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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my friends and family for being the best cheerleaders a starving artist could ever hope for. I love and cherish you all.
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The

Good Girl’s Guide to

MURDER


Chapter 1

“Put it down, or I’ll kill you.”

Marilee Mabry didn’t even have to raise her voice, and the huge vase of flowers was hastily lowered. The elaborate arrangement from one of Dallas’s premier floral designers, Dr. Delphinium, nearly hid the woman behind it, until she deposited the bouquet on the coffee table with a clunk and backed away.

“I’m sorry, ma’am. I was just trying to help with the party preparations.”

Marilee scowled at the unadorned face and wild dark hair hanging down to where boobs should have been. What was it with these New Age flower children? Hadn’t they heard of straightening wands, padded bras, or Bobbi Brown?

She flicked be-ringed fingers, motioning the girl away. “Please, do me a favor and go help somewhere else,” she instructed, indifferent to the chill in her drawl, and watched the bewildered expression turn to dismay.

“I can’t believe that you ... you’re not anything like I’d imagined ... oh, forget it,” the young woman stammered, then ducked her head and scurried off like a frightened rabbit.

Was she an intern?

A friend of Kendall’s?

Though she looked at least a decade older than Kendall’s eighteen.

Was she someone from Twinkle Productions?

Ah, one of The Sweet Life’s newer production assistants. She had to be.

There seemed to be bushels of those lately.

Marilee tapped a finger to her lips, thinking something about the shape of the hazel eyes and set of the mouth seemed familiar.

Hmm, a name was on the tip of her tongue, really.

Something with an R, wasn’t it? Randa, Retha, Renée?

Heavens to Betsy, she couldn’t expect to remember everyone!

There were always so many people wandering around her offices and The Sweet Life set these days, half of them unfamiliar. Her staff had grown so fast in the past six weeks—thanks to an infusion of crew from Twinkle—that she’d long since given up memorizing names and faces. Thank God this was Texas and calling everyone “hon” worked in a pinch.

Still it was disconcerting to feel that she had strangers among her inner circle. When they’d started out years ago, taping locally at one of the downtown stations, she’d had only a small crew, operating on a shoestring. She trusted department heads to do the hiring now, while she focused on hosting the show, on writing books, making videotapes, and developing related projects. Even if she wanted to—and she didn’t—she simply couldn’t be all things to all people. She wasn’t an octopus; she only had two hands, for God’s sake.

Though that was the price of fame, wasn’t it?

She sighed.

Never mind, she told herself and fiddled with the vase overflowing with artfully arranged Oriental lilies and green bamboo until it looked absolutely perfect. She stepped back to admire her handiwork, clicking tongue against teeth.

If she wanted anything done right, she still had to do it herself.

Wasn’t that always the way?

Even married to Gilbert, she’d had to do everything: take care of the house, pay the bills, set up doctors’ appointments, arrange vacations, and—perhaps trickiest of all—rear their daughter.

Dear, troubled Kendall, she mused with a shake of her head.

The girl had been a fussy baby and a demanding toddler; ripening into a needy teenager who required far more attention than Marilee could possibly give. Though it wasn’t all Marilee’s fault. Half that responsibility fell on Gil. Kendall had never received the affection she’d wanted from her father—or so the therapists had concurred—and, for that matter, neither had Marilee.

Kendall had been getting on her nerves all morning, whining about not being allowed to borrow any of Mari’s best jewelry, complaining that her new pair of Jimmy Choos pinched her toes, and begging Mari to open the bottle of reserve stock Dom Perignon she’d been hoarding for tonight’s big event “so I can have a little taste.”

It was enough to give her an ulcer, if she didn’t have one already.

Instinctively, Marilee reached for her third left finger, but it was bare. No wedding band to twist, not for six years, and still sometimes she tried out of habit.

Would things have been different for Kendall if there’d been no divorce? Was that at the root of her lack of self-worth?

Not that the divorce had been Mari’s idea to begin with. Still, would she be where she was if it hadn’t happened?

Absolutely not.

When she thought about it—really, truly, deeply—it seemed a wonder she and Gil had lasted as long as they did. More amazing that she hadn’t smothered him with a pillow along the way, much as she’d been tempted. Always leaving his dirty clothes on the floor, mussing up the bathroom, pretending to slave away at the office, then disappearing for days on “business trips” when he was really off boinking his assistant, a former nurse’s aide who looked like the love child of Pamela Anderson and Carrot Top.

She realized she was gritting her teeth and made herself relax.

That was then, Marilee.

This was now, and everything was different. Her life was her own, and she’d taken the reins in a big way.

No, a colossal way.

She let her gaze dance over the cadre of people—a mingling of staff and additional hired help—who moved purposefully within the cavernous surroundings, readying the place for tonight’s big premiere. A warm buzz of voices filled her ears, as did the soothing strains of a Vivaldi violin concerto flowing from discreetly placed speakers. It would be an occasion to remember, a chance for friend and foe alike—yes, she had invited Gilbert and his hussy, had encouraged him to come for Kendall’s sake, if only to stick it to them—and Marilee could hardly wait until the clock struck eight and guests began to arrive.

This was her time. She was on top of the world and suddenly understood how Martha Stewart must have felt when she rang the bell at the New York Stock Exchange, the day her corporation went public (before her trumped-up trial and conviction over a silly stock sale).

The thrill was undeniable.

She rocked on her heels and looked around her. Ah, how she loved her new sound stage! Each nook and cranny designed to her specifications by a team of architects, a brilliant contractor and his crew, and a slew of Dallas’s top-notch decorators who fleshed out her vision. Needless to say, no expense had been spared. Twinkle Productions had been extremely generous in giving her what she wanted.

This was her dream. She deserved to be indulged, and she’d already made up her mind that there would be no more skimping.

She’d spent most of her married life doing that, anyway. Clipping coupons, creative decorating—translation: shopping for furniture at Goodwill—even making all of Kendall’s clothes for a dozen years until Gilbert’s surgical supplies company finally took off ... and then so did Gilbert. With Amber Lynn, his secretary-whore.

Marilee pursed her lips at the mere thought of the auburn-haired bimbo with her collagen-filled lips and saline-filled breasts. She’d often pondered how delightful it would be to take a pin to the woman, stick her strategically, and let her leak until there was nothing left of her but deflated skin.

Beneath her rib cage, her heart did one of its funny flutters, and she felt suddenly woozy. She gripped the back of a nearby chair until her pulse settled down and the light-headedness faded.

What was wrong with her?

Did merely thinking of Gil and Amber make her dizzy?

Still jealous, Mari? Even with the divorce a half-dozen years behind you?

She shook her head, setting her freshly styled and highlighted hair to shimmying around her face.

Jealous?

Hardly.

Gilbert would truly be sorry when he saw firsthand what she had become without him. He would regret casting her aside like a hunk of Grade-D beef and leaving her to fend for herself and Kendall without child support, alimony, or a familiar roof over their heads.

Not that she missed him, because she didn’t. Gil had never been any great shakes, in or out of bed. Besides, she had her own stud muffin to keep her warm at night, a certified personal trainer who kept her in shape, so to speak. His name was Justin Gable, and he was definitely “able” in so many ways: adorable, pliable, and dispensable.

So what if she wasn’t in love him? Certainly not in that google-eyed way she’d once loved Gil (when she was too young to know any better). Was that a crime in this post-Sex and the City age?

Being with Justin meant that she wasn’t alone, and that seemed like a victory in itself.

She might be nearing fifty, but she wasn’t dead yet. She still had urges like any other red-blooded female. Why the hell not satisfy them with an eager young buck with six-pack abs and a hankering to please as opposed to a man whose sagging belly, red Corvette, and Viagra screamed, “Mid-Life Crisis!”

Besides, she’d kept herself up. A little Botox here, a nip and tuck there, and she could stop the clock for another ten years. She smoothed her hands over slim hips, feeling great about her looks, thinking she resembled Candice Bergen at her peak, the same streaky blond hair, thin build, and blue eyes. Marilee considered herself the epitome of growing older gracefully, still alluring enough to attract the opposite sex and to evoke envy in other women, even her own daughter. Would that it could last forever.

Knock on wood.

Justin dabbled in Chinese herbs, swore up and down that they had special healing powers and anti-aging qualities, but Mari didn’t like to take pills or powders with odd names. She preferred not to touch tea or soda with caffeine, which made her heart race wildly and kept her up at night.

She had the genes of a survivor. That’s all she needed to get her through from one day to the next. Not prescriptions or holistic remedies.

God knows she was looking forward to sticking around a long while and finally living her wildest fantasies.

And they all started with the party.

Marilee crossed her arms over her raspberry cashmere sweater set and toyed with the vintage Mikimoto pearls at her throat as she surveyed the innards of the building that housed her production offices and television studio, converted from a warehouse in Addison, deep in the suburbs of North Dallas. Just six weeks ago, they’d started shooting new shows for her syndicated series here, a daily hour-long “how to” lesson for women everywhere who wanted the best without having to pay a high price.

“The Sweet Life with Marilee.”

It was the title of the column she’d written for the Dallas Morning News since shortly after her divorce, since the bad old days when she’d had to use what skills she’d had—a wife’s repertoire of cooking, cleaning, sewing, decorating—in order to survive when Gilbert had dumped them so unceremoniously.

Survive. That was the word for it, too.

The good ol’ boy judge who’d presided over their divorce hearing had sided with Gil, deciding he owed her nothing but the savings bond for Kendall’s college and whatever had been Marilee’s at the start of their union (i.e., her own hair and teeth).

Gil had sold the place in Prestonwood, kicking them out on the street while he moved into an even larger abode in Northwood Hills with his then bride-to-be.

Marilee had packed up what little she and Kendall had owned, finding them a tiny subsidized apartment on the south side of the city. She’d scrimped and saved ferociously, relying on charity until she could get on her feet. She’d eventually found a low-paying job behind the counter at a dry cleaner, which got her home before Kendall decamped from the school bus. It was then she’d begun to write on a dinosaur of a PC while Kendall was asleep at night, churning out economical tips for making the best of what you had, always with a caustic slant. Because if you couldn’t laugh at yourself when you were sewing kitchen curtains out of garage-sale table linens, then what was the point?

A twist of fate in the form of society maven Cissy Kendricks had earned her a meeting with the editor in chief at the Morning News, and she had a job by the time she’d left his office. Her column had been an instant hit, quickly selling to syndication and ultimately to Good Housekeeping. Then came the books and the talk-show appearances, a radio show, and finally this.

A fissure of excitement dashed up her spine, and she shivered, still amazed at how far she’d come. From a ramshackle chicken farm in the middle of Nowhere, Texas, to a mansion in Preston Hollow a hop, skip, and a jump away from Ross Perot’s.

As a child, she’d had to don the same pair of shoes until they wore clear through, and now she owned a 15,000 square-foot mansion on some pretty high-class turf. She had over an acre of prime real estate for her organic farm—like Green Acres in the ’burbs—a seven-car garage, and the pièce de résistance, a big-ass closet (larger than her and Gil’s old master bedroom) made to hold her uncountable pairs of Manolo Blahniks, Kate Spades, Michael Kors, and Stuart Weitzmans. No cardboard in those soles.

You’ve come a long way, baby, she told herself.

As for what she’d had to go through to get where she was ... well, that wasn’t something she needed to dwell on.

All the sacrifices she’d made had been worth it. No more paying her dues. No more kissing ass. No, if anyone’s ass would be bussed, it would be hers.

She smiled at that.

The sweet life, indeed.

About to get sweeter.

Nothing—and nobody—was going to screw it up.


Chapter 2

Sometimes you do things because you want to.

Like eating a pint of Ben & Jerry’s Chunky Monkey in one fell swoop. Or splashing through puddles after a rainstorm in old tennis shoes.

Sometimes you do things because you have no choice.

Like tetanus shots and dental appointments.

Or suffering through the party from hell with a guest list full of Dallas muckety-mucks.

I would have preferred root canal, to be perfectly honest. At least that involved anesthesia. If only I could be pumped full of Novocain before eight o’clock.

If wishes were laughing gas, huh?

Unfortunately, I was going to have to do this one stone cold sober. Well, until the champagne was served; then I aimed to drink like a fish.

The soiree I’d been strong-armed to attend was being tossed to celebrate the national syndication of The Sweet Life with Marilee, a local TV show that had skyrocketed in ratings and was on the verge of inundating hundreds of new markets across the country. The show’s creator and host, Marilee Mabry, was a close friend of my mother’s and had recently hired me to redesign her Web site. Basically, I was trapped between a rock and a hard case. So, much as I wanted to, weaseling out was no option.

I know, I know.

A party may sound like most people’s idea of a good time, and, had it been a quiet dinner with a few of my buddies, I would have looked forward to going instead of dreading it the way I did the annual visit to my gynecologist (however nice she may be).

Events involving pals of Mother were never “quiet” in any sense of the word. They were noisy galas, extravaganzas, or over-the-top affairs whose invitations were coveted by every member of the Dallas glitterati.

Cissy Blevins Kendricks lived for such moments. Hell, she thrived on them. Call me a party pooper, but I, Andrea Blevins Kendricks, her only child and sole heir, avoided such gigs like rush hour on LBJ Freeway.

Which was one of the many ways we differed, despite our DNA.

Even to the casual observer, Cissy and I seemed way too dissimilar to be related. The fact that I had actually sprung from her loins surely belonged on the pages of Ripley’s Believe It or Not, alongside the tale of Hillary Clinton giving birth to an alien baby (really, I saw the headline in the Enquirer when I was at the supermarket check out).

Cissy and I were like oil and water, night and day, the Rolling Stones and kidney stones.

I liked to be left alone, kept out of Mother’s platinum world as much as humanly possible. I was comfortable with a far more low-key existence, living in my one bedroom condo, driving my years-old Jeep Wrangler, wearing blue jeans stained with chalks or acrylic paint, without standing appointments at the Plaza Park Salon or Elizabeth Arden’s Red Door. In other words, my wants were few and my needs minimal. What I craved most was my privacy and the relative freedom to pursue the thing I loved most: my art, both on canvas and on the computer.

Don’t get me wrong. I didn’t aspire to be Henry David Thoreau, living off the land and all alone—with my easel, acrylics, and laptop—at Walden Pond. I had built a nice little nest in the northern suburbs of Big D, within reach of all the city had to offer but far enough away from my mother to enjoy relative tranquility (translation: at least a twenty-minute trip across town, depending on traffic).

I wasn’t so much granola as Cap’n Crunch with lactose-free skim milk.

Cissy was mimosas and Eggs Benedict.

“Tranquility” was definitely a word that didn’t exist in her vocabulary. Her days revolved around the seasons—the social seasons—her calendar filled with luncheons, sorority alumnae functions, fashion shows, cocktail parties, board meetings, and endless charity fundraisers.

Not exactly my cup of green tea.

I shopped with coupons and had no qualms about buying a bargain brand on sale. Labels didn’t mean much to me.

I couldn’t even recall the last time Mother had set foot in a grocery store, especially since Simon David delivered. I’m not sure she’d ever even seen a coupon; though I’m damned sure she’d never clipped one. (She didn’t even clip her own nails, for Pete’s sake.)

If that wasn’t enough proof for the pudding, there was always our opposing sense of fashion; or rather, my lack of one and her overabundance.

I felt uncomfortable in high heels and designer gowns with price tags that exceeded my monthly mortgage payment. My usual attire consisted of button-down jeans, T-shirts, and a well-worn pair of sneakers.

Conversely, my mother wouldn’t leave the house unless she had on Chanel from head to toe ... or Escada, Prada, Nicole Miller, whatever suited the occasion; so long as it was something she hadn’t been seen in before, God forbid.

I was the apple that had fallen so far from the tree I’d landed in another orchard entirely.

Still, Cissy was nothing if not persistent. She kept trying to lure me over to the dark side, and tonight was merely another example of her handiwork.

As I said before, sometimes you have no choice.

So I wasn’t at all looking forward to Marilee’s swanky get-together at her new TV studio in Addison, even if it meant all the Dom Perignon I could swig and bruschetta out the wazoo.

Attending the gig was more like a payback, a debt I owed my mother because she’d helped bail an old friend of mine out of a sticky situation a couple months ago. My best pal from prep school, Molly O’Brien—“that scholarship girl,” as Cissy had long ago dubbed her—got herself in a tangle that nearly cost her everything. Thankfully, all was resolved, in no small part due to Mother’s connections, though I thought I’d paid my penance by attending a fancy gig at the Morton Meyerson Symphony Center. I’d even let her drag me to José Eber’s salon for hair and makeup, and I’d put on a pair of Manolo Blahniks that redefined “torture” as far as my feet were concerned (forgive me, Sarah Jessica).

Little did I know that was merely a down payment. I’d hardly had time to recuperate when Cissy had plucked another IOU out of her red Hermès crocodile bag and waved it in front of my face.

Talk about a bad day at Black Rock.

The mere recollection was enough to bring on hives, and, the more I tweaked the details into focus, the itchier I became.

Dateline: Two weeks ago.

The setting: Trinity Hall, a wonderful Irish pub at Mockingbird Station.

The setup: Mother had lured me there for lunch, presumably to spend some quality time together, catching up.

I should’ve known that the choice of location was a Freudian slip on her part. I mean, an Irish pub? That might make some think of “Guinness” right off the bat, or even leprechauns and four-leaf clovers. For me, it conjured up “blarney,” something my mother was so often full of, and that day proved no exception.

We had a nice enough conversation during our meal—a Gaelic club for me and, fittingly, a Blarney Cobb salad for Cissy—and, it wasn’t until we’d finished dessert that she relayed her true intentions.

“There’s a little favor I’d like you to do for me, darlin’,” she drawled, reaching across the table to squeeze my nail-bitten fingers between her perfectly manicured ones.

A little favor?

Right.

Nothing was simple when it was Mother doing the asking.

“What’s that mean, exactly?” I squirmed, feeling the Irish Cake I’d just consumed churn uneasily in my belly.

“I bumped into Marilee at Chanel this morning”—Cissy dropped by the boutique in Highland Park Village as often as I shopped at Tom Thumb for groceries, which was at least twice a week—“and she happened to mention that her latest web designer had quit on her, smack in the midst of redoing her site and setting up a video river to showcase the opening of her studio ...”

“A video stream?” I suggested.

“River, stream, what does it matter?” She made a moue. “That was her sixth web designer to quit in as many weeks, and Mari was in a state of sheer panic.”

I should’ve made a run for the hills right then, anticipating where Cissy was going with this. But, instead, I sat there in a food-induced stupor. Maybe the whiskey in the cake was to blame, since I wasn’t exactly known for holding my liquor. (One hot rum toddy, and I was snoring like a baby.)

Otherwise, I would have used my head, made up some excuse about dashing off to meet a made-up new client or a just-remembered appointment for a high colonic and bamboo-shoot manicure. If it wasn’t the whiskey in the cake, what else could have so thoroughly impaired my senses?

Didn’t say much for my repeated showings on the Hockaday Headmistress List throughout my prep school years, did it?

“Well, I felt awful for her, simply awful,” Cissy went on, gripping my hand more tightly, further preventing me from flight. “Marilee’s had some bad luck since they finished her new studio a month or so back, a few minor mishaps. Her wardrobe mistress was bitten by a brown recluse spider that had somehow gotten in a box with a pair of Marilee’s shoes. The poor woman’s arm swelled up like a watermelon, and she had to take a medical leave for treatment. Then Mari’s director got bumped on the shoulder by a falling boom microphone during rehearsal before a taping. Nearly dislocated the joint, Mari said, and narrowly missed hitting her in the head.” Mother’s eyes danced with worry.

“Mother, I’m sorry about Marilee’s problems, and the fact that she can’t hold on to a web designer but ...”

“Yes, the Web site, that’s where you come in, darling,” she ran right over me, patting my hand. “Mari had planned to broadcast the party on the Internet to celebrate the syndication of her morning show, and now she’s afraid it won’t happen. She was near to tears. So what was I to do? I couldn’t leave her in a lurch, not after all the poor dear’s been through.”

Mother flashed a most disarming smile that set off a warning bell in my head, like the Robot on Lost in Space, flailing his arms and screaming, “Danger, Will Robinson! Danger!”

Though, somehow, I knew it was too late already.

My eyes flickered over the shelves of books in the library area of the restaurant where we’d been seated, usually a calm and secluded place. But that afternoon, it seemed almost menacing, like a trap that had been set. I glanced longingly at the tables filled with other diners who chatted, ate, and laughed, all of them blissfully unaware of what was happening to me. The bribery, the blackmail, and coercion: wrapped up prettily and disguised as a mother-daughter luncheon.

“Help!” I wanted to cry but instead stayed silent, my butt glued to the seat.

Mother had that effect on people.

She would’ve made a brilliant snake charmer.

Or a damned fine secretary of state.

“Of course, I told Marilee not to worry,” she said, honey-smooth, her lips curving coyly. “I reminded her that my darling Andrea was a genius on computers and could have her fixed up in no time flat.”

My gut clenched. “You didn’t?”

“Yes, sweetie, I did.”

“Muh-ther. How could you?” I whined like a two-year-old, despite my best intentions. A well-modulated voice was often my best defense. When I sounded like Minnie Mouse with nasal blockage, I knew she had me licked. “Don’t you think you should’ve called and asked me first?”

As soon as I’d said it, I realized how insane that question was.

“She’ll actually pay you, Andrea.”

I tried not to flinch as she took a jab at my penchant for doing so much pro bono web work, mostly for local charities. Often, my only compensation was the satisfaction I got from a job well done. Something I figured she’d have understood, considering the uncountable fundraisers she’d chaired over the years. She should’ve been proud of me, happy to think that, in some way, I’d followed her example.

Sure, Andy, sure. And Ivana Trump shops at Wal-Mart.

It was something I’d mulled over a million times only to reach this conclusion: the difference between my work and hers was that she’d married young and had a child by the time she was my age, and I was still unattached, despite my sparkling personality and the healthy—and mostly untouched—trust fund Daddy had left me. (I tried to use it only for emergencies.)

That had to be the gist of it; why she didn’t accept my career as something I was passionate about, something I took very seriously. If I had a husband, nothing I did would rub Mother quite so wrong as my unforgivable state of singlehood.

“She’ll pay you money,” she enunciated carefully as if I hadn’t understood. As if that was the cause of my pink-cheeked frustration.

“That isn’t the point,” I insisted, knowing it was useless to explain. Because I’d tried more times than I could remember. How I wished she’d stop making decisions for me and realize I was old enough to live my own life.

Ha.

As if that would ever happen.

She’d been ruling my world since I’d emerged from the birth canal, dressing me in Florence Eiseman and enrolling me in Little Miss Manners classes before I’d graduated from kindergarten, so that five-year-old moi would know how to say “please” and “thank you” to well-to-do strangers who doled out extravagant birthday gifts at the lavish parties she’d arranged, ensuring that I’d develop a second nature about what fork to use in posh restaurants, when all I’d ever really wanted was a Happy Meal at McDonald’s.

That I was an adult, sitting on the cusp of thirty, meant nothing.

I fiddled with the napkin in my lap, twisting it into tortured knots, determined to keep my voice under control.

I would not let her get to me.

But I was already grinding my teeth.

“You should have had Marilee call me, Mother, because I’ll just have to phone her and tell her I can’t take the job. I’ve got enough on my plate as it is.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes,” I told her definitively, meeting her eyes without flinching, as if that would be the end of it. Wishful thinking.

She gently touched the nickel-sized freshwater pearl clip on her right ear, a finely plucked brow rising neatly over a clear blue eye, as she said ever so sweetly, “I’m told that Molly O’Brien’s doing very well over at Terry Costa. They’ve had her cutting patterns, but I believe they’re considering a few of her designs for next summer’s collection.”

Ah, geez.

My chest constricted when she brought up Molly’s name, because it showed me how dead-set she was on bending my will to suit hers, yet again.

“Oh, and here’s some more good news you haven’t heard. Little David’s been enrolled at St. Mark’s this fall. On a full scholarship.” She wiggled her slender fingers dismissively. “Don’t look so stunned. It was nothing, really. I just had to talk to a few people, press a few buttons to put things in motion.”

Talk to a few people? Press a few buttons?

David was Molly’s six-year-old son. And St. Mark’s was a private boy’s prep school with a waiting list a mile long. I wondered whose string my mother had yanked—and yanked hard—in order to pull off such a coup. And to think that she’d done something so unbelievable for the child of “that scholarship girl” showed that Cissy had endless surprises up her silk sleeve.

Too many for me to anticipate.

It was maddening. Infuriating. Discombobulating.

And oh-so typical.

I was tempted to wave my twisted napkin in surrender, because I knew—right then and there—she’d scored a TKO. And the winner is Cissy Blevins Kendricks in the pink Chanel trunks!

“Wow,” I squeaked, surprised that Molly hadn’t told me. That is, if Mother had even informed her of the news before springing it on me (probably not). “That was very”—oh, rats—“generous of you.”

Generous was another talent Mother had honed to perfection. Only she usually expected something in return, particularly when her generosity involved friends of mine. Her good deeds had a way of turning around and smacking me upside the head at the strangest times.

At such moments, I thought of her as a subversive Mother Teresa without the vow of poverty and the ugly outfit.

So what could I do?

I opened my mouth, wanting like hell to say that I wouldn’t be blackmailed, that I wasn’t going to cave. But the only sound that emerged was a sigh of defeat.

“All right, all right,” I moaned. “I’ll fix the Web site for Marilee.”

“And you’ll attend the unveiling of her studio.”

It wasn’t even a question, not the way she said it. “Yes, I’ll go.”

Doomed, I tell you.

“Don’t pout, Andrea sweetie. I’m sure there’ll be eligible men there to make things more bearable for you.” She had a familiar twinkle in her eye, the hopeful glint of a nearly sixty-year-old mother who wanted to live to see grandchildren.

Eligible men?

Good God, not this again, too?

I felt a headache begin its gentle throbbing at my temples.

It didn’t seem to bother her that I’d been seeing someone steadily. A fledgling defense lawyer named Brian Malone who worked for the firm that handled all Mother’s affairs. It was clear we were moving too slowly to suit her. I mean, it had been several months and my third left finger was still bare. Which Mother assumed made me fair game for her insufferable matchmaking.

“I’m not looking for eligible men at the moment,” I reminded her. “Does the name ‘Malone’ ring any bells?”

“Not the kind of bells I’d like to hear,” she said dolefully, and I was surprised she didn’t start humming Wagner’s “Wedding March” to rub it in.

Subtle.

“How fickle can you be?” I asked, knowing the answer already. Very. “I mean, you’re the one who threw us together, remember? And you liked Brian well enough then.”

“Darling, you’ve got it wrong. I like Mr. Malone very much ...”

“But?” I prodded.

She sighed, giving me a very motherly look of concern. “But I don’t like that he’s taking advantage of you.”

“Taking advantage?” What on earth was she talking about? Brian didn’t borrow money from me. He had his own job, his own apartment, paid his bills on time (so far as I knew), and hadn’t broken the law lately.

She glanced around, before bending nearer the table and lowering her voice. “Penny George tells me she’s seen Mr. Malone’s red car parked in front of your place. Overnight.”

Penny George was one of my elderly neighbors, a busybody who served on one of Mother’s church committees. I rolled my eyes. “Doesn’t she have anything better to do than spy on me? It’s none of her business besides.”

“But it is mine, because you’re my daughter.” Cissy sighed again in that disappointed way of hers. “I thought you were smarter than that, Andrea. Surely you realize that men won’t buy the cow if they can get the milk for free.”

“For God’s sake, Mother.” Not that tired old analogy.

“Do you really want to drag God into this, sweetie? Because I don’t think he’d approve, either. Nor would your father.” She suddenly became fascinated with her wedding band, doing a little finger wiggle so I wouldn’t miss it, diamonds gleaming. “Your daddy was a gentleman, Andrea, and I was a good girl. He never would have considered dallying with me, not before our engagement.”

Dallying? Is that what she thought Malone was doing? Being ungentlemanly, getting the milk for free, tarnishing my sterling reputation?

Yeesh.

I reminded myself where she was coming from, an era very different from this one, full of traditions that had been trampled in the last few decades. Still, the fact that she was holding me to her impossible standards didn’t sit well with me.

I looked her squarely in the face. “Mother, it’s the twenty-first century. Queen Victoria is dead. My relationship with Brian is mutual. No one’s doing any dallying.”

“Is that right?”

“Yes.”

She smoothed the napkin in her lap, murmuring, “Free milk is free milk, no matter the century.”

I bit the inside of my cheek.

Let it go, Andy, let it go.

“Can we talk about something else?” I begged, because sex was the last thing I wanted to discuss with my mother.

“Something else? Well, hmm, let me see.” She drummed her French manicure on the table. “All right, how about an interesting item I read this morning in the Park Cities Press?”

Neiman’s at NorthPark was having a sale? A-line skirts were out of style? Collagen had been banned by the FDA? Ralph Lauren had been elected governor of New York?

I could hardly wait to hear.

“There was a rather large announcement on the wedding page,” she began, cocking her head the way she did when she wanted to study my reaction, like a scientist intent on a petrie dish full of staph infection. “Seems your old friend Cinda Lou Mitchell just got remarried. That’s number four, if I’m counting correctly. Amazing how some women can make commitments over and over while others”—she sighed and continued to fiddle with her earring, though her eyes didn’t leave my face—“just keep draggin’ their feet.”

“Please, don’t go there again,” I moaned, thinking that hot bit of news hardly qualified as a change of subject. Though I realized it was merely her way of reminding me that my former Hockaday classmate—not someone I’d exactly call a “friend”—had managed four weddings and quite a few funerals (including geriatric hubbies number one and two) while I had yet to take a single stroll down the aisle as anything other than a bridesmaid.

“You really need to get out more, Andrea, instead of staying cooped up in your place with your paints and your computer. Practically the only men you ever see are the gas station attendants.”

“I use self-serve.”

“See what I mean?” She plucked at nonexistent lint on her blouse. “It’d be good for you to go to Marilee’s party and meet people.”

Meaning, go solo.

Malone-less.

I tossed my battered napkin on the table. “Okay, okay, I’ll do it, if it’ll make you happy.” And settle the score, I nearly added.

Besides, unless I acquiesced, she would continue to torture me with tales of oft’-married, heir-bearing school “chums” with whom I’d purposely lost touch.

“I’d be pleased as punch.” Her Cheshire-cat grin beamed across the table. She looked so damned self-assured that I knew she’d never doubted for an instant that I’d crumble under pressure. It was how things worked between us, more often than I wanted to admit.

And so it went.

That lunch was two weeks ago and as fresh in my mind as this morning’s breakfast. (A wheat bagel and low-fat cream cheese.)

I scratched an itchy spot on my elbow, thinking maybe, if I did have hives, I could get out of this mess and stay home this evening, curled up with a pizza and Brian Malone.

Though I sensed that Cissy would drag me to Marilee’s studio covered in calamine if she had to. It was embarrassing how easily Mother could manipulate me when it suited her, despite my best efforts.

I stared at the invitation to Marilee’s party, stuck with a magnet to my refrigerator door. The elaborate creation of calligraphy, tissue paper, and handmade parchment looked out of place beside my grocery list and menus from Take-Out Taxi.

“Sucker,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Chicken.”

Telling my mother, “no,” was a Herculean task. One I seemed to fail at, time and again, no matter what else I accomplished.

Though I knew I shouldn’t be too hard on myself.

Cissy Blevins Kendricks wasn’t the queen bee of Dallas society for nothing. The woman could make Ebenezer Scrooge open up his rusty lockbox for one of her many worthy causes. If ever the U.S. government could bottle her powers of persuasion, it would eliminate the need for tanks and bombs and still cause plenty of “shock and awe.”

“The gal’s got it,” as my father used to say.

And now she’d “got” me yet again, doing a job that I wasn’t so keen on doing—attending a party I’d rather skip—because I couldn’t turn her down.

Oh, and I was already suffering the consequences. Painful ones. From the moment I’d taken on Marilee’s web design project, the woman had become a big fat boil on my derriere.

I’d had to put aside my other jobs in order to cater to Marilee and Marilee alone, as she demanded the upgraded site be ready to launch by the gala. I’d been working on it night and day, and I’d just finished the last of the major tweaks. She’d wanted lots of splashy effects, including flash animation and hues outside the “web safe-color palette” that would make it hard for viewers with older browsers to load or read correctly. She’d insisted on pages so full of data that it would’ve made for slower loading than I would have liked, and it took all of my reserve of tact and patience to work something out with her that seemed do-able to us both. There were times when I wanted to follow in the footsteps of her last six web gurus and quit cold turkey.

In calmer moments, I imagined killing the woman with my bare hands, though I realized I’d have to take a number. From what I’d seen on my visits to Marilee’s studio the past few weeks, I wasn’t the only one who envisioned her face on the target of a dartboard. She had earned her reputation as a difficult boss, often reaming people out in front of a crowd of others. Though I’d gotten off easy with minor nitpicking, probably because I was the daughter of her only true friend.

Still, I didn’t want to extend my duties any longer than I had to. I kept reminding her that my work on her site was only temporary, until she could find a permanent webmaster to take over.

But I had a sinking feeling she wasn’t looking too hard for anyone. Not when she’d had six web designers before me, each only lasting a week.

Thank goodness I’d gotten most of what she wanted done, though not all of it, by far. Since she’d insisted on web cams at the party tonight for a live stream, I had to go early and make sure everything was properly set up.

The worst part of it was that I had no one to blame but myself. I could’ve stood my ground and soundly rejected Cissy’s proposal, and I hadn’t. It was residual guilt. It had to be. I seemed inclined to do anything to avoid upsetting my mother after breaking her heart years ago, because I didn’t want to see that happen again. I couldn’t afford it.

God help me.

I’d been eighteen and had declined to go through with my coming out (back when “coming out” had meant into society and not out of the closet, just to be clear). I’d done it for all the right reasons—because it wasn’t what I’d wanted, because my father had so recently passed away, because it had meant so much to her and so little to me—but she still had never fully forgiven me for becoming a debutante dropout.

The aftermath of that catastrophe continued to ripple through my life, even a dozen years later. I had a feeling it always would.

“She’ll actually pay you, Andrea,” I mimicked in my best imitation of Cissy’s honeyed drawl and, scowling, I pulled open the fridge door to peer inside, scavenging for lunch, or at least something to tide me over until the soiree tonight. I was sure there’d be enough food there to feed every starving philanthropist in Dallas.

I pulled out a banana yogurt and plucked off the foil top, thinking a little food in my belly might brighten my mood. It nearly worked—that and Yo-Yo Ma on my CD player—and I was humming along to Yo-Yo’s cello going at Rhapsody in Blue, when the phone rang.

I caught the number on my Caller ID as I snatched up the receiver and groaned, “What is it now? Did you betroth me to some Saudi sheik?”

“Andrea, darlin’, is that you?”

“Hello, Mother,” I started over, jamming a spoonful of Dannon past my lips, mostly because I knew how she despised my talking with my mouth full. “I had a feeling I’d hear from you.”

Mother and I had this psychic connection. She always called whenever I felt the least like talking to her.

“Sweetie, do you have food in your mouth?”

“Me? Unh-unh,” I lied and swallowed. “Don’t worry, I’ll be at the party,” I assured her through another mouthful of yogurt, knowing that was the reason she’d speed-dialed my number. “I’ll even comb my hair and put on a new pair of panties just in case I’m in a pileup and they take my lifeless body to the emergency room. ’Cuz, god help me, if I die in ratty drawers.”

“Don’t be silly.” She didn’t even chastise me for being a smart ass. In fact, she seemed altogether too tolerant of my attitude. Which didn’t bode well. Something was clearly up. “I’ll send the car around for you at eight-thirty.”

“I don’t need a car, Mother. I’m taking the Jeep.”

“You might find it hard to shift gears in the dress you’ll be wearing.”

“What dress?”

“Well, I was shopping at Highland Park Village and happened to drop by Escada. They’d just gotten in some new things, and this little number just screamed your name from the moment I laid eyes on it. But you’ll have to see for yourself. Come over, sweetie, and try it on, though I know it’ll fit because they double-checked your measurements with your file at the Bridal Salon at Stanley Korshak.”

My file at the Bridal Salon at Stanley Korshak?

What the heck was she babbling about?

For a moment, my mind went blank. Then it hit me like a stucco wall. Cissy had dragged me into the posh shop at the Crescent Atrium when I’d let her prod me into doing a trunk show charity event for a brain injury foundation, two or three years ago. I recall sometime after she’d mentioned having the wedding consultant Nina Nichols Austin hold on to my measurements, “for future reference.”

Geez, Louise.

Enough was enough.

“What if I’ve already got an outfit in mind?” I told her, though I didn’t. My closet wasn’t exactly loaded with high fashion.

“What outfit?” she prodded. “A pair of sweatpants? Or something speckled with paint?” She chuckled. “You’re a card, darling. You remind me of your father’s Aunt Edna who thought she was an opera diva and ended up in a mental hospital in Wichita Falls, singing Aida to her padded walls.”

I reminded her of an insane (and deceased) great-aunt?

Super.

“You’d better hurry, sweetie, I’ve got a date at the salon in about an hour, so I won’t be home much longer.”

“Mother, really, I don’t need a dress ... Mother?”

The dial tone hummed in my ear.

I swallowed a lump of yogurt and felt it slime its way down my throat to my belly. How had that happened?

Unbelievable.

I held the receiver for a moment, simply staring at it, amazed that I’d let myself get snared in yet another of Mother’s webs. You’d think I’d have known better, but it was like Groundhog Day, the movie with Bill Murray, where the same things occurred over and over again. I’d say “like a broken record,” only nobody had records anymore, just CDs with antiskid mechanisms.

Frustration bubbled inside me, and I seriously considered dialing Mother back and telling her exactly what she could do with the designer dress and chauffeured car, but that was the wrong approach entirely. I had to deal with this directly, take a stand for myself, like Daddy had always advised.

“Be a woman, not a weenie.”

Okay, my father hadn’t exactly put it that way, but I knew that’s what he’d meant.

This was one of those situations that called for the Band-Aid approach. Better to rip it off in one quick yank than tug a little bit at a time.

I turned off Yo-Yo, grabbed my keys and headed down to Mother’s house on Beverly Drive.


Chapter 3

Ah, summer in Dallas.

Not exactly tourist season.

The days averaged a hundred degrees. Cloudless blue skies stretched from one horizon to the next, providing no relief from the blistering rays. Baking asphalt sent waves of heat simmering like a mirage. The sidewalks emptied, turning neighborhoods into ghost towns. Folks with any sense stayed inside and donned cardigans over T-shirts, the AC set to “arctic,” not budging until the first cool front in October.

I tried to tell myself that it wasn’t really that hot.

Mind over matter, see?

It worked for all of about a minute, until I touched the door handle of my Jeep, shimmering beneath the sun in the shadeless parking lot. I muttered, “ouch, ouch,” under my breath as I got inside as fast as possible, still not prepared for the unbearably hot air that smothered me like an invisible electric blanket.

While the AC in my Wrangler took its time to cool off, the back of my bare legs stuck to the leather and trickles of sweat swam down my back. The steering wheel scorched my skin, so I couldn’t bear to touch it with more than the tips of two fingers. I was already longing for Christmas, praying for an early frost.

As if.

Maybe tunes would help, I thought and turned on the radio, bypassing ads and chatter. After some poking around, I found an oldie by Alanis and sung at the top of my lungs, trying to take my mind
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