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WHEN WILLA JO TEMPLE IS FOUND STABBED THROUGH THE HEART ON THE FLOOR OF HER BEAUTY SHOP, THE GOOD FOLK OF SUMMERSET, NC ARE SENT INTO A TIZZY.




It’s up to her ex-husband, Sheriff Tal Hicks, to investigate. Evidence points to four possible suspects: Willa Jo’s business partner; a town socialite; a preacher’s wife; and Willa Jo’s live-in lover.


Willa Jo kept a notebook containing all the secrets she’s learned while doing hair. Rumor has it Willa Jo is going to write a book, exposing everything. But now, Willa Jo is dead and the incriminating notebook is missing, leaving the sheriff with very little to go on. As he interrogates the suspects, he finds himself attracted to newcomer, Clarissa Myers. He delves into her past only to discover she has deeper ties to Summerset than anyone imagined. Before the sheriff can complete his interrogations, however, another suspect, Avenelle Young, confesses.


The sheriff is skeptical about Avenelle Young’s guilt because she refuses to discuss what happened with Willa Jo. Her statement is a terse declaration of guilt, with neither motive nor method explained. The sheriff has no choice but to incarcerate Mrs. Young.


During the investigations, as the secrets of Summerset are slowly revealed, each family touched by Willa Jo’s death must come to terms with the new information being unearthed. The repercussions are far-reaching, and forgiveness hard to come by. However, at the heart of the book is the possibility of reconciliation among the town folk as they learn the real ‘truth’ about one another.


“Anne Clinard Barnhill's first book came from her heart. Her second two historical novels were masterfully researched and her most recent book, The Beautician's Notebook, is just a lot of fun. The story centers around the tragic and suspicious death of the popular local beautician at The Sassy Lady, Willa Jo Temple. Willa Jo is so popular, as a matter of fact, that she has a string of husbands and boyfriends and, for the price of a haircut, she'll entertain clients with tidbits of her outlandish behavior. As Willa Jo shares her scandalous life, others reveal bits and pieces of their own past indiscretions. As Willa Jo says, ‘You'd be amazed at what people will tell you while they're getting a pedicure.’ What only a few people know is that Willa Jo is taking notes and some say she plans to write a tell-all book one day. Upon her death, the notebook goes missing and when it's found, suddenly there are quite a number of suspects.


This is a great ‘who-done-it’ that will keep you reading until the very last page.”—Brenda Bevan Remmes, author of The Quaker Cafe and Home to Cedar Branch.




“What a treat! Anne Clinard Barnhill has penned a mystery with heart and soul. Her characters are so likeable — even lovable — that I hated to think of any of them guilty of a heinous crime . . . despite their many motives. An intriguing and heartwarming novel.”—Diane Chamberlain, NYT bestselling author of The Silent Sister.





“More red herrings than in a fishmonger’s wheelbarrow.”—Molly Weston, Mystery Writers of America Raven Award Winner.
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THE BEAUTICIAN’S NOTEBOOK







Chapter One




“Sharing a tale always eases the burden of carrying it around.”


~The Beautician’s Notebook


Early May


Sheriff Tal Hicks worried about his daughter, Annie Jo. He hadn’t been able to find her to give her the bad news. He’d tried her cell — she didn’t have a land line — he’d sent an email, messaged her on Facebook: “please call me we need 2 talk” She hadn’t responded. No surprise there. How long had it been since he’d spoken to her? Six months? Seven? Now, he was on his way to her trailer.


He dreaded seeing her. He was nervous about being around his two-year-old grandson, Lawson. Even for a short time. The boy made him uneasy, reminded him of all the ways he’d failed his daughter. Annie Jo was estranged from Tal, but kept a tenuous relationship going with her mother — used her mother, the way Tal saw it. Willa Jo sometimes babysat their grandson. Probably gave Annie Jo a little cash once in a while; hell, probably every week. Willa Jo wouldn’t want Lawson to go hungry.


Where had it all gone wrong with Annie Jo?




She’d been in and out of trouble since middle school. First, it had been cheating on tests. Then, shoplifting fingernail polish at the local Walmart. Good God, nail polish? In high school, she’d come home drunk or high and Willa Jo would call him, all teary, asking him what to do. They’d tried everything — counseling, tough-love, kicking her out — nothing seemed to deter her from her downward spiral. Tal knew she slept around a lot — you hear things in a small town like Summerset. But when she got pregnant and decided to keep the baby, he and Willa Jo had hoped she would grow up, become responsible. Had she?


How the hell would he know what she was doing? Maybe she had matured; after all, she’d stayed out of trouble with the law for two years. Tal figured little Lawson kept her busy. Plus, she’d picked up a few shifts waitressing at The Porky Pig when she could get Willa Jo to babysit. He hoped the news he was about to give her wouldn’t send her into a tailspin.


He pulled into the yard where the dilapidated trailer stood. The grass was tall with a few dandelions dotting the lawn. A little plastic wagon half-filled with dirty water lay on one side of the porch step and a tricycle was turned upside down nearby. A couple of pieces of paper — from old McDonald ‘happy meals’ it looked like — littered the porch itself. Hicks shook his head as he stepped on the stoop and banged on the metal door.


He heard the baby cry and Annie Jo swearing under her breath.


“Who is it?” she yelled.


“It’s me — Daddy,” Tal said.


He thought he heard her say, “Oh shit,” but he couldn’t be sure. Maybe it was the wind or the baby babbling. She opened the door, little Lawson on her hip. Tal hadn’t seen her in such a long time. All he wanted to do was hug her, tell her everything would be okay. But he knew she’d never allow it.


She looked rough, dark hair hanging all stringy around her face, her eyes puffy. She mirrored her mother, but she wasn’t as pretty, not as striking. Lawson seemed healthy with chubby cheeks and a head of curly black hair capping his head. His big brown eyes looked up at Tal as if looking at a stranger. Of course, he was a stranger to the child.




It was Tal’s fault the boy didn’t know him. Tal had stayed away, afraid of making things worse with Annie Jo. She’d told him she would never welcome him back into her life--- she’d made that damn clear. And he had acquiesced. Coward.


Plus, if he found the punk who’d done this to Annie Jo, he knew he’d beat the shit out of the boy. So, he steered clear of his daughter and her friends. And his only grandchild.


Tal looked at his brown-skinned grandson and gave the kid a smile. The boy smiled back tentatively.


“What do you want?” Annie Jo said. She didn’t even invite him in.


“I have something to tell you,” he said quietly. She must have sensed something in his tone, because she immediately opened the screen and nodded for him to take a seat.


The trailer was a mess — toys and clothes strewn everywhere, sippy-cups on the sofa and floor — Hicks shook his head. How had it come to this?


“So, what’s so important you have to drive all the way out here to tell me,” Annie Jo said.


“I called, left messages. I emailed. I even used Facebook,” he said. “You didn’t respond.”


“Didn’t get em. I’m a little busy here,” she said, nodding to her son. “So why are you here, Daddy?”


“It’s about your mother….we got a call early this morning from Trudy. Annie, honey, there’s no easy way for me to say this….Trudy found your mother dead on the beauty parlor floor when she came in for work…I’m so sorry,” he said. Never get that picture out of his head — Willa Jo, splayed out on the floor, blood pooled beneath her. He’d seen bad stuff before. Hell, he was a professional. But the vic had never been his ex-wife, the mother of his only child.


He shuddered.




“Dead? Mom? Bullshit! This is just another scheme. Ya’ll trying to shock me into getting my life together — going to community college? Moving back in with Mom?” Annie Jo said, her voice full of bitterness. She grabbed a pencil out of Lawson’s hand and handed him a stuffed kitten. “What’s really going on, Dad?”


“I wish it were some crazy scheme — your mama sure did pull a few, didn’t she?” A slight smile played over his mouth as he thought of Willa Jo and all her finagling. “But no, Anne Jo — the sad truth is, your mama’s dead.”


Lawson started to fuss. Not a loud squall, like when a baby was hungry. Just a soft little whimper, as if he could sense something was very wrong. Annie Jo sat down hard on the sofa; her knees had given out. The jolt made Lawson cry louder.


“What…what happened? Mom’s only forty-three. Was it a heart attack? A stroke?” she patted Lawson’s back absent-mindedly, the way all mothers do.


“I…I’m not quite sure. She was stabbed in the chest with her scissors…she might have fallen or …well, we just don’t know yet…there could be someone else involved.”


“Do you mean she might have been….murdered? Who in the world would want to kill Mom? Did they rob the place? I know she sometimes kept right much cash in the drawer — I’ve taken a few bills myself — but she never kept enough to get killed over,” said Annie Jo, her voice rising, her words tumbling out. “Mom would have given a robber whatever he wanted — she told me that a zillion times.”


“We’re just not sure yet, honey. I’ve got my deputies scouring the place now and I’m talking to folks — delivering the news.” He rubbed his temples. He’d delivered this kind of news many times, thought he’d hardened himself to it. But to his baby girl? He was at a loss.




“But you’re sure Mom is….dead, right? Oh, my God! Oh, my God!” she said, her face pale. Her mind couldn’t grasp the news — Tal knew that familiar response — denial. She held Lawson tight against her. No tears. They would come later. Now, she would try to make sense of everything. Tal had seen just about every kind of reaction when someone learned of the passing of a dear one. He prepared himself for anything with Annie Jo.


“How come the Summerset police aren’t taking care of things — look Daddy, I know you still love her. Hell, everybody knows it. Aren’t you too close to the case?”


He hadn’t expected that.


“Well, it’s in Chadwick County jurisdiction — she lived outside the city limits. And my Major Crimes detective is out on maternity leave. So, reckon it’s up to me.” He stood to leave; there was so much left to do.


“But Daddy, who will make all the arrangements? What should I do?”


“Baby, I just don’t know right now. Reckon you and your granddaddy will have to get together and plan things out. In a day or so. Why don’t you call Kayla. You need your friends right now.”


Suddenly, Annie Jo hugged him, Lawson still in the crook of her elbow. He slowly wrapped his arms around them both. They stood there, touching, for longer than he could have ever dreamed. Maybe there was hope for them, somehow. Maybe Willa Jo didn’t take their chance for reconciliation with her. After a few minutes, he broke the family hug and took his leave, reminding her again to call her best friend, telling her to call him day or night if she needed anything, anything at all.





He knew she hadn’t wanted him to go, not yet. But he had no choice. He had a job to do. As he walked to the car, he could hear things crashing in the house and Lawson crying. 




Chapter Two




“Now don’t you tell me anything you don’t want me to put in my little notebook.”


~The Beautician’s Notebook


Early May


Tal Hicks never got over Willa Jo. Never married again. Oh, he dated around — a few schoolteachers and one gal who taught a kick-boxing class. He got laid as much as he wanted — women seemed to like him, called him good-looking. For the last six months or so, he’d been carrying on with two women, one in Wilmington and one in Myrtle Beach — he didn’t want his private life to be the talk of Chadwick County. He kept himself in shape, both for the job and for the women. But no woman he’d met so far had interested him enough to think in terms of the ‘forever’ love you saw in the movies — the kind he’d found with Willa Jo. He figured once a man had been married to a woman like Willa Jo, well, every other woman seemed to pale by comparison.


Tal and Willa Jo had grown up together, from first grade on. They were in the smart kids’ classes, though neither of them ever made it to college. But they’d done okay for themselves. The Sassy Lady brought in a pretty penny for Willa Jo and her partner, Trudy. And, though a sheriff’s salary wasn’t much, the pension was awesome — that was why Tal had stayed in law enforcement so long. That, plus the fact he’d always wanted to be a hero. Always wanted to help people and save the day, if he could.


Did a piss-poor job saving Willa Jo.




She’d been a beauty, even as a child. That long, dark hair — you don’t see many little kids with black hair. Most of them have various shades of blond and brown. It marked her, that hair. Made her different. Willa Jo’s mama, Miss Bessie, used to fix Willa Jo’s hair in all kinds of ways. Sometimes, she came to school looking like she was going to a Miss America contest. Other times, her hair would be in two pigtails. When she wore her hair that way, Tal knew they were in for some fun, like stealing apples from old man Ballard’s tree.


Back then, Willa Jo was fearless. And a tomboy. One time — they couldn’t have been older than nine — they’d gone to church camp up in the mountains. On the third day of camp, Willa Jo talked Tal into hiking up to the rock quarry. Years ago, some company had mined gravel and left behind a big lake of fresh, blue water. The campers told stories about the ‘Ghost of the Quarry,’ supposedly a girl who had thrown herself onto the rocks because of a lost love. Willa Jo wanted to see the place for herself. The quarry was forbidden to campers because of the danger. The camp counselors had told the kids several teenagers had drowned there, and if Tal’s mama had known he was going, she’d have tanned his hide with a leather strap. But his mama didn’t know. She far away, back home in Summerset.


The morning was fine, though hot. It was early June, right after school had let out for the summer. Willa Jo and Tal met at the outdoor amphitheater where the campers had their nightly bonfires. She grabbed his hand and led the way. By the time they’d walked all the way to the quarry, sweat rolled down Tal’s face and he could see Willa Jo was struggling with the heat, too. Willa Jo had packed a lunch and Tal couldn’t wait to drink cold water from his thermos.


Finally, they arrived and Tal watched as Willa Jo slipped her dress over her head, revealing a green bathing suit — Tal was struck at how it matched her eyes. Willa Jo climbed down the rocks to a boulder that jutted out over the water.


“You gonna jump from here? Or you too scared of the ‘ghost girl?’” Tal said.




“Ghost girl don’t scare me. You comin?” she said.


“Er…ain’t it awful high?” he said.


“High enough. I can feel the wind — it’s cold! Come on!” she yelled as she dove into the water below. It must have been twenty, thirty feet or so. Tal was scared to death Willa Jo would hit a rock as she went down or smash her head on one after she’s broken the smooth surface. That was what had happened to ‘ghost girl.’


They’d been told the quarry had one safe place to land and if you missed it, well, you were out of luck. So the camp counselors said.


One. Safe. Place.


Willa Jo didn’t miss. She was bobbing around in the water, waving her arms for Tal to join her. He didn’t want her to think he was chicken-shit, so he said a quick prayer and did a cannonball into the coldest water he’d ever felt. Willa Jo was there, treading water, waiting for him.


“You’re awesome, Tal! The best!” she said, hugging him.


Tal felt as if he’d grown a couple of inches. The rest of the day, they sunned on the rocks, eating cheese crackers, playing games, diving into the water again and again. They saw no sign of the ‘ghost girl.’


And now, Willa Jo was gone. The love of his life lay in her own shop, her hair-cutting scissors stuck in her chest. What happened, Wil? What the hell happened? That look on Annie Jo’s face, the few tears he’d seen her brush away as he left her — her pain added to the hurt he already felt. His sorrow gurgled up, threatening.


Hell, he was a professional. He didn’t have time for tears. Something suspicious had happened to his ex-wife and it was his job to find out what it was.







Chapter Three




“A woman’s hair is her crowning glory but I’ve lost my crown — can you help me?”


~The Beautician’s Notebook


Early May


“Mad Dog” Tommy McGee panicked when he saw flashing blue lights reflected on his bedroom ceiling. He had some weed stashed in Willa Jo’s walk-in closet and he just knew the sheriff was coming to arrest him. Almost 10:30 in the morning, and Mad Dog wasn’t even dressed yet. He’d had a late night, drinking and making love to Willa Jo — whew, that woman could go all night long. She was already downstairs at work. When she’d first suggested he move in with her, he hadn’t like the idea. Customers coming and going all day, the fumes of the beauty parlor wafting through the house. But doing hair and earning money made Willa Jo happy and when she was happy, Mad Dog was, too. She made her dreams come true and Mad Dog had a dream of his own. Willa Jo said she could help him, but he knew he had to keep her satisfied to be certain she would carry through everything she’d promised.


Racing cars, the faster, the better. That was Mad Dog’s dream. And he was getting close, all because of Willa Jo.


Richard ‘Rock’ Bonner, Willa Jo’s daddy, from over at Bonner’s Chevrolet, backed Mad Dog for a year, but, sadly, he’d lost every damn race. None of it was his fault! He’d had a string of bad luck — broken axel, blown transmission, a couple of flats. Bonner’d withdrawn his measly support after that. But Mad Dog was coming back! He was a damn good driver, and the best there was a weaseling extra horse power out of any engine, in spite of his lousy luck. Willa Jo had promised to sponsor him herself, her and some of her rich friends — he thought she’d said something about her best friend, Clarissa Myers, coming in on the deal, but he wasn’t sure. Clarissa meant money, lots of it.


He heard the Sheriff knocking on the door, hard.




Oh, hell. He grabbed his jeans from the floor, brushed his fingers through his hair, getting his hands caught in the wind chimes Willa Jo had hanging everywhere. Why the hell did they have to have chimes every-damn-where? He took out his ear plugs and put them in the box on the sink. He’d worn them since he moved in with Willa Jo — those damn chimes. And the yakkity women getting their hair done. He stumbled out of the bedroom and headed toward the relentless banging on the front door.


“Morning, Sheriff. What can I do for you?” Mad Dog said through the screen.


“Mind if I come in, Mr. McGee? I’m afraid I have some bad news.”


Shit. The weed. Mad Dog scratched his head, trying to figure out how to keep the sheriff from finding it. Good thing he hadn’t brought one of those sniffing dogs. He opened the door and led the sheriff into the living room and indicated for him to sit down. Then, Mad Dog sat down across from him on the sofa. The chimes on the windows outside were tinkling and ringing. The noise was getting on his nerves.


“There’s no easy way to say this, so I’ll just come out with it. Willa Jo’s dead. Found this morning downstairs in the shop.”


Mad Dog sank back as if he’d been punched in the gut. He couldn’t breathe. His head swam and he thought he might pass out. He’d just made love to her twelve hours ago — how could she be dead, right in his own — well, her own — house? How could he not know?


“W-w-what…I d-d-don’t believe it…h-how?” Mad Dog’s stuttering came back, just the way it always did when he was stressed.




“Trudy found her this morning when she came in to work…lying on the floor. She called 911 — didn’t you hear the ambulance?”


“N-naw. I-I used ear p-p-plugs — the damn chimes,” said Mad Dog.


“I see,” said the sheriff, looking around at the wind chimes all around.


“So, what could have happened? Was it a robbery gone bad? What the hell happened?”


“That’s what I’m trying to determine, Mr. McGee. I have to ask you some questions,” said the sheriff.


“Sure…whatever you need.”


“Are you okay? You look sorta pale.”


Mad Dog shook his head as if that would change things. His heart thumped against his ribs and he felt as if everything were under water.


“No…no, I ain’t okay. What do you want to know?” Mad Dog regretted the couple of bottles of wine he and Willa Jo had polished off that night. He couldn’t seem to understand what was happening. Willa Jo? Dead?


“Did you see or hear anything? I mean, it happened right here. You must have at least heard something.” The sheriff was eyeing him funny, like he thought Mad Dog was guilty of something.


“No sir. Crazy as it sounds, I didn’t hear nothing. I wear ear plugs — damn chimes,” said Mad Dog, gesturing to the chimes hanging both inside and out.


“I see what you mean — her collection seems a little over the top,” said the sheriff.




“Well, that was Willa Jo, wasn’t it? Hell, she’s even got em in the bedroom.”


“Did you noticed or see anything — anything at all?”


“Didn’t see nothing, either. We drank some wine — the ear plugs. Willa Jo plum wore my ass out…you know…How…how could such a thing happen?”


“Think, man! A car engine? A creaky floor? Anything? I cannot believe you were right here and heard nothing!”


“You calling me a liar, Sheriff?” Mad Dog couldn’t think straight. He knew the sheriff suspected him — how could he not?


“How you and Willa Jo been getting along lately?”


“Great! Things were great between us. We spent most of last night…you know…basically screwing each other’s eyeballs out — that’s why I’m still half-asleep.”


The sheriff looked perturbed when Mad Dog said that about screwing Willa Jo. Hell, he wouldn’t like the idea of his ex-wife and Mad Dog getting it on. Willa Jo’s told him Tal Hicks was still in love with her. Everybody knew it.


“Sorry…I meant we were ‘making love,’ ” said Mad Dog.


“Can you think of anyone who would want to harm Willa Jo?”


“No. From what I saw, everybody loved her,”


The sheriff gave him a hard stare. Oh shit. The sheriff thought he’d done it, killed Willa Jo. Everybody would think it was him. All the TV programs showed the husband as the guilty party. Or the boyfriend. Mad Dog was Willa Jo’s live-in lover. They’d been living together for three years — best years of his life. Willa Jo’d been married three times already — that was enough for her. Said she didn’t believe in the ‘holy institution of marriage.’ Called it a penal institution — he joked and said it was more like a ‘penile institution.’ That made her laugh. Lord, how Mad Dog loved Willa Jo’s laugh. Big and loud, her mouth open and her eyes crinkling — Mad Dog thought she was the most beautiful woman he’d ever seen, even though she was forty-three. Ten years older, but that didn’t matter. Hell, she was a wild woman in bed and, though he was younger, Mad Dog had a hard time keeping up with her. Thinking about her made him feel empty and sort of sick at his stomach.


“That part’s true — at least, that’s what I thought, too. Believe me, Mr. McGee, I’m as shocked as you are,” the sheriff said.




“I’ll bet. …Look, I know you were her first husband…she told me about all her husbands.”


“Yeah. I reckon I was first in a long line of fools for Willa Jo. She had something special, didn’t she?”


“Hell yeah.”Mad Dog could feel tears at his eyes. Dammit, he didn’t want to cry in front of the sheriff.


“If you think of anything, anything at all that might help, give me a call.”


“I will. I will.”


Mad Dog sat back on the couch after he’d walked the sheriff to the front door. He could tell the sheriff thought he was crazy or lily-livered to allow the woman he loved to be murdered in the basement of their house while he slept above, slept blissfully the way you do after you’ve exhausted yourself in the sack.


Mad Dog reached for his cell phone and swiped to his address book, called his boss over at Woodridge’s Garage where he was a mechanic. He told old man Woodridge he wouldn’t be coming in today. All he could think about was Willa Jo. She was gone and now, his racing dream was gone, too.


Oh Willa Jo! What happened? What the hell happened? Mad Dog thought Sheriff Hicks had seemed pretty torn up himself. He wondered if her second husband, Ricky Temple, knew yet. Temple was part of the Temple family who had owned most of Temple Beach, one of the islands about fifteen miles from Summerset. Willa Jo had kept the Temple name (and half the Temple money) even after she’d married husband number three — Judge Luffy. Luffy turned out to be a wife-beater and that marriage didn’t last six months. Mad Dog couldn’t believe he knew all the stuff he knew about Willa Jo’s husbands. Oh, Willa Jo…what was he gonna do now? So many thoughts, jumbled like fish in a net, swam around in Mad Dog’s head.




He thought back to when he’d first met Willa Jo down at the Paradise Café on Temple Beach. He was knocking back a few beers after working in the shop all day.


That night, Willa Jo had walked up to him, pretty as you please, holding a fresh drink.


“Would you like some Sex-On-The-Beach?” she said, her full lips in a smile he could have died for right then and there. 


“What?” he stammered like a school boy.


“It’s my favorite drink — can I get you one?” she said.


All Mad Dog could do was nod. He wasn’t used to women coming up and buying him drinks. Not that he hadn’t had his share of the ladies — but he usually had to make the first move. Willa Jo handed him her drink, then stepped up beside him at the bar. She crooked her finger at the bartender and he seemed to know exactly what she wanted. Another drink appeared in front of her in a matter of seconds.


To Mad Dog, Willa Jo was a force of nature. Once she set her eyes on a man, he didn’t stand a chance. He could never understand why she picked him — he wasn’t Hollywood handsome. He wasn’t ugly either — just sort of so-so. At least, that was how he saw himself. But in Willa Jo’s eyes, he was something else. She was always talking about his smile and the way the hair curled on his chest — red ringlets, she’d called it. She took him home with her that night and wouldn’t let him leave. Within two weeks, he’d cancelled the lease on his apartment (Willa Jo had paid the fine) and moved all his stuff into her house.


Mad Dog was proud that she was his woman, even though she refused to marry him. He knew every man this side of the Mississippi would have crawled through broken glass to have a chance with her. Her dark hair was almost black and thick and wavy. And long. Halfway down her back when she didn’t pin it up. When she danced, her hair moved, too, and all Mad Dog could think about that first night at the Paradise was how her hair would look all splayed out on a pillow, Willa Jo staring at Mad Dog with those big green eyes while he pumped himself into her. That was just the effect she had — you couldn’t look at Willa Jo without thinking of getting her in bed.




She had one of those great little bodies, compact and tight-looking. Nothing sagged or jiggled. She was in shape, but she still had great curves. Lots of beauticians wore gobs of make-up, but not Willa Jo. She knew she was pretty enough without that gunk. Red lipstick and a little something around her eyes — and White Shoulders cologne — that was Willa Jo.


Thinking about her had made Mad Dog start to get hard. But she was dead. Dammit! Dead. How was he going to go on without her? Oh, Willa Jo, what have you done?







Chapter Four




“You’d be amazed at what people will tell you while they’re getting a pedicure.”


~The Beautician’s Notebook


Early May


Temple Beach is a sliver of land, one in a chain of slim islets off the coast of North Carolina — the Chadwick Island Beaches, they call them. About a dozen miles long, Temple Beach is shaped like a golf club with a putter on the eastern end and a wood on the western. Scattered across the sand like shells are beach houses, colorful pastels for the most part: yellow, pink, aqua, lavender. But every once in a while, a bright red or blue one will appear, announcing itself loudly among the more muted shades.


In a wise decision made years ago, the Powers-That-Be ordained that no structure could be built higher than three stories on the island. Hence, you won’t find tourists stacked like sardines in high-rises, the way they are in nearby Myrtle Beach, S.C., just an hour away. There, the hotels are crammed together — barnacles clinging to the shore. A vacationer could hear an argument two or three hotels away — that’s how close they are.


Not so, here. At Temple Beach, the tides lap the sands, peacefully undisturbed for approximately seven months out of the year. From November to March, you can walk down the beach and see nothing but an occasional dolphin or a V of pelicans. Even on the Fourth of July, when the island is at its most crowded, you can still find a spot on the beach to stake out as your own, smooth your towel and plant your umbrella. And you won’t have to rub shoulders with anyone.


And that privacy is exactly why Clarrisa Myers convinced her husband, Ralph, to move to Temple Beach Island. Clarissa’s favorite time was when the coast was deserted completely and she could pretend she owned the whole island. She loved the roar of the ocean and the occasional cries of the gulls. Most of all, she enjoyed the constant changes of the sky and sea, the way the waves made her feel small and fragile, yet their sound was comforting, like a mother’s heartbeat.




White sand contrasted with emerald green water. On cloudy days, sand the color of sludge pushed itself against a black sea covered by pewter clouds, hanging low and heavy. Or, on windy days, the water turned olive green capped with white foam, the sky a clean, clear blue dotted by puffy clouds scudding by. The shifting of the elements, shuffling and reshuffling themselves every moment, the glorious sunrises and sunsets — Clarissa loved it all.


Each morning, Clarissa and her husband, Ralph, walked along the beach with their little dog, Mitzy. Mitzy was a bichon, white and fluffy with button eyes. She seemed to love the island as much as Clarissa and Ralph did. Clarissa thought Mitzy looked like a fat sea biscuit on the sand.


Ralph and Clarissa had lived on the island for fifteen years, moving down from New Jersey, Mahwah to be exact. Ralph wanted to retire to a warmer place and Clarissa always did whatever Ralph wanted. She figured that was the best way to stay married to a rich man, a man thirty years her senior.


But it had been Clarissa who found Temple Beach. She couldn’t explain why she was drawn to this particular place, as opposed to any of the other Chadwick County islands. After all, each had its charms. But the minute she set foot on Temple Beach, she felt a stir of something, as if the Universe had said — This is it, Clarissa, the deep desire of your heart: home. She didn’t think; she didn’t question. She simply told Ralph this was the place for them, and, for once, she’d been able to sweet-talk Ralph into doing something her way — it hadn’t hurt that Ralph, too, loved the water.


Ralph was a millionaire. How many millions, Clarissa didn’t know. All she knew was anything she wanted, she got. Ralph didn’t blink when she wanted to redecorate the house every other year — new furniture, flooring, paint, the whole nine yards. She liked that. She liked it very much. She was happy to play Eliza Doolittle to his Henry Higgins. After all, he’d spent a small fortune creating her — a nose job, a college education, charm school to learn proper manners — who knew such places still existed, but they did. Ralph found one. And then, he draped her in silks and designer everything. She had enough rings to wear diamonds on her toes. The only thing Clarissa had to do to receive this bounty was to be charming and agreeable. She could do that.




After all, Ralph had saved her and she would do anything to keep him happy.


“So, what are you going to do this fine Mayday, my sweet?” Ralph said, stopping to pick up what looked like a complete whelk shell. He threw it back into the water when he discovered the bottom side was broken.


“Ooh, I’m getting a mani-pedi at The Sassy Lady,” Clarissa said.


“Humph.” Ralph walked a little ahead of her now.


Clarissa knew Ralph didn’t like her going to The Sassy Lady because her best friend, Willa Jo Temple, ran the place. Ralph didn’t approve of Willa Jo.


Clarissa would never forget the first time she met Willa Jo. She and Ralph had recently moved to the island — it had taken them weeks to unpack and get everything organized. They’d had to pick furniture and curtains, re-do the front deck and replace the kitchen cabinets and appliances. Before she knew it, Clarissa’s roots had grown out to almost two inches. Not a good look for a forty-year-old brunette who had gone blond to suit her husband.




But Clarissa was very picky about who did her hair. One day, she was at the local Piggly-Wiggly (Clarissa loved the names of Southern stores — Piggly-Wiggly, Food Lion, Publix, Lowe’s) when she saw a woman standing by the ice cream section, mesmerized. The woman had a precision cut in a rich brown color with golden highlights.


“I couldn’t help noticing your haircut — very chic. Where do you get it done?” Clarissa said. She realized she must have sounded odd, so she tried to explain. “I’m new around here.”


“Oh, honey, you don’t have to tell me you’re new — you don’t talk like folks from around here. The best place for hair is The Sassy Lady. It’s in Summerset — just about a fifteen-minute drive. Go all the way down Main Street, past the DMV and you’ll find it. It’s in a house, but you’ll see the sign. Just go right in. Be sure to ask for Willa Jo,” the lady said. She turned to leave, then leaned back around and whispered, “Believe me, you don’t want Trudy.”


Clarissa followed the woman’s instructions that very afternoon, and made her way to The Sassy Lady. She felt odd parking in someone’s driveway, but there were a couple of other cars there and the sign did say ‘The Sassy Lady.’ Clarissa tiptoed up to the door, knocked lightly and then pushed the door open. A thousand chimes announced her. She gave a little jump in surprise.


Inside, everything was silver and mirrors and black — except for the chairs, which were lipstick red. Sort of like a disco from the 70s, yet Clarissa thought it all worked. 


Two beauticians clipped and snipped, one white and the other, black. Clarissa was surprised because she was in the South, and she had not expected to find an integrated salon, even in 2017. She felt her phone buzz and saw a text from Ralph — ‘when r u coming home’ — she texted him back –‘soon.’




The white beautician stopped cutting hair and looked at her.


“Can I help you?” said the woman, laughing. “Sure looks like I can!”


Clarissa blushed. “Well, as you can see, I’m in need of a color and cut — as soon as possible.”


“Well, I’m all booked up for the next two weeks. How about end of May?” the woman said.


“Are you Willa Jo?” Clarissa asked. She remembered the warning about the other beautician.


“Sure am. And this is my partner, Trudy,” she said, nodding at the black woman.


“Nice to meet you both,” Clarissa said. She really didn’t want to wait three weeks to get her hair done. She wasn’t used to being told ‘no.’


“Is there any way I can get in earlier?”


Willa Jo stared hard at Clarissa for what seemed like a very long time.


“I can tell by your accent you ain’t from around here — so tell you what I’ll do. Be here at 7:00 this evening and I’ll fix you up right.”






And that was it — the beginning of an abiding friendship. Clarissa knew Willa Jo was something special from the moment she first laid eyes on her; she knew Willa Jo was somebody different, somebody full of piss and vinegar. Willa Jo looked about the same age as Clarissa, with long, almost black hair; Clarissa could tell the color was natural. That hair reminded Clarissa of her own, back before she’d gone blond for Ralph.


That night, Willa Jo welcomed Clarissa with a mani-pedi, a saucy new cut that was perfect for her and a dye-job that took out the brass from Clarissa’s hair and made it look soft, like Clarissa had been born blond.




Over the next few months, Clarissa came to adore Willa Jo — not in any sort of weird way — she wasn’t a ‘lezzie,’ as Willa Jo called it. But there was something about Willa Jo that sang out to her and let her know she’d found a soul-mate, someone she could literally let her hair down around.


That’s just the kind of thing Willa Jo would say — funny stuff and silly. Sometimes, when Clarissa got her hair done, she’d spend the whole day at the salon. She and Willa Jo would talk and laugh; Willa Jo always had champagne chilled and ready. And chocolate covered cherries! Both women loved them — one more thing they had in common.


But Ralph didn’t care for Willa Jo — said she was loud and trashy. Definitely not the kind of woman he wanted Clarissa to cultivate as a friend. He’d told her over and over to make friends with the other women who lived on the island — women of her station, women with rich, powerful husbands Ralph might connect with for business. Ralph wanted her to go out to lunch, shop and be ready to cook up a party on the spur of the moment. But Clarissa didn’t find those women of interest. First, they were much older than she. At forty, she wasn’t interested in talking about grandchildren, or seeing cruise pictures. Don’t misunderstand — Clarissa loved the charmed life she lived with Ralph. It was so much better than anything she’d known before he saw her waiting tables at Jersey Girl’s Pizza Parlor and scooped her up, changing almost everything about her.


But after a few years of doing nothing but going to aerobics and hitting the mall, all those things she’d dreamed about doing as a kid, grew a little boring. There was nothing for Clarissa to sharpen herself against; everything flattened out into a pleasant life with few worries and even fewer surprises. She knew how damn lucky she was, being rescued by Ralph. But the other women seemed to expect it, as if they were somehow entitled to live such a life. Clarissa had noticed that when hard times hit — cancer, a car accident, a broken child — the women often didn’t have what it took to survive. They hadn’t had much practice with problems. Clarissa? She knew she could survive. If Ralph took every penny away from her, she could make it on her own. She’d done it all through her childhood and she knew, deep in her bones, beneath that ‘dumb blond’ hair beat a stout heart.




And that’s one of the reasons she loved Willa Jo. Willa Jo had been through some stuff, too. She was tough and sassy, just like the name of her salon. And she was anything but boring.


That first meeting years ago had been a blessing in Clarissa’s life, one for which she continued to be grateful. Life was good, especially with a friend like Willa Jo.


***


Clarissa was driving her new, sunburst yellow Corvette convertible when she heard her phone blare out “Light My Fire.”


Ralph.


Why would he be calling her? He knew she was heading to Willa Jo’s.


“What’s up?” she said, slowing down on the two-lane road.


“Baby, I got some bad news…I’m so sorry. You need to come home.”




“What’s wrong? I’ve got my mani-pedi …”


“Just come home, honey.”


“Okay. I’ll call Willa Jo and tell her I’m not going to make it. I’ll pull over, don’t worry.”


“You don’t have to call Willa Jo — I…I don’t quite know how to tell you…I sure as hell didn’t want to tell you over the phone….”


“You’re scaring me…what on earth is wrong? Are you okay?”


“Honey — are you off the road?”


“I’m pulling over now — Okay, I’m completely stopped. 


“Sweetheart…. Willa Jo is dead. Now, come on home.”


“Dead? But I just talked to her last night. How can she be dead? What happened?”


“I don’t have all the details. But the sheriff’s office just called — they were calling all her appointments for today. I’m so sorry. Do you want me to come get you?”


Clarissa sat in the driver’s seat. She couldn’t move. Willa Jo…dead?


“I…I’ll be okay. I’m on my way.”


Clarissa couldn’t believe it. Willa Jo — dead. It didn’t seem possible. Just last week they’d driven up to Wilmington to visit a psychic, The Crystal Chick. Willa Jo swore the Chick was the real deal. They’d each gotten a reading, but The Crystal Chick said not a word about Willa Jo being dead in a week.


Not the real deal, after all.


Clarissa didn’t seem able to take it in. Willa Jo, gone, just like that. She didn’t know what she was going to do now. Without Willa Jo to steady her, she feared she might go painfully astray.




Chapter Five




“You can tell a lot about a person from their toes.”


~The Beautician’s Notebook


Early May


Avenelle Young was typing up her husband, The Reverend Rory Young’s, sermon for this coming Sunday. That’s how she thought of Rory these days — not as her spouse or friend, but as The Reverend, the very arm of God, reaching out to judge and condemn her and anyone else with whom he disagreed. Like Abel, their younger son. He’d disinherited Abel just because the boy wanted to be a musician. Sure, Abel walked on the wild side — The Reverend didn’t know it, but that unconventional streak must have come from Avenelle herself. Oh yes, meek wife. Avenelle.


The Reverend reminded her of the God of the Old Testament: angry and looking for vengeance and blood. If he’d known half of what was in Avenelle’s heart, he might have fainted.


Her fingers trembled as they flew over the familiar keys. She felt cold and wondered if she was coming down with something. She’d had a difficult morning. To say the least.


The title of the sermon was “Secrets and Sin” and Avenelle felt a shudder in her belly as she began her weekly task. Could The Reverend know about her? Could he have stumbled on her deepest, darkest secret?


No, that was impossible. Avenelle’s hidden past was safe; she was just being silly. Ever since the menopause hit her a couple of years back, Avenelle has not been her old self. She didn’t smell right. She felt like a dried up locust, a shell of her former self. She missed her estrogen, even missed the messiness of her periods. Oddly, she yearned for the cramping that hit her every month. Those painful cramps had given her a couple days’ respite, a time to shut herself away from Rory (he’d been plain Rory back then, back before he’d shown how cruel he could be) and their sons, Adam and Abel. She could escape into the coolness of the guest bedroom with its lilac walls and flowered bedspread. The boys knew not to disturb her during these times and even Rory stayed away. Now, there was nothing to break the constant work that seemed to seek her out. Nothing to save her from The Reverend’s ever-growing needs.


She stared again at the computer screen, silently cursing herself for ever learning to do word processing in the first place. It had been The Reverend’s idea, during the last recession, to let Mrs. Keene, secretary for almost thirty years, go. He replaced Mrs. Keene with Avenelle. For the last seven years, Avenelle fulfilled all the secretarial duties, including typing up these ridiculous sermons.




Oh, she shouldn’t have called The Reverend’s sermons ridiculous. She was unsettled this morning. She felt a case of ‘the crazies’ coming on. She’d had ‘the crazies’ since childhood. The first time ‘the crazies’ hit her was in seventh grade. She’d been late to class and the teacher angrily sent her to the principal’s office. She’d been scared out of her wits — it was the first time she’d ever been sent to the principal. When he asked for her name, for some bizarre reason, she’d answered, “Algebra.” She must have thought he’d wanted to know the class for which she’d been tardy. Or something. At any rate, she’d started laughing and laughing. He had to send her to the nurse’s office to get her calmed down.


For the last few decades, she’d been able to fend off ‘the crazies.’ Usually, they showed up when she was under a lot of stress. She’d been calm for the most part, but not this morning. And she knew when ‘the crazies’ attacked, they attacked with a vengeance. They made her say and do things that were, well, crazy. Like considering The Reverend’s sermons silly and pretentious. Another black mark in her book. Who was she to criticize The Reverend? Even if she thought his sermons didn’t have much substance — no help people could use in real life. Nothing to tell you what to do with a broken heart and nothing to help you figure out the meaning of it all.




At fifty-six, Avenelle would be surprised if she got any answers about life’s deep questions. So, she made the best of things — she enjoyed her grandson, Kevin, her older son, Adam’s boy — and she worked in The Reverend’s garden. Working in the sandy soil among the green plants and the multi-colored flowers soothed her more than any sermon she’d ever heard.


She jumped when her phone blared out “Amazing Grace” and quickly answered.


“I’m typing up your sermon right this minute,” Avenelle said.


“Glad to hear it — listen, Nelle, I’ve got some bad news. Willa Jo Temple’s dead. The sheriff found her body on the floor of The Sassy Lady — hair-cutting scissors straight through her heart — at least, that’s what I heard from old Mrs. Croner.” The Reverend’s voice dropped to a whisper. “I’m afraid we are in for some hard times in Summerset — everybody’s saying it might be murder.”


“Oh my word — murder. Here? In Summerset? I don’t remember there ever being a murder here. And Willa Jo! Of all people. What should I do?” Avenelle could feel her stomach twist.


“Well, go ahead and finish with that sermon, but I’ll have to come up with another one for the funeral — it’s set for Sunday afternoon. I’ll have to comfort and calm folks. Right now, why don’t you make up a casserole and take it over to Rock Bonner. I know he and Willa Jo weren’t close, but he is her daddy,” said the Reverend. Avenelle could hear him twisting his collar around—he always did that when he had to deal with a death.




And make a little something for that young man she was living with — that washed up racecar driver. I think his name is McBee or McKay or something like that. I’ll be home at suppertime.”


Avenelle almost panicked at the mention of Willa Jo’s father, Rock Bonner, but she forced herself to remain calm. She had nothing to fear. Nothing.


“I’ll make something good, but you’ll have to deliver it. I feel a migraine coming on,” Avenelle said as she ended the call. She didn’t want to face Rock Bonner, not today.


She leaned back in her chair and took a sip of iced tea, something she kept at her desk when she worked on The Reverend’s sermons. Her hands were shaking. It was real — Willa Jo — dead. Murdered. Avenelle couldn’t stop imagining Willa Jo splayed out on the floor, blood oozing everywhere. Willa Jo would not have liked that, not one bit — she was a nut for cleanliness, always sweeping and mopping the shop. Avenelle tried to concentrate on her typing, but her mind kept wandering back to Willa Jo.


Avenelle had known Willa Jo since she was a little thing, no bigger than a minute. Willa Jo’s mother, Bessie Jo, had done Avenelle’s hair for years and she could remember little Willa Jo playing around the shop. Back then, it was Bessie’s Beauty Parlor, plain and simple, like Bessie Jo herself. Bessie Jo had done a good enough job on Avenelle’s hair, though sometimes she got too much red in the strawberry blond — but Willa Jo — well, she was a hair wizard.


She shoulda been good, after she threw a fit to attend that fancy cosmetology school up in Raleigh the minute she graduated high school. But that was Willa Jo — always wanted the best things in life and had a hissy fit if she didn’t get them. Avenelle blamed Bessie for that. Bessie could not tell her only child ‘No!’ It just wasn’t in her.




Bessie was a couple of years ahead of Avenelle in high school. Avenelle would always remember how Bessie had become pregnant right after her junior year. She and Rock Bonner — that was Richard Bonner these days, of Bonner’s Chevrolet — had gone steady all during sophomore year. When Bessie found out she was pregnant, Rock did the right thing and married her. That was probably the only time in his life Rock Bonner had ever done the right thing, Avenelle figured. They had a big wedding up at Sabbath Home Church and Willa Jo was born six months later. The Reverend performed the ceremony, though he told Avenelle later he counseled them extensively about the nature of their sin and told them they could make things right by bringing up the baby in the house of the Lord. That’s my Reverend. Always on the side of the righteous. The Reverend was about ten years older than Avenelle and always extolled the pleasures of purity to her right up until their wedding night. Avenelle tried not to think of that; instead, she turned her mind again to Bessie and Willa Jo.


Bessie was forced to quit school because back then, they didn’t allow pregnant girls to continue their education. But a baby didn’t stop Bessie. She went on to Chadwick County Community College and became a beautician. She stayed close to home, like a person with good sense. Not like that daughter of hers. Going to Raleigh is what ruined Willa Jo — that’s what Avenelle thought anyway. No, that wasn’t quite fair. It was Bessie that ruined Willa Jo, Bessie who gave that child everything she ever wanted. Willa Jo was ruined long before she went to Raleigh.


Avenelle tried once more to type up the Reverend’s sermon. She wasn’t in such a rush now, since he’d have to write a new one and she’d be required to type that one up, too. If she didn’t get this current one finished today, well, the Reverend could kiss her foot. Avenelle poured herself another glass of iced tea and carried it outside. She felt ‘the crazies’ beginning to make their appearance known in the usual way — her big toe throbbed. She knew she needed to ‘chill out,’ as Abel called it. Her younger son was an expert at taking life easy.




She sat in her favorite wicker chair on the back porch. There was a cool breeze and her flowers looked so pretty. She sipped the tea and thought about Willa Jo and Bessie and Rock and sex and death.


After Willa Jo came back from Raleigh, she shocked the whole town by setting up her own beauty shop. Everyone had figured she’d join Bessie Jo, a mother-daughter team to keep the women of Summerset looking their best. But no, Willa Jo started The Sassy Lady, located in a pretty new mall right next to Belk’s. The site was perfect. She must have borrowed money from somebody — everyone figured the money came from Judge Luffy — he never could turn down a pretty face. And off she went — in direct competition with her mama, mind you — and opened up her own shop. Before you could say ‘dip-squat,’ all the younger crowd headed to The Sassy Lady; Bessie was left with the old-timers, like Avenelle.
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