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Chapter 1

An old geezer of a reporter I used to work with once said that I had a rotten habit of biting off my nose to spite my face. An ex-boyfriend told me the same thing. And you know what? It’s true. There’ve been more than a few times when I’ve tossed back a gift or stormed off in a huff, and on one occasion I jumped out of a car in the rain and walked home alone, ruining the hottest shoes I ever owned. But I’ve rarely regretted it. The satisfaction I’ve felt from making the big defiant gesture—and seeing the stupefied expression on the other person’s face—has generally been worth the price.

Soaked shoes are one thing, though, and a corpse is something else entirely. During a frigid week in early December, I bit off my nose to spite my face because of something the new guy in my life, Beau Regan, did. And I ended up in a big fat mess that involved all sorts of nasty things: a suspicious death, requests for kinky sex, my ass on the line at work, and a showdown with a killer who wanted to make sure I couldn’t tell what I knew. In the end I decided I’d have to behave more rationally when my knickers were in a twist. But I’m getting ahead of myself.

The trouble started the week after Thanksgiving. Beau and I had been dating exclusively for about two and a half months, seeing each other a few times a week. Over dinner that Friday night Beau announced—out of the blue—that he needed to leave the next day for Sedona, Arizona, and would spend the next eight or so days there, shooting extra footage for his new documentary film. Apparently some people who hadn’t been available before were suddenly available now, or something or other.

But Beau’s announcement had bugged me. It turned out that he’d known for over a week that he needed to go but had only shared the news at the last possible moment. Why? I’d wondered. To me Beau had always seemed slightly mysterious and elusive, and just when I’d convinced myself that this was simply a perception created by those dark Heathcliffian eyes and longish brown hair, he was telling me that he had to head off on some vague-sounding trip, suggesting it wasn’t perception after all.

I didn’t come right out and say I was annoyed, but he could tell, I’m sure, by my attitude. Of course, that wasn’t the only reason I was testy as December rolled around. I’m a true crime writer, and in addition to my part-time gig covering celebrity crime for the Manhattan-based tabloid magazine Buzz, I’d been trying to hawk my recent book, a collection of articles I’d written called Bad Men and Wicked Women. The small publisher had put practically zilch into promotion and marketing, and my book was currently something like number 29,478 on Amazon—when I had the nerve to look. Failure always turns me into a grump.

Beau called me as soon as he arrived in Sedona, and then called or texted every day after that. Things were friendly but a little clunky. The week without him seemed to drag by, and I realized how much I had come to love his company—both in bed and out. Please, I thought. Don’t tell me I’ve fallen for someone who doesn’t want to jump in with both feet just at a point when I do.

On the Thursday morning before the Sunday Beau was due back, he sent me an unexpected text: “may finish early and b bk sat. will let u know.”

The message should have warmed the cockles of my heart—and trust me, the thought of falling onto a mattress with him one night sooner than planned made my cheeks flush. And yet as I hurried toward the subway stop at Astor Place on my way to Buzz, I could feel my overall annoyance starting to swell. It was the last line that really bugged me. will let u know. So I should just hold open my Saturday night in case he made it back to town? Maybe I was wrong, but to me that sounded like a guy who didn’t like to be pinned down himself, yet wanted to be sure I was.

I was still in a pissy mood when I arrived at Buzz. The place that morning seemed surprisingly quiet. Though the final closing day at Buzz is Monday, the phones tend to ring like mad on Thursday. That’s the day the issue hits the newsstands, and Hollywood publicists love to call and scream in defense of any clients they feel we’ve maligned. Phones weren’t ringing, and that wasn’t a good sound. At Buzz, if you’re not pissing off Hollywood publicists, you’re not doing your job.

“Oh God, Bailey, are those the new Prada riding boots?” Leo asked me as I pulled out my desk chair in the large open bullpen area. Leo’s a photo editor, but there isn’t enough room for him in the overstuffed art department, so he was bumped to a workstation right behind me and my office bff, Jessie Pendergrass, a senior staff writer. Leo spends most of his day scanning through paparazzi photos on his computer for shots of celebs looking blubbery, blotto, badly dressed, or like they’ve suddenly got a bun in the oven.

“Yeah, in my dreams,” I said.

“I thought maybe you got a big royalty check and splurged,” Leo said, rubbing his hand over his shaved head.

“No check yet, but I’m sure one is due any day now,” I replied. “Apparently I just got torpedoed by Decorative Napkin Folding for Beginners on Amazon.”

“You seem grouchy,” Jessie said. She’d just set down the phone and was scrutinizing me closely with her amber-colored eyes.

“Sorry—I’m just a little frazzled. Does anyone want coffee?”

They both declined, and I headed back to the kitchenette, where I filled up my mug. There were five or six people congregated there, arguing about the ending of a new movie; most I didn’t even recognize. Not only was the staff at Buzz huge, but because of the pressure and late hours, it turned over faster than you could say “Jen’s Latest Heartache.”

When I arrived back at my desk, Jessie wheeled her chair over to me.

“Bailey, I’ve got a brilliant idea,” she said, her eyes sparkling. “I know Beau is out of town till Sunday so I bet you don’t have anything planned for the weekend. How would you like to spend a weekend with me at a gorgeous house in the country?”

“You’ve definitely got my attention,” I said, not bothering to point out that Beau might be coming back Saturday.

“Remember that record producer I told you I met a few weeks ago—Scott Cohen? He called yesterday and asked if I wanted to come to his weekend place—along with a friend if I wanted.”

“Is it in the Hamptons?”

“No, it’s north of the city someplace. We can hike if we want or just sit by the fire and drink hot toddies. There’ll even be a masseuse on hand.”

“Wow, that sounds so much better than treating all my boots with water repellent,” I said. “But if this guy is after you, why would he want me tagging along?”

“He’s invited a whole group of people—you know, a house party. It’ll actually be less awkward for me if you come. Besides,” she added, grinning, “we can take your Jeep.”

“You sure about this?”

“Yeah, it’ll be fun. Please say yes.”

“God, I’d love to,” I said. I meant it. It did sound fun. But as I smiled back at Jessie, I could sense the bite being taken out of my nose. I’d had the chance to possibly see Beau Saturday night and had chosen not to, partly to prove that I didn’t have to just sit around waiting—and that I could have mysterious plans of my own.

I worked late that night, mostly chasing down quotes for two different items I was working on. Buzz is packed each week with stories on the hapless love lives, fashion faux pas, and generally futile weight battles of the stars, but when these same stars get into any kind of legal trouble, we cover that too, and that’s where I come in. I report on any crimes they commit or are involved in on the East Coast, and I also consult on coverage we do in L.A. Many of the reporters on staff could certainly do as good a job, but I was hired because the editor in chief at the time believed having an experienced crime writer bylining those pieces would add cachet. I wasn’t sure what good it had done in that department, but my new boss, Nash Nolan, seemed happy enough.

I finally headed home just after eight, shivering most of the way. It had been unseasonably warm the last two weeks of November, but winter had finally reared its head, and temperatures had plunged to the thirties.

My apartment—a nifty one-bedroom with a terrace on Ninth and Broadway that I’d kept after my divorce—was toasty warm at least, and after stripping off my work clothes, I made a gooey cheese omelet and began to pack for the weekend. The phrase “weekend house party” conjured up an image of people in tweeds and plaids, but based on the fact that Scott was in the music business, I decided I’d better opt for tarty over tartan. I’m five-six, fairly slender, and attractive in a kind of sporty way, so tarty is a stretch for me, but I like to give it my best shot when the moment calls for it.

The phone rang just as I was tossing the last stuff into my overnight bag. It was Beau, calling from Sedona.

“Good to hear your voice,” he said.

“Ditto,” I said. Bailey, keep it light and breezy, I told myself. “How’s the weather? It’s suddenly freezing here.”

“It’s been nice during the days—mostly in the seventies—but it gets pretty cool after dark.”

“Any UFO sightings?” I asked, referencing the fact that over the years, more than a few people had claimed to see alien spaceships buzzing around the heavens above Sedona.

He laughed. “Not so far. But every time I look up at night, I half expect to see flashing lights.”

Why are you out under a night sky anyway? I wondered, staring out at the skyline of Greenwich Village. Light, Bailey, I told myself. Keep it light.

“I guess I should be on the lookout if you start creating any weird sculptures when you get back,” I told him.

“Speaking of that, did you get my text? I’m not positive yet, but I’m pretty sure I can hop on a flight early Saturday.”

“Uh, I was actually just going to text you back,” I said. “Don’t rush back just on my account. I’m going away this weekend.”

There was a pause, not interminable but long enough for me to know I’d caught him off guard.

“Where you headed?”

“Jessie asked me to tag along to some house party she was invited to—upstate. This guy who apparently has the hots for her owns a place up there. He told her she could invite a friend if she wanted, and she knew I was just hanging out this weekend. Plus it will be less awkward for her.”

I was sooo over explaining myself. I could have retiled my bathroom in less time.

“So what’s a house party anyway? I thought that’s what real estate agents gave to court prospective buyers.”

“Um, I think that’s an open house,” I said. “I guess this guy is just having a bunch of friends up—for hiking, that sort of thing.”

Again there was a pause, this one longer.

“You still there?” I asked. What did you think, Bailey, I asked myself, that he’d been abducted by invaders from the planet Abdar?

“Yup.”

“Is something the matter?”

“No. But I just can’t help wondering if your weekend excursion is some kind of payback for my being away.”

“Payback? That sounds pretty extreme.”

“That would be my thought, too.”

“Then what would possibly motivate me to do that?”

“You were ticked about my going to Arizona.”

“I wasn’t ticked about your going,” I said, trying hard to keep my voice calm. “I was just surprised because it seemed to come out of nowhere. And honestly, there’s no payback. This just seemed really fun.”

Liar, I thought.

“Okay,” he said. “Well, if you get back early enough, maybe we can get together Sunday night.”

We muttered good-byes and hung up. I ignored the twinge of regret I was feeling over going away. It was clear that something needed to be addressed between Beau and me, but I didn’t want to deal with it at the moment.

Jessie and I had vowed to leave the city before six the next night, but in the end it was closer to seven.

“So is this some big country estate we’re headed to?” I asked after we’d finally made it through the frustrating snarl of Friday-night traffic just north of Manhattan.

“I’m not sure what the house is like, but it’s gotta be pretty big—he told me we’d each have our own room.”

“That’s probably so he can sneak into yours at night.”

“I really don’t know what he’s got in mind,” Jessie said pensively. “We had this flirty lunch and then he asked me to dinner. But there were six other people out with us that night. I really hope he’s interested—because I dig him—but a little part of me is worried that he asked me to come with a friend because he needed eye candy for other guests.”

“Jeez, it’s starting to sound like the Playboy mansion.”

“No, Scott just likes having these old-fashioned kind of house parties.”

“Who else is supposed to be there?”

“Well, you’re not going to believe this. He told me late today that the main guest is Devon Barr.”

“Devon Barr, the model?”

“Yup.”

Devon Barr had been one of the most successful American models of the past two decades, and though at thirty-four or so, her career was starting to cool a little, she still was the face of several major fashion and cosmetic companies. Part of her mystique was due, some people said, to the fact that she never gave interviews.

“Wow, that should be interesting,” I said. “Though the conversation may leave something to be desired. She looks like she has the IQ of a Louboutin shoe.”

“I know, but she apparently has a killer voice and writes her own songs. Scott is producing her first album.”

“Really?” I said. “That’s fascinating. Anyone else of interest?”

“Scott says he usually likes to put together an eclectic mix, but Devon apparently insisted on bringing her own entourage. Her manager is coming, and one of her model friends. I’m just glad you could come. Beau didn’t mind, did he?”

“He didn’t sound overjoyed. But then ... oh God, never mind.”

“Tell me,” she urged.

“I’m just feeling a little weird about his trip to Sedona.”

“What do you mean? You don’t think ... ?”

“That he went down there to hook up with some retiree? No, I don’t get any sense he’s cheating. I just worry that he’s not—I don’t know, not ready to fully commit, I guess. I keep sensing that he talked himself into a relationship because he’s attracted to me, and likes going to bed with me.”

“Do you feel ready?”

“For a relationship, yeah. And maybe even more at some point. I’m not staring thirty-five in the face just yet so I’m okay being single. But I care more about Beau than anyone I’ve met up until now, and in the back of my head is the thought that if I were going to get married again, I’d like it to be him.”

“This all sounds like David—remember him, the guy I told you about?” Jessie said ruefully. “He seemed to love me but then finally dumped me because he said he didn’t want to make a long-term commitment to anyone. A year later he married someone else. You know how the porn industry has fluffers, women who keep the male stars hot before they perform? I felt like I’d been a husband fluffer with this guy.”

I felt myself cringing as she spoke. Was that what I was for Beau—a husband fluffer?

We took the Taconic State Parkway north and after an hour and a half, exited onto rural roads. We stopped chatting while I focused on the GPS directions. Many of the scattered houses we passed had their doors and windows and even their roofs rimmed with Christmas lights. We found Scott’s driveway and turned onto it. Suddenly we were engulfed in darkness.

“He told me the driveway’s really more of a road,” Jessie said, “a mile and a half long.”

“Hold on,” I said, as I hit the brakes. Five or six deer bounded across the road directly in front of the Jeep, their eyes unblinking in the headlights.

“Gosh, they scared the hell out of me,” Jessie said. “Do you think there’s a lot of other animals around here? Like wolves?”

“No,” I said, laughing. “There aren’t wolves in this area. Just jaguars and cougars.”

“Very funny. Now you’ve really spooked me.”

It was kind of spooky, and I was relieved when finally a few lights twinkled through the massive fir trees. And then a few seconds later there were more lights. The house looked huge, like a cruise ship steaming across a jet-black ocean.

“Wow,” Jessie exclaimed. “Big.”

“All of this could be yours,” I said, “if you play your cards right.”

As we drew closer, we saw that it wasn’t a house at all, but rather a huge gray barn—or actually two large barns positioned parallel to each other. There was a scattering of small outbuildings just beyond.

“Not what I was expecting at all,” said Jessie. “I hope we’re not bunking down with a herd of cows.”

As we stepped out of the Jeep into the crisp, clear night, a woman came up behind us, dressed in a dark barn jacket, khaki pants, and short gum-bottomed shoe boots, the kind you see in an L.L.Bean catalogue. She was fiftyish, with cropped blond-gray hair and a doughy face. She smiled at us, but there was no crinkling by the eyes. It was the kind of expression you offered when you were forced to make nice.

“Sorry we’re so late,” Jessie announced. “We got a late start from the city. I’m Jessie, by the way. And this is Bailey.”

“Not a problem,” the woman said, revealing a huge snaggletooth. “I’m Sandy, Mr. Cohen’s housekeeper. Why don’t I show you to your rooms first, and then you can join Scott. Have you eaten dinner?”

“Not unless you count a bag of tortilla chips,” Jessie said.

“Well, there’s plenty of pork ragout left over.”

After we grabbed our duffel bags from the back of the Jeep, we followed Sandy in the direction of the smaller of the two barns, which she explained contained all the bedrooms—except Mr. Cohen’s. Although we were only two hours north of the city, we might as well have been at an Adirondack logging camp. The place was ringed entirely by thick, dark woods. I glanced up. A bright white half-moon hung in the sky, surrounded by a zillion twinkling stars and the haunting film of the Milky Way.

The silence was suddenly cut by a howling from deep within the woods. Jessie nearly jumped into my arms.

“I thought you said there were no wolves around here,” she whispered anxiously, grabbing my arm.

“That’s not a wolf. It’s a coyote. They’re pretty common in these parts. But unless you’re a chicken or a Pomeranian, you don’t have any reason to worry.”

“Yeah, I guess,” she said, glancing all around us. “I grew up in Orange County, California, and I generally don’t do woods. I didn’t think it was going to be this creepy.”

We were almost at the barn, lagging a bit behind Sandy. I could see now that the two structures were connected by a simple one-story passageway, made totally of glass. And suddenly a heavyset woman in jeans and bulky sweater came barreling down that passageway, her curly black hair bouncing with each stride and her face pinched in annoyance.

“Someone’s in a hurry,” Jessie whispered.

“Maybe she didn’t like the ragout,” I said.

Sandy had reached the door to the building and turned around, her expression slightly impatient, as if we were naughty schoolgirls who’d fallen out of line. We hurried and caught up with her. We entered a foyer with a large wooden bench and brightly colored kilim rug. The walls and floors were all made of old, pumpkin-colored barn wood. On the floor above I heard a door slam. I figured the noise came from the young woman we’d spotted barreling down the passageway.

“There are a few guest rooms down here, but you’re both upstairs,” Sandy said, nodding her head toward the stairs. “I think you’ll find it nice and private.”

What was that supposed to mean? I wondered. By the hushed way she said it, you would have thought we were here to negotiate something top-secret with Scott, like a Journey reunion album. Jessie flashed me a mock grimace.

Our rooms, side by side, were extremely spacious. Mine was filled with quirky old antiques, black-and-white-checked fabric and splashes of lemon yellow. Sandy explained that if we needed anything during our stay and she wasn’t around, we should just dial extension seven on the landlines in our rooms. She added that when we were done freshening up, we should take the glass passageway to the main barn, where everyone was gathered.

I kicked off the shoes I’d been wearing in the car and tugged on a pair of gray suede boots over my jeans. I also swapped my top for a scoop-necked gray-blue sweater that matched my eyes. I’d been growing my blondish hair out for months, and it was long enough finally for me to put up on my head. I twisted it into a sloppy knot, adding a pair of dangling silver earrings. Tarty but not too tarty, I thought. Still, I felt a tiny twinge of guilt.

Jessie opened her door just as I was about to rap on it. She had changed too, into a tight, tight orange sweater that looked great with her eyes. After making our way along the glass passageway, we stepped into a warm, double-storied entrance space aglow in honey-colored light. There were old hayrack ladders and rusty farm tools mounted on the wall. Directly in front of us was a plank-wood staircase that rose to another level. Music, conversation, and the sound of clanging dishes all emanated from above.

Just as we headed over to mount the stairs, a man, dressed in black pants and a black V-neck sweater, came bounding down them. I knew it had to be Scott Cohen, and though there was a boyish quality to his face and he wore his dark hair longish, it was clear he was a good ten years older than Jessie—about forty, it looked.

“Hey, I’m so glad you finally made it,” he exclaimed.

“Hi there,” Jessie said, and accepted a kiss on the cheek. When she introduced me, Scott reached out and shook my hand, grasping it for an extra beat, like you’d expect from a politician or car salesman. His nearly coal black eyes held mine for an extra beat, too.

“You’ve got an amazing place,” Jessie said. “What were these barns doing back in the woods?”

“I actually had them transported on flatbed trucks from Vermont.”

“You didn’t shoot that moose, did you?” Jessie asked, looking up toward a huge stuffed head hanging above the double front doors.

“Yeah, right,” Scott said. “The only thing I’ve ever shot is a recording artist who didn’t go platinum. Come up and meet everyone.”

As we reached the top of the stairs, I got a better sense of the place. To the left of the landing was a great room—a combination kitchen, dining, and living area, with two couches, a bunch of chubby armchairs, a big round dining table, and another animal head mounted on the wall, this one an elk that had probably never set hoof east of the Rockies. Sandy was fussing with some things on the kitchen counter. Six other people were bunched directly behind her at a big wooden island, some standing, some sitting on barstools.

All conversation ceased as we stepped into the room. It felt as if we’d accidentally stumbled into a play midperformance and caught the actors totally by surprise.

Scott dispelled the awkwardness by quickly introducing us to everyone present: Devon Barr’s agent, Cap Darby, a square-jawed, superconfident Clive Owen type who appeared to be in his mid- to late forties; his blond wife, Whitney, who couldn’t have been more than thirty and had a rock on her left hand the size of an iPod; Devon’s booker, Christian Hayes, a slim African American with a shaved head and cropped, curly beard; a girl named Tory Hartwick with short, jet-black hair and striking hooded eyes, who clearly was Devon’s model friend; and a tall, thin rocker type named Tommy Quinn, who had one of his bare, heavily tattooed arms draped over Tory. He must have been important, because I felt Jessie press her foot into mine when Scott introduced him.

And then there was Richard Parkin, whose name I recognized instantly. He was an award-winning journalist and author, hailing from the UK, who wrote profiles for magazines like Vanity Fair and Track, the music magazine that was part of the same media company as Buzz.

“So this is our house party,” Scott said. “Devon isn’t here at the moment. She went to her room after dinner, but she’s coming back.”

I caught Whitney shooting a look at her husband Cap, though I had no clue what it meant.

“And oh, Devon’s assistant Jane is missing too,” Scott added. “She slipped out to the deck to use the telescope.”

Jane must have been the girl Jessie and I had spotted charging down the glass passageway like a bull through the streets of Pamplona. Based on the land speed at which she’d been moving and the ticked-off expression on her face, I doubted she was out there right now studying the moons of Jupiter.

“You didn’t get lost, did you?” Christian asked us. “I accidentally ended up in the town of Traugersville, population fourteen.”

“I thought you didn’t drive, Christian?” Whitney said, revealing a strong southern accent. With her long, flowing hair, translucent blue eyes, and curvy figure she was attractive enough, but it was a standard-issue look that made her indistinguishable from millions of other women with big blond hair and hard, fake tits.

“I don’t—I used a car service,” he explained. “The driver clearly hadn’t been north of Westchester in his life, and he never took the car over fifty-nine miles an hour. I could have been in Montreal in less time.”

“How about some wine?” Scott asked us, interrupting. We both accepted a glass of red.

“Scott has quite the cellar up here,” Cap announced. “If you’re a wine lover, you’re in for a treat.”

“You just have to keep putting your hand over your glass,” Whitney said. “Or he’ll top it off endlessly.”

“Actually, I’m fine with you topping mine off,” Richard said in his posh British accent. He reached out his empty glass. From the ruddiness of his face, it appeared he might have already enjoyed several. “It’s absolutely splendid—saddlebags and a strong hint of black cherries, I’d say.”

“I thought wine was always made from grapes,” Tory said.

At first I thought she was kidding. But the look of befuddlement on her face said otherwise.

“You’re not serious, are you?” Tommy asked her, feigning horror.

A door slammed downstairs at that moment, saving all of us from any explanation on Tory’s part, and then we heard the sound of someone’s long strides across the wooden planks.

“There’s Devon,” Cap said with a hint of relief. I wondered how he knew it was she and not Jane.

We all turned expectantly, listening to the clop-clop of her boots as she mounted the stairs.

She was wearing a black pea coat over her jeans, and her long, perfectly straight blond hair, parted in the middle, was fanned out around the collar. She was tall, though not quite as tall as Tory. But then she didn’t need to be. Her face was her fortune, and it was as exquisite in person as in photos: big hazel eyes, shaped like almonds, a small, perfect nose, and a ripe mouth that was always slightly and sensuously parted, as if she were on the verge of telling someone softly that she’d like to fuck his brains out.

“Come meet our new arrivals,” Scott suggested.

She glanced toward us without really taking us in. She looked bored, as if she had just arrived at a three-day conference on treasury bonds. In her right hand she was holding both a water bottle and a nearly flattened cigarette pack, and after setting down the bottle and stuffing the cigarettes into her pocket, she shrugged off her pea coat onto an armchair.

We all stared at her wide-eyed. On top of her skintight jeans she was wearing a filmy black top with a deep plunge. Each side had shifted, and her small but perfect breasts were totally exposed.








Chapter 2

“You’ve had a slight wardrobe malfunction, darling,” Christian announced.

Devon seemed to totally ignore him, but then, without a trace of self-consciousness, she slowly teased the fabric back over her breasts with long, slender fingers. I’d seen modeling shots of her almost totally nude before, and I wouldn’t have expected her to feel awkward, but the languidness of her movement suggested something else: that it had all been intentional—for someone’s benefit. Another thought shot through my brain. How thin she was. When Devon was first starting out, she was known for the heroin chic look, but she had filled out as she grew older, to something you could have described simply as “model thin.” Her appearance tonight suggested a worrisome drop in pounds.

“There—better?” she asked blasély to no one in particular. And then, “I’d like some fresh water,” before anyone could weigh in with an answer to the first question.

“Absolutely,” Scott said, reaching inside the fridge for a bottle. “This is Jessie, by the way, and her friend Bailey.”

“Hello,” she said, without much enthusiasm, but she came forward and shook our hands. Her hand was slim and felt as fragile as a seashell. She held my gaze just a moment. For a split second I saw a flash of cunning in her eyes.

“Congratulations on your album,” Jessie said. “It must be a very exciting time for you.”

“Scott’s the one who deserves the congratulations,” she said. “He’s the one who made it all happen.”

“And Cap, of course,” said Scott, a little forced. “He’s the one who brought you to me to begin with.”

“Have you been writing music long?” Jessie asked her.

“I wrote little songs, when I was young. Then I learned how to do it from watching Tommy.”

She looked at him slyly, as if there was a secret between them.

“Scott tells us we’re going to have a preview this weekend,” Tommy said. “I can hardly wait.”

Next to him, Tory formed her wide mouth into a pout, clearly not appreciating the way Tommy was taking in Devon—or maybe she was still pondering how you turned cherries into wine.

“Did you bump into Jane?” Cap asked Devon. “I sent her to look for you.”

Devon shrugged as if she didn’t remember and could care less where Jane had gone. “You know what I’m in the mood for?” she said. “Pool. Who wants to take me on?”

“I’d love a game, actually,” Tommy said. “But you’ll have to play fair and keep your clothes on.”

The two of them walked across a large wooden plankway to the other side of the barn’s upper level, where there was a billiard table and a small bar. Tory hesitated a moment and then followed after them, her strides as wide as an ostrich’s. At the same time, Sandy announced that dinner for Jessie and me was ready. I glanced back at the island and discovered that she had set out two dinner plates heaped with the ragout and separate plates with a simple salad. There was also a basket overflowing with corn muffins.

“You don’t mind eating here, do you?” Scott asked us. “We already spent two hours at the dining table, and I’m afraid if I sat down there again, I’d never get up.”

“Not at all,” Jessie said. “It looks wonderful.”

“Whitney has given it her full blessing,” Scott said.

“Do you like to cook?” Jessie asked.

“I’ve just finished a cookbook, actually,” she said. “Texas food—but not the whole Tex-Mex or barbeque-and-chicken-fried-steak sort of thing. I’m focusing on the kind of elegant Texas food you’re served in the best homes there.”

“Oh, describe a few dishes to me, will you?” Christian demanded. “At First Models we’re never allowed to talk about food during the day.”

“Why not?” I asked, my fork poised.

“There are always models dropping by the agency, and they can’t bear it if you mention food,” he said, slowly sweeping his fingers back and forth along the collar of his shirt. “They’re always hungry. They’d eat the blotter on the desk if you turned your back.”

“I can’t imagine how they resist indulging,” Jessie said. “I’m too weak to say no to anything yummy.”

“They use all these crazy ways to deal with it,” Christian said. He glanced over toward the pool table, obviously making sure Devon was out of hearing range. “There’s this girl we signed lately, and every day she buys one of those little bags of Wise potato chips, empties all the chips in the garbage, and then all day long she just sniffs the inside of the empty bag for a rush. You know how coke addicts have powder on their noses? She has potato-chip crumbs.”

“Well, at least, as we learned tonight, some models appreciate good wine,” Richard added sarcastically.

“But models weren’t always as thin as they are today, were they?” Jessie asked.

“Good God, no,” Christian said. “Just look at shots from the seventies. Christie Brinkley? I kid you not—at the height of her career, she was the size of a water buffalo.”

“What happened?” I asked. “Why the pressure to be so thin these days?”

“Runway,” he declared definitively, as if we would know exactly what he meant.

“I’m not following,” Jessie said.

“Years ago, the supermodels never did fashion shows,” Cap interjected. “There were two totally different types of models then: runway and photographic. The runway girls had to fit into the sample sizes and were supposed to be nothing more than hangers for the clothes. The photographic girls didn’t have to be that small. When they put on a size four for a photo shoot and it didn’t fit, you just slit it up the back and no one was any wiser. But then runway work started to really pay well, and the agencies pushed the photo girls to do it. Suddenly they needed to fit perfectly into the sample sizes, which by the way are even smaller today than they were ten years ago.”

“So come on, Whitney,” Christian said. “Tell us about your favorite dishes.”

As she began to elaborate on a few of the so-called standouts in her upcoming cookbook, I enjoyed the pork ragout and only half listened to the descriptions of things like oyster soufflé and brownies with praline topping. I soon became aware that Richard had angled his body so that he’d boxed me out from the rest of the group and had me more or less to himself.

“So I finally get to meet Bailey Weggins,” he said as the others chatted behind us. “Famous true crime writer.” His eyes, I noticed, were heavily hooded but a nice, deep shade of blue. Whatever benefit they offered his face was unfortunately undercut by his rough, ruddy skin. He was the kind of guy you pegged for fifty but found out later was only thirty-six.

“I’m flattered you know of me,” I said, genuinely.

“And not only as a writer. You figured out who killed the lovely Mona.” He was referring to Mona Hodges, the she-devil editor in chief of Buzz who had been murdered this past summer.

“Am I to surmise that you knew Mona personally?”

“Just one encounter. After she went to Buzz and did the whole scorched-earth thing with the staff, she invited me to lunch at Michael’s—said she wanted me to write for the magazine. I’ve churned out my fair share of celebrity profiles, but as I told her, I don’t do gossip, and I certainly have no interest in issues like, ‘Is It a Bump—or Just Belly Fat?’ kinds of stories.”

“I don’t blame you,” I said. “I’m sure it’s sooo much more intellectually invigorating to profile celebrities for magazines like Vanity Fair and coax out their views on how to bring an end to world hunger or global warming.”

“Touché,” he said, tossing his head back in laughter. “I sounded like a pompous ass just then. What I was actually going to add is that I think what you’re doing with the crime stuff is interesting. What led you to it?”

“I was a newspaper reporter for a few years, covering the police beat, and then moved to Manhattan to work in magazines. I never had any particular interest in celebrity crime, but this part-time gig at Buzz came up and I loved the idea of a regular income. You’re totally freelance, right?”

“Yes, though I did my stint on Fleet Street in my twenties.”

“I’ve read your books and thought they were terrific,” I said. “Especially the one on Hollywood agents.”

“Thank you. So how do you know Scott?”

“I don’t, actually. I’m just a tag-along with Jessie this weekend. You?”

“I’ve known him a little over the years. Then I bumped into him lately and he lured me up here to meet Devon. He’s angling for a Vanity Fair piece when her album hits.”

“You’re hogging Bailey, for God’s sake, Richard,” Scott called over to us, perhaps having overheard his name.

“She demanded I explain the thesis of my last book,” he said. “I had to oblige.”

Sandy cleared our plates and set down a wooden tray with coffee cups and a large cake iced thickly with white frosting. At the same time, the other three guests drifted back to our area.

“You have to have a slice of Sandy’s red velvet cake,” Scott announced to the group. “It’s to die for.”

Sandy pulled a large knife from a drawer and slid it silently into the cake. The four layers inside, separated by the creamy frosting, were as red as garnets. After lifting each piece onto a plate, Sandy passed them around the island. Everyone accepted a slice except Tory and Devon. Tory’s sad, sullen “No, thank you” seemed to emanate from the lips of someone whose kitty had just been crushed by a car. Devon just shook her head as if she couldn’t have cared less.

“You really wouldn’t like a piece, Miss Barr?” Sandy asked her. “You didn’t eat any dinner.”

Devon’s face formed into an expression of pure disdain. “If I wanted one, I’d say so.”

“Thank you, Sandy,” Scott said. “I can finish up here.”

I didn’t blame Scott for dismissing her. There had been something challenging about her comment to Devon. If Sandy was embarrassed about being banished, she didn’t show it. She set the knife in the sink, wiped her hands on a dishrag, and quietly made her way down the stairs.

It took a moment or two to recover from the awkward lull, but then conversation started up again with Whitney describing the origins of red velvet cake. Cap and Devon went off to shoot pool, with Tommy and Tory watching. Christian and Richard—who’d refilled his wine glass twice since I’d been there—dragged out a backgammon board. Scott, Jessie, Whitney, and I continued to hang by the island, where we lobbed questions at our host about how he’d found the property and managed to haul two different barns here. I excused myself at one point to use the powder room on the ground floor, and when I emerged a couple of minutes later, Jessie was waiting in ambush for me.

“So what do you think?” she whispered devilishly.

“Interesting crowd,” I said. “Should we plan on flashing our boobs tomorrow just to keep up?”

“What about Scott? What do you think of him?”

“Older than I’d pictured, but hunky—and very charming.”

“Yeah, I know. Oh, by the way, you know who Tommy is, right?”

“A tattoo aficionado?”

“The lead guitarist for the band Tough Love.”

“Oh, right, I thought the name was familiar, but I’m not much of a heavy metal fan.”

“He’s something else too—Devon’s ex-lover. They broke up about four months ago.”

She was about to elaborate, but Whitney suddenly descended the stairs, announcing she was heading to bed.

“My asthma acts up in cold weather,” she said. “And I need to get plenty of sleep.”

We returned upstairs. Cap, who was now absentmindedly watching the backgammon game, yawned and announced he was going to take a quick walk around the premises and then turn in. Devon was the next to retire, offering only a desultory good-night. Richard staggered off about twenty minutes later, followed by Christian, Tommy, and Tory, and then it was just Jessie, Scott, and I standing at the island. I suddenly realized that I’d better beat it before Jessie strangled me. I made a point of glancing at my watch, yawning, and announcing my need to hit the sack.

“If you’re interested, Sandy’s husband Ralph is leading a couple of hikes tomorrow,” Scott said as I slid off the stool. “There’s one at eight thirty, and if that’s too beastly an hour, there’ll be another in the afternoon.”

“I actually think I’ll do the early one,” I said.

“And if you’re up for a massage at any point, there’s a sign-up sheet by the door on the lower level of the guest barn. I have a local masseuse coming in for the day.”

I wished them good night and scurried out of there. Jessie bit her lip and shot me an amused look, as if she wasn’t sure what was in store, but she was game to see how it unfolded.

Before heading up to my room, I decided to pop outside for a blast of fresh air. Partly it was because I was feeling restless, but I also wanted a good look at the night sky, so far from the ambient light of Manhattan. My father, who died when I was twelve, had been a real naturalist and often took my brothers and me on walks through woods all over Massachusetts, teaching us about things like birds and turtles and where you could find the planets in the sky. Being out in the country always brought him close to mind.

The night seemed even more dazzling now than it had earlier, probably because most of the lights in the barns had been turned off. Once again my eyes were drawn toward the moon. It was still gleaming in the sky, higher than earlier, but now I noticed a filmy ring of ice crystals around it. Though some people assumed it was an old wives’ tale, a ring like that really was a harbinger of rain—or if the weather was as cold as it was tonight, snow. When moisture gathers high in the atmosphere, you can see it reflecting the light of the moon.

Staring at the moon made me suddenly recall Scott’s mention of a telescope on the deck. Wrapping my arms around myself for warmth, I made my way toward the rear of the barn. The coyotes were obviously sated; the only night sounds now were the snap of frozen twigs under my footfall.

But then there was another sound, a woman speaking—and it was coming from where the deck must be. Curious, I tried to step gently so I wouldn’t be heard. As I neared the end of the barn wall, I spotted the edge of the deck. Cautiously I leaned forward and peered around the corner of the barn. Devon was standing there in her pea coat, talking to Cap. Though they weren’t that near me, their voices carried clearly in the crisp night air.

“Devon, please,” Cap said.

“You have to tell her,” Devon declared petulantly. “You said you would, but you haven’t.”

I jerked back my upper body and, after quietly taking two steps in reverse, stopped in my tracks. It wasn’t polite to eavesdrop, but as a reporter, my good-girl instincts had long since left the building.

“I will tell her,” Cap said. “I promise. You know I always take care of things, and I will this time too.”

“When?” Devon demanded.

“Very soon. But you know as well as I do that we need to handle this carefully, or it could all blow up.”

Devon digested his comment, then spit out the word “Fine,” in a tone that implied that she expected results.

Were Devon and Cap having an affair? Wow, that could add some spice to this crazy little house party. I heard a scraping of shoes on the deck, as if they were about to move. I quickly retraced my steps around the big barn and made my way over to the smaller one.

Back in my room, I felt a sudden urge to call Beau. I wondered if he had decided to come back Saturday after all. But it was close to ten in Sedona, and if he was leaving tomorrow, he may have gone to bed by now. I would have to wait until tomorrow to talk to him. I sent a text that he’d find in the morning. Just a quick hello.

I pulled on my flannel jammies, slipped into bed, and pondered again what I’d just witnessed on the deck. The conversation had suggested something secretive and intimate. It didn’t sync with the picture presented by Cap and Whitney earlier in the evening. They’d acted like the devoted couple—they’d even snuggled up to each other a couple of times, her arm snaked around his waist.

And if Devon was having an affair with Cap, how did that explain the sexual tension between her and Tommy? You could almost feel the heat when those two were within five feet of each other—and clearly Tory wasn’t amused. Maybe Devon was flirting with her ex to make Cap jealous.

Wouldn’t it be wild, I thought as I drifted off to sleep, if things came to a head this weekend?

I awoke the next morning just before eight. I checked my BlackBerry but there was no message yet from Beau. After dressing in a thick sweater, jeans, and hiking boots, I headed over to the big barn. Based on the bacon-y breakfast smells that greeted me when I stepped into the foyer, I expected to discover a handful of people upstairs, but it was only Richard, hunched over his iPad at the island, reading the Times from what I could see, and Sandy stirring something on the stove. She was wearing a huge tartan shirt that made her look as if she should be draped over the back of a car at a tailgate picnic.

Sandy offered the same perfunctory smile she’d flashed last night, the kind with just the mouth, not the eyes. Richard glanced up from his iPad. He looked bleary eyed, like someone in need of the hair of the dog that bit him rather than the gooey pile of French toast and syrup on his plate.

“Morning,” I said. “Everyone else still snoozing?”

“Apparently,” Richard said. “You slept well, I trust?”

“Very well, thank you. And you?”

“Yes—though I was roused several times by the pitter-patter of not so little feet outside my door.”

Interesting. I wondered who it might have been.

“So I see there’s WiFi here,” I said to Richard.

“Yes, fortunately. I know we’re only a few hours from the city, but it feels as if we’re in the middle of Patagonia.” He glanced over toward Sandy. “Is there even a town near here?” he asked her.

Before she could answer, we heard the sound of panting as someone mounted the stairs. It was a large woman with a mass of long, black, curly hair and stuffed into a pair of very tight jeans. She was in her mid- to late twenties. I realized it was Jane, the same woman I’d seen in the passageway last night.

“I hope you have green tea,” she announced in a surly tone to Sandy. “That’s what she wants.”

“You know they do have certain customs up here in the north country, Jane,” Richard said, his voice thick with mock charm. “One is that you greet people whenever you first step into a room.”

“Good morning,” she said, grumpily. I introduced myself, and she accepted my hand without enthusiasm.

“Now please tell me you have green tea,” she said, turning back to Sandy. “Or both of us are going to be fucked.”

By this point, Sandy had reached into the cupboard and taken down a small basket stuffed with individual bags of herbal teas. She set it on the island.

“I believe you’ll find some in here,” she told Jane evenly. Next she took out a white pot, a cup and saucer, and a small wooden tray to set them on.

“You don’t have it loose?” Jane complained as she poked through the packet with her chubby fingers.

“I’m afraid not,” Sandy responded, though she sounded almost pleased with the news. Jane let out a huge, annoyed sigh.

“Does your boss enjoy British customs?” Richard asked. “I don’t know many Americans who prefer loose tea.”

“I don’t know why anyone would want tea to begin with,” Jane said. “My grandmother drinks tea. And she’s like a hundred.”

We were spared more of her sour attitude by the arrival of a man I hadn’t seen yet, zipped up to his leathery chin in a red parka that was limp and stained with age. Sandy nodded to him and told the rest of us that this was her husband Ralph. He looked close to sixty, about ten years older than she.

“Any takers for the first walk today?” he asked hoarsely, like someone fighting a cold.

“I’d love to go,” I said.

“Count me in, too,” Richard said. That was a surprise. Based on how wasted he looked, I wondered if there might be a need later to have him medevaced out of the woods.

“I’ll meet you by the front door of the barn in ten minutes,” Ralph said. “Just be sure to dress warm.”

While I chugged the last of my coffee, Jane waited impatiently for Sandy to finish setting up the tea tray. Before lugging it away, she ripped open several tea bags and shook the loose leaves into the teapot.

“Don’t say anything,” she told us—as if we’d actually take pleasure in squealing to Devon that she was the victim of a major tea-leaf hoax.

“Would she like a muffin?” Sandy asked.

“Sure,” Jane said snarkily. “If you can slice off one tiny crumb and feed it to her with tweezers.”

Something was definitely going on with Devon’s eating. I wondered if she might be suffering from anorexia and decided to pay close attention later at lunch. But for now, I needed to grab my coat. After retrieving it from my room, I knocked on Jessie’s door just to see if she was up for the hike. There was no reply. I suspected she might have bunked down with Scott. I hurried downstairs, taking a few extra seconds to sign up for a late-morning massage on the clipboard by the door.

Ralph was waiting outside for us, a dusty old pair of binoculars dangling from his neck. Without chitchat, he led us single file along a trail that wasn’t difficult but kicked up my pulse rate a little. Richard did his best to disguise the fact that he was huffing and puffing at times.

We stopped at just a few spots, once for Ralph to point out an owl pellet lying on the ground, the regurgitated indigestible bits and bones from the bird’s last meal. A few minutes later he showed us a fox den just off the trail. A tuft of gray fur had been snagged by a branch just in front of the mouth of the den.

“Looks like Jane paid him a visit last night,” Richard whispered in my ear.

“Stop,” I said, pretending to elbow him.

We continued walking, and after a few minutes, we fell behind Ralph a bit on the trail. He was clearly giving us some breathing room.

“How are you enjoying our little house party so far?” I asked Richard.

“I’m having a marvelous time,” he said sarcastically. “Though I must admit it’s difficult keeping up intellectually. I’m guessing tonight we’ll tackle Francis Fukuyama’s latest thoughts on the consequences of the biotechnological revolution.”

I laughed.

“It sounds like we’ll be treated to a preview of Devon’s album,” I said. “Do you think she has a shot at making it as a singer?”

“Well, the same plan worked for Carla Bruni. And then some. It depends on how good her voice is and how well she’s managed.”

“Cap seems to be doing a good job guiding her so far.”

“Yes, but he might be in a little over his head in this instance. Up until now his biggest achievements had been helping models snag parts in movies like Scream IV or become the spokesperson for something like the magic flab blaster. Music is a whole different arena.”

“Do you think she might drop him?”

“A wonderfully sane, loyal, clear-thinking girl like Devon?” he said sarcastically. “Oh, I doubt it.”

There was a sudden honking sound above us, and in unison we glanced up to see a V formation of what looked like thirty geese slicing their way across the sky. After they’d vanished, I continued to stare upward. Clouds had muscled in during our hike, and the sky had a bruised, swollen look—the kind that at this time of year promised snow.

“Have you heard a weather forecast for the weekend?” I called up the trail to Ralph.

“Snow,” he said. “Maybe six inches.”

“Oh gosh, I hadn’t heard that. Will that create any problems for us getting out of here?”

“It shouldn’t. We’ve got our own plow here.”

“Oh, come on, Bailey,” Richard said. “Wouldn’t it be fun to be snowbound together? Maybe Devon will throw her cell phone at Jane’s head for not providing loose tea leaves and we’ll have to make a citizen’s arrest.”

A few minutes later I could tell from the position of the sun that we had begun to circle back. At around ten thirty, we emergedfrom the woods just a little farther south than where we’d entered.

“That was wonderful, Ralph, thank you,” I said. He accepted my thanks while coughing into an old bandana.

While Richard headed off, claiming to be in need of sustenance, I moseyed around, checking out the rest of the buildings on the property. In addition to the two large barns, there were three smaller structures, all made of barn wood. One was more of a cottage, a residence it appeared, and I assumed it was where Sandy and Ralph lived; another seemed to be mainly for storage, and the last served as a large garage. There were curtains in the windows on the second level, suggesting more living space.

I wondered if people were still sleeping because there wasn’t a soul in sight. But just as I passed the garage, I was startled by the sound of someone clearly crying. I followed the sobs to behind the building. Several feet into the woods, by a giant pine tree, stood Devon in her jeans, black knee-high boots, and pea coat, smoking a cigarette and twisting her body back and forth.

“Are you all right?” I called to her.

“No, I’m not freaking all right,” she said with equal parts anger and fear.

“What’s the matter?” I asked. I wonder if she’s broken a heel, I joked to myself.

“I’m not safe,” she said, catching me by surprise. “I need to get the hell out of here.”








Chapter 3

“Why—what’s happened?” I urged, edging my way through the dead, brittle brambles. A little alarm had started to go off in my head—clearly we were dealing with more than a broken heel here—and as I drew closer, I saw that Devon looked terrified. Her eyes, wet with tears, bounced around randomly, as if behind them she was thinking frantically, trying to hatch an escape plan.

“Devon, tell me,” I said, since she hadn’t answered. “What’s going on?”

I couldn’t help but wonder if her worried state related back somehow to the conversation I’d overheard between her and Cap last night.

“Can’t you hear what I’m saying? It’s not safe. Someone knows something.”

“Knows what?”

For the first time she made direct eye contact with me, and from her look it appeared something had just clicked in her mind. I sensed she now regretted having been so candid. She quickly wiped away her tears and surveyed me coldly.

“I just shouldn’t be here—in a barn,” she said. “In the woods. I need to be back in the city as soon as possible.” She made the proclamation almost defiantly, as if I had challenged her.

“But something’s frightened you. Tell me what it is.”

“I told you. I just don’t want to be here.”

I sighed. Apparently no amount of coaxing on my part was going to dig out the truth.

“Well, let me know if I can help in any way,” I said. She climbed out of the brambles and brushed past me, looking irritated, as if I’d asked for an autograph while she was eating a meal in a fancy restaurant. Though, of course, it didn’t seem like she ever ate a meal these days.

I received a much warmer response when I knocked again on Jessie’s door a few minutes later. Wrapped in a white, terrycloth bathrobe, she was blotting her wet hair with a towel.

“There you are,” she said, pulling me into her room. “I’ve been dying for you to get back.”

“Did you just wake up?”

“Sort of.”

“Meaning?”

“I stayed with Scott last night. In his room. It’s on the ground floor of the big barn. I snuck back here a little while ago.”

“Ahhh, so you weren’t just eye candy after all. How’d it go?”

“It was pretty damn dreamy. And he’s fun. Though the first thing I’ll do when we get married is make him sell this place and buy a beach house instead.”

It was almost time for my massage, and I told Jessie I’d catch up with her at lunch. I scurried downstairs and tapped lightly on the door next to the clipboard. A woman with an East European accent, who introduced herself as Nina, beckoned me inside.

Nina turned out to have awesome hands, strong enough to tear the head off a chicken. I’d just let myself go limp on the table when I heard what could have only been a shot from a gun. I let out a grunt of anxious surprise and jerked my head up. But Nina pressed lightly on my shoulder, indicating I should lie back down again.

“Don’t vorry,” she said, as another shot filled the air. “Eet’s joost the skeet shooting.”

I realized suddenly how jumpy I felt. It was due in part to our isolation but also to the encounter I’d just had with Devon. Her comment about not feeling safe had unsettled me. Of course, in the end Devon had tried to take it back and blame her tears on being stuck over a hundred miles from a Louis Vuitton store, but I was sure, from the look on her face, that she really had been frightened. Someone, she said, knew something. If Devon was having an affair with Cap, Whitney may have gotten wind of it. Had Whitney provided Devon with a reason to be afraid?

After my massage, I made my way over to the large barn. As I passed through the glass passageway, I saw that those swollen clouds I’d spotted earlier hadn’t been kidding. Snow was falling. It wasn’t coming down hard, but the flakes were the size of flapjacks.

I expected to find a few people already gathered in the great room, eager for lunch, but only Sandy was there, laying out a feast
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