




A disordered neighborhood.

“What happened, Emmy Lou? Please tell us.”
“I didn’t mean it.”
“Mean what?” Lilith asked soothingly.
Emmy Lou’s green eyes rolled, wild with panic. “I didn’t know he was there.”
“Who?” I urged.
“I didn’t see him.”
I glanced around for someone to help. There was no sign of Dwayne’s Audi. The Baxters’ driveway was empty. Bonnie was nowhere to be seen. No one but Lilith and me to help Emmy Lou.
“I’ll go and check what’s happened.”
Emmy Lou pushed Lilith away. “I told you what happened,” she screamed. “I killed him.”
I headed for the house. Emmy Lou was hysterical. She probably didn’t know what she was saying. But just in case, I started to run.
Tony Starkman was the first sight that greeted my eyes when I opened the door. He was sprawled faceup at the foot of the hardwood stairs. He lay there, unmoving, surrounded by scattered plush toys…
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For Lyn Hamilton,

fine friend and true woman of mystery
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Keep a plan-B project ready to go in case

you have an unexpected hiatus in your activities.

1

“You have saved my life.” Emmy Lou Rheinbeck’s green eyes glowed with gratitude.
“Oh, not really.” I stared modestly down at my patent leather wedge-heeled shoes.
“But you have.” A radiant smile lit her face.
I couldn’t help smiling back at my latest client. There was something contagious about this woman’s emotions. Even so, I felt uncomfortable. I like a pat on the head as much as the next girl. When I deserve it.
It seemed only fair to point this out.
“Nice of you to say that, Ms. Rheinbeck, but I haven’t done anything yet.” In fact, we’d been chatting in her living room for fifteen minutes, as I listened for some clue to her problem.
She tossed her sleek copper hair. “Please call me Emmy Lou. I get more than enough Mrs. Rheinbeck at work. And, believe me, we are not dealing with my work side here.”
I’d gathered from our conversation that she had a high-powered management job at a large insurance company. She must have left the city early this Friday afternoon and come directly to our three o’clock meeting. She was dressed for success. The midnight blue fitted suit had a hint of sheen and probably a subtle touch of Lycra. The white satin shirt-style collar and oversize cuffs provided plenty of drama without diminishing her executive look. She might have had ten years on me, and when I get to forty, if I look half that good, I’ll be euphoric.
I said, “Okay, Emmy Lou.”
“And you have helped me, Charlotte. You’ve come all the way across town to meet me. I appreciate that, considering that I did cancel our first consultation appointment back in the fall.”
“You and everyone else. I guess it was all that fuss about me in the news. A lot of people got cold feet.”
“I wasn’t ready to deal with my problem. So, the fact that you’re here has already made a difference.”
“Great. I’m happy.”
“You have no idea how much you’ve helped.” She wagged her perfectly French-manicured index finger at me. I couldn’t miss the flash of chunky diamonds. They reminded me of my own engagement ring, now resting on the bottom of the Hudson. Too bad the cheating so-and-so who’d given it to me hadn’t plunged after it. But as they say, you can’t have everything.
I resisted the urge to sit on my hands, although I had no clue what this alleged problem was. I glanced around the living room. She’d mentioned a collection on the phone. What kind of collection? Danish silver? Lladro figurines? Christian Dior lipsticks? If she had an organizing or storage problem, there was no sign of it from where we sat. In fact, the Rheinbeck residence, a simple two-story wood-frame home dating probably from the 1930s, could have served as the “after” version on an upscale television renovation show, with its espresso-colored furniture, hardwood flooring, sleek glass, and trendy light fixtures. The butter-soft cognac leather sofa felt as good as it looked. I wouldn’t have been surprised to spot television cameras zooming in for a tight two-shot.
She sighed. “It’s a bit embarrassing, but I suppose I’d better get on with it.”
Taking that first step is always tricky. I was glad I didn’t have to push her. You don’t want to bully a client, but it’s painful for people to get started.
Emmy Lou said, “So, how about a piece of cake?”
I recognized a typical stalling technique. “Not for me, thanks. Maybe we should talk about—”
“Double chocolate cheesecake. I made it myself. It’s my signature dish.” She spoke like a woman who was used to getting her own way.
Of course, I like to get my own way too. “I’m trying to cut down on sweets.”
“For heaven’s sake and you’re so waiflike. I thought it was just us full-figured girls who fussed endlessly over calories.”
I am not waiflike. Okay, short maybe, four foot eleven and holding, but I weigh ninety-five pounds and that’s normal for my height. I seem to be able to eat what I want. Of course, I have to be careful who I mention that to, as some people don’t find it endearing. And for once I wasn’t fussing, simply trying to get started. I knew it would help if Emmy Lou could describe her clutter problem. That didn’t seem to be happening.
I smiled obliquely. It wouldn’t pay to lose all control at this early stage of whatever it was we would be doing.
“I think I’ll have some anyway.” She stood up and smoothed her skirt. “Not too late to change your mind.”
“Thanks, but no thanks.”
As Emmy Lou sashayed toward her kitchen, leaving a subtle trail of exotic fragrance, I wondered if that suit had been custom made for her. It hugged her assets and skimmed over anything that might have needed minimizing. She reminded me of a line from a song one of my mother’s husbands used to sing: “Round and firm and fully packed, that’s my gal.” Emmy Lou had definitely seen more than a few double chocolate cheesecakes in her time. But on her that looked good.
I watched her graceful progress toward the kitchen. I didn’t need to walk the length of the first floor to see that the high-grade open shelves held immaculate dishes, artistically displayed. Even from the sofa you couldn’t miss the gleam of the granite countertop that separated the dining area from the cooking section. The glimpse I’d had showed a stainless steel fridge with wide double doors. The six-burner gas cooktop was overshadowed by a dramatic range hood. I was betting there was a two-drawer dishwasher tucked away under that granite countertop.
I suppressed a wave of jealousy. My own kitchen occupies a former linen closet. Even as a linen closet, it hadn’t been terrific. Never mind, the galley style serves my culinary needs, which mostly involve storing a variety of Ben & Jerry’s finest. Normally I love everything about my cozy second-floor apartment, but normally I’m not sitting in a place like this. I did not have a chocolate cheesecake waiting for me at home, although chocolate cheesecake is one of my favorite things.
Emmy Lou’s copper bob swung nicely as she moved from the massive fridge to the granite counter, carrying a footed cake plate and a small bowl. She reached elegantly into a cupboard, picked plates, then a clink here, a swirl there, and she was ready to go. Apparently, the stunning kitchen was for more than show. She glided back to the living room with two plates, each with a slice of cake. Both pieces were decorated with a dollop of whipped cream and a few pretty chocolate shavings. She placed the plates, forks, and napkins on the coffee table. She raised an eyebrow and smiled.
“In case you change your mind.”
Did I mention my mouth was watering? But it was time to get back on task.
I said encouragingly, “So you need help organizing…was it a collection?” Just because she was paying for my time didn’t mean we needed to waste it.
The smile vanished.
I added, “Because everything in your home looks beyond perfect.”
She had a musical laugh, although this was the first time I’d heard it. “I guess there’s more to me than meets the eye, Charlotte.” She took an elegant bite of her chocolate cheesecake.
I was resisting, but I wasn’t sure how much longer I could hold out. Chocolate has always been my drug of choice.
I persevered. “What kind of collection?” Nothing in that room for sure. As far as I could tell, Emmy Lou Rheinbeck was better organized than I was. And that’s something.
From the far end of the kitchen, we heard the click of a lock opening, then a door banging. Emmy Lou jumped, dropping her fork on the Berber carpet. Her hand shot to her mouth.
A voice rang out, “It’s me, sweetheart. Forgot my briefcase. No point in getting to the bank without that.”
“It’s in here, honey,” she said. Was it my imagination or were her hands shaking?
“Honey” strode through the kitchen. “Sorry to interrupt you girls. I’d forget my head if it wasn’t so darn shiny.”
“Charlotte, this is my husband, Dwayne.” Emmy Lou glowed when she looked at him. I wasn’t sure why she was so jumpy, but Dwayne didn’t seem to be the cause.
Dwayne grinned. He was shorter than Emmy Lou and had a gloriously bald head. He wore a rumpled sport jacket and casual pants. His tie hung loosely knotted and not quite centered. But who cared? This guy’s grin could fill a room. Add to that he had a voice like liquid honey. I could see how a glamorous woman like Emmy Lou could fall head over heels for him. I found myself grinning back. Dwayne looked like the kind of guy you could count on.
Emmy Lou said, “It’s on the console. Tuck your shirt in, please, honey.”
Dwayne bent to kiss her cheek. Maybe he hadn’t noticed the nervous little tic in her eyelid. Funny, because he looked at her intensely, the way my dogs might eye a juicy steak inches out of their reach.
Next he shook my hand. A warm, firm handshake. “Glad to meet you, Charlotte. We followed you in the papers with all that trouble last fall. We figured you’d be just the gal for Emmy’s project, didn’t we, sweetheart?”
“We did.”
“Sure glad you were able to come by. Whatever you decide, it’s great with me. Nothing’s too good for my lady. You dropped your fork, sweetheart. Can I get you another one?” He sprinted toward the kitchen without waiting for an answer.
Emmy Lou jumped to her feet. “Aren’t you going to be late for your appointment?” She turned to me and laughed. “Dwayne owns a restaurant. It’s doing so well, he’s already planning to expand. That is, if he gets to the bank in time, with his briefcase.”
Dwayne hustled back with a fresh fork. “Plenty of time. You two keep having fun. And Charlotte?”
“Hmm?”
“Make sure you leave some of that cake for me. My Emmy Lou’s cheesecake can’t be beat.”
He stopped long enough to hand me his business card. I put the card on the coffee table and stood up to shake his hand again.
“Great meeting you, Charlotte. Good luck,” he said to me. Emmy Lou got, “See you later, sweetheart,” and a kiss that was slightly this side of X-rated. Even though he was at least two inches shorter than she was and his shirt wasn’t completely tucked in, there was something very sexy about Dwayne Rheinbeck. Emmy Lou had two pink patches on her cheeks as she sat down again.
“Don’t forget to lock the door,” Emmy Lou called.
Dwayne departed as fast as he’d shown up, out the front door this time, stopping long enough to turn the key in the dead bolt, leaving behind a hint of lime, delicious, yet manly. The room looked the same, but I felt as though a typhoon had blown through.
I was so distracted by the cheesecake, not to mention the smooch, that I actually forgot to put the business card into my purse. Instead, I admitted defeat and picked up my own fork. “I can’t resist anymore. How about I try the cake and you tell me about the project?”
“As you can see, it’s hard for me to talk about.”
No kidding. However, the cake was so good it practically brought tears to my eyes. Years from now, I imagine I will remember that dark chocolate taste and the velvety, melting texture. Emmy Lou was wasted in the insurance business, however high up. She should have been running some kind of global cheesecake empire.
She said, “It’s stupid. You know I have a responsible position. I’ve worked my way up. I’m educated and competent and in charge of my life. I’m good at what I do. I am not afraid to face anything head-on.”
“Mmm.” Double meaning, I know.
“I’ve worked hard to make a lovely home for us. Dwayne and I are late bloomers. We haven’t been married all that long. Not even a year.”
Okay. That explained a lot.
“He’s such a lovely man and he puts up with so much,” she said, blushing.
Oh please. What did he have to put up with? A stunning wife, a gorgeous home, and food to die for?
“Well,” she said, “I guess there’s no point in putting it off any longer.”
I put down my fork. The cake would be on the table when we got back. I followed her to the second floor. Halfway up, I stepped on something squishy.
It squeaked.
I gasped.
Emmy Lou shrieked and whirled.
I bent down and picked up a toy lamb, with a tiny smirk embroidered on its fluffy white face. It hung limply in my hand. I can’t tell you how much that creeped me out.
She reached out and snatched the limp lamb and tucked it under her expensive silk and wool arm. “Oh! That’s where you’ve been, you naughty boy.”
I was pondering that when I stepped on a pair of battered toy cats. Again, Emmy Lou held out her hands for them. “They get out of control sometimes.”
From that point on, I held on to the banister. By the time I reached the top stair, I’d stepped on and over more pastel fuzzy toys than I’d owned in my entire childhood. Had there been an explosion?
Emmy Lou said, “Now you see how silly I feel.”
“So this is the collection?” More stuffed animals lined the corridor, tiny guards against something. But what was the big deal? They were cute, clean, harmless. I thought we’d have no trouble getting these little guys into some sort of order.
Emmy Lou threw back her head and laughed. “Oh no. Not by a long shot.”
She squared her shoulders and sailed down the hall, carrying the stuffies. “We haven’t redecorated upstairs yet. This whole level was an earlier renovation from the previous owners. We have great ideas, but…we need to get things under control first.”
I checked out the hallway. Except for stuffed animals lined up against the wall, three deep, it was pleasant and well appointed. Maybe it lacked the wow factor of the first floor, but you’d hardly call a few toys out of control. Most people would be ecstatic to have a bedroom level like this.
Emmy Lou stopped at a closed door and paused. I found myself holding my breath. She turned the handle slowly and said, “Dwayne has been so good about it. Really, it’s for him that I want to get the…situation in hand.”
“Sure,” I said.
The door swung open to…what? Santa’s toy shop post-tornado? Every surface was covered with something fluffy and huggable in a nontoxic pastel shade.
Emmy Lou bit her lip.
I found my voice. “So, this is…?”
“The bedroom.”
“Your bedroom?”
“Yes.”
“I see. Where’s the bed? Oh, there it is. I didn’t actually notice it at first because of the giant pandas and all that. Is that a stuffed snake?”
“Cute, isn’t it? I think the rainbow stripes are adorable.”
I draw the line at snakes, however pastel and striped. “Adorable” and “snake” do not belong in the same sentence. Still, Emmy Lou needed my advice, not a list of my phobias—with snakes as number one. Plus I’m supposed to be helpful, not be a smug, judgmental pain in the butt. I gave the room a second look, trying to assess the large space. The previous owners must have opened up the ceiling into the attic level and installed the cathedral window overlooking the backyard, where an enormous oak tree was starting to bud. It would give wonderful shade in the summer. Under normal circumstances, I would have loved this room.
“Maybe you can sit here,” Emmy Lou said, sweeping a family of plush yellow duckies from the only visible chair.
I stayed standing. “I can see why you want to get your collection in hand. This will be a spectacular space when you’re done.”
“You think we can do it?” By this time she had a bead of sweat on her upper lip. She might love these creatures, but they were giving her grief. Why was she letting this happen? But, of course, that was what I needed to figure out.
I said, “It will be great. We’ll have fun.”
“Do you think? That’s a relief. I’ve been feeling so overwhelmed.”
Emmy Lou was the kind of client I loved: she knew what she needed to do but not how to do it. I could tell she would follow through.
“As soon as we have a plan, you’re going to feel better. Let’s check out the rest of this level. Is there another bedroom?”
“Oh. Yes, but it’s sort of an office.”
“Okay, we’ll have a look. We might need it for swing space.”
She bit her lip. “There’s nowhere to swing anything. Certainly not a stuffed cat.”
I grinned. “Cute.”
She said wryly, “Too bad it’s true.”
“And how about the bathroom?”
She hesitated. “It’s not too bad. Not like this. Now that you’re here, I have to look at all this stuff in a new light. I can’t believe that this whole collection has gotten so totally out of hand.”
I shrugged. “It happens.”
She reached out, picked up a toy Dalmatian, and stroked its spotted fun fur. “It feels so lovely. Do you like plush toys?”
Sometimes it’s better not to disclose your likes and dislikes to clients. “I have two real dogs. They’re pretty overwhelming sometimes too.”
“I’ve never had a dog,” she said. “Only these.” She pointed toward a pile of cuddly doglike creatures, pale blue, green, and pink. She definitely had a pastel theme going with the stuffies.
“Real ones are a lot more trouble,” I said. “Trust me.”
“I’m not sure that’s true. Do they multiply overnight?”
“Why? Do your stuffed animals multiply overnight?” I chuckled.
She gave a nervous giggle, at odds with her sophisticated look. “They’re popping up everywhere. I don’t even remember buying some of them. I guess that’s when you know your collection is out of control.”
“They’re not all sentimental purchases?”
“Some of them, for sure. It started when I first met Dwayne. We were on our third date and we were strolling past a toy store. I told him I’d never had a stuffed toy as a child.”
Ah, I thought. That might explain a bit.
“So he bought you one?”
“One? You probably noticed that Dwayne is a bit dramatic. He charged into the shop and bought me one of every kind they had. And I loved them, of course. And him too, it goes without saying.”
Hmm. Maybe the problem with the overabundance didn’t lie with Emmy Lou after all. Good thing we were taking our time getting to know the situation.
“Did he buy all these?”
“Oh no. I was hooked almost instantly. My own kind of crystal meth. He bought me lots and lots, although he’s stopped doing it lately. He must have realized that he’d unleashed a monster.”
I wanted to put a stop to that kind of negative self-talk, as they call it. It makes the process harder. “Emmy Lou, you’re obviously a very capable person. So you have a collection that you love and it’s got the upper hand. That’s no biggie. You’d be surprised by how many normal people have a problem like this in some part of their life. It’s good news for me, because I have to make a living. Once we find a way to manage these fluffy creatures, you’ll be happy with them again.”
“That’s good because I can’t resist them. And they’re everywhere, even in the grocery stores, sometimes in gas stations. If you’re driving along and you see a garage sale, there are always so many lonely plush toys. But then you don’t even have to leave the house, when you have catalogs and eBay.”
“And you love every one of them.”
“I love the idea of them. But they’re not all sentimental, no. Any that Dwayne bought, which would be hundreds, I guess, those I adore. Some of the others, honestly, are still in their boxes; most of them have their original tags on. I must be buying them in my sleep.”
“Mmm,” I said.
She managed a weak smile. “But they are too adorable for words, aren’t they? What kind of dogs do you have?”
“Miniature dachshunds. They’re called Truffle and Sweet Marie.”
“Wiener dogs, that’s lovely. Small and cute. Hold on, I think I have some toy wiener dogs. I saw them the other day.”
“Oh, that’s okay,” I said.
Maybe she didn’t hear me. She marched over to the closet and whipped open the door. Naturally, the closet was full of stuffed animals. I had no idea where Emmy Lou kept her designer wardrobe, but it sure wasn’t here.
She put her hands on her hips and frowned. “Now where did they get to?”
“Don’t worry about it.”
“There they are!” She reached onto a top shelf and pulled out a box. “Oh, no, they’re mice, not wiener dogs. But they’re too cute for words.”
She placed the box in my hands. “I’d like you to have them.”
“Thanks so much, but I couldn’t.” Meaning please don’t give me a pair of stuffed toy mice dressed as a bride and groom mounted on a foam wedding cake with cheese decorations. They wouldn’t last a New York minute in the room with Truffle and Sweet Marie.
Emmy Lou turned on her full-wattage smile. “It would make me very, very happy.”
This was obviously stressful for her. No point in making it worse. I smiled soothingly. “Okay, thanks, they’re very…”
“That’s wonderful,” she said, clapping her hands. “Now the bathroom. We plan to make it en suite when we get to the next stage. We have some fabulous ideas for it. There are hardly any stuffed animals in there.”
I blurted, “Hardly any? You mean there are some?”
Emmy Lou said, “The type that go near water, like frogs and turtles and—”
A loud thump shook the cathedral window. Two hideously contorted faces glowered in at us. A flash lit up the window.
Emmy Lou screamed and fell back.
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