      “Officer Hodgins, it’s Ellison Russell. This boy has been hurt. Call an ambulance.”

      The fool man didn’t move. Maybe he wasn’t used to school parents covered in blood. Or, maybe it was the bra. Purchased in Paris, it was made of silk and lace and seductive promises I had no intention of keeping. Ever. “Ambulance,” I snapped.

      He lowered his gun but didn’t move.

      “Call an ambulance. If you can’t manage that, see if there’s a doctor in the stands.” There were probably twenty—surgeons and cardiologists and neurologists and oncologists. I bet none of them dealt with trauma. None of them knew how to deal with a gaping hole in a teenage boy’s chest. Even so, they had to know more than I did. “Get. Help.”

      A man pushed past the useless guard. He was probably the father of a student. He had the look—a crisp button-down shirt, an I-run-things-get-out-of-my-way attitude, and madras pants in the school colors.

      It was too late in the year for madras. His wife should have made him change. The thought bobbed across the surface of my brain. Just goes to show Mother’s influence can’t be drowned. Not even by a sea of blood.

      His gaze scanned the scene, my scandalous brassiere, then— quickly—the scene again. He dropped to one knee next to Bobby and demanded, “What happened?”

      “No idea. I found him. Are you a doctor?”

      He answered with a quick jerk of his chin. “No. What are you doing down here?” The question sounded like an accusation.

      “I dropped my lipstick.”

      His lips thinned. “Flashlight.” His voice brooked no arguments.

      Maynard, who’d ignored my every request, immediately handed over a striated silver tube. Apparently, the guard preferred taking orders from a man.

      The man shined the light at the boy’s chest then he lifted my sodden shirt and gingerly poked at the boy’s t-shirt. “You’ve been applying pressure?”

      The boy moaned.

      “Yes.”

      He looked up from the boy’s chest and directed his gaze on Maynard’s unfortunate face. “Ambulance. Police. Now.”

      Maynard Hodgins finally moved. In fact, he spun on his heel and rushed through the open gate.

      “Pressure?” I asked. The boy could die while the man directed Maynard.

      I snatched my shirt back and applied it to the wound.

      Sirens.

      Someone smarter than the high school’s cantankerous guard had called for help.

      The boy’s hand tightened on my wrist. I leaned forward straining to hear his raspy whisper. “Tell her…”

      “I will,” I promised.

      “What did he say?” the man demanded.

      Bossing Maynard was one thing, bossing me another. I ignored him.

      Activity engulfed us—paramedics and a uniformed police officer and two men with a gurney. Each one paused and stared at my lace bra and bloodied hands. I ignored the embarrassed heat prickling my skin. Let them look. The bleeding boy had needed my shirt far more than I had.

      One of the men pried the boy’s fingers loose from my wrist. Another replaced my bloodied shirt with fresh gauze. A hand gripped my elbow and lifted me out of the way.

      “You’re bleeding,” a medic said.

      How could he tell? The boy’s blood covered my arms.

      He pointed at a gash near my wrist. It must have happened when I reached through the slat in the stands. I hadn’t noticed it.

      “Have it looked at,” said the man in the madras pants. “Get in the ambulance.”

      Who the hell did he think he was?

      Really? Who was he?

      He bent, scooped up a gold, square-shaped tube of Guerlain lipstick and held it in front of me. “If you want it back, get in the ambulance.”

      I held out my hand and waited for the gold tube to land in my palm. I dropped the blasted thing into my purse, stumbled through the gate and let one of the paramedics load me onto the ambulance, which is how I ended up holding Bobby Lowell’s hand when he died.
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      I waited in the ER in a room created by ugly curtains. My wrist and hand, wrapped in clean white bandages, throbbed. I wanted home. I wanted a shower. Failing that, I wanted a scrub-brush and strong soap because each time I closed my eyelids I saw my fingernails painted with Bobby’s blood.

      Finding another body was not what I had planned. Our return home from a summer of wandering through Europe was meant to be a return to solid, familiar ground. Grace would be surrounded by caring friends. She’d go back to school and a sustaining routine. I would paint. The raw pain caused by death would begin to fade. We both would heal.

      Instead, one of Grace’s oldest friends was dead. Murdered.

      Tears gathered in the corners of my eyes and I blinked them away. Thinking about Bobby Lowell was a mistake; it made my throat swell and my jaw ache. I couldn’t afford muzzy thinking, not when a police detective waited for me. One who probably had a list of questions longer than the strip of gauze circling round and round my wrist.

      As a distraction, I rendered my little cubicle on an imaginary canvas. Oatmeal colored vinyl curtains hung on grommets, mysterious machines sat quietly. The bed, which I’d abandoned in favor of an uncomfortable chair, was metal with a thin blue mattress and an abandoned tangle of scratchy sheets. The whole place stank of iodine and desperation. It would make a terrible painting.

      I narrowed my eyes and let the colors run together—the oatmeal of the curtains, the silver of the bedrails, the obnoxious blue of the mattress. It was still a terrible painting.

      A nurse yanked the curtain along its pole. Its metallic screech set my teeth on edge. “The police are ready to see you now.”

      Some nurses are sadists who’ve figured out how to get paid. This one wasn’t so bad. She’d injected my arm with lidocaine before the doctor sewed quick, neat stitches from the base of my wrist to the base of my thumb and she’d found me the top to a set of scrubs, so I didn’t have to sit around wearing just my bra.

      It was that second kindness that earned her my undying gratitude. Talking to the police in my bra was even less appealing than a holiday cruise. Mother insisted Grace and I couldn’t spend Christmas in the house where Henry died. Her answer was a flight to San Diego and a cruise to Mexico. For all of us. Nothing says holiday spirit like being stuck on a boat for six days with a woman whose telling sighs probably weighed more than the anchor. Thank heavens for Daddy; he flatly refused to eat Christmas dinner on a boat.

      The nurse led me to a room with real walls, paused outside the real door, then offered me a gentle pat on the shoulder. “Is there someone I can call to come pick you up?”

      I shook my head. Libba was taking care of Grace. I’d talked to them both, assured a teary Grace I was fine and promised to be home soon. Calling any of my other friends would mean a lengthy explanation. I had only one explanation in me and it was reserved for the police. “No, thank you.”

      “Not your husband?”

      “I’m a widow.”

      She sucked in a breath. “I’m sorry.”

      I wasn’t. Even if he was still alive, it was unlikely Henry would have gone to the trouble of picking me up from the hospital. “Thank you for offering. When I’m done, I’ll call a cab.”

      I smoothed the loose folds of my shirt. Why did I never talk to the police looking polished or put together? Then I entered the room.

      Detective Anarchy Jones sat at the table inside.

      My feet stopped moving forward, my intestines defied the laws of science and turned from solid to liquid in the time it took me to blink. My knees no longer seemed strong enough to support me. Only my mouth continued to function. “What are you doing here?” I lifted my unbandaged hand to cover it before it said anything else.

      Detective Jones stood. A smile that webbed the corners of his eyes and quirked his lips ghosted across his lean face. “The usual. Investigating a murder where you found the body.”

      “Oh.” It barely qualified as a sound, much less a word. It was still infinitely better than I’m sorry I didn’t call you and let you know I was back.

      “Have a seat, Mrs. Russell.”

      Mrs. Russell. Oh dear. When had I gone back to being Mrs. Russell? I preferred being called Ellison and he knew it. I carefully lowered myself into a chair.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      I held up my arm. “Eight stitches.”

      He sat across from me. “That’s not what I meant.”

      “I know.” Mrs. Russell wasn’t about to tell him that she and Grace were still muddling through Henry’s death or that she wasn’t ready for another man in her life.

      “Are you? All right?”

      Aside from my poor judgment in men—my liking him wasn’t exactly a point in his favor—and my questionable taste in lipsticks, I was fine. Then again, maybe he was just asking if I was all right after finding poor Bobby.

      He waited for me to say something.

      I stared at the table and wished I was at home. He should have figured out by now that the emptiness of silence doesn’t bother me. I won’t speak just to fill it.

      He gave up. Sort of. Anarchy Jones will lose a battle to win the war. Being the first to speak was a very small battle. “You knew Bobby Lowell?”

      I nodded. “Since he was five. He and Grace were in kindergarten together.”

      “What happened tonight?”

      I told him everything—my dropped lipstick, the unlocked gate, the person who knocked me down.

      Anarchy leaned forward and rested his forearms on the table.

      “Man or woman?”

      “A man, I think. I wouldn’t swear to it. It happened so fast…”

      He gave me the look. The disbelieving one that police save for an unreliable witness who can’t tell who’s knocked her on her keister. “Then what happened?”

      “I went under the stands to find my lipstick. I found Bobby.”

      “Did you know it was him?”

      My throat swelled and my jaw ached. “No. Not at first.” I swallowed an unwelcome lump. “I just knew it was someone who’d been hurt.”

      “What kind of a kid was he?”

      I have a Polaroid of Bobby and Grace at their third grade Halloween party. Bobby is a grinning, gap-toothed Superman. Grace is Dorothy from The Wizard of Oz. His arm is draped around her with the sunny confidence of a boy who excels at everything. That boy lay in a morgue. “He was a good kid.”

      “Really?” Detective Jones’ left eyebrow rose. “That’s not what I heard.”

      Bobby asked Grace to the seventh-grade dance. He showed up on our front steps looking as if his striped tie might choke him to death. He brought her a corsage—a pink rose. The next morning I helped Grace press it between the pages of a book. She still has it, the first flower a boy ever gave her.

      “He took Grace to a dance once.” Henry snapped pictures before we sent them down the front walk where Bobby’s mother waited to drive them. Poor CeCe. “Bobby’s parents divorced a couple of years ago. It was…ugly. Bobby’s been going through a rough patch.”

      “Maybe some part of that rough patch got him killed?”

      “Or maybe he was just in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

      “You don’t seriously believe that, do you?”

      I didn’t. When the stranger knocked me down, I’d thought sex or drugs. I lowered my forehead into the palm of my uninjured hand.

      “Ellison, tell me what you know.”

      Ellison. He’d used my first name. I lifted my gaze and searched his face—lean cheeks, expressive mouth, eyes that could make married women forget their vows—and I wasn’t married. He’d picked up a tan over the summer. It made him even more attractive. I shook my head. “I don’t know anything.”

      He snorted softly. “I have to know why Bobby was killed before I can figure out who did it. Please, help me.”

      “How? I haven’t seen him in at least a year. Maybe longer.”

      “Did he say anything?”

      “He asked me to tell her he loved her.” My hard-won dry eyes suddenly swam in tears. Bobby wasn’t a bad kid. With his dying breaths, he’d expressed his love for someone.

      “Was he in love with Grace?” Anarchy asked.

      “No.” Bobby and Grace hardly saw each other.

      “Then who?”

      I shook my head. “I have no idea.”

      He stared at me for a moment. Waiting for me to say more? He leaned back in his chair. “You’re telling the truth.”

      I sat up straight and crossed my arms over my chest, careful to keep the injured arm on top. “You can read me that easily?”

      He chuckled. “Anyone can read you. You scratch the end of your nose when you lie.”

      The black expression I directed across the table seemed amusing to him. He grinned.

      I lifted my non-itching nose in the air. “If you have nothing further?” I stood.

      “Nothing this evening. But I will be in touch.” Exactly what I was afraid of.

      

      The cabbie dropped me off in front of a house ablaze with lights. I glanced at my watch, saw the time—one in the morning—and sighed. I’d been holding onto a cowardly and apparently vain hope that Grace might be asleep, that I might stow my grief in a sock drawer and avoid dealing with hers until morning.

      I trudged up the front steps and unlocked the door.

      Max the Weimaraner met me with a sleepy sniff and quick rub of his head against my leg, his version of a doggy hug. Maybe he’d finally forgiven me for leaving him with our housekeeper Aggie all summer. I scratched behind his silken ears then followed voices into the kitchen.

      Libba and five teenage girls stood around the kitchen island, its marble top hidden by open bags of chips, a bowl of popcorn, an empty Eggo box, syrup-covered plates, Tab cans, a spill of strawberry Pop Rocks and one extra-large, extra-full glass of wine. Annoyance flared within me like a Roman candle on the Fourth of July. I’d watched a boy die and Libba had okayed a slumber party?

      “I hope you don’t mind,” she said. “Grace wanted to have a few friends over.”

      Nothing like putting me on the spot. “Of course not.” I offered her a sugary smile. She deserved torture, “Seasons in the Sun” until her brain melted and leaked out her ears.

      The flare of annoyance sputtered and died when I looked more closely at the girls’ faces. Tears stained their cheeks and their eyes were red and puffy. They’d gathered to support each other and share their grief. Who was I to deny them that comfort? “Hi, girls.”

      They answered with a collective, “Hello, Mrs. Russell.”

      Debbie, Peggy, Kim—all girls I’d watched grow up—and someone I didn’t know. She held out her hand, “I’m Donna Richardson, Mrs. Russell. It’s nice to meet you.”

      I shook the girl’s hand. It had all the weight of a skein of cotton candy. Her face was delicate too, with pale skin framed by a sheet of dark brown hair. She looked brittle. If someone poked her, she might break. “Welcome, Donna. It’s nice to meet you too.” I let go of her hand and my gaze swept over the group. “It’s late, don’t you think you should be in bed?”

      I’m not sure what it says about Libba that six sets of eyes rolled.

      “Mom, what happened? You have to tell us. Everyone’s saying Bobby is dead.”

      Telling a teenager that one of her friends has died is brutal. There are no gentle words. At least not ones I could think of. Tears wet my eyes and I nodded. “I’m sorry.”

      Grace looked wan beneath her tan, as did Peggy, Kim and Debbie. Donna was already so pale, it was impossible to tell if her skin blanched as well.

      An eternity of silence ticked by before Grace took a ragged breath. She dragged the back of her hand across her eyes.

      “Everyone’s saying he overdosed.”

      “No.” I shook my head.

      “What happened?” asked Kim. Her voice shook, making six syllables out of what should have been three.

      I didn’t know for sure. A knife? A gun? All I’d seen was a bottomless well of blood. “The police are looking into it.”

      For one horrific instant, Grace swayed. The child had dealt with more murders over the summer than most people encounter in a lifetime. I’d just presented her with another one. Her hands grabbed the edge of the counter and the swaying stopped. Her friends drew closer to her, as if their proximity could give her strength.

      “Was he...” Donna covered her mouth with her hand. Her dark blue eyes looked too large for her face. China doll eyes, perfect for her porcelain skin. “Was he alive when you found him?”

      “Yes.”

      Somehow, Donna’s eyes grew even bigger.

      “Did he suffer?” asked Kim. Her eyes looked even larger than Donna’s. And wet. As if she was holding back a tidal wave of tears.

      I was bone tired, in no shape for a storm of teenage emotion.

      “No. Not at all.” My nose itched like hell. I ignored it. “You girls should go to bed.” My gaze lingered on Libba’s extra-large, half-empty glass of wine. “Libba, maybe you should spend the night too.”

      No one moved.

      “I mean it, girls. Go to bed. Go to sleep.” I borrowed one of my mother’s baleful expressions. “We can talk about this in the morning.”

      Slowly they pushed back from the counter.

      “Go.” I used my good arm to point toward the back stairs.

      One by one they filed up the stairs until only Grace and Libba remained.

      “There are extra blankets and pillows in the linen closet,” I said to Grace. “I think the extra sleeping bags are in the closet in the blue guest room.”

      She didn’t move.

      “Your friends are waiting for you upstairs.” I picked up a dirty plate and put it in the sink. “Mom.”

      I turned and looked at her.

      “Are you all right?” she asked.

      “Are you?”

      Her mouth twisted and she scratched the end of her nose. “I’m fine.”

      I opened my arms and Grace walked into them. We both needed a hug. The almost-woman in my embrace smelled of strawberry shampoo and Love’s Baby Soft. Underneath those scents I detected hints of sunshine and sweat and something uniquely Grace. My whole world. “We’ll talk in the morning,” I promised.

      “Okay.” She pulled away from me. It’s a monumentally unfunny cosmic joke that children grow up and leave home. Even less funny is the fact that good parents encourage them to do so. Damn it. My skin tingled from the loss of her touch and my chest constricted.

      Grace’s steps reached the top of the stairs, then I turned on Libba. Her hair, which usually hung in a perfect dark curtain around her shoulders, was mussed and her brown eyes looked unfocused.

      “How is it I have four extra girls here?” I asked.

      She swallowed a deep, sheepish sip of wine. “It started with one and then snowballed.”

      Teenaged girls do that. I picked up a syrup covered plate and put it in the sink. “Kim and Peggy and Debbie I understand, but who is Donna?”

      “Do you remember India Easton?”

      I put another plate in the sink. Cleaning up one-handed wasn’t easy. “No. Care to help?”

      Libba opened the cabinet beneath the sink, pulled out the trashcan and swept an avalanche of Pop Rocks into it. “You should remember her. She was three years ahead of us at Suncrest. She went to Wellesley.”

      I stared at her blankly.

      Libba put the trashcan down, sloshed some more wine into her glass, and leveled her blurry gaze on me. “She was a cheerleader. She dated Harrison Granger.”

      I shook my head. “I don’t remember her.”

      Libba waved away my faulty memory with an elegant flip of her wrist. “At any rate, she went to Wellesley.”

      “You already said that.” I considered the two fingers of wine left in the bottle. The emergency room doctor had forbidden drinking, but it was oh so tempting.

      “She met a boy at Harvard, and they got married and moved to Stamford, Connecticut.”

      None of which explained why Donna Richardson was in my house. The wine was looking better and better.

      Libba reached for the bottle and emptied the last of it into her glass.

      My eyes narrowed. Damn it. She deserved “Seasons in the Sun” ad nauseum.

      “He made an absolute pile of money doing…” She waved her hand. “Something. Anyway, he died. A couple of years ago, I think. India remarried and came back to Kansas City.”

      Aha! Donna must be India’s daughter. That still didn’t explain why she was sleeping in my house with girls who’d been inseparable since they were six.

      Libba brought the glass with the last of the wine to her lips. “I don’t speak teenage girl, but I think Kim took Donna under her wing this summer and insisted that she come tonight.”

      I nodded, finally understanding. The apple didn’t fall far from the tree. Kim’s mother organized things—parties, luncheons, charity committees, and people—with an efficiency that I only dreamed of.  Well, Mother dreamed of it for me.

      “I am sorry about the slumber party,” said Libba.

      She didn’t look sorry. She looked drunk.

      “It’s not a problem. I just wanted to know who she was.” I opened the back door and tossed the popcorn onto the patio for the birds and squirrels, then I turned on the hot water in the sink and watched the syrup melt off the plates. “Would you close those chip bags? Aggie can finish cleaning the rest of this up in the morning.” My bed sang a siren’s song. Its voice floated through the upstairs hall and down the stairs to the kitchen—come to me, come to me, come to me. I was ready to answer its call. Even without wine, I could barely keep my eyes open. “I assume you’re spending the night?”

      “If you don’t mind.”

      “Of course not. Is the blue room okay for you?”

      “Fine, but can we catch the end of the Tonight Show?” She stumbled toward the den.

      I swallowed a sigh and trailed after her. The Tonight Show had long-since ended but someone had to tuck a blanket around Libba when she passed out on the couch.

      She turned on the television, flipped the dial to NBC, and collapsed onto the sofa. Images flickered across the screen. Mikey spooned Life cereal then Tommy ate Libby’s fruit cocktail. From her corner of the couch, Libba squinted at the television. “Where’s Johnny?”

      I glanced at my watch. We’d missed Johnny by a wide margin. “He’s gone to bed.” Exactly where we should be.

      The woman on the screen raised her arms to prove that Arrid kept her extra dry then George Peppard’s face appeared.

      Libba leaned forward, scrunched her nose and slitted her eyes until—presumably—she could make out a face on the television. “I like Banacek too.”

      Great. I claimed the other corner of the couch and my eyelids drifted shut.

      They might have stayed shut all night were it not for the scream.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      The scream ripped through my nerve endings and I leapt seven, maybe eight, feet straight into the air. Well, my heart did.

      Libba jerked awake. “What the hell?”

      Exactly. I left her on the couch, raced up the stairs, ran down the hall toward Grace’s room and threw open the door. Inside, girls with long legs, fading tans and short cotton nightgowns surrounded Donna. She huddled amidst a sea of sleeping bags, pillows and extra blankets. She’d wrapped her arms around her knees, lowered her head, and rocked back and forth.

      Grace knelt next to her and stroked her hair.

      Peggy sat next to her on the floor and crooned, “It was just a bad dream.”

      Donna didn’t respond.

      Kim sat across from her with her legs crossed, her arms crossed and her brow slightly wrinkled. “It’s only a dream. It’s not real.”

      Next to her, Debbie hid a yawn behind the back of her hand.

      Peggy closed her hand around Donna’s arm and shook gently.

      The girl flinched and jerked her arm away. Then she raised her head an inch or two from her knees. Her brows were raised, her eyes as big and round as the bowls of my grandmother’s sterling soup spoons, and her lips looked taut and pale.

      “It can’t hurt you.” Peggy’s soft tone acquired a bit of an edge.

      “Peggy’s right, Donna. It was just a dream.” Who was I kidding? A boy had been murdered. It was a miracle they weren’t all having nightmares.

      Donna lowered her head and resumed her rocking.

      Debbie snorted softly. “Think about something nice so we can go back to sleep.”

      I stepped into the room, knelt and draped my arm around Donna’s slender shoulders. Her muscles tensed beneath my touch, but she didn’t shake me off. She sniffled and made a wet sound deep in her throat.

      “I think you could do with some hot chocolate or warm milk.”

      Donna stopped rocking and looked at me, taking my measure. A few seconds ticked by before she nodded.

      I helped her to her feet then directed my gaze to the bed where Kim and Debbie sat, their backs against the bed, their arms still crossed. “This has been an upsetting night for all of you and you’re all going to process Bobby’s death differently.”

      Neither girl spoke. They would when the door closed. I shifted my gaze to Grace, and she offered me a near imperceptible nod. No one would speak ill of Donna for having a nightmare.

      I led Donna from the room.

      Libba and Max loitered in the hallway. She leaned against a wall with her eyes half-closed. His amber eyes looked somehow sleepy and alert at the same time.

      “Go to bed,” I said to both of them. Libba looked fuzzy from too much Blue Nun, in no shape to make hot chocolate, much less comfort a frightened teenager. As for Max, if he went downstairs, he’d want to go out. If he went out, he’d eat all the popcorn I’d thrown for the squirrels. I’d have five teenagers, a drunken friend and a dog with an upset stomach to deal with.

      Libba nodded and disappeared into the guest room. Max nodded and disappeared into mine.

      “Let’s get you some hot chocolate.” I gave Donna’s shoulder a gentle squeeze and together we descended the stairs.

      I flipped on the lights in the kitchen. “You do want hot chocolate, don’t you? I could warm milk if you’d prefer that.”

      “Hot chocolate, please.”

      Dealing with death was enough to rattle anyone but Donna seemed about to shatter.

      “Good choice. I can’t stand warm milk, but some people seem to like it.”

      The girl shuddered. Smart kid.

      “Sit down.” I nodded toward a stool not pushed under the lip of the counter, pulled a small pan off the pot rack and poured in some milk. “You’re in luck. Hot chocolate is one of the few things I’m good at making. My secret is a dash of vanilla. Do you cook?”

      She didn’t answer. Instead, she stared at the painting hanging on the wall. One of mine, the canvas depicted a tossed salad and was perfect for a kitchen.

      The milk bubbled at the edge of the pan. “How chocolaty do you want it?”

      Again, she didn’t answer. Instead, she rose from her seat and peered closely at the canvas, almost as if she was studying the brushstrokes. Since they were my brushstrokes, I couldn’t hold her silence against her.

      I spooned Swiss Miss into a mug, poured the milk over it, added my signature dash, then stirred. “Marshmallows?”

      She looked away from the painting. “I’m sorry?”

      “Do you want marshmallows?” I held up the mug. “In your hot chocolate?”

      “No, thank you.”

      I put the cocoa in her hands. “You know, sometimes talking about a bad dream makes it better.”

      Donna shrank. Her shoulders hunched. Her chin lowered to her chest. If she hadn’t been holding a mug, she probably would have crossed her arms over her body again.

      “I can call your parents to come get you if you want.”

      The mug hit the floor in an explosion of hot chocolate and broken pottery.

      “Oh my God, I’m so sorry.” Donna fell to her knees. She picked up a shard of broken mug with one hand and dashed at a tear with the other.

      “Don’t touch that, you’ll cut yourself. I’ll get a broom.”

      She continued to pick up bits of broken pottery. The white flounce of her nightgown absorbed enough cocoa to turn a soft brown. Her shoulders looked so hunched, so taut, it was a wonder her tendons didn’t snap.

      “Donna, stop.”

      A tear traced down her cheek and plopped into the mess on the floor.

      I bent, closed my hand around her elbow, and forced her to her feet. “Sit.”

      “But…” Her gaze remained locked on the mess.

      “No buts. Sit.”

      She sank onto a kitchen stool.

      I grabbed the trashcan from the cabinet beneath the sink and held it out to her. “Throw those away.”

      She dropped the pieces of mug into it. Then she clasped her hands in her lap.

      I unspooled a length of paper towel and dropped it to the floor. Like Donna’s nightgown, it quickly turned brown.

      “We’ll get you a clean nightgown before you go back to bed. Shall we try again?”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “It’s just a mug. Do you want more cocoa?” I poured milk into the saucepan and put it on the heat.

      “Thank you.” Her cheeks were as pale as the unstained white linen of her nightgown. Poor kid. The silence between us stretched, awkward, and uncomfortable as new golf shoes.

      I cleared my throat and searched for something to say. “When did you and your family move to Kansas City?”

      “June.” Her voice was barely audible. The taut line of her shoulders loosened.

      “Just in time for the heat.” No wonder teenagers thought adults were stupid and boring. We said stupid, boring things.

      She lifted her head, turned it toward the brick wall. “That painting is amazing. My father had a friend in Connecticut who collected that artist. At least I think it’s the same one. The brushwork is the same.”

      “You like art?”

      “I do.” She offered me a tremulous smile. “I want to be an artist.”

      “The painting’s mine.”

      She blinked. A classic, teenage “duh” blink. It was obvious I owned it.

      “I mean, I painted it.”

      Her brows rose high enough to be insulting.

      “I’m surprised the girls didn’t tell you I painted.”

      “They did but…”

      She’d thought I painted amorphous rainbow-colored horrors, the kind that proliferated at craft shows. Maybe she’d imagined diaphanous women in oversized hats walking through swirls of pastel. That or big-eyed children who reflected a world-weariness usually reserved for adults.

      “Thank you for being so nice. I’m sorry about the mug.”

      “Don’t give it another thought.”

      Her gaze returned to the painting. “Do you teach?” Her voice was small.

      “I never have.”

      “But you could?”

      I could. I could also spend every afternoon playing bridge with Mother. Just because I could do something didn’t mean I wanted to.

      “Would you teach me? Please?” With her lashes still spiky from her tears, her blue eyes looked enormous in her face, rather like one of the big-eyed children.

      I swallowed. “Teach you?

      “To paint. I can draw but I’ve never had painting lessons.” Her enormous eyes, which only minutes before had been haunted by dreams of violent death, implored. “Please?”

      I couldn’t tell her no. Not after the night we’d all had. “Let me see your portfolio.”

      “I’ll bring it by tomorrow…I mean, later today.” She bit her lips, glanced again at the painting, then picked up a strand of her hair and began to twist it. “My parents don’t really approve of art— as a career, I mean. It might be better if we didn’t tell them.”

      An out. “Donna, I can’t go behind your parents’ backs.”

      “Maybe we could just tell my mom.”

      “Let me think about it.”

      Her shoulders fell.

      “Bring your portfolio and we’ll see. Are you done with that?” I nodded my chin at her empty mug.

      She nodded and I took it from her hands then put it in the sink. I added the dirty pan, mouthed a silent apology to Aggie then said, “Shall we go to bed?”

      “You’ll look at my sketches?”

      “I will.”

      

      Banging on the front door is never a good thing. Banging on the front door at—I turned my head and glared at the clock—seven-thirty on a Saturday morning is a terrible thing. I got up, grabbed one of the silk peignoirs I bought in Paris, jammed arms into the sleeves and hurried down the front steps with Max at my heels.

      I yanked the door open before whoever was on the other side woke the whole house.

      The man from under the bleachers, the bossy one who’d held my lipstick hostage, stood on the front stoop holding my newspaper.

      He stared at me, perhaps placing where he knew me. His gaze shifted to my bandaged left wrist. “You’re the woman from under the stands.”

      “I am.”

      “I’m sorry to disturb you so early on a Saturday morning. Your paper.” He handed it to me then flashed a charming smile.

      Henry had a charming smile. I don’t trust charming smiles.

      I glanced at my wrist, at the spot where my watch would be if I wore one so early on a Saturday.

      His gaze rested on the gauze. “It looks as if you needed stitches. I told you that you needed a doctor.”

      Seven-thirty, a charming smile and an I-told-you-so. Whoever he was, I didn’t like him.

      “I heard the boy…”

      “Yes.” My tone ended further discussion.

      Except, it didn’t. The man shook his head. “What a tragedy. You knew him?”

      I narrowed my eyes.

      “I’m sorry.” He thrust his hand at me. “Jonathan Hess. I’m Donna’s father.”

      I offered him a dead-fish handshake—the kind you give a man who’s awakened you after too few hours’ sleep.

      “What do you think happened?”

      It’s hard to look down your nose when looking up at someone. Mother can do it. Effortlessly. I tried. Probably failed. “No idea.”

      “He didn’t say anything?”

      “He died.” My voice was flat as the pancakes I’d promised the girls for breakfast. Real ones, not some cardboard facsimile that tasted like the box they’d come in.

      He shook his head again. “Pity.” He peered past me into the foyer
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