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For

my incredible husband

and

my incomparable children

and

my indefatigable mother (a.k.a. taxi driver)

who keep home and family together

during my long (mental) absences

while Reyn and I play all day…

I love you






There is some soul of goodness in things evil, Would men observingly distill it out.

—William Shakespeare






One



I GOT ON MY KNEES, held my breath, and extended my fingers.

It was sleek and firm, but it sprang slightly at my touch. I kept my eyes closed and continued my exploration.

Suddenly, the surface gave way. My fingers sank through, diving into a wet, gooey pit.

“Ugh,” I groaned, and squeezed my eyes more tightly shut as I extracted my hand.

“Gnarly nuns and timid terriers, Reyn. What are you doing?”

I really didn’t want to look at what was hanging off my fingers, and I really didn’t need to open my eyes to see who was standing over me. Instead, I eased to my feet, trusted that my guest would stay out of the way, and did the blind-man’s grope to the sink. I cranked the handle up and slid my hand under the stream of water.

“Ow, damn!” My eyes flew open and took in the kaleidoscope of neon that was my best friend, Trudy, as I danced around the kitchen shaking my seared hand in the air. I’d forgotten that, just minutes before, I’d cranked the water as hot as it could go, which felt like somewhere around eighteen million degrees. That’s what I got for being forgetful.

“I hate to repeat myself,” Trudy said as she handed me a dish towel, “but I will anyway. What the hell are you doing, Reyn?”

“I’m cleaning out my refrigerator.”

“Dun, dun-dun-dun,” Trudy sang out a dirge. “Dun, dun-dun-dun.”

“Very funny.”

“From the looks of what was hanging off your fingers a second ago, it’s not too funny. What was that, anyway?”

I peeked into the half-open hydrator. “Rotten eggplant. If I left it a little longer, maybe it could ooze out of there on its own.” I looked a little more closely at the gray-green fuzz near the semblance of a stem.

“I’m not going to ask why you are cleaning your refrigerator. Obviously, it’s needed to be cleaned almost since you bought it. However, I will ask, why are you cleaning it now?”

“It’s one of my if-I-live-through-this resolutions to myself.”

“Wouldn’t those be made after you survived the refrigerator cleaning?”

I glared. “I made three resolutions to myself while that maniac was trying to erase me.”

“That was a long time ago, Reyn. You’re just now getting around to it?” Trudy pointed out with irritating accuracy. Why couldn’t I have a best friend who thought I was brave and brilliant, who never pointed out my faults and always praised my virtues? Because I’d never buy that load of crap, that’s why. Trudy was shaking her head. “What about the other two resolutions?”

“Well,” I began as I replaced the dish towel on its peg, “one of them I can’t do yet—or, hopefully, ever.”

“Why not?” Trude cocked her hip and put a fist on it. Her rayon minidress looked like something straight out of That ’70s Show (or, of course, the actual ’70s) with its psychedelic wiggly bull’s-eye business and the clash of electric green, traffic-cone orange, and spastic yellow. Its hem hit three inches below the crotch of her Victoria’s Secret undies (I didn’t have to look, she just didn’t own anything else). People would be thrown into peals of laughter had I worn anything like this. The same people were paralyzed by awestruck ogling when Trudy wore it. Her legs were that good. Even better now, after a summer out in the sun. The thing is, summer in San Antonio lasts until November, so she’d still be tan for Christmas. Now, me, I never tan. I just get freckles.

“I can’t do it because the resolution is that I will hide all the knives and other sharp, potentially homicidal objects in my house the next time I go poking around in a murdered friend’s life.”

Trudy rolled her eyes. “You’re right. What are the odds of that ever happening again? I mean, how many people have friends who are murdered—and then, of course, even if that did happen again, by some bizarre twist of fate, you’ve learned your lesson on not messing around with murder investigations because you nearly got killed. Right?”

Uh-oh. I really wasn’t sorry for what I’d done about Ricardo Montoya’s murder, even though my best friend and the man who occupied my dreams at night thought I was sorry. But I wasn’t letting on to them about my lack of remorse. “Right. Sure. I’ll never conduct my own murder investigation again. No sirree. So the odds are way too low, even to consider resolution number two,” I agreed, moving past the eggplant and on to the jars along the refrigerator door.

“And the third if-I-live-through-this resolution?” Trudy asked, not effectively distracted by the pungent odor of apricot jelly that had fermented nearly to wine. I closed the jar and pitched it into the garbage can I had dragged into the middle of the kitchen. Its twenty-gallon capacity was already half full.

“It’s a little vague.”

“Vague?”

“I was under a lot of stress at the time, remember? I was being pursued by a duct-tape–wielding killer with an affinity for sharp objects.”

“You made this resolution before or after you were victim of the sharp object?”

“Before. But I already had been attacked by the duct tape. It tore the first six layers of skin off my face.”

“Uh-huh, the excuse you used to keep Scythe at arm’s length for a month.” She let that hang in the air for a minute. I wasn’t going to bite. Talking about the hunky police detective gave me a headache. And hot flashes. I was too young to be having those. He was a helluva good kisser, that’s all I knew, even after months of pussy-footing around our sexual attraction and “the deal.” Frankly, it was enough hassle to make a woman go gay. But Trudy didn’t need to know even that much. Especially since this “deal” was really something she and Scythe had come up with, and I was more than a little hazy on the details.

She raised her eyebrows, reached for a container of tofu, and checked the expiration date. “And the resolution?” she insisted.

I lowered my head and muttered, “To get organized.”

Trudy’s giggle always starts like the peep of a newborn chick and gets louder and louder, until it reminds me of a Ritalin-deprived three-year-old playing the violin. I saw tears in the corners of her eyes. It really pissed me off.

“What prompted you to make this particular resolution?”

“Besides imminent death?”

“Besides that.”

“I couldn’t find my extra set of truck keys for a getaway.”

“Okay.” Trudy rubbed her hands together. “So, you found them and got all your keys set up in an organized manner.”

“Umm.” I considered reapproaching the eggplant and toed the hydrator open further.

“You didn’t find your extra set of truck keys, did you?” The self-righteous way she said it made me think the nuns at Trudy’s grammar school had rubbed off on her a little too much.

“Not yet.”

Ever optimistic, Trudy smiled, a little too brightly. “Instead, then, you tackled the job from a different direction. Taking on your closets, maybe.”

“You think I should start there?”

“You haven’t started at all?” Her shoulders slumped in disappointment. The too-bright went out of her smile. Her neon was suddenly the only thing lighting up the room.

“I wanted to do the refrigerator first, considering it involved perishables.” Bravely, I swiped up the oozing eggplant and slam-dunked it into the plastic pail.

“It involved perishables, months and months later.” Trude threw her hands into the air and sashayed to the kitchen door. Shaking her head in disgust, she let herself out and slammed the door. My Labrador retriever trio, mother and two daughters, looked at me in question. They’d been observing the scene quietly since Trude walked in. I think they were on their best behavior in hopes of me slipping them a molding slice of Brie or something worse. You know dogs. Remember where they like to sniff.

“I’m definitely looking for an ass-kissing friend,” I told Beaujolais, Chardonnay, and Cabernet. “Starting tomorrow.”

I returned to my grim work in the refrigerator, and, aside from taking the time to eat two pieces of turtle cheesecake before they went bad, I kept at it for a couple of hours, until I was interrupted by the ringing of the telephone. Since I’m so supremely organized, I ran around, knocking into things, listening for the direction of the ring. I found the phone between the cushions of the couch in the den (duh, the first place everyone looks!), and also found the truck keys, but not before the call went to the answering machine. I hated the sound of my own voice, so I hummed through my greeting, then listened to the reedy-voiced caller: “Reyn, this is Lexa…Alexandra Barrister. I am so sorry…so sorry to bother you so late, and at home, too. I promise, I tried the salon. No answer.”

For the first time, I glanced at the clock. It was eleven-nineteen. But I’m a night person, so I was just coming alive, which is why I kept listening.

“If you could call me back…at any hour, really. I have an emergency. It involves Mother. I mean, Wilma.”

I picked up before I could really register how rattled Lexa—one of the most eccentric clients to cross my threshold—must be to call her mother “Mother.”

“Hello?”

“Reyn? Oh, Reyn! I was beginning to think I was going to have to manage it alone.”

“What’s it? What’s the emergency?” Managing made me think of large sums of money or large objects that needed to be moved, like cows and big-ass great-aunts. With my luck, it involved the latter.

“It’s Mother. Wilma. It’s her hair.” The silence stretched out for nearly a minute.

Wilma Barrister was one scary woman, and I didn’t like the way this conversation was going. Somewhere between fifty and sixty, Wilma could be described as “handsome”—you know, one of those horse-faced, hard-eyed ladies who rose above the “plain” moniker by the grace of expensive cosmetics, designer clothing, and a commanding presence. Her thick silver hair was her best feature, its simple turned-under, chin-length style emulated by the high-society senior set. She was on this month’s cover of San Antonio Women, along with an article detailing her extensive philanthropic work. My only personal encounter with the charity maven had been about three years ago, just after Lexa had become a client. Lexa asked me to cut her long, fine black hair with its split-end hippie style into a short, punky, spike look. With her fine bone structure and perfect alabaster complexion, it truly did suit her, and when I told her so, Lexa had responded that she didn’t really care how it looked as long as it drove her mother crazy.

Well, it had. Wilma hated her precious daughter’s punkified do, or, more likely, hated the fact that her daughter had gone directly against her orders to finally “grow up” and get a country-club cut. Wilma Barrister arrived at my salon loaded for bear—accusing me of “stealing” one of ’Om’s clients (ha! I only wish I could steal the clients of that overpriced Dallas hairdresser of the rich and famous). When she saw that I considered her criticism a compliment, she changed her tack—up-braiding me for having “experimented” on “misguided Alexandra,” who never would have chosen such a hideous hairstyle had it not been for me. She intended to turn me in to the ethics division of my professional association. When I pointed out that I was a hairstylist and not a psychiatrist, and that the National Association of Hairdressers didn’t exactly have a powerful ethics division, she said she’d report me to the Better Business Bureau. I told her I thought Lexa would explain to the BBB that she’d been given the service she requested. Wilma told me we’d see about that. She did report me, the BBB did talk to Lexa, who did stand up for me, and that was that, except for the extra wrinkle I earned between my eyes from frowning for three straight days. It took me a year of visits from Lexa to realize how much she had enjoyed putting her mother through the wringer. By then I liked the young woman too much to be mad about the wrinkle.

“O-kay,” I responded evenly as the silence on the phone threatened to become permanent.

“Okay, meaning you’ll come over to the house?” Lexa asked, a little desperately.

“No. Okay, meaning I’m listening. If your mom is having a bad hair day, why doesn’t she call Om? I’m sure he’d be happy to talk her through this. He’s such a big deal, I’m sure he has some sort of stylist outreach—in-city hairdressers who have the authority to work on his long-distance clients for emergencies.”

Instead of answering, Lexa hummed Outcast’s latest hit. When Lexa hummed, it meant she was stressed-out to the max. This usually happened when one of her outrageous stunts failed to irritate Wilma the Hun. Lexa lived to bother Wilma. She’d moved back home after graduating Dartmouth with a philosophy degree to make that her full-time occupation. So, if Wilma was having a bad hair day, why was Lexa scrambling for a solution instead of celebrating?

Before I could ask this aloud, Lexa said flatly, “She can’t call ’Om.”

“Why? He owes her, after all the publicity she’s given him in the media. Her hair is the most talked-about style in South Texas, and she never fails to ensure his name gets in print along with hers.”

“Reyn, you don’t understand. You are the only one I trust to fix this.” Now she was humming Smashing Pumpkins. Hard to do. Worse to listen to. “Mother…” That word again. “…Wilma has been sprayed…stiff.”

Great. Sounded painful. For me, and for Wilma. But the humming was getting to me. I was such a pushover. I sighed. “What happened, Lex? She do some touch-up and go overboard on the hairspray?”

“I don’t know what happened. I just know you’ll know what to do about it. You are the most capable, reasonable person I know.”

Yikes. That in itself was scary. I had seen the kind of multipierced, personal hygiene–challenged people Lexa tended to hang with, and I daresay she was right.

“What’s going on at this hour, anyway? Your mother have a late-night soiree planned—another one of her famous midnight buffets at the Argyle Club, maybe? Some kind of moonlight campaign fund-raiser?” I was dying to talk myself out of this. If I found out the house known as Horror on the Hill was about to be inundated by a bunch of soused Republicans in Versace, I was not going. No way, nohow.

“Please, Reyn. It’s nothing like that. It’s for the photographers that are sure to come.”

Maybe Wilma had been named Mother of the Year in an after-dark vote of homemakers. Lexa wasn’t giving it up, whatever the big news was. I tried one last-ditch effort to get out of what was sure to be torture. “Remember, your mother doesn’t like me.”

Silence stretched on again for a minute. Maybe Lexa had covered the receiver and was telling Wilma exactly whom she was recruiting. Goody, that would get me off the hook. Suddenly, a big sniff snorted in my ear. Alarm bells rang in my head. I’d seen Lexa vexed, depressed, and exhilarated, but never had I seen her shed a tear. As she cleared her throat, her voice sounded strangely high, but certain. “Her opinion won’t be an issue. I promise.”

Holding the receiver to my ear, I wandered back over to the refrigerator and reviewed what remained to be cleaned out—some plastic bags filled with coagulating mystery fruits, Tupperware containers of multicolored leftovers. Wilma might not be so bad after all. Maybe the old bat mellowed after midnight. And, even if she didn’t, at least I’d be making some money. I’d never made a house call before. How much extra could I charge? Hmm. Maybe that hairstyle simulation computer program I’d been coveting would be within reach after tonight.

“I’ll be there in about ten minutes, Lexa, just tell your mom to sit tight.”

Little did I know, Wilma was already doing just that.








Two



THE BARRISTER ESTATE was in Terrell Hills, a two-square-mile incorporated city within the city limits of San Antonio, and five miles from Monte Vista, the historical area where I lived and worked. I’d gotten my two-story Spanish Colonial home for a song and recruited my brothers and sisters to help me renovate. Three years later, I still needed to finish those renovations—at least the part where I had my salon, Transformations: More Than Meets the Eye, was done—but I’d learned the hard way that in a hundred-year-old house, maintenance never ended, repairs were never finished, and the checkbook was always open. Owning a historic house was worse than having a drug habit. On this midweek midnight, quiet streets met me as I eased my three-quarter-ton pickup away from home along Hildebrand Avenue, crossing the highway and heading straight into Poshtown.

I slid across Broadway, which ran from downtown to the first urban loop that encircled the city, to heavily treed New Braunfels Avenue and wondered how so much of San Antonio’s old money had ended up here in the 78209 zip code. The acreage estates, their pretentious homes hidden behind motorized wrought-iron gates and limestone walls, were so imposing one could easily imagine cattle baron heirs raising their perfectly well bred, private-schooled, towheaded children behind them, but many of the homes were ordinary, with only a rare picket fence to contain the ankle-biters. Though extremely well kept, with three-hundred-dollar brass planters in the front yards and gleaming new Yukons in the driveways, these homes were still cousins of ones that could be found across the railroad tracks in lower-middle-class neighborhoods—some retro-fifties asbestos-sided, some one-bedroom clapboards small enough to be considered cottages, albeit cottages that sold for a quarter million dollars and up.

I turned onto the Barristers’ street and began looking for house numbers. The confining perfection of the neighborhood gave me more insight into the enigma that was my client. I could imagine how a rebel could feed off the suffocation of money and expectation here. I’d often wondered why Lexa hadn’t taken her degree (what was one supposed to do with a philosophy degree anyway, except answer the tough questions in the crossword?) and gone to grad school instead of choosing to slip back under the thumb of her domineering mother. Of course, she often wiggled out from under that thumb. Had done so since she was a baby, to the point that it was more than a habit, it was a profession. She’d told me she hadn’t gone to law school because her father had told her he expected her to either get a law degree or marry one. “ ‘Our name is Barrister, after all, Alexandra,’ ” she’d mimicked Percy’s pompous tone for me. “ ‘It’s predestined that you become part of the bar one way or another.’ ”

I knew that, financially, she did not have to live at home as many twentysomethings do as they make their starts in life. At twenty-one, she’d gotten a trust fund that would cover the expenses of a modest lifestyle. Wouldn’t we all like the luxury of one of those? But Lexa didn’t use it to buy freedom. Why? At some point, while contemplating the revolving door that is my receptionist desk, I’d offered Lexa the job of answering phones and setting up appointments. Her eyes had lit up with a combination of hope and fear, and in that fear I saw a little of my answer. Drifting down her street, I understood some of the rest. What happens when what you’re pushing against stops pushing back? You fall. And the reverse would be true. Maybe Lexa was afraid she would leave her mother with an empty life if she ever stopped pushing back.

Or maybe she was afraid of falling herself.

I mostly blamed Wilma for fostering this codependence in a sensitive, free-spirited child who was clearly not suited for what she was trying to make her. But, by the same token, Lexa surely was old enough now to get over it. And to tell her mother so, in words instead of actions.

I knew she’d been tempted to break free that once by my offer, so I’d dropped a few more lures—passing along news of available jobs I heard about from clients—but Lexa never bit, so I gave up and just supported her small rebellions, like the time she wanted chunky lime highlights in her hair. Just thinking about dinner in the Barrister manse that night was enough to make me smile for a week. Now I was headed to the manse in question to do something that likely wouldn’t make me smile unless, of course, I suddenly took leave of my senses and gave Wilma a buzz cut.

I flipped on my blinker and turned my seven-year-old truck into the driveway—or, rather, the six-foot stretch of cobblestones outside the wrought iron gate that led to the driveway. I pressed the button on the intercom and waited.

“Oh,” I heard Lexa’s soprano moan, “I wish you hadn’t done that.”

“Done what?”

“Rang the intercom. Did you use your finger?”

“Yes,” I answered carefully, looking at the offending digit. “Was I supposed to use my nose?”

“No, no. I had planned to open the gate when I saw you turn in. I was watching for you from the downstairs drawing room, but, um, then, ah, I had to check on Mo—Wilma.”

What was going on? Was she afraid the buzzer would disturb a party in progress? Why was she checking on Wilma the Hun? I stared beyond the closed gate. The three-story dark and rather imposing Tudor seemed quiet, with only a few lights on within the second story. I was getting weird vibes on top of an already queer twist in my gut. Of course, an impending close encounter with Wilma Barrister probably gave that combo to everyone who knew her. “How about opening it now?”

“Opening what?”

“The gate,” I said, my patience wearing thin. I might have snapped at her if her behavior hadn’t been so out of character. Lexa was a lot of things, but spacey wasn’t one of them. What was going on?

“Oh, the gate. I’ll be at the back door; drive around the right side of the house.”

The servants’ entrance? I cranked the truck back into drive and eased forward as the gate slowly swung open.

“Wait, Reyn!”

I slammed on the brakes. “What?” I yelled back toward the little metal box.

“You didn’t notice anyone following you?”

Following me? Why would someone want to follow me—to do an exposé on two-timing your hairdresser at midnight? Surely the media couldn’t be that hard up. “No, Lex, I wasn’t followed.”

“Okay, come on, then.”

Had the girl finally cracked? There was no doubt she had enough personal pressures to throw her over the edge into insanity. I slid my foot off the brake and glided down the cobblestone driveway toward the Barrister castle, looking at the dark, heavy stone and thick, blocky columns. Yuck. I could envision medieval war-lords inside, splattered with the brains of their enemies as they gnawed on celebratory mutton legs. Evoking that kind of imagery would have made sense if this were really a seven-hundred-year-old structure in Scotland. But this was the middle of a South Texas neighborhood, and the house was probably built within the last fifty years to intimidate no one but the neighbors. Really sick. Lexa said she’d never lived anywhere else. What kind of people would choose to raise kids here? Gargoyles perched on corners of the gables; bloodthirsty-looking, six-foot-tall lions guarding the front steps. I knew I was going to have nightmares, and I was thirty-one. I tried not to imagine little five-year-old, artistic Lexa catching a ball in the yard and looking up into one of those pointy-toothed faces. I was amazed it had taken her this long to go loopy, having to sleep here night in and night out.

The house—castle, mausoleum, whatever you wanted to call it—certainly made a statement. To me, it screamed, “Run for your life!”

I’m going to learn to listen to my intuition one day. It just wasn’t going to be this day.

“Psst!”

I’d gone around the back of the house as instructed and saw Lexa’s slim, pale arm beckoning me from a doorway. I parked the truck next to Lexa’s battered old orange Pinto and got out. I considered locking the doors, then scoffed at myself. Although the three-car garage about forty yards from the house could hide the Barristers’ cars, no others were evident on the premises. No party was happening, that was for sure, not unless they’d been bused in.

“Psst! Reyn, hurry, please!”

“I’m coming,” I assured her as I slammed the truck door shut and stepped around a fifteen-pound (five of them hair) gray and white cat who’d slid out the door and was now winding around my ankles in an overly friendly manner that made me instantly suspicious. I like cats, but I’ve got to say, they are a little sneaky. They are the only animals on earth with an ulterior motive.

“Guinevere,” Lexa called. “Leave Reyn alone.”

Guinevere? Now I knew her ulterior motive—she wanted to find a new home where she would be named Fluffy or Mouser or something much less fatuous. With my new best friend between my legs, I walked to the door like a cowboy after a ten-day cattle drive. Lexa grabbed my forearm and drew me into a kitchen lit only by a couple of night-lights. Guinevere came, too, and I nearly tripped and fell over her as I made my way into a chef’s paradise. The kitchen had not one, not two, but three islands—one with a built-in cutting board, one with an eight-burner stove, and one that was plain countertop, albeit two-hundred-dollar-a-foot Texas pink granite countertop—probably where Wilma let the servants eat. Perfectly polished copper pots that had never graced a burner hung from racks. Four ovens banked the back wall. The gleam of a chrome Sub-Zero refrigerator/freezer could be seen at the end of the cavernous room. This was a kitchen for the Four Seasons, not the private home of a family of three, one of whom was skinny enough to be on the verge of anorexia. I reached up to the wall to flip a light switch, but Lexa caught my hand. Okay. Maybe they were into energy conservation—in a ten-thousand-square-foot mansion. Right.

“Where is everybody?” I asked. This kind of space required reinforcements. No three people could keep this much kitchen clean.

“The help?” Lexa asked. I held my hands out, palms up, hoping she would volunteer the whereabouts of everyone she could think of. I didn’t want to catch Mr. “Predestined for the Bar” Barrister in his skivvies in the hall. Lexa’s eyes shifted to the closed doors that led, presumably, to the rest of the house. “The staff?” She paused, distracted, then her eyes cleared. “Micah does the yard; he leaves at dark. Cindy is our house manager…”

“House manager”? Was that the current politically correct term for “maid”?

Lexa must not have noticed my eye roll. “…she goes to her sister’s for dinner every Wednesday night. Mr. and Mrs. Carricales, the butler and cook, live in. But it’s their night off. They usually go watch their grandkids at flamenco class, get some enchiladas at Blanco Café, then play bingo down on West before heading home.”

Suddenly she gasped and grabbed my forearm again, dragging me through the French doors, then through a dining room with an ornate mahogany table for at least two dozen (I lost count at twenty-five) to the stairway in the foyer. “We have to hurry, before they all descend. The vultures.”

“They who? The Carricaleses?” I was confused. From her warm tone in talking about their evening with their grandchildren, I could’ve sworn she was fond of them.

“Oh, I guess I should worry about them, too,” she mused, running a hand through her cropped hair.

Too? I stopped her on the fourth stair. “Where are your parents, Lexa?”

“Father is at some lawyer get-sloshed dinner-and-what-all. Moth—Wilma…is…”

I waited—rather patiently, I thought—as she tugged on my arm. Finally, I had to prompt her. “Wilma is…where?”

Lexa’s eyes snapped back to reality. “In the study.”

“To get her hair done? Why?”

Lexa looked at me like I was nuts for asking the question. “Reyn, go in there and you won’t have to ask why.”

That wonderfully useless sixth sense I have about danger warned me to no avail. My gray ostrich Tony Lamas lost their purchase on the oriental rug running up the stairs as Lexa, showing amazing strength for such a rail-thin little thing, pulled me forward with her.

Okay, maybe it was none of my business. Maybe Wilma was entertaining the other two members of a ménage à trois while hubby was away. Maybe she was hosting vampire bridge. Guinevere tiptoed up the stairs past us, ran down the hall, and vanished through a door that was cracked open. It emitted just enough light into the upstairs hall so we could see where we were going.

Just barely.

I wondered why Lexa liked knocking around in the dark. Maybe she couldn’t bear to see all the ostentation surrounding her. Feeling a pang of empathy for her, I reached for the light switch at the top of the stairs. Lexa grabbed my hand away. “Please. I don’t want anyone to know we’re up here.”

“I thought you said no one else was here.”

“Who knows? After what’s happened tonight—” She paused, darted a look left and right, then dropped her voice to a whisper. “What I mean is, someone else was here. With Wilma. Before I got home.”

Okay. Maybe it was an affair, after all. Maybe Lexa thought she’d surprised her mother’s sancho, and he was hiding in a closet. Wild sex had mussed Mum’s hair and I had to fix it before Percy the Perfect arrived home. She was of the Donna Reed generation after all, like my mother, who couldn’t do more than surface-comb her own hair between visits to the salon. Wild sex was one thing (my mother certainly had a corner on that one, but that’s another story), wielding a curling iron was another. I had to see this. I took off down the hall toward the study with Lexa scrambling to catch up with me.

I pushed the door open and wondered immediately why Wilma would let the fuzzball of a cat up in the middle of her Yves Saint Laurent gown. It just seemed so out of character. Guinevere was hunkered down in Wilma’s royal blue lap, getting her fur all over the taffeta, licking her mistress’s heavily bejeweled fingers. My mouth opened to scream before my brain registered that the cat wasn’t licking Wilma’s fingers, she was chewing Wilma’s fingers, and the cat hair wasn’t the worst thing to happen to Wilma’s gown that night.








Three



“WILMA, REYN’S HERE. Your hair is just moments from being its perfect self again,” Lexa cajoled.

I jumped and sent a Ming vase, along with the ceramic pedestal it sat on, crashing against the wall. Lexa, who’d eased up next to me, didn’t flinch. Uh-oh. Bad sign.

Instead, she smiled beatifically at Wilma, whose luxurious silver hair was brushed straight out from her head and sprayed absolutely stiff. To complete the look, she was wearing full clown-face makeup. The cat was still chewing. Ick.

Lexa hadn’t seemed to notice Guinevere. It might be a while, since she apparently hadn’t noticed her mother was dead either. I took a tentative step forward and tried to shoo the cat away. She stared at me and licked her lips. I wished I had a barf bag, which made me think of Police Lieutenant Jackson Scythe, which made me realize I was in big trouble, and I hadn’t even done anything yet.

Wait, I was within the Terrell Hills city limits. Yahoo. That meant we’d be calling its tiny police department, not the SAPD. Scythe would never know I’d been here. Boy, what a relief. I’d just have strangers to answer to, and that I could handle. No laser blue eyes and no half-hitched rusty blond eyebrow to contend with. I was home free.

Well, except for the body in front of me and the crackpot next to me.

“That’s right, Wilma,” Lexa called out. “No worries.”

Understatement of the year. The only thing Wilma was worrying about right now was choosing which cloud to lounge on in heaven, or choosing which hot poker on which to perch in hell. I glanced over at her slightly un-hinged daughter. Wilma had to be blamed for loosening those nuts.

Even though the hole in her chest was pretty definitive and her eyes were open in an unblinking look of perpetual surprise, I thought it might be good form to check for a pulse. I swallowed bile and strode forward, put a finger to her cold wrist, then used the opportunity to backhand the cat onto the worn (read, “expensive antique”) Tabriz rug. She growled at me, swished her tail, and sashayed off like it was her idea to find something better to do than gnaw on her dead mistress’s fingertips. To be fair to the feline, perhaps she had been abused by Wilma, and this was her revenge. Like a rubbernecker with no self-control, I glanced at Wilma’s fingers even though I knew I shouldn’t. Eee-uw. The mortician would have to employ some creative hand positioning if the family wanted an open casket.

Wilma had been secured to the Duncan Phyfe straight-back chair with clear packing tape before she’d been shot. The hole went through the tape and the taffeta before going through Wilma. Blood wasn’t still flowing from the wound, so she’d been dead awhile. That was the extent of my postmortem expertise. I’d seen only one other dead person before and not this close. Besides, the police had already been there and that somehow made seeing that body easier. And I’d had the comfort of a barf bag. I glanced at Wilma’s gnawed-on pinkie again and turned away. That sight made me want to hurl more than the bullet hole. Go figure.

I spun around to put some distance between me and the departed to see Lexa holding up a Fendi makeup case.

“What are you doing, Lex?” I asked after a pause during which I warned myself to be patient.

She zipped it open and pulled out a bottle of Erno Laszlo foundation. “I thought I could redo her makeup while you repair her hair.”

I sucked in a cleansing breath. I blew it out. “Lexa, we need to call the police.”

She shook her head and dove back into the makeup bag for a sponge. “Come on, Reyn, we have to fix her. For the cameras.”

I put a hand on her arm and gentled my voice. “Lex, your mom is, uh…” I searched for a way to relate to her odd mental state. “…deceased.”

Shaking off my hand, Lexa looked at me, raised her eyebrows, and widened her eyes. “I am aware of that, Reyn. That’s why I called you.”

Oh, good. That was good, wasn’t it? But it was also disturbing—that she was cognizant enough to realize Mum had moved to another reality but not cognizant enough to know that she needed to notify the authorities first instead of her hairdresser.

Maybe I should focus on the friend angle. Sure, that’s why she’d called me—to provide moral support for the call to the cops. She probably told me more things while sitting in my chair than she’d ever admitted to her bizarre band of buddies, an interchangeable group that had in common the ability to irritate Wilma. None of them hung around long. Hadn’t Lexa said I was the only one she could trust to come tonight? Yes, that must be it. I could hold her hand. Maybe I’d even dial. Anything to get the cops there and me outta there. I looked around for a phone. “Okay, let’s go ahead and call nine-one-one.”

Lexa produced a round boar’s-bristle brush from somewhere and smacked it into my hand, bristles first. Ow.

“Not until you fix her hair.” Wilma’s hair hadn’t been the only thing fortified with steel. Lexa’s voice was suddenly hard.

“Lex…” I paused, grabbing the brush handle with my left hand, extracting the bristles from my right palm. Skinny little Lexa had quite an arm on her. Who was to say that refusing to fix Mum’s hair wouldn’t shove her over the edge into complete insanity? What if she arm-wrestled me into doing the style? Hmm. The cops would put me behind bars for interfering with a murder investigation. Upon further contemplation, I decided I’d rather face a crazy Lexa than a pissed-off policeman.

“We can fix her hair after the police are finished with their business. You want to find out who did this, right? Wait, have you checked the house?” I found it suddenly hard to swallow as I walked to the door and peeked down the darkened hallway. I whispered, “The killer could still be here.”

Lexa didn’t answer, so I turned around and saw her standing behind the oversize mahogany desk, pointing what looked suspiciously like a pistol in my general direction. “You will redo Mo—Wilma’s hair, and then we will call the police.”

Uh-oh. What was that I was saying about facing a crazy Lexa? It had been a figure of speech, that’s all. I eyeballed the gun, a two-shot derringer. Maybe we wouldn’t have to look for the killer after all. I wondered if the thing was loaded. With one bullet left, perhaps? The knot in my throat clotted my words together. “Lexa”—I jangled the knot around with a clearing sound—“what are you doing?”

She glanced down at the derringer and looked embarrassed. “I have to make sure Mother…” She paused and shook her head in frustration. For a moment I thought she would cry. “I mean Wilma. I have to make sure Wilma is not seen in this condition by anyone. You know how much appearance meant to her. It’s the least I can do for her now.”

“Lexa…” My chest tightened, and I forced out the rest of the words: “Did you and your mother have an argument? Was it an accident? Did she force you to protect yourself?” And then force you to make her look like an extra on the set of Star Trek: the Next Generation at the Barnum and Bailey Circus?

Lexa recoiled and blinked twice. Her face flushed with anger, which I was actually glad to see. This was a normal emotion. “No. No! You think that I…” She waved the gun toward her mom, and I ducked for Wilma. I’m empathetic that way. “Don’t be ridiculous, Reyn. I couldn’t hurt Wilma.”

And Lexa didn’t think every time she pierced another hole in her nose that it didn’t hurt the Queen of the Junior League? I didn’t need to go there as I watched her blink rapidly at the tears forming in her eyes. Her shoulders slumped as she heard her own words and realized the hurt she and her mother had traded back and forth over the years.

Suddenly she collapsed into the deep burgundy leather chair behind her, and the gun clattered onto the desktop. She buried her face in her hands and began sobbing, her soprano ragged through her tears. “I know photographers arrive with the police. Their photos are displayed in the trial, sometimes leaked to the media. If she knew anyone would see her looking this hideous, Wilma would die a thousand deaths….”

“But she already has died, Lexa. I don’t imagine she’ll care now.” I eyeballed the gun, estimating the distance between it and my hand. Lexa was sounding more reasonable by the minute, but her eyes didn’t look quite right.

“I know I didn’t appreciate it, but she worked her whole life to become a famous social standard, a well-known philanthropist. Every charitable act she performed, every miracle she managed, every hairstyle that was emulated by the masses, will fade in comparison to this picture of a…farce. A laughingstock.”

Lexa was right, of course. But, frankly, I’d rather have laughter than the shivers of horror that any memory of Wilma as dictatorial philanthropist might elicit. I decided it was probably not a good time to bring up that factoid. I could see Lexa was about to break. Her whole body was shaking now. Tears made rivers down her cheeks.

“And if I allow that to happen to Mother, she will be unable to rest in peace.” Sob.

Hmm, I hadn’t thought of that. Although I still thought she’d be a more likely candidate for the stiff hot poker than the fluffy cloud option, I tried to humor Lexa. “I understand.”

“And if she can’t rest in peace, then she will undoubtedly haunt me. Day after day. I can just hear her: ‘Why did you let this sully my memory forever, you stupid ingrate?’ ” Lexa let out a long, wracking sob. Ingrate? She called her own daughter a stupid ingrate? I looked back at Wilma, eyes wide in her full clown face, hair sprayed out like a wicked halo. To avoid being haunted by this image would be a powerful motivator, maybe more powerful than the sudden bout of guilt to which I was attributing Lexa’s bizarre actions.

She had a point about the whole preserving-her-memory-so-as-not-to-be-haunted thing.

I had to get her back in action, back in control, or the cops would be carting her off to the funny farm before they got Wilma to the morgue. I was just considering my options when she snatched the derringer back up and pointed it at me again.

She looked up, her eyelashes glittering tears. Her finger stayed on the trigger. “Say you’ll help me.”

“Say you’re not really going to shoot me if I don’t.” I know it wasn’t the smart thing to say, but my mouth operates on its own most of the time.

“Try me,” Lexa threatened.

“You know, I was feeling so sorry for you that I was ready to agree to help you without the gun.”

“Really?”

“But now, somehow, I don’t feel so sorry for you anymore.”

“So it’s a good thing I have the gun, huh?”

Smart aleck. She was feeling better. “I’ll help you. But only if you drop the gun.” She relaxed her fingers and let go, and I hoped to holy hell she had the safety on. It skidded across the desk, and I dove for it, scooping it up and shoving it into my back pocket. I’d worry about where it came from and what to do with it later.

Had this been Lexa’s intention all along, to recruit me as a red herring for investigators to throw them off her scent? Well, if she was going to be that sneaky, it wouldn’t do much good to have pulled out a gun when she couldn’t coerce me. No, I really didn’t think she’d done anything other than be misguided. But, thanks to Wilma, she’d been that way her whole life.

“I’ll wipe off her makeup,” Lexa said as she jumped up on her thin legs and looked like she was pulling her psyche together.

I hated to rock it a little, but I had to. “Lex, we can’t change her makeup. These makeup artists are very distinctive—the techniques they use are like signatures. That could be the only evidence that convicts the killer. Or, better yet, the techs may get lucky and find a fingerprint in there, or whatever was used could be so unique that it might lead right to the one who did this.”

Blowing out a broken breath, Lexa considered it. She sniffed and nodded. “But the hair, you’ll fix that?”

“Yes,” I said in a determined, doomsday tone. “Go get me a rattail comb. But try not to mess up potential evidence by touching anything.”

With a quick nod, Lexa ran out of the room. I was surprised to hear the door slam behind me, followed by the ominous sound of a lock tumbler falling. Her voice rang through the thick mahogany: “I’m going to lock you in there, Reyn, just to make sure you really mean to help. When you are finished with her hair, I’ll let you out.”

Well, swell.

“What about the comb?”

“Do without it.”

I remembered the derringer. Aha! “What if I decide to shoot my way out?”

“Then I hope you brought a gun with you, because mine isn’t loaded.”

Double damn, did I ever feel stupid.

“How will you know I’m finished?” I stuck my tongue out at the door.

“We have security cameras.”

“Good, then you can see when I flip you off,” I said churlishly. Then a lightbulb went off. “Hey, the cameras will have filmed Wilma’s murder!”

“No. I wish. They run in real time without a tape. Wilma installed them when Kermit and I were kids so she’d know what we were doing all the time.”

“That’s sick,” I told the clown-faced corpse in Yves Saint Laurent in front of me. “Talk about not letting your children learn independence.”

“Get busy, so we can call the cops,” Lexa advised helpfully through the door. I heard the floorboards creak as she walked down the hall.

Emitting a huge sigh, I looked around for an easy escape—but the study had no desktop computer, no telephone. I saw a flash of white and my heart jumped into my throat. I yipped. In answer, a feline face peered around the corner of the massive desk.

Guinevere.

This just kept getting better and better. Locked in a room with a clownish corpse and a creepy cat. At least I had somebody to talk to. Besides a body.

“Hey, Guiny, what’s wrong with your dumb master anyway? Hasn’t he heard of e-mail?” With my bad luck, Lexa’s father was probably one of those old-fashioned guys who let their “secretaries” do all their high-tech work. Humph. Just because I thought my luck might be changing, I tried the doorknob. It was indeed locked.

Guinevere wound her way around my ankles. I looked down to find she was licking her little kitty lips. Oops, time to get moving before she thought I was dead, too.

I inched forward, just close enough to touch Wilma with the brush, my arm fully extended. The stand-up hair didn’t budge. What the heck had been put on it to make it so stiff? Could it be that new gel the kids were using to spike their hair? I hadn’t tried any, since most of my customers were the over-thirty crowd, but it sure looked like it made concrete out of hair strands. Still, it would be more like dried goop than whatever was in Wilma’s hair. Her gray bob looked like it had been shellacked. With a blowtorch. I took another step forward and sniffed. I recognized it in an instant—Main Mane by Hair’s Breadth. It had a distinctive horehound scent that couldn’t be missed. This was the triple-super-extra-hold variety, no doubt. I was impressed. And to think the beauty supply distributor had told me when he visited my shop just last week that Main Mane worked better than any hairspray on the market, and I hadn’t believed him. Maybe he’d killed Wilma and sprayed her hair just to prove his point. Silly, I know, but I had to admit the state her hair was currently in would make a great advertisement if it weren’t so morbid. Something wet and rough tickled my elbow.

“Ack!” Guinevere had jumped back into Wilma’s lap and was tasting me. I ran to the window.

What was I going to do? I knew that messing with her hair was going to get me in a mess of trouble. But each second I hesitated was one second further from the murder, one second longer for the killer to get away. I wondered which would be a bigger sin in the crime-fighter’s bible. Not that it really mattered beyond my ability to rationalize my screwup, because as I glanced out the window down to the lawn, I realized the second story in a mansion is more like the sixth floor of a high-rise and way too far to jump.

It was a good thing the window wasn’t open, because when an orchestra blasted out a dramatic phrase at about ten thousand decibels I jumped straight into the glass. I would have a goose egg above my right eyebrow. Good, maybe I could claim a concussion made me do it.

“What’s that?” I shouted. Had Guinevere become musical? Nope, she’d leaped off Wilma and was stalking toward me with her tail swishing in that pissed-off way cats have.

“This is Beethoven’s Fifth Symphony, first movement,” came Lexa’s disembodied voice from a speaker in the ceiling camouflaged within a flying bust of Benjamin Franklin.

“Turn it off! Guinevere doesn’t like it.” I shooed at the cat, hoping to change her course. She was not initimidated, and kept padding toward me.

My answer from Lexa was a rise in the decibel level. Goody.

“Lexa!”

No answer. Of course. Furious, I scanned the room for the control of the intercom. Knowing what a control freak Wilma was, I figured it was probably in the room with the security camera screens. Would her husband, Percy, have stood for this, though? Music not of his own choosing in his private domain? Sitting down in Percy’s leather throne, I searched the desk, remembering at the last minute to grab a piece of paper to shield any fingerprints. His middle desk drawer was depressingly tidy—pens organized by color, then size. The rest of the drawers held file after file of dry legal documents. A cat paw appeared on top of the left row of files, and Guinevere slithered up on top. I scooted to the right and paused at a metal drawer divider, struck with an idea. Prying it loose, I marched over to the door and tried to wedge the divider between the door and the jamb, not caring if Lexa saw me. After all, I had the unloaded gun.

The divider was too thick. I let it drop to the carpet. It missed Guinevere by inches. Too bad. She meowed at me in warning.

I looked at the cabinet that flanked the window. It was a unique design, with open segments for books interrupted by small cabinet doors every foot or so. Maybe the intercom was hidden behind one of the doors. Maybe he stored a laptop I could plug into a handy-dandy modem and use to summon the authorities. I reached for a pencil and, carefully holding it between my index finger and thumb around the metal band, popped open the first cabinet door. It held a collection of porno tapes along the lines of Debbie Does Dallas. I sighed. Did all men have to be so predictable? I was moving to the next cabinet when my subconscious warned me I hadn’t had a Guinevere encounter in the expected amount of time. Where was she?

I spun and found her on Wilma again, having a snack.

“Shoo!” I waved my arms. She flicked me a look, and promptly ignored all my flapping. I stamped my foot toward her. She chewed harder. I grabbed one of the videotapes and flung it at her. It smacked the cat on the shoulder, sending her back under the desk with an angry growl. I would certainly pay for that later, but now it was way past time for me to get lucky. I popped open the next cabinet door. Jackpot! There was a collection of cameras. Most were so sophisticated that it would take a point-and-shoot woman like me years to learn to use them, but one camera was a simple 35mm auto-focus. Thank goodness. I felt my shoulders relax a degree and tried to act like I was still looking for the intercom. If I could take pictures of Wilma’s hair and face now, I wouldn’t feel so bad about messing around with the crime scene.

But what about Big Sister watching me? Hmm. I spun my body toward the window and cocked my head like I was listening to something. I ran to the window, looked out, and let my hand fly to my mouth in mock shock. “Lexa, I think someone is at the front gate.”

This was a gamble, I knew. The security camera surveillance area was a mystery to me. It could have a full-blown view of the front gate for all I knew. But I was betting it didn’t.

I swallowed hard for the camera and looked out with bug eyes. “Oh, no! I hope it’s not the police!”

I paused a beat, imagining her jumping up and rushing out of the room. Then I stuck the brush handle in the waistband of my jeans and got to work. I slid the Canon Sure Shot off the shelf, aimed, and clicked off about three photos of Wilma from different angles. Then I put it back and used the pencil to close the cabinet door. All in about twenty seconds or less. I’d tell the police about it on the sly. Lexa could hate me later when the photos came out at the trial. My whole goal now was to keep her semisane until the cops got there.

Rushing back to my post at the window, I held my breath as the music continued uninterrupted. Lexa hadn’t blasted in and confiscated the camera. I guessed I was in the clear.

“They drove off. I guess someone with the wrong house,” I mused for her benefit. I shook my head and returned to Wilma, toying with her hair. “Lexa, I have an important question,” I addressed the intercom. “Does Wilma normally use Main Mane triple-super-extra-hold hairspray?”

“Heavens, no.” Lexa’s out-of-breath tone told me she hadn’t caught my subterfuge. She’d been running to a window to check for the cops. “She’s never purchased anything but ’Om’s personal label. Now, get to work.”

So the killer packed a can of designer hairspray along with a gun. He/she wasn’t cheap. A sixteen-ounce can of the stuff cost around thirty dollars, which was why I chose not to stock it at Transformations. I was so practical and so honest that I’d have a hard time selling a can of Main Mane when customers could get the same results at a tenth of the price. Of course, now that I’d seen the results were better than promised, I’d have to say I was wrong about that one.

This was not the first time I’d be wrong over the next few days.
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