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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        June, 1975

        Kansas City, Missouri

      

      

      

      “I spoke to Margaret about her boxwoods. I told her they need trimming. Do you know what she said to me?”

      I leaned against the door frame and resisted pinching the space between my eyes. Barely. From the time I was old enough to toddle, Mother drilled respect for my elders, which meant that asking my across-the-street neighbor, Marian Dixon, to get the heck off my stoop wasn’t an option.

      But I wanted to. Badly.

      “Do you know?” She raised her voice as if my silence vexed her.

      I was the one who should be vexed. She’d parked herself on my doorstep without an invitation.

      “Do you?”

      She’d picked a fight with Margaret Hamilton? Marian was either incredibly brave or incredibly stupid. I guessed the latter.

      I was half-convinced that my next-door neighbor was a witch. A double-double-toil-and-trouble, ride-a-broomstick witch. If Margaret cultivated hemlock and wolfsbane in her front yard, I’d maintain a polite smile and offer a cheery wave. I would not complain. “What did she say?”

      “She told me I should mind my own business!”

      Marian was lucky that Margaret hadn’t hexed her. Wait! I narrowed my eyes. Was that a mustache growing above her upper lip? Had she always had those dark hairs?

      “It is my business if the lawns on this block aren’t maintained,” she said.

      The two cups of coffee I’d downed weren’t near enough to deal with Marian so early in the morning. My mind wandered back to the kitchen where Mr. Coffee waited for me with a full pot. I imagined fresh coffee in a cup, a splash of cream, the slight bitterness exploding across my tastebuds⁠—

      “Ellison!”

      Reluctantly, I let the vision of Mr. Coffee fade and focused on the woman in the navy blue skirt and white blouse with a Peter Pan collar who’d taken up residence on my stoop.

      “Margaret’s boxwoods!”

      Marian needed a hobby. A hobby other than spying on her neighbors.

      Clutching a clipboard, she scanned my lawn.

      The hostas were lush, the yard was freshly mown, and geraniums rioted in the stone urns that flanked my front door. She couldn’t possibly find fault.

      “Even you have a better lawn.” Marian was the queen of backhanded compliments. “Although—” she stroked her mustache “—red geraniums are a bit garish. Don’t you think?”

      Obviously not. I chose them.

      Her gaze slid to my other next-door neighbor’s front lawn, and she shrugged. “At least you planted flowers.”

      Charlie was a recently divorced doctor with a new job. He was too busy to fuss with his lawn or garden. And if he did plant flowers, his dog would decimate them in short order. Despite her name—Pansy—his golden had marked annuals as her sworn enemy. She dug up plants faster than anyone could put them in the ground. So, no flowers for Charlie. His sole nod to lawn maintenance was paying Tommy Oakes, a boy who lived down the street, to mow once a week. Tommy also mowed my yard. And Margaret’s.

      Tommy didn’t clip hedges.

      “I spoke with Jane about this,” Marian said.

      “The lack of flowers?”

      Marian screwed her flushed face into a frustrated scowl. “Margaret’s hedges. Jane lives across the street from Margaret. She has to look at those hedges whenever she walks out her front door.”

      “What did Jane say?” Jane had three children, all of whom swam and played tennis and golf. The youngest, a girl, also took ballet lessons. Jane didn’t have time to contemplate her neighbor’s hedges. She didn’t have time to contemplate her own hedges.

      “She doesn’t understand the seriousness of the problem.”

      My eyes ached with the need to roll. I bit the inside of my cheeks and held my tongue.

      “It starts with little things.”

      I should have brought a cup of coffee with me when I answered the door. Additional caffeine might make this conversation less painful. Maybe. “It?”

      “Anarchy.”

      “My husband?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous, Ellison. The decline of law and order.”

      She got the end of civilization from Margaret’s shaggy hedge?

      “The abandoning of social mores, polite society, and standards. Anarchy.”

      My husband’s first name.

      “We have to address this threat head on.”

      Oh, dear Lord. “If Margaret’s bushes bother you that much, offer to clip them for her.”

      “I did.” Marian’s cheeks colored. “She said if I touched her hedge, she’d shove my clippers where the sun doesn’t shine.”

      I clutched my throat, barely containing a bark of laughter.

      “That’s when I decided we need a petition.”

      A petition? I closed my eyes. If I ignored her long enough, maybe she’d go away.

      “A petition demanding she trim her boxwoods.” She jammed something sharp into my stomach.

      “Oomph.” I opened my eyes and looked down. Marian jammed me with her clipboard. Hard enough to leave a bruise. I rubbed a hand across my middle.

      “Do you need a pen?”

      “No.”

      “You have one?”

      “I’m not signing a petition.”

      “Your mother would sign.”

      “Then start a signature drive on her block.”

      Marian’s features pinched at my snark. “There’s no need to be rude.”

      “I’m sure Margaret will trim the bushes on her own.”

      “I pointed out the problem last week, and she hasn’t yet.”

      “Then complain to the homeowners’ association.” Margaret would be furious. With Marian. And the association. But not with me.

      Marian hugged the clipboard to her chest. “The homeowners’ association doesn’t take this problem seriously.”

      The HOA didn’t take Marian seriously. That’s what happened when a person lodged a hundred complaints a week.

      “Did Jane sign the petition?”

      “No.” Thunder settled on Marian’s brow. “She asked me to return her sons’ balls.” Marian snorted as if the request were preposterous. “I warned those boys. ‘Don’t throw your balls into my yard.’ Did they listen?”

      “They’re boys, Marian. They play catch. Sometimes a ball sails over a fence.”

      “They’ll learn their lesson. Eventually. Olive’s boys did.” Olive and Quinn Rhoades were Marian’s other next-door neighbors. Their sons, Oliver and Trey (Quinn Fairfax Rhoades III) were in college. Had they learned their lesson? More likely they’d outgrown tossing balls in the backyard.

      Marian tsked. “They’ll be moving soon.”

      I frowned. “The Rhoades?”

      A sly smile curled her lips. “Marital trouble. I know the signs. There’s a new car parked behind the house whenever Quinn travels for business.”

      Olive Rhoades delivered May baskets and homegrown tomatoes and Christmas fruitcakes to the widows who lived at either end of the block. She volunteered at a soup kitchen and the children’s hospital and church. She had a kind word and a kinder smile for everyone she met. And if she looked for happiness away from her emotionally distant husband, it was nobody’s business but her own.

      I glanced at my watch and widened my eyes. “Is that the time?”

      Marian’s eyes narrowed. She didn’t believe my ruse.

      Not that I blamed her. As ruses went, exclaiming over the time was weak.

      She thrust the clipboard at me.

      I hid my hands behind my back. So adult. “I’m not signing that.”

      “But the hedge?” Her voice rose.

      So many problems in the world. Real ones. And this woman spent her days spying on her neighbors and stirring up trouble.

      “No. I’m sor—” I stopped myself. I would not apologize for my refusal. “I’m not signing. And now, I really must run, or I’ll be late for a meeting.”

      She’d monitor my driveway to make sure I actually left.

      Careful to keep Max, our Weimaraner, inside the house, I slipped through the storm door and offered a goodbye wave.

      Marian’s cheeks flushed. The rising heat or ire?

      I shut the door on her. “She’s a menace,” I whispered to Max.

      He sat on his haunches and stared at me with amber eyes.

      “If she’s not careful, someone will lose patience and murder her.” It was a wonder someone hadn’t already found a way to silence Marian. “Although, if the killer argued justifiable homicide at their trial, the jury would sympathize and sentence them to a slap on the wrist.”

      Max’s tail wagged.

      “You’re bloodthirsty today.”

      He offered a doggy grin. With Marian gone, he could chase her cat unmolested.

      “Don’t be so happy. If someone kills Marian, I’ll find her body.” That was my life. Finding bodies. It wasn’t fun.

      Brnng, brnng.

      What fresh hell was this? I ducked into my husband’s office and picked up the receiver. “Hello.”

      “Ellison?” Mother’s disapproval carried through the line. “Why isn’t Aggie answering the phone?”

      Had Mother called to talk to my housekeeper? Doubtful.

      I girded my loins. “Aggie is at the market.”

      “Marian Dixon called me. She has a petition and wants your signature.”

      “Marian just left.”

      “Did you sign?”

      “I did not.”

      “Why not?”

      “What if she circulates a petition insisting I move?”

      “Don’t be ridiculous. She can’t force you to sell your house.”

      “She can’t force Margaret to trim her bushes. And between Marian and Margaret, I’d rather be on Marian’s bad side.” I perched on the edge of the desk and wrapped the phone’s cord around my index finger. “Did you call about Marian and her petition, or is there something else?” I’d told Marian, who was sure to be watching my house, that I had a meeting. Now, I had to leave my house for said imaginary meeting. If I didn’t leave,  and soon, she’d know I lied.

      “Your father and I want you to join us for dinner tonight.”

      “It’s Wednesday. Grace has a swim meet.” Also known as hell masquerading as a kids’ sporting event. And a very real reason to decline dinner.

      “Then tomorrow night.”

      “Anarchy is working.”

      “You and Grace can come without him.” She sounded pleased about that. Mother might accept my husband, but he wasn’t her first choice for a son-in-law. She disapproved of his job.

      “Grace has practice.”

      “She’s done by five. We’ll meet you at the club.” Mother knew when Grace was done with practice, but she’d forgotten an actual meet? Doubtful. She’d managed me.

      I couldn’t win. Not without more coffee. I admitted defeat. “Fine.”

      “Five o’clock for cocktails. We’ll eat at six.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Swim meets. I surveyed the pool deck and swallowed a sigh.

      The good? Grace loved swimming, and I loved supporting her. I’d been volunteering with the same women since Grace swam her first race. Those women had become friends, some of them close friends. Now that I was an old hand, volunteering gave me the opportunity to meet the young mothers, the women with a decade’s worth of swim meets still in front of them. Also, I loved the way every soul on the pool deck would cheer for a struggling swimmer (usually seven, usually barely keeping afloat) to finish a race. I loved that child’s smile when he or she pulled themselves out of the water and realized everyone had been cheering for them.

      The bad? The concrete pool deck spent the day absorbing heat then held it like a jealous lover. Which meant the temperature was a few degrees hotter than hell. And heat like that made me prickly. Already my polo shirt (in the club’s colors, of course) clung to my back.

      The ugly? The heat made people drink. They downed gin and tonics like water, and the results weren’t pretty. Also, there was something about watching their kids compete that brought out the worst in certain parents. Meets were supposed to be fun, not cause for tears.

      Beau Riley was definitely trying not to cry. The eight-year-old boy was tan as a nut, and the summer sun had already bleached his blond hair almost white. He had big brown eyes (I had a weakness for brown eyes) and a ready smile. Beau Riley was not smiling now. Dampness blurred his brown eyes.

      “You gave up at the end,” said his father.

      Whit Riley’s grip on his son’s arm looked painful. What was Whit doing here so early? Women worked the volunteer shifts, and their husbands showed up around five-thirty or six, made straight for the bar, then stood in the shade as their progeny competed.

      “You’re not some little girl,” Whit whisper-yelled at his son.

      Why was it when men wanted to convey their disdain for a weak male they compared him to a girl? You throw like a girl. You run like a girl. You’re a pus—I couldn’t bring myself to think it. Instead, I pasted on a tight smile. “He can’t win every race, Whit.”

      For a half-second, rage filled Whit’s eyes. How dare I interrupt him? “Sports are life lessons. Beau can’t give up when things get difficult.”

      “They also teach us how to win and lose gracefully.” A lesson Whit should remember. “They teach the need for hard work to achieve goals.”

      Whit’s gaze cut to his son. “Someone hasn’t been working hard enough.”

      Beau winced.

      “And sometimes, no matter how hard we work, things don’t go our way. Beau, I think your friends are waving for you to join them.” I focused my gaze on Whit’s grasp on his son’s arm.

      Slowly, finger by finger, Whit released his gasp.

      “What’s your next race?” I asked Beau.

      He gulped and glanced at his father. “Backstroke.”

      “I’ll be cheering for you.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Russell.” He offered me an apologetic smile. “I mean, Mrs. Jones.”

      “No worries,” I assured him. “Have fun this afternoon.”

      Beau nodded and escaped his father.

      “That was none of your business, Ellison.” Whit Riley and his wife, Tippy, were high school sweethearts. As their classmate, I’d had a front-row seat to their teenage drama. Especially when I dated Whit’s best friend, Grant Wycoff. I’d clutched Grant’s hand while Whit’s father belittled him for missing a basketball shot that would have won a game. I’d seen the pain in Whit’s eyes. I’d pretended I didn’t see his tears. I’d heard him swear he’d never, ever be like his dad. So why was he doing the same thing to his own son?

      “You once told me you didn’t want to be anything like your father.”

      “I’m nothing like him.”

      I lifted my brows. “Are you sure about that?”

      The flush on Whit’s cheeks wasn’t due to the heat.

      “Be better,” I told him.

      The announcer called the next race.

      “Excuse me, Grace is swimming next. I want to cheer her on.” I left Whit, ignoring the deep scowl that scored his forehead and tightened his mouth.

      I found a spot at the edge of the pool and screamed like a lunatic for just under thirty seconds.

      Grace hauled herself out of the water and flashed me a grin. She’d won.

      I gave her a thumbs up, and she disappeared into a crowd of girls.

      “Ellison?” Jane Carson stood beside me. “Do you have a minute?”

      “For you? Of course.”

      We ceded the edge of the pool to parents with swimmers in the next race and found a tiny sliver of shade.

      “What is Grace swimming today?”

      “Breast, free, medley and free relay. What about your kids?”

      “Will is swimming free, butterfly, and medley. He hates butterfly.” Most kids did. “Jimmy swims breast, free, and back. Darcy swims free, back, medley, and free relay.”

      Jane had a busy afternoon.

      She yanked on her ponytail. “I’m timing second shift.”

      “Me, too.” I hated timing more than Will hated butterfly. The sun’s relentless rays. The noise. The pressure of hitting the stopwatch at the right second. At least I’d have company in my misery.

      She rubbed the back of her neck as if she already felt the coming misery. “Did Marian talk to you?”

      Speaking of misery. “She did.”

      “Did you sign?”

      “No.” I checked our surroundings for random listeners. “I’d never cross Margaret that way.”

      “Marian has been erratic lately. It’s scary. The boys were in the backyard yesterday evening and she yelled at them for being too loud. They’re children and it wasn’t yet seven o’clock. But she said she’d file a noise complaint.”

      “Maybe we’ll get lucky, and Margaret will hex her.”

      “Turn her into a frog?”

      “Or a stink bug.”

      Jane wiped a drip of sweat from her brow. “I wish I knew what set her off.”

      “Besides Margaret’s hedge?”

      “That darned hedge. If I never hear it mentioned again, it will be too soon.” Jane rubbed the back of her neck. “Marian’s always been difficult. But lately? She’s impossible. This sounds awful, but I’m grateful she’s focused on Margaret’s hedge and not my boys. I’m sure that makes me a terrible person, but the woman’s exhausting. Last weekend, while you were gone, she was positive there was someone lurking around her house. She had the police come. Three times. She even suggested that Will was responsible. They knocked on our door to check. Fortunately, Will was sleeping over at a friend’s.”

      “What did Bill say?”

      “He was livid. He told the police Marian is a menace.” She glanced at the pool, and her expression morphed into shock. “Are we on free? Already? Can we talk later?” Without waiting for my reply, she hurried to the side of the pool and cheered loudly, as if volume might make up for missing most of the race.

      I waved down a waiter and ordered an Arnold Palmer (I wanted a gin and tonic, but liquor and timing didn’t mix).

      “Hey, there.” Lips brushed my bare neck.

      I turned, and my heart skipped a beat. My husband was so damned handsome. His features were lean, his lips were delectable, and his eyes were the exact shade of coffee. “I didn’t expect you.”

      “Grace asked me to come. Did I miss her race?”

      “She won her race in breast stroke. Free is coming up.” Swim meets were organized by stroke—breast, free, back, butterfly, medley, and free relay—then age group. A mother with a child in breast and free relay had to stay for hours to watch two races. One at the beginning, the other at the end. “After that, she’s got medley and the relay.”

      He tugged at the collar of his white dress shirt. “It’s hot out here.”

      “It’s hell out here.” I grabbed his hand and led him to a spot at the pool’s side. “That’s Corbin Clune in the pool. Grace’s race is next.”

      We cheered as the girls dove off the blocks and cut through the water. Grace, who swam in lane four, took an early lead, but a swimmer from the other club closed the gap after the turn. “Go, Grace! Faster!”

      “Good job, Grace! You’ve got this!” It was too early for most fathers to be here. Anarchy’s was one of only a few men’s voices.

      Grace put on a burst of speed and touched the wall half a second before the other swimmer.

      She slipped out of the water, slender and strong and smiling. Then she flashed us a grin.

      Anarchy grinned back. “Well done!”

      She headed toward us. “You came.”

      “I wouldn’t miss it.”

      My chest felt too small to hold my heart. This, right here, was why I tolerated swim meets. Because they brought people together.

      “I have two more races.”

      “I’ll be here,” Anarchy replied. “Cheering.”

      “Mom will be timing.”

      “Don’t remind me.”

      Grace’s smile broadened. “At least when you’re timing, you don’t miss my races.”

      “That happened once.” More than once. More than ten times.

      “Whatever, Mom. I’m glad you’re both here.”

      Anarchy claimed my sweaty palm in his cool fingers, and I looked up at him with hearts shining in my eyes. “Me, too.”
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      The successful conclusion of a swim meet meant a party. A family party. With little ones dashing here, there, and everywhere. Thirteen-year-old girls eyeing largely clueless fourteen-year-old boys. And older teenagers pretending sophistication they didn’t yet possess.

      The dinner buffet featured tacos with mildly spiced ground beef, lettuce, diced tomatoes, and shredded cheese. Two kinds of salsa (green for the brave). Rice, refried beans, and an array of cookies and ice cream bars filled out the menu. Mothers who’d downed gin and tonics all afternoon switched to margaritas (because tequila brought out the best in all of us).

      Children filled their plates and ate cross-legged on their damp beach towels. Their parents, exhausted by heat and mixed drinks, gathered around wrought-iron tables. A few hopeful women tried ordering salads only to be told the buffet was open, but the kitchen was closed.

      The swim coaches, kids who’d participated in country club swim before they graduated from high school, had a table of their own. As college students, they had a glamor that mesmerized young swimmers. They looked effortlessly cool, both literally and figuratively.

      Heat and humidity draped my shoulders like a mink stole. Not the best feeling in the summer, but bearable with the sun’s disappearance.

      Anarchy and I shared a table with Jane and Bill, both of whom poked at their dinners.

      I patted my face with a paper napkin and took another sip of ice water.

      “Are these things always so hot?” asked Anarchy.

      Jane barked a laugh. “Just wait till championships in July.” She turned to me. “At least Grace is swimming A. The B championship is the longest day of my year.” Every swimmer got a chance to compete. That meant at least six heats of seven-year-old girls crawling the crawl. Then another six heats of seven-year-old boys.

      Jimmy appeared at his mother’s side. “Is it time to go home yet?”

      “Don’t you want to stay for the awards?”

      Jimmy shook his head. He’d wrapped a damp towel around his narrow waist, and, impossibly in the heat, his teeth chattered.

      “What about the party?” The way Jane said “party,” made a disco ball and lights sound like a not-to-be-missed event. “They have a DJ.”

      The coaches would present awards then dance with the youngest kids.

      “I’ll take you home,” said Bill. On its surface, it seemed a kind offer. But it left Jane with two kids who’d be overtired and fractious by the time she insisted they leave.

      “You don’t want to collect your ribbons?” Jane asked.

      “I guess I might stay for that,” Jimmy allowed. Grudgingly. As if his mother was impeding his fun.

      As darkness fell, the coaches gathered the swimmers into a circle. They recognized kids who’d beat their best times. “Now,” said the head coach. “For the swimmer of the week. This is a swimmer who always tries his best. He encourages everyone in the pool at practice, cheers for his
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