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            To Ron, amor vincit
                            omnia.
 Love conquers all.

        

    
        
            
                Chapter One

            

            
                If
                        I’d known Cassie Crawford would die, I might not have joked about wanting to
                        kill her.

                I’d been at her brand new three-million-dollar penthouse
                        overlooking Los Angeles for almost an hour this morning, making sure all the
                        details were perfect. Fresh calla lilies in the Steuben vase. Stainless
                        steel Italian cappuccino machine properly filled with organic, shade-grown
                        Sumatran ground beans. Electronic shades opened at the right angle to let in
                        the light but not the UV rays. At 12:17, Cassie strode in, wearing a sheer
                        white blouse, white jeans, and strappy gold high-heeled sandals, looking
                        even blonder and slimmer than the last time I’d seen her. Our appointment
                        stood at noon, but given the commission she was paying, seventeen minutes
                        late counted as on-time performance.

                “Is everything done?” Cassie asked anxiously. Apparently we
                        weren’t going to bother with Hello, How are
                                you, or even Nice to see
                                you again. Cassie took off her Chanel sunglasses but
                        didn’t even glance up at the hand-made Swarovski crystal chandelier that
                        sparkled overhead, sending gleams of sunlight flickering across the
                        foyer.

                “Done,” I replied simply.

                “Thank God,” Cassie said. She made a quick movement of hand
                        against chest, and I thought at first she was crossing herself. But instead
                        she religiously adjusted the seven-carat diamond pendant hanging just above
                        her cleavage. As she patted it into place, the necklace clinked against her
                        wedding band, so heavy with sapphires and diamonds that Cassie risked
                        carpal-tunnel syndrome every time she lifted a well-manicured finger. Of
                        course, now that she’d married Roger Crawford, she never needed to lift a
                        finger again.

                Without another word, Cassie pivoted on the four-inch heels of
                        her Jimmy Choos and headed to the bedroom. I followed, traipsing comfortably
                        if not quite as elegantly in my Lilly Pulitzer pink flats. If the ability to
                        stride seamlessly on stilettos was required before you married a
                        billionaire, I’d obviously never be so blessed.

                Or maybe cursed. Despite the perfect outward appearance,
                        Cassie seemed to be in a controlled panic as she checked out the penthouse
                        for the first time. Her eyes were bloodshot, and she raced around the room
                        snapping her head like a Perdue chicken. She opened and closed the storage
                        drawers I’d cleverly tucked behind floor-to-ceiling lacquered doors, then
                        moved quickly on.

                “Do you think Roger will like the bed?” she asked, sitting
                        tentatively on the edge of the fifteen-thousand-dollar Hypnos mattress I’d
                        had flown in from London.

                “It’s the same one Queen Elizabeth sleeps on,” I said, as if
                        that settled it. Though who knew where Prince Philip slept.

                “And the sheets?” Cassie asked, running her fingers over the
                        linens that were so soft they made 600-thread-count sateen seem like
                        sandpaper. “Frette?”

                “Definitely not,” I said firmly. “Frette is so last year.
                        They’re now used in some”—I lowered my voice—“hotels.”

                Cassie looked briefly uncertain, but then nodded. At age
                        twenty-eight (according to the gossip columns), she couldn’t know
                        everything. I couldn’t either—but being older meant I knew how to sound like
                        I did.

                She sighed. “Well, I’m counting on you to get everything
                        right. Isn’t it funny? Until I married Roger, I lived in a furnished sublet
                        in Studio City. This is the first place I’ve ever decorated
                    myself.”

                She’d decorated this place herself? “You did a nice job,” I
                        said encouragingly. I’d been in the business long enough to know that the
                        person signing the check got to take credit for the success. Cassie had
                        turned up as a new client not long ago, calling me out of the blue and
                        asking if I could furnish the just-bought penthouse from top to bottom while
                        she and Roger cavorted on a three-week trip to Hong Kong and
                    Tokyo.

                “It’ll be tricky with such a quick turnaround,” I’d
                        said.

                “Price isn’t a problem,” she’d insisted.

                With any luck, the combination of Cassie’s bank account and my
                        eye for style would land both of us in Architectural Digest. However difficult she
                        turned out to be, I’d cope.

                Cassie and I had met twice about the design, but when I tried
                        to show her samples and discuss the virtues of Carrera counters versus
                        granite, her eyes glazed over.

                “Whatever you think Roger will like. That’s the only thing
                        that matters.”

                “You should like it, too,” I’d said.

                “Roger has to be happy,” Cassie said firmly. “Pleasing him is
                        my only job at the moment.” Apparently, the calendar had flicked back to
                        1950 when I wasn’t looking.

                I’d never met Roger Crawford and Cassie happened to be his new
                        (or at least newest) wife. But when it came to decorating, I didn’t really
                        need her advice on how to keep him satisfied. I just turned the penthouse
                        into a marble-and-brass version of jewel-strewn Cassie: something to help
                        him feel sexy and young, and make it clear to anyone around just how
                        successful he must be.

                I knew Roger would admire the result. But now Cassie continued
                        dashing around with an anxious expression. She came to a dead halt in the
                        dining room, glancing at the gleaming onyx table and the chairs covered with
                        zebra skin.

                “The fabric’s fake,” I assured her. “A combination of silk,
                        cashmere, and linen. Probably more expensive than importing the real thing
                        from Africa, but ecologically better. Everything else in the room is so
                        minimalist, I thought we could have some fun.”

                “Fun,” Cassie said grimly.

                She marched into the second bedroom suite and began opening
                        and closing drawers. She peeked into every possible nook or cranny, as if
                        hunting for lost keys.

                “Are you looking for something in particular?” I asked as she
                        walked out of the walk-in closet. I’d lined two of the walls with mirrors,
                        and Cassie’s image reflected over and over, repeated forever. Her eyes
                        flitted worriedly, but not a single line popped out on her forehead. Either
                        she was genetically incapable of furrowing her brow, or she’d already had
                        her first Botox injections.

                “I don’t know, something just doesn’t feel right.”

                “Doesn’t feel right?” To my eye, the place looked darn-near
                        perfect, but my client had to be satisfied. If she wanted a Prince poster
                        instead of the Picasso, I’d dash out to find it a fabulous frame. “Maybe you
                        don’t like the pale green color on the wall,” I said, trying to be helpful.
                        “To me, it feels peaceful, but if you want something brighter, we could
                        repaint it in daffodil. Or magnolia.”

                “No, it’s not that. I can’t really explain it.” She shook her
                        head. “Something’s got me spooked. Isn’t it weird? I feel like a little kid
                        at Halloween going into a haunted house.”

                “No ghosts here,” I said.

                Cassie gave a rueful laugh. “I’m Roger’s third wife. Trust me,
                        there are ghosts everywhere.”

                From what I’d read about him, Roger Crawford had variously
                        owned a ranch in Montana, a waterfront casa in Costa Rica, a townhouse
                        across from Buckingham Palace, and a sprawling estate in Beverly Hills. I
                        didn’t know which of those had gone to previous wives and which were now
                        “home” to Cassie.

                “The penthouse is brand new,” I reminded her. “All yours and
                        ghost free. You and Roger start fresh here.”

                Cassie gave a little frown, then darted off. I followed her
                        into the kitchen, where she gazed blankly at the six-burner Viking stove.
                        She opened the door of the oven warily, as if nervous that the Pillsbury
                        doughboy might pop out.

                “Combination heat, with electric and convection currents,” I
                        explained. “The temperature stays even, so it’s ideal for
                    baking.”

                Cassie nodded, but from the empty expression on her face, I
                        realized she didn’t plan to be whipping up big batches of Bundt cakes.
                        Probably the only “baking” she’d do was at the Sunless Tanning Salon in
                        Beverly Hills.

                She sauntered over to the kitchen pantry, where the
                        smooth-glide shelves rolled out effortlessly. Since she’d asked me to take
                        care of everything, I’d stocked the pantry with life’s necessities—from
                        Hawaiian macadamia nuts to Macallan single-malt scotch.

                “Champagne and chocolate truffles on the bottom shelf,” I
                        said. “From my experience, that’s the solution for any marital
                    spat.”

                Cassie looked stricken. She’d been married less than a year,
                        so maybe she couldn’t imagine a marital spat. Or maybe my friend Molly
                        Archer was right when she told me Cassie’s marriage had veered into
                        trouble.

                As the head of Molly Archer Casting and able to influence most
                        of the media hotshots in Hollywood, my old college pal stayed tuned in to
                        everyone. She’d called me to report that Cassie and Roger had been seen
                        arguing at the chic Japanese restaurant Koi a few nights earlier. After
                        Cassie stormed out, Roger went over to the celebrity-packed Skybar, where he
                        drowned his troubles in a martini—and later left, several sources reported,
                        with “an amorous but unidentified redhead.”

                “You realize what that means,” Molly had said
                        ominously.

                “He’s lusting after the ghost of Lucille Ball?”

                “I like to think Lucy’s happily married in heaven.”

                “Isn’t Roger?”

                “Darling, this isn’t about passion. It’s about the prenup.”
                        Molly had paused meaningfully. “Young Cassie gets a million bucks if she and
                        Roger split anytime in the first year. After that, the payoff jumps to ten
                        million.”

                “He’s a billionaire. That’s not exactly a kick in the
                        wallet.”

                “He’s a businessman,” Molly corrected me. “He calculates his
                        investments carefully.”

                Now looking at Cassie, I wondered if her panic about the
                        penthouse could be connected to the expiring prenup. Maybe she figured that
                        if she decorated right, she could buy herself another year and a bigger
                        payoff. No wonder she seemed nervous. Much harder to decide whether the
                        antique rug should be Tabriz or Turkish with nine million bucks on the
                        line.

                Turning away from me, Cassie opened the Sub-Zero refrigerator
                        and unexpectedly gave a broad smile.

                “Kirin green tea!” she said. “I didn’t see this before. How
                        did you know?”

                I peeked inside the refrigerator where three green bottles
                        with Japanese letters on them stood neatly lined up.

                “It’s always been my favorite,” she said. “A little bitter,
                        but much better than anything you can get in America.” She grabbed one of
                        the bottles, cracked open the cap, and took a long swig. She gave a little
                        shake of her head, then drank some more.

                “Did you have this imported from Tokyo?” she asked. “I can’t
                        believe it. You’re really the best, Lacy.”

                When I didn’t answer, Cassie gave a tentative
                    smile.

                “I’ve loved this stuff since I went to Kyoto during spring
                        break in college. This trip, I drank it all the time in Tokyo.” She took
                        another long sip, then smiled at me, relief written all over her face.
                        “Roger told you to get it, right?” Her smile got even wider. “He’s such a
                        sweetheart, after all. He wanted to surprise me!”

                She finished drinking, then put the bottle on the countertop.
                        I had a lot of questions I wanted to ask—including why any college kid would
                        take spring break in Kyoto instead of Cancún—but instead, I stared at the
                        tea. I believe in giving credit where credit was due. But in this case, I
                        didn’t know where it was due.

                I picked the bottle up, puzzled, then put it back
                    down.

                “Oh, I just remembered something,” Cassie said. “The Rothko in
                        the study.”

                She hurried down the hallway into the room that had rapidly
                        become my favorite. I’d had the floor in Roger’s study bleached and cured to
                        a pale maple, and tinted the angular bookshelves that lined three of the
                        walls exactly two shades darker. A stunning brass-and-glass desk stood in
                        the middle of the huge expanse, and the floor beneath it was accented with a
                        checked-tile inlay. I’d provided rolling ladders so Roger could climb up to
                        reach a book at the top of the towering shelves. Instead of the standard
                        wooden library ladders, these were made of sinewy steel. The room felt
                        familiar—but still fresh and modern. I liked giving a new twist to an
                        erstwhile style.

                Cassie paused and looked appreciatively at the books. I even
                        had the feeling she’d read her share of them. But then she turned to the
                        simple two-toned painting that would probably bring in twenty million bucks
                        at auction at Sotheby’s. “I think there’s something wrong with the frame,”
                        she said.

                The Rothko had been in one of Roger’s other houses and I’d had
                        it brought in. I’d used the most reputable art-trucking firm I knew. They’d
                        never damaged anything before, and come to think of it, I’d inspected the
                        picture carefully when it arrived. But sure enough, the lower-right-hand
                        corner of the frame was freshly broken off.

                “No damage to the picture,” I said, studying the orange and
                        red color fields.

                “Can you get it fi-fi-fixed?” asked Cassie, suddenly panting
                        slightly. I looked over. Her forehead was sweating and she clutched her
                        stomach. Something more than art-lover’s distress had struck her.

                “Are you okay?” I asked her.

                She was almost doubled over now, and when she opened her mouth
                        to speak, she seemed to be gasping for words.

                “I—I have to…” Her eyes rolled toward the top of her head, and
                        she seemed to be choking. But she grabbed for the ladder by the bookshelf
                        and put a foot on the first rung. Swaying heavily, she started to pull
                        herself up.

                “Be careful,” I said from across the room.

                “Up—up,” she said, gasping. “Have to g-g-get it.” Her voice
                        was raspy, and her face was suddenly whiter than a geisha’s. She kept
                        climbing, and I saw a spittle of drool dripping from the side of her
                        mouth.

                “Cassie,” I said anxiously. “I think you’re sick. You’d better
                        come down.”

                “Delta,” she said. She stumbled on one of the rungs and barely
                        managed to catch herself. She kicked off her shoes and the Jimmy Choos flew
                        down, landing with a thump on the ground.

                “Come down, Cassie.” Worried, I took a step forward. “If you
                        need a book, I’ll get it.”

                Cassie shook her head. The penthouse ceilings soared twenty
                        feet high, and Cassie had to be eight feet off the ground now. Suddenly she
                        gave a shout of pain and turning, clutched at her throat with both hands.
                        Nothing connected her to the ladder except her pedicured toes. Her head
                        bobbed, and then she plunged forward, her arms spread wide, as if she
                        planned to soar across the room like an angel.

                But Cassie was no angel. She wasn’t even the Flying
                        Nun.

                She landed with a sickening thud, head first, on the polished
                        floor.

                “Cassie!” I screamed, rushing over.

                I fell to my knees next to her. A huge gash had opened in the
                        back of her head. Cassie gave a little moan and then turned
                    silent.

                I watched in horror as the wound began spurting, covering the
                        floor in blood, the deep red color of a Rothko.

            

        

    

Chapter Two



Even as the blood gushed, I knew I had to stay cool. Last time I saw a spurter like this I panicked, which hadn’t helped anyone. Running in our backyard, my then-two-year-old daughter Ashley had crashed into an Adirondack chair (did toddler-proofing require rubber furniture?) and split her forehead. I’d rushed her hysterically to the hospital where my husband, Dan, the best, kindest, and handsomest plastic surgeon in LA, met us at the emergency room. While I sobbed that he couldn’t let our baby die, Dr. Dan stopped the bleeding and pointed out that Ashley didn’t even need a stitch.

All that happened years ago, but I always remembered what Dan told me that day.

One: Head wounds bleed profusely, even when they’re innocuous.

Two: People don’t die as easily as you think.

Three: I love you.

Number three didn’t happen to be relevant right now, but hearing Dan in my head did calm me down.

I tried to assess the situation.

Cassie’s head wound was bleeding profusely—but given rule number one, the injury could be innocuous.

On the other hand, if people don’t die that easily, why was Cassie not breathing?

I made a fast call to 911, then dropped the phone. CPR. I’d taken a class back when I was pregnant the first time, wanting to be prepared for all emergencies. Could I remember anything? I pushed Cassie’s jaw forward to open the airway, then put my lips against hers and breathed twice. I sat back, put my palms against her chest, and pumped fifteen times.

No response.

I kept going. Breathe twice, pump fifteen times. Breathe twice, pump fifteen times.

Cassie sputtered.

Thank God.

Her chest was moving up and down, just slightly. I had to do something about the head gash. I rushed to the bathroom, grabbed a pale yellow Hermès towel, and charged back, pressing it against the wound to stanch the bleeding. In a moment the towel was bright red. I got another and held them both tightly against her head.

“Cassie, what happened?” I whispered.

Her lips were chalky, her eyes still closed.

I heard someone pounding on the front door and rushed to the foyer, flinging open the door. Two EMTs in short-sleeved blue uniforms stood at the ready, holding their emergency medical equipment.

“She’s barely breathing!” I screamed. “You’ve got to do something! She could die!”

“Where is she?” asked the taller of the two, who couldn’t have been old enough to buy a beer. His elbows stuck gawkily from under his sleeves, and he had a rash of acne across his forehead, but he charged in, not hesitating for a second, and followed as I raced back to the study.

“Tell me what happened,” he said.

Choking out a few details, I dropped to my knees next to Cassie. The lanky young EMT pushed me aside and quickly evaluated the patient.

“No pulse. No breath,” he called out, starting to press on her chest, with the CPR maneuver I’d already tried. “Prepare to intubate her. Start an IV.”

The second EMT—shorter than his partner, but with the broad chest of someone who spends a lot of time at the gym—put a hand under my elbow. “You need to move aside,” he said, practically lifting me up. Then he grabbed for his radio and I heard him calling for backup.

The next few minutes passed in a confusion of blood, equipment, needles, and tubes. I stood to the side, reeling in horror.

“No response,” said one of them.

“Give her some epi,” insisted the other. “We’ve got to get this heart started.”

The backups started arriving, two by two. A pair of policemen came in, and then two LA firemen. A second pair of EMTs dashed in, and then another couple of cops—the emergency-response version of Noah’s ark. People called out suggestions and radios spluttered with static and barked instructions.

“Let’s get her to the hospital,” someone said. “We’re not saving her here.”

In seconds, Cassie was on a stretcher, being whisked out the door. I rushed after, negotiating with the EMTs about which hospital they’d go to. We exchanged a few sharp words, but then they nodded and were gone. Far below, I heard loud sirens blaring—and then silence.

I went back to the living room, sunk into a chair, and dropped my head to my knees. The buttery leather cuddled around me, but I didn’t feel any comfort.

“You okay, ma’am?”

I sat up and looked straight into the concerned face of a cop. She was slim, with clear skin, bright blue eyes, and straight brown hair pulled into a ponytail. The stiff uniform masked her shape, but she’d cinched her belt tightly around her waist and her gun just accentuated the gentle curve of her hips. I had to figure her for a real cop, but she might as well have wandered off a primetime set at CBS.

“I’m okay, but I don’t know about Cassie. It happened so fast,” I said.

“Are you a relative?”

“No, I’m Lacy Fields. A friend, I guess. Her decorator.” I shook my head, trying to clear the confusion. “But her husband. We should call her husband. Roger.”

The cop—whose nametag identified her as Officer Erica McSweeney—pulled out a clunky phone that doubled as a walkie-talkie. “What’s the husband’s phone number?”

“No idea,” I admitted. “Maybe I can find it on Cassie’s cell.” I stood up shakily, headed back to the foyer, and grabbed Cassie’s bag from where she’d casually abandoned it on the gold-flecked eighteenth-century table. At another time, I would have paused to admire how the bold shades of the leather-and-alligator Louis Vuitton purse played gracefully against the mellow-colored antique. Now I just grabbed the bag (which, according to Vogue, cost fourteen thousand bucks and had a four-month waiting list) and rummaged inside, finding a slim silver phone tucked inside a perfectly sized felt pocket. With Officer McSweeney peering over my shoulder, I scrolled down, found an entry for ROGER—CELL, and hit the button.

Three rings. Four. Just as I started to hang up, I heard Roger’s voice.

“Cassie, hello,” he said. The caller ID must have flashed on his screen, and I noticed a slight chill in his voice.

“It’s not Cassie. It’s Lacy Fields.”

No reply, but I could hear noise in the background and a waiter saying, “May I get you another glass of wine?”

“Lacy Fields, the decorator. I’m at your apartment, and Cassie…”

“I know who you are, Lacy,” Roger said, his voice unexpectedly warmer. “In fact, I’m having lunch at The Grill, and you’ll never guess who’s with me.”

He repeated my name to someone, and suddenly I heard gales of female laughter. Roger chuckled, said something sweet to his companion, and handed the phone over.

“Lacy, you caught me having a drink with my darling Roger,” said a familiar voice. It took me only a second to place it.

“Molly, is that you?” I asked. Molly Archer, my best friend since college, my Tri Delta sorority sister.

“Yes, darling, of course it’s me.”

As fresh-faced kids just out of Ohio State, we’d moved to LA together, and while I got married and had babies, Molly built one of the most powerful casting agencies in Hollywood. She had recently made Variety’s list of the town’s most powerful people—well below Jerry Bruckheimer, but several spots above Paris Hilton’s hairdresser.

Next to me, Officer McSweeney shifted uncomfortably, anxious to do her job.

“Molly, tell Roger something happened to Cassie,” I said firmly to my friend. “Something awful. She’s just been taken to the hospital.”

“Oh my God.” The flirtatious tone drained from Molly’s voice, and I heard her repeat the ghastly news to Roger. He got back on the line, and I handed the phone to the concerned cop.

“Officer McSweeney here. LAPD. Am I speaking to Cassie Crawford’s husband?” she asked, as if worried that I’d mistakenly dialed Cassie’s chef, chauffeur, or masseuse. Roger must have said yes, because she reported that Cassie had suffered a medical emergency and the ambulance had taken her to Cedars Medical Center.

“EMT usually goes to LA General, but your friend insisted on Cedars,” McSweeney said, looking at me. Cedars was the best hospital in town—the place where my husband, Dan, had been a plastic surgeon for most of his career.

From my position five feet away, I could hear Roger firing questions at McSweeney. How had this happened? How serious was it? Would she be okay? His loud voice sounded scared.

“She stopped breathing from unknown causes,” said McSweeney, avoiding any specifics. “You should get over to the hospital right away.”

“I’m on my way,” Roger said.

When she hung up, I shakily shoved some papers and fabric samples back into my own Coach tote—not as classy as Cassie’s, but functional—and got ready to leave.

McSweeney casually put herself between me and the door.

“Um, Ms. Fields, if you wouldn’t mind, I could use your help. You’re the only one who might have a clue what happened.”

I should have felt a thump of hesitation. Almost a year ago, Dan had been charged with murder for a death he had nothing to do with. We’d found the real killer, and all had returned to normal. But I didn’t want to go through anything like that again.

On the other hand, nobody had mentioned foul play here. And I had nothing to hide.

“Can I ask you a few questions?” McSweeney asked.

I nodded and sat down on a black Breuer side chair. She put a small digital tape recorder on the table between us. “If you wouldn’t mind, just give me a chronology of events. Everything you saw.”

I didn’t mind at all. I spoke carefully, struggling to make sense of what had happened. But it didn’t make any sense. I had just gotten to the part where Cassie climbed the ladder when McSweeney’s walkie-talkie burst into activity. She apologized and began talking. In the rush of static and excited voices, I finally realized that it wouldn’t have mattered if the ambulance had gone to LA General, Cedars, or the moon. The victim had no heartbeat. The doctors in the ER had valiantly tried to resuscitate her, but it was too late. Cassie Crawford was dead.



If the police had mobilized quickly when Cassie fell, now they rushed in like bargain hunters at a Gucci sample sale. In what seemed like minutes, so many uniformed cops and plainclothes detectives swarmed in that they probably had a quorum for a union vote.

I had barely absorbed the news about my latest—and late—client when white-coated forensics experts appeared and began dusting for evidence. I sat numbly as my decorator’s dream transformed into a CSI showcase. I finally thought to call Jack Rosenfeld, family friend and lawyer. His secretary said he had run out of the office, but when she heard my trembling tone, she connected me to his cell phone.

“Cassie’s dead?” Jack asked, stunned, after I’d quickly outlined the situation for him. “Cassie Crawford, Roger’s wife?”

“It’s too unbelievable,” I said, my voice breaking. “One minute she was showing me a damaged picture frame, and the next minute she was dead.”

“You were the only one with her.”

“Right.”

“Listen to me, Lacy,” Jack said sternly. “I’ll get there as soon as I can. But be careful about saying anything until I arrive.”

“You want me silent?”

Jack sighed. “I’ve learned not to ask for the impossible.”

“Well, it’s too late, anyway. I’ve told them what happened, and they asked me to stay and sign a statement. I’ll just stick with the truth. I didn’t do anything wrong.”

“That’s what Martha Stewart said before she went to jail.”

Given the current stock price, jail had turned out to be a good thing. Before I could mention that, I heard a loud thwack in the background.

“Are you playing tennis?” I asked. Not really a surprise. Jack played hard in a court of law, but he generally preferred a court with a net.

“I’ll shower and come right over.”

“Don’t worry. Play well,” I said, nobly.

“No, I’ll quit right now,” Jack insisted. “My opponent happens to be the LA district attorney. If I default, he moves up the ladder. He’ll love that. And from what you’re telling me, I’d better keep him happy.”

Default a set? Jack must be seriously worried. The tennis ladder at the Beverly Hills Racquet Club aroused more competitive instincts than America’s Next Top Model. The winner got a magnum of champagne, and the sixty-buck bottle of bubbly seemed to mean more to most of the men at the club than their seven-figure salaries. Now Jack would give up a victory to come be my advocate—and I hadn’t even known I needed one.

We hung up, and a thought about Cassie’s last minutes suddenly struck me. I headed back to the library to investigate, but yellow crime-scene tape had been strung across the doorway and two burly cops stood staring at the blood-spattered floor.

Unexpectedly, I heard the melodic notes of Beethoven’s Piano Trio in B flat, also known as the Archduke trio. The frenzied activity in the apartment came to a sudden halt as everyone looked around.

“What’s that?” asked one of the cops.

“The doorbell,” I said, slightly abashed. I prided myself on being the decorator who thought of everything. Setting the right mood mattered, and I’d decided that a simple ding-dong would never do for the Crawfords. So I’d had the ringer programmed with something a little classier.

In the foyer, the front door stood slightly ajar. With all the cops coming in and out, nobody had actually closed it. When the Beethoven sounded again—wrong music for the current mood—I followed Officer McSweeney to the front, where she swung open the door.

“Can you believe it?” said the man on the other side, loudly. “I never even got keys to my own apartment. Cassie had them.”

With that, Roger Crawford strode into the penthouse he’d paid for but apparently never seen. A few worry lines streaked across his brow, but otherwise he seemed like a man in control. His perfectly tailored, blue-striped Brioni suit didn’t have a wrinkle, nor did his crisp white shirt. The French cuffs at his wrist sparkled with engraved gold cufflinks and were just the right length not to cover the Patek Philippe watch. In the areas money couldn’t buy, he was less impressive: slightly balding and barely average height. He got his stature from his success, not his size.

The woman who came in a moment after him, however, took my breath away.

“Molly, what are you doing here?” I hissed to my barely recognizable longtime best friend.

“Roger needs me,” she said nobly. “He’s devastated. I couldn’t abandon him at a time like this.”

“Cassie’s dead,” I said bluntly.

Molly nodded. “We raced to the hospital, but it was too late. Roger wanted to come over here. He’s shocked. We’re both shocked.”

Something about that we sounded a little too cozy to me. And everything about Molly had me reeling. Instead of the practical Prada pantsuit she always wore to work, she’d wrapped herself into a neck-plunging Diane von Furstenberg dress that swung sexily as she walked. She’d traded her much-loved Tod’s flats for strappy stiletto sandals that showed off an unexpectedly perfect pedicure. Most stunning, Molly’s trademark mass of thick dark curls had disappeared and shiny, stick-straight red hair now framed her pretty face.

“What did you do to yourself?” I asked, too distracted by her transformation to stick to more serious subjects.

Molly coyly tucked a glowing strand of hair behind her ear. “Fabulous, right? Japanese-process hair-straightening. Seven hours, but worth every minute.”

A plainclothes cop came over, planting himself a little too close to Molly. “Ma’am, I’m Detective Burrows. If you’ll come with me for a moment, I’d like to ask you a few questions,” he said.

Molly looked briefly shaken, probably more at being called ma’am than at the thought of talking to a cop.

I put a hand on Molly’s arm.

“She needs to come with me to the ladies’ room first,” I said, anxiously digging my fingernails into her soft skin.

Molly looked puzzled. “Why is that?”

“Tampax problem,” I said.

Detective Burrows stepped aside stiffly, too embarrassed (or confused) to follow us. I practically dragged Molly into the guest powder room, quickly locking the door.

“Tampax problem?” she asked, with a little giggle. “Have you forgotten how to use them?”

“I had to think of something to say,” I said brusquely. I took my hand off her arm and sat down on the red brocade bench I’d imported from Paris to grace the far side of the makeup table. No guest of the Crawfords should have to stand to put on lip gloss.

Molly took a bottle of Annick Goutal perfume from the countertop (I’d accessorized every inch of the place) and started to dab a drop behind her ear. I grabbed the bottle from her and slammed it back into place.

“What’s going on?” I asked angrily. “Roger’s wife is dead. The police are swarming. And you flounce in here like some femme-fatale floozy. Are you crazy?”

“Roger’s a friend,” Molly said mildly.

“I had no idea you even knew him.”

She raised a well-tweezed eyebrow. “How do you think you got the assignment to decorate this place? I mentioned you to Roger and he told Cassie.”

I started to stand up, then plopped back down, my knees shaking too hard to hold me.

“You never said anything.”

Molly sat down next to me. “I would have,” she said putting a comforting hand on my shoulder, “but we haven’t seen each other much lately. I’ve been wild at work. You’ve got those three gorgeous kids keeping you busy. It’s happened before. We always catch up eventually.”

True enough. My daughter, Ashley, and her new best friend, Tara, talked together all day at school, gossiped via cell phone in the afternoon, and IM’d all night. But friendship changed between fourteen and forty.

I looked at my redheaded pal.

“Are you and Roger involved?” I asked.

“It’s complicated,” she whispered, even though nobody could hear. “Involved, but not how you think. We’ll talk about it later.”

I nodded. “We will. But get this—cops don’t deal with complicated. They deal with suspects. Here’s how I see it. Roger’s the husband, so he’s tops on their list already. I happened to be the last one to see Cassie alive, so put me at number two. Now if you’re involved with him and me, you’re right up there at number three.”

“Roger wouldn’t kill Cassie,” Molly said, a look of horror crossing her face. “Neither would you. Or me. Anyway, who says someone killed her? The doctors told Roger the cause of death was unknown.”

Now I did manage to stand up. “Maybe it’s unknown to them right now,” I said. “But trust me. By tomorrow, everyone in LA is going to know that Cassie Crawford was murdered.”

“She couldn’t have been murdered. It doesn’t make sense.”

“Murder never makes sense.”

“What are you going to do?”

Well, that seemed a fair question. I peered in the mirror and swiped on some Kiehl’s lip balm. What was I going to do? In the midst of all this madness, I had to keep my priorities straight.

“I’m going to Jimmy’s swim meet,” I said calmly. “If I leave this minute, I can get there before the medley relay.”

“You’re joking.”

“Why would I be joking? Cassie will still be dead tomorrow. But today is the only chance for the Pacific Palisades Porpoises to win the six-and-under league championship.”

I tucked the Kiehl’s back in my bag, kissed Molly on her perfumed cheek, and left the bathroom. As I swept out of the penthouse, I smiled at the cop now positioned by the front door. Right now, I wouldn’t worry about anything except whether or not Jimmy had finally learned how to do a racing dive instead of a belly flop.







Chapter Three



I got to the pool and grabbed a spot in the stands just as eight little boys in red-and-blue team swimsuits scrambled onto the starting blocks at the other end. I waved, hoping one of the would-be Michael Phelpses would wave back. Nobody did, so I leaned forward and squinted. The kid in lane 4 had dark curly hair, and the one in lane 8 towered above the others. The rest were sandy-haired six-year-olds with skinny legs, tanned tummies, and big round Speedo goggles that obscured their features. “Which is Jimmy?”

Ashley, my fifteen-year-old daughter, slipped onto the bench next to me. I hadn’t known she was coming to watch her little brother swim, but I kept my surprise in check.

“Got me,” I said. “They all look alike at fifty meters, don’t they?”

“You don’t recognize your own son?” she asked, contempt dripping from her voice. She’d stopped being my sweet baby girl a long time ago.

“Help me out,” I said mildly. Arguing with Ashley was never the way to go.

Ashley, who looked suspiciously blonder than usual, crossed her arms over her too-tight T-shirt. With a scowl, she leaned back—a good trick on a backless bench.

“I don’t even want to be here,” she moaned. “Grant made me. I mean, he’s supposed to drive me home from school. That’s the deal, right? Since when does he get to tell me I have to make a stop along the way?”

I turned around to see Grant sitting behind us.

“Hi, Mom,” Grant said cheerfully.

“Hi, sweetie. Jimmy will be thrilled you’re here,” I said.

“You’ve dragged that little kid to so many of my tennis matches, I figure I could make his big swim meet,” Grant said.

Now I smiled. Where did I get a seventeen-year-old like Grant? Handsome, smart, and good-hearted, he’d never bothered with teenage rebellion.

Ashley, however, filled the James Dean quotient for both of them.

The starting gun blasted off, and the six-year-olds splashed into the water.

“Go Jimmy!” I yelled as the flailing freestylers approached our end of the pool. Hearing his name, Jimmy popped his head up and grinned at us before doing a flip turn.

“Nice work,” said Ashley snidely. “You probably added three seconds to his time.”

I kept cheering loudly and Jimmy kept kicking—and a minute later, he touched the finish line in second place.

“Hooray for Jimmy!” I screamed.

Still grinning, my youngest son climbed out of the water and shook hands with the tall boy in lane 8—who’d won by half the length of the pool.

“That big kid doesn’t look like he’s six to me,” said Grant, who’d jumped down to join us. “Think he was red-shirted? Maybe the coach didn’t let him turn seven.”

“That’s stupid,” said Ashley. “Red-shirting only works if it’s by grade.”

“A joke,” said Grant, patting her on the cheek. “Lighten up, huh?”

At the other end of the pool, a race official—actually a mom in white short shorts and a blouse tied at her midriff—handed Jimmy his red second-place ribbon. He turned and waved it madly to show us while we jumped up and down and applauded. It wasn’t exactly his first awards ceremony. Every race at every meet ended with a blue ribbon for first place, red for second, yellow for third, and green for everything else. Heaven forbid anyone leaves without feeling like a winner. Jimmy had so many ribbons that his bedroom looked like the Macy’s gift-wrap desk.

“Can we go now?” Ashley asked.

“Jimmy’s in at least two more races,” I said.

“Don’t make me stay!” Ashley howled. Then she quickly added, “I mean, I have homework to do. Algebra. Quadralatic equations.”

“Quadratic,” I said automatically. With pronunciation like that, the only person who’d hire her would be George Bush.

“Quadralatic. Quadratic. Whatever,” she said, rolling the word like a would-be Valley Girl.

I suspected Ashley had more interest in working on her manicure than her math, but if I mentioned that, she’d wail that I didn’t trust her. At which point, I’d guiltily 1) beg forgiveness, 2) offer to help with her homework, and 3) promise a manipedi the minute she was done. Sometimes better to take things at face value.

“I’m sure Jimmy wouldn’t want to come between you and x-squared plus y-squared,” I said.

Sticking around for the whole meet really was beyond the call. With backstroke, breaststroke, butterfly, and freestyle (not to mention individual medley and medley relay) for every age at every distance, a swim meet could last longer than most Hollywood marriages.

I turned around to check out Grant’s plans, but he was talking on his cell phone, his brow wrinkled in concern. Catching my eye, he took the phone away from his ear and looked at me quizzically.

“Mom, I’m talking to Ryan. He says his dad’s looking for you.”

For a moment, I froze. In our circle in LA, two degrees of separation was about as far as anybody got.

For example: Me–Ryan–Ryan’s dad.

Grant and Ryan had been close buddies since about second grade, and our families had become friends, too. Last year, the boys had been doubles partners on the school tennis team. Ryan got all his racket skills from his dad—attorney Jack Rosenfeld.

I’d run out of the Crawfords’ so fast that I forgot that Jack was on his way.

“Tell Ryan everything’s okay,” I said, pulling out my cell phone to call Jack directly.

Grant relayed the message, but then he listened to Ryan for a minute, and his face darkened.

“Mom, it’s not okay,” Grant said, turning back to me. “Ryan says some woman got murdered. You were at her apartment. Mr. Rosenfeld went over to get you out of hot water.”

“We don’t know the woman was murdered,” I said, ignoring the comment about my being in hot water. At least it wasn’t boiling.

“Murdered?” asked Ashley, her eyes getting wide and her voice rising. “Who was murdered? Oh my God, who was murdered now?”

“It doesn’t matter,” I muttered.

“A woman got murdered and it doesn’t matter?” asked Ashley, practically screeching.

We all stared at one another.

“Mom, are you in the middle of a murder again?” Grant asked bluntly.

“I just happened to be in the wrong place at the wrong time,” I said. “Or maybe the right place. I tried to save her.”

“Are you a suspect?” asked Grant.

“Of course not.”

Ashley started moaning. “I can’t handle another killer in the family,” she said, groaning.

I wanted to remind her that we had no killers, criminals, or crooks in the family. Her father had been totally cleared of all charges months ago. But who could speak reason to a teenager? Give Ashley an hour with Spinoza, and the entire Rationalist theory would go out the window.

Grant handed me his cell phone. “Ryan just conferenced in his dad. Talk to him.”

I took Grant’s RAZR and heard Jack Rosenfeld’s booming voice.

“Lacy, are you there? It’s Jack. I just left the Crawfords’. I tried calling you half a dozen times. I was getting worried.”

I glanced at my own Motorola and realized I’d unwittingly set the ringer on mute. If only these hi-tech toys had buttons you could actually see.

“Sorry, Jack, I should have called. I raced out to Jimmy’s swim meet.”

“Frankly it’s just as well you got out when you did,” Jack said ominously. “Roger started strutting around demanding action, and the police went into panic mode. You and I need to talk.”

I opened my mouth and then closed it again. Ashley and Grant stood staring at me. Ryan might still be listening on the line. From the corner of my eye, I saw Jimmy running toward us with his ribbon. (Didn’t anybody tell kids not to run on slippery surfaces anymore?)

“Where should we meet?” I asked Jack, hoping Jimmy would understand if I missed his medley for a murder. “Your office?”

“Actually, I’m heading over to Beverly Hills to pick up something for Gina. Today’s our anniversary.” He cleared his throat. “Uh, want to meet me? I could use some advice on necklaces. Gina loves your taste.”

I gave a little smile. Fair swap. Jack needed something pretty to put around his wife’s neck. And I apparently needed someone to save mine.

“Be there shortly,” I said.



Traffic moved slowly on Santa Monica Boulevard, so I turned north onto Sunset Boulevard and drove west. What happened to the famed LA smog when you needed it? The sunny blue sky blazed so brightly that even my oversized Chanel sunglasses couldn’t keep out the glare. I sped easily along Sunset and turned south on Rodeo Drive, getting caught only briefly at the intersection of Santa Monica Boulevard. My roundabout route might have added extra miles, but it saved at least ten minutes. Nice to be smarter than my GPS.

I ignored the municipal parking lot on the corner and cruised along, pulling up next to a small sign for valet parking. I opened the door of the Lexus, leaving the key in the ignition. A handsome young actor type in khaki pants and a pink polo shirt rushed up. His arms were so muscular he could probably appear in Matthew McConaughey’s next film, but for now, he handed me a parking stub.

“Just leave it right here,” he crooned. “I’ll take care of everything.”

I smiled gratefully. Having grown up in Wisconsin, I’ve kept my Midwest frugality in most matters. I don’t indulge in facelifts, Ferraris, or foie gras. But valet parking is something else. Nothing is better than stepping out of a store and having your car magically materialize. The rap on LA is that people come here from all over America in search of a dream. For me, that dream includes never having to parallel park.

I crossed the wide, sunny boulevard of Rodeo Drive, brushing past a tall woman wearing crystal spike heels, a black sequined miniskirt, and a V-neck angora sweater that barely contained her size D fake breasts. A round, bald man—a foot shorter and three decades older—had his arm around her. He might have bought her for the day, though the diamonds dripping from her neck and ears suggested a bigger investment.

Passing Bijan, said to be the most expensive store in America, I peered through the window. An obviously bored salesman smiled at me. Big surprise that a place where socks are ninety bucks isn’t packed day and night. I had a sudden urge to go in, but a bold sign confirmed shopping by appointment only. Still, I had a feeling that if I rang with fifteen thou to spend on a suit, he’d let me in.

Continuing down the street, I spotted the jewelry store David Orgell. A discreet Harry Winston–type place, it hit the big time years ago when Michael Jackson would come by to shop and the store would close to give him full attention. Now, if Jackson dropped in, the owners would probably summon security.

I went inside and paused to get my bearings. Cases with sparkling jewels on one side, distinctive silver and tableware on the other. An attractive young woman asked my name, nodded slightly, and said, “The gentleman is expecting you.”

As she led me to the back, I played with my wedding ring, and she gave a little smile.

“Don’t worry,” she whispered. “We’re very tactful.”

I laughed. “Jack’s not buying the jewelry for me, if that’s what you think. I’m not his mistress. I’m his client.”

She raised an eyebrow, but—tactfully—said nothing more.

When he saw me, Jack gave me a hug.

“I intend to lecture you later,” he said. “Right now, help me pick.” He had two black velvet trays in front of him, each holding a necklace.

“Oooh, how beautiful,” I said, gazing at an oversized choker that interwove clusters of crystals, colored gems, and gold wire. “That’s gorgeous. So creative.”

Jack looked relieved. “So I’ll go with that one?”

“No.” I shook my head. “Creative is good for kindergarten kids in clay class. Dance troupes on Doheny. But for an anniversary…” I looked at the other tray, where an oval-cut emerald hung on a gold chain, surrounded by baguette diamonds. “Got to go with class.”

Behind the counter, the store manager, a slim man named Ali, held up the necklace, catching a ray of sunshine from the window. Light-filled bursts of green and gold suddenly exploded all around us.

Jack looked at me, and I gave a tiny nod. Ali caught the exchange and smiled.

“Excellent choice,” he said. “I’ll go have it wrapped.”

After Ali stepped away, Jack shook his head. “I trust you, Lacy. But twenty’s supposed to be the big anniversary. If I get Gina the emerald for nineteen, what happens next year?”

“Check with Indiana Jones,” I joked. “He found some nice baubles inside that tomb, didn’t he?”

Jack smiled and I looked down into the glass case. A bracelet with gleaming diamonds shaped into dozens of delicate flowers caught my eye. What exquisite workmanship. Delicate, different, and well designed. Just what I liked.

“Lovely,” said Jack, following my gaze. “Want to try it on?”

“Well, I’ve had a tough day so I deserve a splurge,” I said. “But I’ll hold off on the diamonds. Maybe a mocha Frappuccino at Starbucks.”

“Big spender,” said Jack.

We smiled at each other, and then he turned serious.

“Okay, Lacy. Matter at hand. I got the full story about Cassie Crawford from the cops. What do you know that they don’t?”

“A lot,” I said briskly.

Jack looked around, but the store was mostly empty. An attractive Asian couple studying antique tea sets stood too far away to hear us—and we weren’t as interesting as nineteenth-century pewter, anyway.

“Something doesn’t add up,” I said, speaking softly and quickly. “She knew about a chipped frame on the Rothko in the study before we got anywhere near the room.”

Jack wrinkled his brow. “I’m not following.”

“Cassie said she hadn’t been to the apartment since they bought it. The Rothko arrived two days ago. Unless she had a private ghost whisperer, she’d been there since.”

Jack took in my news, but seemed unimpressed. “It’s her place. No crime in stopping by.”

“Right. So why was it such a secret?”

“Maybe she wanted to check out what you’d been buying.”

“I asked her half a dozen times to come over with me. She had no interest. Zilch.”

“She could have been cheating on her rich husband,” said Jack, “but I don’t really see that. Drug orgies or wild parties?”

“Who knows,” I said. “But here’s the other thing. Somebody put a few bottles of Kirin iced tea in the refrigerator. Cassie gave me the credit and made a big deal that Roger must have tipped me off how much she liked it. She drank one down in one chug.”

Jack sighed. “Now I’m fully confused. You think she snuck into the apartment and put Kirin in the fridge?”

I shook my head. “Bigger problem. She didn’t put the tea there. Somebody else did. I’m pretty sure the tea was poisoned.”

Jack jerked back, catching himself on the big glass jewelry case.

“It didn’t hit me right away,” I said, continuing, “but when I replayed the day in my head, I realized everything about her changed right after she drank the bottle.”

“Did you tell that to the police?”

“No.”

Jack looked at me. “We’ll have to, so they can test it.”

I pinched my lips together. “When they find out it was poisoned, who gets blamed?”

Jack took a moment thinking about it. He got my drift.

“Murder needs opportunity and motive,” Jack said carefully. “You had the opportunity, but that’s it.”

“I don’t know if Roger had motive,” I said, “but when he showed up, he rang the bell. The cops had left the door open, but he didn’t just come in. I had the sense he wanted everybody to hear that he didn’t have keys.”

“Let’s get some facts before we speculate,” said Jack, suddenly every inch the lawyer.

Ali came back with an elegantly wrapped package and discreetly took Jack’s American Express card.

“Gina’s going to be thrilled,” I said as we waited for the transaction to be finished.
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