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Prologue



Katie Peretti chose to panic.

She did not make such a monumental decision in haste.

Prior to determining that panic was the best—indeed, the only—option under the circumstances, Katie reviewed the facts.

Fact #1: Katie was broke. Katie was almost always broke. One would think that between co-owning a gym and a detective agency, she should have at least one stream of income flowing in at any given time. One would be wrong.

Fact #2: To remedy her cash-flow problem, Katie had taken a job helping Oakdale Memorial Hospital’s most dynamic board member, Mrs. Nancy Hughes, octogenarian extraordinaire, organize a benefit to honor the Marron family’s fifty years of support for the institution.

Fact #3: There were four members of the Marron family. Gregory Marron Sr., who insisted on being called “Gig,” Gregory Marron Jr., who insisted on being called “Mr. Marron,” Gregory Jr.’s wife, Aurora, who’d had the nerve to say, “So what might be considered haute cuisine in Oakdale, these days, Kathryn? Is it still pigs-in-a-blanket, or have you all moved up to smoked salmon on a cracker?” and Gregory Jr.’s twenty-two-year-old stepdaughter, Monica, who told Katie, “Don’t pay any attention to my parents, okay? They kind of…well, they’re snobs.” All four were expected to be at the gala.

Fact #4: All four were not at the gala.

Katie had been the first to arrive at the banquet hall, located across the street from Oakdale Memorial Hospital. Her first order of business was to make sure that the botanical centerpieces for all fifty tables were the same size. The last thing she needed was for Barbara Ryan to pitch a public fit about how her roses were a millimeter less open than Emily Stewart’s, or for Lucinda Walsh to ask why her view was obstructed when Lisa Grimaldi could see the stage perfectly. Next, Katie checked that the band was set up, that the waiters were all accounted for, that the catering staff was at attention, and that the lights were dimmed to a level that flattered the “women of a certain age” in the room. She also double-checked that a gleaming engraved bronze plaque, thanking the Marron family for all they’d done for Memorial through the years, had been set up in front of the hospital’s main entrance. Encircling the plaque was a huge red ribbon for Gig, Gregory, Aurora, and Monica to cut with a pair of oversize scissors.

In anticipation of this spectacle, half of Oakdale was currently waiting in the plaza in front of the hospital. The men were dressed in tuxedos, the women outfitted tastefully in a rainbow of cocktail dresses. Unfortunately at the moment almost everyone’s hair was being whipped about by the still-brisk April wind. Simultaneously everyone’s hands were darting to keep the variety of French twists, extensions, and chignons from flying off into the blue yonder.

Fact #5: It wasn’t supposed to be this way. Katie had originally planned this evening down to the last second. By the time the sun started to set and the wind picked up, all the guests were scheduled to be safely inside, savoring their choice of vegetarian lasagna or filet mignon.

Fact #6: The reason the above had yet to happen (forty-five minutes off schedule and counting), was that while Gig, Aurora, and Monica Marron were already in their appointed spots, standing by the bronze plaque and in front of photographers from both the local papers plus one from a national syndicate, Gregory Marron Jr. was nowhere to be found.

Gig, Aurora, and Monica had all arrived together in one limousine, explaining that Gregory had some business to attend to, but would be following shortly in a different car. They’d assured her there was nothing to worry about.

Still, Katie worried. She worried when Gregory was five minutes late. She worried when the five minutes turned to fifteen. And, when that fifteen crept over the half-hour mark, she allowed herself to panic.

Because she’d be doomed if this gala didn’t go off smoothly.

Nancy Hughes had vouched for Katie’s competence because Katie had sworn she could handle it, that she would take care of everything and that nothing would go wrong. But in spite of Nancy’s endorsement, the hospital board still hadn’t been enthusiastic about hiring her. Before the first meeting began, Katie had overheard bigwig Lucinda Walsh sniping that she wasn’t exactly comfortable handing over the gala honoring the institution’s biggest donors to “a twenty-something cheerleader Barbie doll.”

So Katie had sweetened the deal. In a burst of act-first-think-later exuberance that had gotten her in trouble in the past, Katie told the board members they didn’t have to pay her until the benefit had gone off without a single hitch. Katie was that confident she could pull this off.

Confident.

Stupid.

Such a fine line between the two.

The hospital board took Katie up on her offer. Apparently, a twenty-something cheerleader Barbie doll—though Katie preferred to think of herself as petite, perky, and unapologetically enthusiastic—handling the institution’s biggest donors was okay as long as it also saved them some money during the planning stages.

Less okay for Katie was the reality that during the four weeks she’d worked with Nancy, putting everything together alongside the Marrons, she’d proceeded to spend her future earnings. Her credit cards were nearly maxed out and the fee she was counting on would only come her way if she pulled off a flawless evening.

But Gregory Marron Jr. was forty-five minutes late for his own party.

Katie looked helplessly into the shivering crowd and, gratefully, caught sight of Nancy standing by the plaque and the ceremonial scissors. She was making polite conversation, trying to placate the increasingly impatient guests in the front row. As they were doctors—there was Nancy’s son, Bob, plus his colleagues Susan Stewart, Lynn Michaels, and Ben Harris—they were particularly eager for the ceremonial part of the evening to be over, so they could return to work. If anyone would know what to do in this situation, Katie felt certain, it would be Nancy.

Murmuring “Excuse me” and “pardon me,” Katie eased her way through the crowd, trying her best not to step on a dress-train here or snap a tuxedo button there as she passed.

She ended up right next to Nancy and, covering her mouth discreetly with one hand, whispered, “Please, help me, Mrs. Hughes!”

“I’m sorry, Katie,” Nancy whispered back, equally discreetly. “But I’m afraid I just don’t know what to do in this situation.”

Oh, well. Showed how much Katie’s certainty was worth.

Once again scanning the crowd in hope of finding a solution, Katie instead caught sight of Carly Snyder. Even within an assembly of over two hundred people, Carly stood out. She was dressed in a strapless silk turquoise ensemble with a full skirt and matching silver-trimmed wrap. On most blondes with her shade of fairer-than-fair skin, the dress would have appeared overwhelming. But Carly wasn’t the sort of five-foot-two, blue-eyed blonde who would allow an accident of biology to keep her from wearing the season’s hottest color. Carly simply made up for what she lacked in actual melanin with a—how to put it?—colorful personality.

Carly’s husband, Jack, a detective with the Oakdale Police Department, was in attendance, as well. He was moonlighting, doing security for the event. Katie wondered if maybe Jack would consider her plight enough of an emergency to put out one of those all-points bulletins on Gregory Marron and send a police car to escort him to the gala.

Katie also saw…no, it couldn’t be…Henry, her business partner in their less-than-successful gym, would never let his little sister come to a party where alcohol was being served. Still, that sure did look like sixteen-year-old Maddie Coleman loitering there on the sidelines, doing her best to appear sophisticated and give the impression of fitting in. If Henry saw Maddie here, he’d pitch a fit. That’s just what Katie needed now. More things to worry about. If Henry found out—

Henry!

Henry, for God’s sake!

How could Katie have been so stupid?

Just like Katie needed to grovel for gigs to make ends meet while they waited for the gym to hit it big, so did Henry. Only, in his case, he’d taken a job driving a limo. And he’d driven for the Marrons before. In fact, Henry had even gone so far as to boast that the family, who preferred to use a car service when they didn’t feel like driving rather than keep a full-time chauffeur on staff, requested him by name now.

If luck was on her side and Henry was driving Gregory tonight, he could tell her where the heck they were!

And whether or not now was an appropriate time to panic.

Katie pulled out her cell and, within seconds, was patched through to Henry.

“Fear not, Bubbles!” he boomed majestically. “The Mounties always get their man, and so does Henry Coleman! The Marron Baron and I are rounding the corner of Oakdale Memorial, as we speak. So strike up the band, pop the champagne, and let’s get this dog-and-pony show on the road!”

Katie allowed herself a little squeak of joy plus a hop of glee. All right, so maybe there was still a bit of the high-school cheerleader left inside her, after all.

She stood on her tiptoes and craned her neck for a clearer look at the end of the block where, as promised, Henry’s limo dramatically rounded the corner and pulled to a stop right in front of the hospital’s entrance.

Everyone applauded. Out of relief, gratitude and, she suspected, to stay warm.

Henry, with his flair for drama, alighted from the driver’s seat just in time to catch the ovation’s peak crescendo. He clicked his heels and offered a bow, then walked around to the passenger side door and opened it with a flourish.

Gregory Marron Jr., dressed in a black tux with a cream-colored bow tie and matching cummerbund, fell out of the car, rolling slightly mid-plunge so that he hit the pavement first with his shoulder, then with the back of his head.

Oh.

Wonderful.

Gregory Marron Jr. was drunk.

At his own tribute.

For a moment, the crowd could do no more than gasp and gape, not necessarily in that order (a few may have even nervously giggled). Then, the wire service’s shutterbug stepped up to snap a photo and the flash of his camera seemed to galvanize the spectators.

Somebody screamed. Was it Gregory’s stepdaughter, Monica? It might have been Monica. As far as Katie could determine, the scream was high-pitched and youthful and seriously freaked out.

Somebody else lunged toward Gregory and as soon as one person began moving, the entire crowd surged forward.

Gig pushed his way toward the car, hollering to no one in particular, “What’s going on?” He glared at Katie in passing, as if this was all part of her agenda.

Aurora followed, shoving people aside. She bent over to reach for her husband’s arm, seemingly meaning to shake it, but Jack Snyder leaped ahead to stop her.

He stood between Gregory’s inert body and the crowd, effectively blocking everyone, except for Ben Harris, who was the first doctor to reach Gregory.

Ben felt for a pulse along Gregory’s wrist. Then his fingers moved to the base of Gregory’s neck. In retrospect, that was Katie’s first clue that maybe there was more than mere public drunkenness going on here. Drunk people, she suspected, still had detectable pulses.

Ben lifted Gregory’s eyelids.

Katie suspected that wasn’t a very reassuring sign, either.

She expected the good doctor to leap into action. To perform CPR, slam down a cardiac punch, call for backup or a crash cart, maybe even jab a long needle into Gregory’s chest.

Unfortunately, when Ben failed to perform any of those life-saving measures, when all he did was sit back on his heels and helplessly look up at Jack Snyder, Katie realized that now finally, was the appropriate time to panic.

Because Gregory Marron Jr. wasn’t drunk or even experiencing what the medical establishment referred to as a cardiac or cerebral “incident.”

Gregory Marron Jr. was clearly, indisputably dead.

Forgetting about her salary, her reputation, even her personal debt to Nancy, Katie found herself abruptly terrified about something much more important.

If Gregory was dead, and not from obvious natural causes, then Katie was very, very afraid that she knew who’d killed him.

Standing in the crowd, two other women suddenly felt exactly the same way.
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“I’m not going,” Mike had said the day before the gala.

His tone suggested it was the end of the discussion and that if Katie said another word about it he would leave the premises.

Unfortunately for both of them, Mike and Katie were currently in his car. He was driving her to work. Which meant that Mike had nowhere to walk off to and that Katie was faced with a dilemma.

On the one hand, she could press him for an explanation and maybe get an answer. That would clear the air, and their drive to work would end with a passionate kiss hot enough to make even Katie’s usually stalk-straight blond hair curl a bit, and perhaps even an explicit promise of more to come once they reunited back home at the end of the day.

That would be good.

On the other hand, if Katie pressed Mike for an explanation, he might only withdraw further. He’d silently steam, while she’d try to hold back her tears. The ride would end with a slammed door and the implicit promise of more silent treatment to come that evening at home.

That would be bad.

Katie knew from past bouts of fighting in the car that she should keep her mouth shut, give Mike some time to cool off, then pursue the topic at another time. It’s what any mature woman who knew her man well would do.

So, while Mike drove, Katie bit her tongue and gazed out the Ford’s window, desperately looking for something to distract her from the chorus of “But, why, why, why, Mike? Why won’t you go to the reception with me tomorrow tonight?” that was echoing in her head. Alas, Oakdale, Illinois, at eight o’clock in the morning was not a bustling metropolis that was up to such a relationship-saving task. The problem with living in a small town was that you weren’t likely to see anything at 8 A.M. on Thursday morning that you didn’t see at the same time any other day of the week. There was Burt, owner of Burt’s Garage, rolling up the groaning metallic door to announce he was now open for business. There was Gwen, the breakfast waitress at Al’s Diner, smoking her final, hurried cigarette before reporting for her shift. And there was Gwen’s older sister, Carly Snyder, walking down the block from her house, holding her daughter, Sage, with one hand and waving bye to her son, Parker, as he got on the school bus, with the other.

Katie waved to Carly like she usually did, thinking she could have done the same with her eyes closed. The daily route to work was that predictable and offered nothing to distract Katie from her need to mulishly question Mike’s terse refusal to attend the reception at Memorial.

Okay. Sixty seconds had passed since Katie had committed to postponing her questions until another time. Sixty seconds later. That was another time. Wasn’t it?

Katie asked Mike, “Why not?”

He shrugged, hands on the wheel, eyes on the road. “Just don’t feel like it. You go on without me. Have a good time.”

“I don’t intend to have a good time. I intend to have a successful time and show everybody who doubted me that I can pull off a big function like this without something going catastrophically wrong.”

“You do that, then. I’ll be rooting for you.”

“This is a very big night for me, Mike.”

“I thought it was a big night for the Marrons.”

“And it’s a very big night for Nancy Hughes. This party was her idea and hiring me was her idea—kind of, after I suggested it. Nancy Hughes is one of my best friends in this town. I can’t let her down. I owe her.”

“Nancy Hughes is a very nice lady, I couldn’t agree more.”

“You weren’t living here a couple of years ago, but there was a time when, well, there’s no nice way to put this—everyone hated me.”

“So I’ve heard.”

“Well, believe it. Rumors of my pariah-hood were not greatly exaggerated. People enjoyed taking turns telling me what a horrible person I was. And all because I was a woman interested in a career.”

“Didn’t you poison Molly so you could take over her newscaster job at WOAK?”

“I didn’t poison her! I simply stepped in and read her newscast when somebody else did.”

“And didn’t you make up a stalker for publicity purposes?”

“I did. But then it turned out someone was stalking me after all, and nobody ever gave me any credit for being—”

“Deceitful?”

“Prescient.”

“Katie, I already know all this. I’m not sure what the point—”

“The point is, back when everybody and their great-uncle was calling me names and crossing the street so they wouldn’t have to be on the same block with me, Nancy Hughes was the only one who believed I could grow and become a good person. And I have, haven’t I?”

“Yes, Katie, these days, you’re pretty darn swell.”

“Well, this hospital benefit is a big deal to Mrs. Hughes. She wants a good turnout for the ribbon-cutting part of it so the Marron family can see how much we appreciate what they’ve done for Memorial and not think we’re all just there for the drinks and dinner afterward. You should really come.”

“Katie, give it up. I told you I’m not going.”

“You haven’t told me why, though.”

“Because I don’t want to. These black-tie affairs aren’t my thing. I’m always nervous I’ll eat my dessert with a salad fork and trigger a scandal or something.”

“Yeah, right.”

He turned the wheel more abruptly than he needed to, to make the turn. “Have it your way.”

“Mike, you’ve been to plenty of black-tie functions and not once did I catch you drinking from the finger bowls.”

“That’s because I kept my little problem under wraps until now.”

“Since when do you care what other people think about your manners, or anything else?”

“You’re making too big of a deal about this.”

“Only because you won’t tell me what’s really going on.”

Mike shrugged. It was his “end of the line” shrug. The one that, in a mere twitch of the shoulders, managed to convey obstinacy, indifference, and resolve.

They rode the rest of the way in silence. When Mike pulled up in front of Katie’s health club, he didn’t turn off the engine or lean over to kiss her good-bye.

He didn’t even wave as he drove away.

Or promise to see her at home, later.

Yup. This was bad.

 

Katie Peretti fell in love with Mike Kasnoff because he was the exact opposite of her ex-husband, Simon.

Sure, both men had that tall, dark, and handsome thing going for them, except that Simon’s appeal was of the devil-may-care, Australian variety, while Mike’s was all-American, God-and-country. Both men had equally disciplined abdominal muscles, smooth pectorals, and also a way of looking at a woman so intensely that it made her insides turn into a pit of warm chocolate pudding. That’s where the similarities between the two men ended, though.

The first time Katie and Simon had sex, they were drunk and bitter. Both had been thrown out of a Roaring 20s Halloween bash. Katie had looked at Simon, Simon had looked at Katie. He’d held out his hand. The next thing they knew, they were at Burt’s Garage, in the backseat of a gold convertible Simon was supposed to be repairing, drinking beer and making-out hard enough to prove to all of Oakdale that Simon Frasier and Katie Peretti didn’t give a rat’s hindquarters about their silly costume party. It was the beginning of a beautiful friendship. At least for a little while.

On the other hand, the first time Katie and Mike had sex, they almost didn’t because Mike was too much of a gentleman. He was staying at her cottage while his own home was being remodeled, sleeping in the guest room right down the hall from Katie’s.

Mike knew he wanted Katie. But Mike wasn’t sure if Katie was ready for him to make the first move. So Mike waited politely for her to do it. As they sat on her living room floor, surrounded by empty Chinese food containers, sharing a final fortune cookie, Katie coyly asked, “So, what do you want to do next?”

Mike bit his lip and replied, “Whatever you want to do.”

Later that night, as Katie lay frustrated in her double bed across the hall, she called out to an equally awake Mike, “Are you warm enough? I can turn up the heat.” He’d called back, “Don’t worry about what I want. What about you?”

And when she asked him to keep the doors between them open, so that, if Mike needed anything in the middle of the night, she’d be able to hear him easily, he obliged. “Whatever you want.”

“Why does he keep saying that?” Katie wondered out loud.

Finally, when she couldn’t stand playing games any longer, Katie called in her ultimate weapon: a fluffy white rabbit named Snickers who somehow, mysteriously, managed to get out of his cage and escape into Mike’s room.

Naturally Katie had to follow him. And naturally, once the poor little lost rabbit was rescued, she and Mike ended up sitting inches apart, face to face, mouth to mouth, on his rumpled, warm, and inviting bed.

“You are so beautiful,” Mike said.

Katie smiled with relief.

“But I can’t,” Mike said.

“Why not?” she asked more harshly then she intended.

“Because. I want what comes next to be what you want, too. You know I love you. I obviously want to be with you. But if you have even the slightest hesitation—”

Katie grabbed Mike’s face between her hands, the slight stubble of his beard tickling her palms, and laid a kiss on him strong enough to push them both down on the bed. Whereupon Katie did what she wanted. Several times.

When Simon had agreed to marry Katie (yes, agreed; she had had to do the proposing) it was because there were immigration officers standing outside the door, threatening to deport him back to Australia.

When Mike had asked Katie to marry him, he strewed rose petals on the floor of the Lakeview Hotel and dropped down on one knee—right in front of the hotel staff.

“I don’t care if the whole world sees us,” he said. “The only person I care about right now is you. I’ve waited my whole life for you. To fall in love and know it was so absolutely perfect that no one could ever take it away from me. You are that love. And I want to marry you. Will you do me the honor of becoming my wife?”

Katie fell in love with Mike because he was considerate, romantic, and, most important, because he didn’t lie to her.

Except that now, after his unexplained brush-off that morning, Katie could not shake the feeling that currently he was doing just that.

Of course, she understood that not telling her something she wanted to know did not technically constitute lying. But it sure did feel the same.

Just like it felt depressingly familiar to come home from work that evening with a feeling of dread. When she was married to Simon, Katie got that feeling a lot. Because she never knew what might come jumping out at her from behind the door. The brother of a man Simon had murdered? The sister of a woman Simon had married for her money then dumped? An evil look-alike? Katie had dealt with all that and more during her marriage. And, truly, she was over the whole “surprises are fun” thing.

Except for when the surprise proved to be dimmed lights, softly playing jazz, a table set for two, complete with freshly lit candles, folded linen napkins, a single rose in a long-necked vase and Mike standing sheepishly next to it all. His hands were behind his back, his head cocked to the side, and a half-smile was begging to burst into a full one as soon as he’d cleared up how Katie felt about his little presentation.

She squealed, dropping her purse on the couch, and ran across the living room, leaping into Mike’s embrace, throwing her arms around his neck and kissing him hard. “You like it?” he asked.

“I love it!” Katie hopped back down to the ground. She ran her index finger along the flower’s fragile stem to convince herself that this perfect scene wasn’t a hallucination. “But, Mike. I—Why? Why did you do this?”

Mike looked at his fingernails. As a contractor, he was self-conscious about his hands being rough or unkempt. “My way of apologizing.”

“For what?” Katie asked. It may have sounded as if she were playing dumb, but, in fact, she was merely hoping that her analysis of what he did wrong matched Mike’s analysis.

“For the way I acted earlier.”

“You mean, when I asked why you didn’t want to come to the Marron benefit with me?”

“You have every right to be mad at me. I was a total jerk.”

“I’m not mad at you,” Katie lied. Now that she’d sort of gotten her way, there was no sense in fanning the flames. “I’m just confused. I thought we could talk about anything. But your getting so upset about a silly reception at the hospital…”

“It had nothing to do with the reception. It had to do with who the reception was honoring.”

“The Marron family?”

“The Marron family.”

“What about them?”

Mike said, “I used to work for the Marron family.”

“Really? Doing what? Construction?”

“No. No, this was before I got into construction. This was when I was a kid, still in high school. Right after I dropped out, actually.”

A few months earlier, they’d gone to a Halloween party, the theme of which was Come as Who You Were in High School. Mike wore a green-and-white number-nine football jersey, complete with gargantuan shoulder pads and adorably tight pants. Ever since then, Katie thought of her guy as the Big Man on Oakdale High’s campus. She’d actually forgotten he ended up dropping out to go to work.

“The Marrons,” Mike said. “They have this huge house about thirty miles outside of town, practically in the woods.”

“I know,” she said. “Nancy and I went out there a few times to get pictures and things for the benefit’s program. Their estate is huge. And gorgeous. Wow, I had no idea you worked there when you were a kid. Lucky you.”

“Yeah. Lucky me.” Mike scratched the back of his neck, right at the point where his haircut ended and Katie always thought was so adorable. He said, “I didn’t exactly work in the house. I don’t know if you ever saw it, but they have a private garage behind the main building, with a load of classic cars, real beauties, Cadillacs, Rolls-Royces, even a World War Two Mercedes-Benz. They keep them in mint condition by never actually driving them off the property. Anyway, I worked helping the full-time mechanic. Which was cool. Until one of their cars turned up missing. The Benz, as a matter of fact. The cops were at my door first thing in the morning, locking me in handcuffs and then taking me down to the station for a chat.”

“They thought you stole the car…”

“Yeah. They asked the Marrons who they thought might have done it and—what do you know—every finger just automatically pointed in my direction. Didn’t matter that there wasn’t any physical evidence.”

“But didn’t your lawyer—”

“My lawyer.” Mike rolled his eyes. “My lawyer was the one who told me to plead guilty. She said the Marrons—Gregory Marron, in particular—were hell-bent on seeing me pay for my crime and that they’d called enough important people to make sure it would happen, one way or the other, evidence or no evidence. She said if I pled guilty, I might end up with a lighter sentence. That the judge would admire my honesty and my willingness to take responsibility for my actions.”

“Did he?” Katie was afraid to hear his answer.

“How the hell should I know? Besides, what did it matter if the judge thought I was swell? This was a felony charge. And I was over eighteen so no juvenile leniencies to make things easier. I went to prison for two years because Gregory Marron Jr. insisted the state throw the book at me.”

“Oh, Mike…”

“These last few weeks, when you were working for him and talking about being around him, and I had to keep my mouth shut, I thought the top of my head would blow off, Katie. I can’t go to some ritzy party honoring Gregory Marron. I can’t even be in the same room with the bastard. I’m afraid if I so much as lay eyes on him again, I’m going to lose it and bash his brains in.”

[image: space]

Twenty-four hours later, as Katie watched Gregory Marron’s body tumble out of Henry’s limo and smack the ground with its dead weight, she did her best to cling to the observation that Gregory’s brains did not, on the surface, seem to have been bashed in.

But that detail, in and of itself, wasn’t exactly reassuring.
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As Gregory Marron’s limousine rounded the corner, the only person not craning her neck for a peek at the late arrival was Madeline Coleman. Maddie, as a matter of fact, was hiding from it.

The driver of the limo, her older brother, Henry, had told her in no uncertain terms that she was not allowed to attend this shindig. No, he would not ask Nancy Hughes for an invitation. No, she couldn’t ask Katie for a VIP pass. No, she could not ride in the limo with him. No, she could not crash it, either. Because she was only sixteen. And alcohol would be served there. And thus potential drunken debauchery.

Maddie dutifully nodded her head, and sat, hands folded in her lap to look as innocent as possible. Until Henry left to pick up his fare. Then Maddie unfolded her hands, grabbed her oversize handbag, and tore out the door.

At the hospital, Maddie asked a security guard where waitresses were supposed to change their clothes before the party. She did not, at any point, actually tell him that she was a waitress hired to work at this event. Was it her fault the guard gave her directions, then waved her through?

Maddie followed the path he’d indicated until she rounded a corner. Then she ducked into the ladies’ room and, from her oversize handbag, pulled out a little black dress the saleswoman back home in Louisiana swore was perfect for any occasion. And didn’t wrinkle much.

Maddie put on the dress, changed shoes, stuffed her jeans, T-shirt, and sneakers into the bag, and stepped out of the ladies’ room, looking both ways to make sure no one noticed the suspicious transformation. She continued walking down the hallway until she found another security guard.

“Excuse me,” Maddie said cocking her head. “I think I’m lost. Where is the reception for the Marron family supposed to be?”

She did not, at any point, tell him that she was an invited guest.

If her brother hadn’t so unreasonably forbidden her attending the reception, Maddie was certain Henry would feel awfully proud of her initiative. Because he was the one who’d taught her the lying-without-actually-lying trick.

Once upon a time, Henry had taught Maddie a lot of useful tricks.

Her whole life, Henry was the only member of their family who ever took any real interest in Maddie. Fifteen years apart in age, with five sisters in between them, Henry and Madeline Coleman should have been virtual strangers to each other, siblings in name only, without a single common interest or any reason to do more than wave while passing each other in the hallway. But, when Maddie was less than a year old, their dad, never the most steady and reliable of fellows to begin with, took off. After that, their mother viewed Maddie as simply another needy mouth to feed. To her sisters, she was a tag-along inconvenience, not worth paying attention to. To Henry, however, little Maddie was his chance to mold an original character from scratch. And he took the project very seriously.

Every afternoon after school, while their sisters were flipping the pages of fashion magazines, haunting department store counters for free makeovers, and making lists of the boys in their classes in descending order of coolness, Henry and Maddie sat in front of the TV, inhaling a world that was far removed from their chaotic home life in a four-bedroom tract house across the road next to a congested highway.

It wasn’t cartoons that they watched with such fascination. It wasn’t even those wholesome family sitcoms where everyone loved each other very much and Mom and Dad were always solving problems with a freshly baked, chocolate-chip homily. No, Henry and Maddie were glued to The Three Thirty Movie, where, every afternoon, they were allowed to enter the homes of chic sophisticates, who lapped up mixed drinks, drove around in vintage cars, and dropped witty bons mots like anvils on the heads of anyone who might dare question their lifestyle, gaiety, or general classiness.

It was from The Thin Man that Maddie and Henry learned to make martinis. It was from Addison DeWitt gossiping All About Eve that they learned to make snarky comments to cover up any emotion or embarrassing sentiment they didn’t want the rest of the world to be privy to. And it was from Bob Hope and Bing Crosby that they were inspired to go On the Road and look for all the humor and good-natured zaniness that seemed to be tragically missing from their everyday lives.

But, while Maddie and Henry may have been equally inspired to hop on a boxcar and see the world, only Henry was old enough to legally walk out the front door. So he set off to seek his fortune first in Chicago, then in Rockford, and finally in bucolic Oakdale, while Maddie was left behind. Eleven years old, lonely, and very, very weird.

She started junior high the year Henry left and, with her after-school buddy gone, Maddie tried to make friends.

Of course, there was a problem. Thanks to her daily diet of Three Thirty movies, Maddie may not have been as up to date on pop-culture as her fellow students would have liked. When they said “boy bands,” Maddie thought Benny Goodman. When they said “movie-star hairstyle,” Maddie could only conceive of Veronica Lake with that cool swath of silver-blond hair hanging down her face. And when chatter switched to Harry Potter, Maddie got the distinct feeling that talking about the Dorothy Parker poems and Dashiell Hammett mysteries she loved wouldn’t interest her classmates.

So the great friend-making experiment of junior high school was a big bust.

And social matters didn’t improve much in high school. It didn’t matter that, by objective standards, Maddie was a pretty girl. Well, at least cute, if not drop-dead gorgeous. She had a heart-shaped face, with large brown eyes and a smile that could be either sweet or mischievous, but often somehow ended up as both. Her ginger hair had long proven itself impervious to any curling iron, so Maddie merely kept it neatly swept back off her face and called it a day. Her biggest flaw was that she was skinny and didn’t need a bra. In high school this was a huge problem. But, Maddie felt pretty confident that even if she woke up one morning looking like Jane Russell, it still wouldn’t have been enough to make up for her reputation. Which was, Maddie Coleman: Brainy. Mouthy. Weird.

Maddie missed Henry, even if it was all his fault that she’d turned out like this. Because Henry understood her. And so, during a summer vacation between her sophomore and junior year, Maddie called her brother and told him she was coming for a visit. And when she got there, she told him she was there to stay.

He sputtered a bit. He stammered and queried and hedged. Then he realized that Maddie wasn’t asking him, she was informing him, and so promptly made peace with the situation.

Of course, for Henry, an out-of-the-blue roommate meant making a few small lifestyle changes.

It turned out that Maddie’s getaway landed right in the middle of a small, financial downturn for her brother. The health club he and Katie Peretti owned was seriously in the red. He’d moved out of the house they shared because Henry realized that while he would always love his best friend, Katie had eyes only for Mike. And three—when two couldn’t keep their hands off each other—was definitely a crowd. So the limo became both Henry’s source of income and his bachelor pad. When Maddie announced her plans to move in, this became something of a problem.

Her brother, however, stepped up to the plate. He asked for more driving shifts. He got them an apartment. He enrolled Maddie in the best private school in Oakdale and told her to make him proud.

What he didn’t tell Maddie was how he was paying for it all.

When Henry was visibly worried about making ends meet, Maddie was worried right along with him. But when Henry stopped acting worried and returned to whistling a happy tune, that’s when Maddie truly got scared.

She’d cornered him at the breakfast table the morning of the Marrons’ reception. “What’s going on, Henry?”

“Life, Madeline, is good.” He was wearing his chauffeur uniform and popped his brimmed hat jauntily onto his head to emphasize his point. If there was one thing they learned from all those afternoons watching classic movies, it was how to don caps jauntily. “The birds are singing, the bees are buzzing, and the Dow, I’m happy to say, is jonesing.”

“So that’s it! I should have known. You’re playing the stock market again. Henry, don’t you remember what happened the last time you thought you had a sure thing? You lost your shirt.”

“Little sister, you will be happy to hear that I am no longer playing the market.”

“So then you’re gambling. Even better. What is it this time? Cards? Roulette? Slots? Football? Greyhounds? It’s horses, isn’t it? You could never stay away from the horses.”

“No, no, no. Henry Coleman no longer runs with the ponies. They kept winning. It’s not good for the self-esteem.”

“Then where has all this money come from lately? A couple of months ago you were practically homeless—”

“I wasn’t homeless. I was living in my car.”

“And now we’ve got this great apartment and you’re sending me to school and—”

“The world turns in mysterious ways, Maddie.” He stood up to leave, but the way their breakfast table was kitty-cornered, his only way out was past Maddie. And she wasn’t budging.

“Tell me what’s going on.”

“Nothing is going on.”

Maddie crossed her arms and raised an eyebrow. She stared at Henry very hard.

“Nothing at all.”

She added an impatient foot-tap.

“Nothing for you to be concerned about, anyway.”

She pursed her lips.

“I borrowed some money,” Henry blurted out. “Damn, you’re good.”

“I owe it all to you.” Maddie planted her hands on Henry’s chest and pushed him steadily backward until he fell into his seat. “Spill it, Coleman. What have you gotten us into?”

“Nothing. A little business transaction. Grown-up stuff. You wouldn’t be interested.”

“I’m interested in anything that might get you into trouble. When Henry Coleman has money to burn—”

“Barely a flicker.”

“Where did you borrow this money from? The bank?”

“Not exactly.”

“How not exactly?”

“Not at all?” Henry raised both of his arms, wrists crossed, head ducked into his shoulders, shielding his face from the expected Wrath of Maddie.

“Don’t tell me you went to a loan shark!”

“Absolutely not! What do you take me for?”

“Then where did the money come from?”

“A friend.”

“None of your friends have money.”

“A business acquaintance?”

“Ditto.”

He lowered his arms. “A client.”

“What client?”

“Someone I’ve been chauffeuring around. Gregory Marron. You know, the guy I’m driving to his coronation tonight. He’s rich, I’m needy, it was a match made in heaven.”

“How much did you borrow?”

“A couple of bucks.”

“As in enough for a cup of coffee, or a trip to Colombia?”

“Maybe British Columbia…”

“How much, Henry?”

“Twenty thousand dollars.”

He wasn’t quick enough. Maddie’s punch hit him right in the jaw. “Are you out of your mind? Why do you do things like this? We can’t pay back that kind of loan!”

“Ow!” He rubbed his face with one hand while using the other to fend Maddie off. “That right hook of yours has improved over the last few years.”

“When did you promise to pay him back?”

“A couple of weeks—”

“Weeks?”

“—Ago.”

She didn’t say anything to him after that. Instead, Maddie turned to address the refrigerator. “Doomed,” she told it conversationally. “We’re doomed.”

“We are not doomed,” Henry insisted. “In fact, things are looking up.”

“We used to just be broke. Now we’re in debt. How’s that looking up?”

“Oh, ye of little height.” Henry flung his arm around Maddie’s shoulder. Though he did keep the rest of his body angled a good distance away, lest she decide to come out swinging again. “Don’t you know by now that your big brother always has a plan?”

“That’s what I’m afraid of.”

“Maddie, my dear, do try keeping your youthful cynicism at bay and believe me: After tonight, you and I aren’t going to have a thing to worry about.”

 

Trying to keep out of Henry’s line of vision, Maddie didn’t see him open the limo door. By the time she heard the horrified gasp of the crowd and managed to push herself to the front for a closer look, Gregory Marron was on the ground being swamped by a host of Oakdale professionals, mostly doctors and police, but there were a few tycoon types as well.

Because Gregory was on the ground and everyone else was bent over him, the dominant figure on the horizon proved to be Henry. He was still standing by the car door, frozen in place, staring not so much at the body, as at the scurrying taking place at his feet. Maddie tried calling his name, no longer caring if he knew that she’d disobeyed him, but the scene was too frenetic for Henry to hear her.

He did, however, hear Margo Hughes telling him to come with her, the Oakdale P.D. had a few questions they needed to ask him.

Henry nodded and mutely followed Margo inside the hospital building.

So did Maddie.

“Sorry, Maddie, you can’t talk to Henry now, this is police business.” Detective Margo Hughes attempted to shut the door in Maddie’s face. Over her shoulder, Maddie could see Henry sitting on a couch in some doctor’s office.

“Is Henry under arrest?” Maddie demanded.

“No, we’re just asking him a few questions.”

“Then why can’t I come in? Look at him, Margo, he’s all messed up. He needs some support. He doesn’t need you beating him with a rubber hose or whatever it is that passes for interrogation techniques here in Oakdale.”

Margo asked Maddie, “You watch a lot of old movies, don’t you?”

“Can’t I just come in and sit next to him? I won’t say a word. I promise.”

Margo glanced over at Henry, who looked a little green around the gills and thoroughly stunned.

Maddie was counting on Margo, who was Katie Peretti’s older sister, to realize that having a friendly face around would help Henry pull himself together so he could answer questions. Margo wasn’t stupid. In fact, Maddie kind of admired Margo. Because she was an original. She was the only female high-ranking cop on the force, for one thing. She’d even been acting police chief for a while. She wore her red hair short, dressed in comfortable jeans and simple blouses, and loved to eat junk food and talk about old cases. In short, she wasn’t your typical Oakdale girlie-girl. Margo also had a husband who was crazy about her, and a son who wasn’t totally the lamest guy Maddie had met at her new school. And if he were to ask her out she wouldn’t say no right away. So Margo was cool. And someone Maddie strongly suspected she might turn out to resemble someday. If she was lucky.

Margo sighed. “Okay, Maddie.” She moved aside to let the girl pass. “Go on in. But not a word, you hear me?”

“Not a word,” Maddie promised.

“Henry,” Margo said slowly, settling down in the chair across from him. “Did you know something was wrong with Gregory Marron as you were pulling up to the hospital? Was he sick or—”

“No. I didn’t know anything. We’ve got that partition between us. I can’t hear him unless he wants to talk to me, and he didn’t say anything, didn’t even try to push the button, the whole ride over.”

“Did he usually talk to you during a ride?”

“No.”

“Not ever?”

“No, just not often.”

“You picked him up at home?”

“Yes. At seven on the dot. On the dot, that’s the key to a happy customer.”

“How did Mr. Marron seem? Did he look all right?”

“He looked fine, downright dapper and brimming with health.”

“So Gregory Marron Jr. walked out of his home and got into your limo perfectly fine, but arrived here…dead?” Margo laid out a scenario that seemed to be missing an act.

“Yes! I guess so. I don’t know. What do you want me to say? Can I plead the Fifth? Am I under oath?”

“Calm down, Henry,” Margo said. “You’re not under oath. I’m just trying to get a timeline of events. For instance, did you stop off anywhere along the way?”

“Absolutely not. Straight here. A prompt customer is a happy customer.”

“But Gregory Marron wasn’t prompt. He was, in fact, late for his own party.”

“I arrived at his house on time. He’s the one who kept me waiting for forty-five minutes. We bill for that, you know. Gregory doesn’t care. He doesn’t care about the cost of anything. He’s got money to burn. It’s not fair, you know, the rest of us…”

Maddie inhaled sharply. Which caught Margo’s attention. She turned to look at Maddie, seemingly poised to chastise her.

But, just as Maddie tried to summon up a valid excuse for her blunder, Margo turned back to Henry, prompting him with, “The rest of us, what?”

Maddie feared that Henry was about to tell Margo about the money he owed Mr. Marron. Didn’t he realize he might as well paint a big MOTIVE FOR MURDER on his forehead?

Thankfully, rather than telling Margo about the money, Henry only said, “The rest of us…don’t.”

Margo stared at Henry. Henry stared at Margo.

Maddie stared at both of them.

Finally, Margo said, “You’re free to go, Henry. But after we get the coroner’s report and figure out the cause of death, we might have a few other questions for you, so no disappearing acts, all right?”

At that, Henry’s face, which had regained its normal color, turned green again.

And he clutched Maddie’s hand as if for dear life.
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While Margo was questioning Henry, Detective Jack Snyder attempted to control the situation on the street. As soon as Ben Harris officially pronounced Gregory Marron dead, Jack arranged for the body to be carried inside the hospital to the morgue.

He directed two of his policemen to lead the family inside the hospital to a private office. But as soon as the first officer approached Aurora, she flung his arm off her elbow and tried to follow the gurney carrying Gregory’s body. When deferentially informed that she couldn’t follow it to the morgue, she turned to Gig, grabbed his arm, and demanded that he do something. Gig, however, was no help at all. After making a mad dash to his prostrate son, the senior Marron had all but frozen in place. The only words he managed to get out as Monica urged both her mother and grandfather to do what the policeman said, were, “I just don’t understand this. How could this happen? How could this happen to us?”

Jack’s wife, Carly, trapped amid the curious throng craning their necks over the joined arms of the half-dozen patrolmen who were attempting a combination of crowd control and witness sequestering, was the only person not straining for a look at either the body or the newly bereaved. Carly’s eyes were glued to one man, and that was Jack.

To be fair, Carly’s eyes, no matter what the occasion, were always on her dark-haired, muscular husband. It had been that way since the first day they met. Even during those times when they’d both wished that they could ignore each other, forget the other, move on, their eyes had still always been on each other.

Except that right now, Carly’s gaze wasn’t tracking her husband’s every move because of the incredible chemistry between them. She was doing it out of fear.

Carly watched Jack taking charge of this latest professional emergency in exactly the same manner as he did all others, calmly and confidently. Even out of uniform, dressed in a black tuxedo with only his gold shield that he’d briefly flashed at the Marron family to identify his official position, there was no mistaking Jack’s authority, or the confidence that he radiated. As soon as Jack jumped into any fray, others stepped back to give him room. They understood, even if only instinctively, that this was a man they could turn to, a man who could straighten everything out.
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