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***

Don’t Be a Stranger (A Valerie Inkerman Mystery)

***

When Valerie Inkerman’s roommate Jerry gets her a waitressing gig at cushy Hamptons party, she has no idea that murder is on the menu.

But when one of the guests is found dead and Jerry is accused of being the killer, Val knows she needs to utilize all her skills as a private investigator to clear his name. 

Trying to track down the victim’s possible enemies and find new leads, Val faces distractions in the form of old acquaintances and a hot dinner date. But as all Val’s leads turn into dead ends, the killer seems to stay one step ahead of her all the time.  

Val knows she’s close to finding out the truth, but will she be able to put the pieces of the puzzle together before time runs out for Jerry – or the killer strikes again?

Chapter One

The party was just getting started.

Every time the kitchen door swung open, I caught a glimpse of the hall beyond. The guests were arriving, wearing chic outfits and happy faces, and the hall itself was tastefully decorated. Helium balloons in bouquets of silver and pink floated far above the white marble floor. Wide stairs led to the second floor, and the banisters were wrapped with pink and silver ribbons. 

It was too cold to leave the double French doors open, but out near the well-lit pool, a couple of smokers stood around, glancing back indoors and letting elegant spirals of smoke escape from their mouths.

Carly Billson had picked the perfect late-spring day to throw a party. It was too early for the Hamptons’ season to officially begin, but most of the guests would stay over at their, or a friend’s, house for the weekend; only a few would drive straight back home to Manhattan.

If I hadn’t been fired from my job two years ago, I might’ve been one of the well-heeled. I might’ve stood out in the hall with everyone else, tossing back Cristal and daintily declining tiny hors d’oeuvres. 

But, as it was, I was with the catering crew. 

I stood in Carly’s modern, bustling kitchen, sweltering in the heat from the ovens, my ears ringing with the noise of frantic food preparation. I busied myself with a big bottle of champagne, pouring drinks into delicate flutes.

Jerry Spilatro, my roommate, entered the kitchen and placed his tray of empty glasses next to the big bowl containing all the catering employees’ silenced cellphones. His tall, dark-haired presence was reassuring, but he only stayed in the kitchen long enough to give me a quick wink and a thumbs-up, before he grabbed a tray of tiny sandwiches and headed back out.  

The wink was enough to make Maria – the catering manager, and a small, scary dragon of a woman – notice me.

“You!” she yelled sharply. “Grab a tray and get out! I’m not paying you to stay in the kitchen.”

I faked a smile. “Of course. Sorry.”

The tray, laden with its dozen-odd flutes of champagne, felt unnaturally heavy in my hands, but I forced myself out the kitchen door.

I had a bad feeling about this party. 

I’d spent the last two years hiding from the acquaintances of my previous life. Tonight, I would run into someone I used to know – I could feel it in my bones. And then, what would I say?

My uniform betrayed me. Before I even said a word, it proclaimed loudly to the world that I was a waitress at the party. Clearly, I was someone who still struggled to pay her bills after the incident two years ago. 

“Hey, Val!” I’d taken two steps forward when Jerry called out. He jerked his head, indicating that I should come over, and I hesitantly did so. “This is Esme.” He smiled broadly. “Esme, Valerie.”

Esme was a pretty brunette in an emerald green dress. Her hair was cropped short, and her lipstick was a deep maroon.

“Nice to meet you,” I murmured politely. 

I didn’t want to be seen shirking work (again), but I really didn’t want to face the guests just yet. Besides, maybe Esme wanted a drink.

“How do you two know each other?” I asked, only vaguely interested in the answer.

“I bumped into a table and spilled her drink at a bar,” said Jerry, with far more enthusiasm than someone should have about their clumsiness. “So I bought her another drink. And then we saw each other at this other party...”

“And it turns out,” Esme finished, “that we’ve got lots of friends in common!”

I made happy, approving noises, even though I wasn’t too surprised. Jerry wasn’t the smartest cracker in the box, but he was good-natured and kind-hearted. Every other person seemed to be his friend. 

“The only problem is,” Jerry said, “She’s a Yankees’ fan!”

Esme gave Jerry a friendly shove. “Like the Mets deserve any support!” 

The conversation quickly devolved into a heated debate about players and games, and I found myself zoning out. 

Baseball wasn’t my game. Neither was basketball, or soccer. Or cricket. Or... well, you get the idea.

If I’d known what was going to happen in a few hours’ time, I would’ve paid more attention to the conversation. I would’ve asked Esme some questions. Or maybe I would’ve told her to get the hell out of the party.

Instead, I let my attention drift away.

I tried to cover my face with my longish bangs. It was a vague attempt at camouflage, and I glanced surreptitiously around the room, wondering if I’d notice someone I knew. So far, so good. People were standing around the hall chatting, and once in a while someone would go up the stairs, probably to use one of the guest bathrooms. I couldn’t see anyone I knew – yet.

When I drifted back to the conversation, Esme was looking at me, saying, “I thought Jerry was living with two other guys.”

I shook my head. “No, he moved into my place two and a half months ago. But he gets on my nerves like we’ve known each other forever.”

“Yeah,” Jerry said. “But it’s fun getting on her nerves. I reckon we’ll live together at least another six months.”

I sighed. I’d had to take in a roommate to help cover my bills, and I really hoped things would get better within six months. Preferably within three.

“Besides,” Jerry was saying. “She didn’t know anything about food before I moved in. Never even cooked. Or baked.”

“Nobody in New York cooks,” said Esme. “I keep my gym clothes in my oven. Anyway,” she added regretfully, “I should go mingle.”

She rolled her eyes, to show just what she thought of that. “It was nice meeting you,” she told me.

I nodded politely. “You too.”

“Don’t be a stranger,” she said to Jerry with a smile, and we watched her head back toward the crowd.

“Isn’t she great?” Jerry said.

I looked at him sharply. 

Jerry had very few female friends. With his dark-haired good looks, women fawned over him, and he never seemed to turn anyone down – a fact that I, as his roommate, was keenly aware of. He’d only moved into the apartment a few weeks ago, but I’d already had numerous early-morning encounters with scantily-clad women.

“What?” he said innocently.

“Let me guess – she turned you down because she realized you’re such a big loser.”

“No-one realizes I’m a loser. Because I’m not a loser. She said she’s seeing someone else.”

I snorted. “Yeah, sure.”

I knew that she probably wasn’t seeing anyone else – it was probably just an excuse to not go out with Jerry. But it was a smart, believable excuse, and my opinion of her did go up a little.

“Anyway,” Jerry said. “She’s nice. So we’re friends.”

I made a non-committal noise.

“Hey,” he said. “How ‘bout this catering gig, huh? You’re glad you came, right? It’s super easy money.”

I took a deep breath. Jerry wouldn’t understand what I was worried about. All his friends were clearly non-elitist, nice people.

“Sure,” I said. 

We walked over to the groups of people scattered about. I kept my head bent, staring just above the ground as I balanced my tray carefully, and prayed for invisibility. 

Chapter Two

More and more people arrived, and the noise level rose a few decibels. 

My first lap around the room went ok. I didn’t see anyone I knew and I was starting to relax a little.

My luck lasted for about ten more minutes.

I’d just come out of the kitchen with a tray of fresh fruit-kebabs, when I heard a high-pitched, flitty voice saying, “Valerie Inkerman! Is that you?!”

My blood ran cold. I looked in the other direction and pretended not to hear. Perhaps, if I pretended hard enough, she’d think my name wasn’t really Valerie. 

I took a few more steps forward, but I heard quick footsteps behind me.

“Val!” The woman inserted herself in front of me, forcing me to look up. “It’s me! Lisa!”

Her smile was broad and fake and her blue eyes sparkled. Her blonde hair – an improbably beautiful shade with artistic highlights and lowlights running through it – was piled into a glamorous high chignon, and her skinny body was poured into a tight-fitting blue dress.

I couldn’t pretend any longer. I forced myself to paste on a wobbly smile.

“Valerie Inkerman!” Lisa managed to wrap her bony arms around my shoulders, avoiding my laden snacks tray, and leaned forward to blow air kisses past my cheeks. “How lovely to see you again! How’ve you been?”

Before I could answer, she let go of my shoulders, and waved one red-painted talon in the air. “Mellie!” she called. “Come over here! It’s Valerie!”

Oh great. Just what I needed – a reunion with two blabbermouths from my former life. Lisa and Mellie both worked at Weissman North, one of the largest public relations firms in Manhattan, and I gulped as I heard excited footsteps approaching me.

“Valerie!” I turned around to see Mellie smiling broadly at me.

Although her smile was sweet and sympathetic, I had no doubt that it was just a mask for the spite and schadenfreude that she really felt. I steeled myself. I could get through this.

Mellie was about ten pounds heavier than Lisa, two inches shorter, and a tad less blonde. We went through the whole air-kissing charade again, and I saw the two ladies exchange a secret, amused glance.

“Oh my god!” said Mellie. “It’s been forever! How’ve you been? What’re you up to?”

I hoped she’d continue with her exclamations for a long, long time. Perhaps, if she kept talking, I’d be able slip away without her noticing.

No such luck. 

She closed her mouth, and she and Lisa stared at me with wide-eyed, fake-eyelashed curiosity. 

“Are you a–” Lisa lowered her voice to a horrified whisper, “–a waitress?”

“Uh, no.” I stared at them with a look of frozen horror.

Normally, my brain works really fast. I mean, I have like a hundred thoughts a minute, and I’m constantly thinking of things. 

But at that exact moment, my mind went blank.

Completely, absolutely, blank.

I gulped. Come on, brain! Think of something!

Lisa and Mellie exchanged another one of those smug looks. “Because if you’re a waitress, you know,” Mellie said. “We completely understand! After what happened to you...”

“Yeah.” Lisa nodded in fake sympathy. “We thought, for sure you’d move back to Madison. There was no way you could stay in New York after... ”

I broadened my fake smile and refused to think back to what had happened. “No,” I said. “Still here.”

“As a waitress...” Mellie’s voice was irritatingly compassionate.

I shook my head. “I’m not a waitress.”

It was the only think I could think of to say. I couldn’t let them think of me as someone who’d failed. I’d been one of them – I’d had an exciting, promising career.

“Then...” Lisa looked at me carefully. “Why are you wearing a waitress uniform?”

Right. There was that one little snag. Maybe if I just started talking, the thoughts would follow. Maybe I could come up with something plausible. “I’m a private investigator,” I said. 

Mellie giggled. “Then why are you in – that?”

“It’s a cover,” I said desperately. “I’m just pretending to be a waitress.”

Good job, brain. Pat on the back for you.

“Sure.” Lisa didn’t sound convinced. 

But now, instead of looking at me like I’d just told them my cat had died, they were looking at me with suspicion. As though at any moment, I’d announce that I was Houdini reincarnated and disappear in a puff of smoke. Which, of course, I’d love to do. Too bad it wasn’t very likely.

“Why are you here?” said Mellie slowly. “You’re a PI? Are you serious?”

I nodded solemnly. “Absolutely. But I better go. Before I blow my cover.”

I walked off before they could ask me anything else. My footsteps were light, and my heart was singing – I’d done it! I’d escaped without making a big fool of myself.

Behind me, I was pretty sure I heard Lisa saying, “I can’t believe that! Do you think she’s really a PI?”

But I didn’t care.

I couldn’t convince them not to feel sorry for me. But I could make them wonder what I was really up to. After all, it wasn’t a lie.

I really was a PI. After I’d been fired from my public relations job two years ago, I’d worked with Leo Moskovitz, an old-school, grey-haired PI I’d first met through my job. Though we were as different as day and night, we’d sensed that we had something in common – a shared work ethic, perhaps, or the struggle of surviving in a city which seemed to always be against you. 

Leo said he preferred to work alone and that he didn’t need an employee. But he was going through a busy period, so he agreed to hire me for two years: long enough for me to learn some tricks of the trade and pick up my PI badge. When the two years were over, and I was officially a private investigator, Leo told me I was on my own. However, he promised to send a few clients my way when he was over-worked. Which he did, but the occasional subpoena-handing and the odd following of a cheating spouse didn’t pay the bills. So here I was, pretending not to be a waitress.

I managed to ignore Lisa and Mellie, and circulated a few times until I knew for sure that no-one else wanted fruit kebabs. On my way back to the kitchen, I noticed Jerry and Esme talking animatedly about something. I caught his eye and gave him a little frown.

“Get back to work,” I tried to telecommunicate.

But he didn’t seem to get it. When I came out with a tray of toothpick-speared shrimp, they were still standing there, chatting away.

I sighed. Jerry was immature and irresponsible, and one of these days, I knew it would get him into trouble.

Chapter Three

Three portly men grabbed a shrimp each. I slipped away before they tried to hand me back their used toothpicks, but before I got to the next group of guests, Lisa and Mellie accosted me again.

“We don’t mean to bother you when you’re working,” said Lisa. Her voice was saccharine sweet, and I wondered how I could get rid of her this time. “But it’s been so long! We just wanted to know – how are you?”

“Good, good.” I smiled and bobbed my head, and glanced at Mellie. “How are you? What’ve you been up to?”

Mellie held up her left hand. “Guess wha-at?!”

I gasped. The rock was massive, undeniably beautiful, and probably cost a fortune.

“Oh my god!” I leaned over and gave her a surprised half-hug, holding the shrimp tray away from my body at an awkward angle.

When we’d all been “friends,” Mellie had been the one constantly going on about how to “lock down” a guy, and how to marry into a Park Avenue apartment. I didn’t like her calculating approach to relationships and all the games she played; I always believed that she’d never meet a man who’d tolerate her manipulativeness for too long. 

I had always imagined Mellie being single and turning fifty, and then becoming one of those bitter women who writes self-help books for women, with titles like, “Being Single Is the Only Way to Live” and “Men Are Douchebags Who Just Bring You Down.”

“Who’s the lucky guy?” I said, trying to feel happy for her, and being careful not to say that I felt sorry for the poor fiancé who clearly didn’t know what he was getting himself into.

“Oh, you wouldn’t know him,” Mellie said, flipping her hand modestly. “But he’s probably here somewhere.” She glanced around. “I could introduce you, if you’d like.”

“Oh, um–”

“Oh, no,” Lisa said, her fake sympathy bubbling over again. “I guess you can’t. Valerie has to work.”

“Uh–” I glanced around, wishing I could disappear.

Maybe Jerry could rescue me. Maybe I could wave him over, and he’d charm the women with his smiles and flirty eyes, and they’d forget all about me. 

Where was Jerry?

I couldn’t see him anywhere, and I gave up and focused on the conversation.

“You know,” Lisa said, her voice all confidential and “It’s-Just-Us-Girls.” “You can tell us. What’s really going on? You’re not really an investigator, are you?”

“Yeah,” said Mellie, smiling to herself. “What could you possibly investigate at this place?”

She waved her arm, indicating the perfectly polite crowd. They were all beautiful people. Nobody had a hair out of place, and even if some of them had criminal tendencies, they would most likely be inclined toward sophisticated, profitable crimes. Not the type of crime that a PI looks into.

I thought I heard loud footsteps coming from upstairs, and I looked up just in time to see Jerry run over to the second-floor landing. His hair was a mess, his eyes were wild, and the top button on his shirt was undone.

“Quick!” he yelled.

The party-goers all turned their faces upward, and stared at him in surprise. The conversation died down, and a hush fell over the room. 

“Somebody call 911! Esme’s been shot.”

Chapter Four

The room began to buzz with confusion and concern.

“Is this a joke?” someone was saying. “What’s going on?”

The guests looked at each other with surprise and disbelief, but nobody attempted to dial 911. This was a nice party, with nice food and drinks and conversations. People just didn’t get shot.

I heard a few murmurs of, “Is she ok?” and I frowned, wondering the same thing myself. How serious were her wounds? Would she get to the hospital in time? It was annoying to see everyone standing around without dialing for help; I wanted to call 911 myself, but my phone was lying uselessly in that big bowl of switched-off staff cellphones.

Jerry walked down the stairs rapidly and Carly walked up to meet him just as rapidly. They put their heads together in intense conversation. Everyone watched them, curious, and after a few minutes, Carly moved away and up a few steps. 

She clapped her hands for silence, and I watched Jerry start to slink down the stairs.

“I am going to call 911,” Carly said. “There’s no need to panic. The party’s still going, and we can still have fun. Don’t worry about it.” A few people started to walk toward the stairs, and Carly added, “But I don’t think anyone should come up.” She caught Jerry’s eye and motioned him back upstairs.

The two whispered, and the guests put their heads together and buzzed in low, worried tones. 

I watched as one of the guests finally pulled out a cellphone. He looked like a no-nonsense man – tall and lanky with grey hair and a thin mustache – and he dialed and spoke into his phone. Beside him, a plump woman in a black dress waved her arms, trying to convey some message – probably that he shouldn’t be the one making the call – but he ignored her and finished the call. 

Everyone knew that help would be one the way soon, and nothing went back to normal. 

I tried to circulate, and pass on a few more shrimps, but the guests had lost what little appetites they’d had before. Jerry stood guarding the top of the stairs, dissuading anyone from trying to go up. 

People whispered and glanced at each other suspiciously, before heading discreetly toward the door and making their excuses.

“We’re so sorry, we’ve gotta leave,” they murmured to Carly. “Fabulous party. Just remembered we left the stove on.”

I caught Lisa’s eye and gave her a smug look. I was a PI. I had something to investigate.  This party wasn’t as criminal-free as she’d thought.

By the time the cops arrived, almost all the guests had left. Only a few people – those who really loved Carly and her husband, or were trying to extract huge favors from them – stayed behind. Even Lisa and Mellie had given me quick hugs and strange looks, and said their goodbyes.

When it was clear that I didn’t have any work to do, I tried to go upstairs to talk to Jerry. But he shook his head at me, and I turned back to see Carly watching me through wary eyes. Right. Not a good idea.

I headed back into the kitchen, where I ate about twelve of the toothpicked shrimps, and waited to hear when I could go home.

Chapter Five

The paramedics arrived at the same time as the cops. 

Catering staff and guests huddled into two separate groups near the base of the stairs, and everyone watched the paramedics go upstairs.

A few minutes later, a clean-shaven, young-looking policeman emerged at the landing. He looked at us with a somber expression and said, “We don’t want to alarm anyone, but I’m afraid she’s suffered from fatal ballistic trauma. We’ll be sealing off the bedroom until the initial crime scene investigation is concluded.”

The guests glanced at each other unhappily – it was unbelievable that someone had actually died at this party. And judging from the impatient looks on many of the remaining guests’ faces, quite a few of them were thinking that the start to their weekend had been ruined.

I thought back to meeting Esme. I remembered what I’d said, and what she’d said. How she’d thrown back her head and laughed. She’d punched Jerry playfully. And then later, I’d seen her and Jerry standing around and chatting.

What was going on? I looked at the remaining guests. Surely whoever had killed her had already left. Unless they were feeling particularly confident, of course. 

The guests were, in turn, eyeing the catering staff suspiciously. 

Of course, the murderer might’ve been someone from the catering crew. It was understandable that the partygoers would prefer to think that someone from the staff was behind all this, rather than someone who might’ve been their friend. Someone they might’ve been chatting and laughing with just a few minutes ago.

I tried to put my investigative muscle to use. What had I noticed when I’d done my tray-in-hand laps around the room? Nothing particularly suspicious jumped out at me. As far as I remembered, everything had seemed normal. People had been standing around, talking and laughing. People had been having drinks, eating, enjoying themselves.

Had I seen anyone go up the stairs? Not that I could remember. Maybe someone had entered the house from outside... but that would’ve noticeable. I certainly hadn’t seen any outsider come in.

I glanced at Jerry. He was sitting near the bottom of the stairs, head in hand, and I felt sorry for him. Poor guy – he’d just lost a friend, and he’d been the one to find the body. Of course, I wasn’t sure how close they were as friends, but he sure looked miserable.

A uniformed policeman approached him, and Jerry stood up and glanced at me. I smiled and gave him a quick nod, and watched as he disappeared into a room with the policeman.

The police asked us all to stay back and give them our statements while our memories were still fresh. A couple of well-dressed women rolled their eyes at each other, but nobody protested. One by one, we went into empty guest bedrooms with police officers, until it was my turn and I told a uniformed policewoman what I remembered of the night. 

After I was done, I added, “Sorry I couldn’t be much more help.”

She smiled politely. She didn’t seem to be too disappointed by the lack of facts, but I was starting to feel depressed about Esme’s death. How could she have died with the party in full swing downstairs? None of us had realized what was happening just a few feet away.

Chapter Six

It was a relief when Jerry and I were able to finally leave the Hamptons and head back to our tiny, two-bedroom apartment on the Upper West side.  

I’ve lived there for almost four years now. I got a bargain because I’d signed the lease during the Manhattan real estate crunch, and because the building is pretty run-down, as is the apartment itself. 

I would’ve loved to hide the boring brown rental carpet and white plastic Venetians with fabulous, stylish furniture, but the best I could afford were thrift-shop steals and fortunate curb-side finds. 

The comfy grey sofa in the living room was a curb-side prize and a real feat of achievement; I discovered it at six a.m. on a Saturday morning and had to sit on it for two hours, to prevent other dirty-look-giving neighbors stealing it away from me while I waited for my friends Alex and Gary to wake up and come help me carry it upstairs. But in the end, we got it inside (and I had to buy the guys steak dinners – which they probably deserved, considering that they had managed to maneuver it up four flights of stairs). 

The two high-backed wooden chairs adjacent to the sofa were also curb-side finds, but those I’d managed to bring upstairs by myself. The small, square coffee table, which manages to be an improbably shiny white, is from Ikea – a cheap splurge I indulged in soon after I moved in, and when I still had a regular paycheck. 

The round, wooden table and the four matching chairs that live near my kitchen (in a space far too small to call a “dining area”) are thrift-shop finds. I’ve sourced nice, dark green curtains from a fabric store, and a few vintage movie posters, so now the place feels like home. Once in a while, I’ll think of getting a potted plant, but then I’ll be visited by the Ghosts of Potted Plants Past, and I resist.

Of course, the best things about my apartment are the ones that Jerry brought with him – pots and pans and all kids of cooking gear that now fill my kitchen cabinets. He even has his own stand-alone butcher’s table with a wooden top that he uses for chopping and food prep – all of which means that I get to eat yummy home-cooked (or at least Jerry-cooked) meals quite frequently.

The drive home took us almost an hour, and by the time we got inside, I was ready to hear Jerry’s version of what happened. Before he could protest, I poured us each half a glass of red wine, and handed him his glass. I pulled out a chair for myself at the kitchen table and looked at him expectantly.

He sighed. “Do we have to? Now?”

“I’d really like to know.”

“Tomorrow?”

“No, now.”

Memories are often unreliable by the time the morning comes. My curiosity was overwhelming, but I would’ve let Jerry go to sleep if that’s what he really wanted. I felt bad for him – but still, I was relieved when he pulled out a chair opposite and sat down.

“Did you notice anything?” he asked me. “Did anyone?”

I shook my head. “That’s what’s so strange. We were all just there. Standing around.”

“Yeah.”

“I didn’t even hear anything. I don’t think anyone did.”

“Well. The bedrooms are all pretty far away from the hall. And there were lots of strange noises, you know, laughing and talking. All that could cover a gunshot.”

I frowned. “But still. And if there’d been an intruder, wouldn’t she have screamed? Like if she saw someone coming in through the window?”

Jerry nodded, and took a sip of his wine. “It’s terrible.”

“How did you find her body anyway? What were you doing up there?”

Jerry shook his head. “I was just, um, there.”

“You took a break?”

“Something like that.”

I raised one eyebrow. 

“Ok,” he said finally. “There was a lady involved.”

“Oh no.”

He shrugged. “It just happened. We were in there–”

“You were in the room?”

“Not quite. Ah. We were in, like, a big closet. With the door closed.”

“Inside the room?”

“Yeah.”

“And you told the cops all this?”

“Of course. I’ve got nothing to hide.”

“Right.”

“Anyway – what happened was, my lady friend and I were, um, getting a bit friendly. If you know what I mean.”

I rolled my eyes. “I always know what you mean. Sometimes I wish I didn’t.”

“Hey, you’re the one who asked. Anyway – we were having fun, then suddenly, we heard voices.”

“In the room.”

“Yeah.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Ew.”

“Hey, it’s not like we kept going!”

“Oh.” I felt a little better. Not much.

“So, we froze, and there were voices, arguing. There was a woman – who must’ve been Esme, and there was someone else. I don’t know who.”

“Man or woman?”

“Couldn’t tell, really. Could’ve been either.”

“Ok. So, then?”

“Well, they argued, then we heard some soft bangs. Like, bang. Then bang, bang.”

We looked at each other seriously and I pursed my lips. I didn’t like the sound of this – I hated knowing that whoever killed Esme must’ve known her pretty well. Well enough to argue with her. I hated the thought of poor Jerry stuck in that closet. 

“Of course,” he added, “I hadn’t known then.”

I nodded. “So what’d you do?”

“What could I do? I buttoned up my shirt and tried to look ok, then I opened the door a crack. There was nobody there, so I opened it and looked around – and there was Esme.”

I felt my heart sink. I’d known how his story would end, but I still felt terrible.

“So then you ran out?”

Jerry shook his head. “No, I had to give An– my lady friend time to go downstairs and act all innocent, and then after about ten minutes, I came out.”

“Oh no.” I felt sick. “You just stayed in the room that entire time?”

“What could I do? I would’ve called 911 myself, but you know how Maria made us all turn our cellphones off and drop them into that big bowl.”

“What if–” I stared at him in despair. “What if she was still – what if...”

I couldn’t make my lips form the words. My brain was somehow muddling up the ends of those sentences and I didn’t even want to think it.

Jerry shook his head. “I checked her pulse. I checked her wrist. And her neck. And I tried to feel her breathing. After I was alone, I tried to give her mouth to mouth but I was too scared to push her chest because she was bleeding... so much blood.”

He looked at me. His eyes were unseeing and blank and lost in the memory.

Impulsively, I reached out and squeezed his arm. “You did your best.”

He shook his head. “I didn’t have a choice. I didn’t want to get An– my friend – in trouble. She’s married. Pre-nups and stuff.”

I rolled my eyes. “You’re kidding me.”

“No, I’m serious.”

“Why can’t you–” I wanted to tell him to keep it in his pants. But that would be mean, and it wouldn’t achieve anything right now. “But this lady,” I said, “Whoever she is. She’s going to have to tell the cops what happened, right?”

Jerry looked down at his wine shiftily. “I’m not sure. I mean, she can’t let anybody know. And it’s not like anything actually happened. We didn’t even have time to–”

I stuck my fingers in my ears. “Lalalalalala. I’m not listening. Lalala.”

Jerry rolled his eyes and I put my hands back down.

“Why don’t you grow up?” he said.

“Why don’t you?”

“You first.”

I snorted. “Whatever.”

We sat in silence for a few minutes and then I said, “You know, it’s not your fault.”

Jerry nodded glumly, and finished the rest of his wine in one big gulp. “Anyway. That’s my story.”

I looked at him seriously. I wasn’t sure what to say – it was the second time tonight that my brain had chosen to take a quick nap.

“How ‘bout you?” Jerry said. “See anything – anyone – suspicious?”

I shook my head. “I don’t think anyone did.”

Jerry scrunched up his lips and eyebrows into a weird facial shrug, as if to say, “It’s just how it is.” 

As he rinsed out his glass, I said, “It’s been a tough night for you. Sure you don’t want any dessert before you go to sleep? How about some of my yummy ice-cream?”

I was referring to my emergency stash of Fudgesicle bars – I saved those for the times when I was feeling exceptionally down, and normally, I never, ever, shared them.

Jerry made a face. “Blech. You know those taste just like sweetened plastic. All artificial flavors and high-fructose cane sugar.”

“Yeah,” I droned, “they’re not gourmet enough for you.”

Jerry smiled tiredly. “Thanks for offering me one, though. I know how much they mean to you.”

“You still owe me for the one you stole when you thought I didn’t keep count.”

He raised his hands. “I told you I’d get you a new box.”

“Sure. You said that about a gazillion days ago. You won’t like me when I run out of ice cream.”

Jerry shook his head, and I watched as he trudged off toward his bedroom. 

I sighed, and thought about having one of the Fudgesicle bars myself, but decided not to. I hadn’t been out for a run in the last three days, and with all the eating and sitting around I’d been busy doing, my mid-section wasn’t looking all that great.

It was time to call it a night. I had a vague sense of unease, but I figured that was normal, given everything that had happened at the party. Someone must’ve seen the killer creeping upstairs, and the cops would probably solve the case in a few days. 

I thought back to my brief conversation with Esme and Jerry again. There had been nothing at all suspicious in her manner – nothing to suggest that she might be the target of a killer. 

And that, I thought in my naiveté, was the last I’d hear of her death.

Chapter Seven

Wednesday afternoon, Jerry and I were both at home. We’d been to Esme’s funeral the day before; it had been heart-wrenching and miserable, and both of us had rushed straight home.

Today would be the umpteenth day in a row that I had no work. I’d called my old mentor, Leo, on Monday, to see if he had any extra work I might be able to do, but he didn’t. Then I’d checked in with my parents, who lived in Madison, Wisconsin, and pretended that I had a big infidelity case that I was working on. 

I hated to lie to my parents, but it was a better alternative to admitting the truth – that I thought maybe my whole life was one big mistake. Maybe they were right; maybe I should’ve stayed back in Madison. I could’ve taught elementary school, and suffered the loud, inattentive kids during the day, and then gone home to my husband. Who’d probably have been the guy I went out with on two dates in high school – Joseph Karsten – who’d work at his dad’s auto dealership.

There wouldn’t have been any excitement in my life, and I’d have no ambitions at all, but at least I wouldn’t be strapped for cash, perpetually single, and terrified of growing old and living with ten cats who, after I’d died, would feast on my dead body.

I checked my private investigations website in the morning, but I’d gotten no hits. I brushed up my resume, and signed up on a freelancing site – maybe I could write some articles, or do some admin work, while I waited for my PI business to pick up.

Jerry was home because he was practicing for an upcoming audition. It was a part for an Italian gangster, and since Jerry was Italian-American, I figured he had a good shot. Until, of course, I stepped out to make myself a coffee, and ran into Jerry in the kitchen.

“Ah,” he said, waving his hands about. “You make-a de coffee. De espress-so.”

I made a face.

“You make-a de face-a. I take-a care of de face-a. I take care of de beez-ness.”

I raised my eyebrows. “Not with that accent, I don’t think you do.”

I pushed a pod into the tiny Nespresso machine I’d bought myself years ago.

Jerry’s face fell. “You don’t think I’ll get the part?”

I waved my hands mockingly. “Not-a. If you keep-a doin’ it like diss-a.”

“I don’t sound like that. You’re doing it wrong.”

“You think you’re doing it right?”

We were probably going to degenerate into making faces at each other, when the front door bell rang.

Jerry and I exchanged a glance. There was a security number pad at the front entrance downstairs, but people frequently slipped in when other residents were entering or leaving the building. None of us knew our neighbors. Because of that, you couldn’t really stop another person and say, “Who are you?”

Jerry looked at the door and said with his terrible accent, “Is-a the doorbell. Who could-a it be?”

I shook my head and stalked off to open the door. “Seriously,” I called back. “Stop with all the ‘a’s.”

“My ‘a’s are fabulous.”

“Sure.”

I opened the door and stood face to face with a woman dressed smartly in a black blazer, dark blue jeans and a beautiful, green top. There were two broad-shouldered men standing slightly to either side, flanking her, both wearing jeans and checked shirts. 

I frowned. “Can I help you?”

“Yes,” the woman said. “Is this Jerry Spilatro’s residence?”

“That’s me,” called Jerry from behind me, walking toward the door.

“I’m Detective Eloise Hartley,” said the woman, holding up an NYPD badge. “And these are Lieutenants Brown and Geller. We have a warrant to search your residence.”

Lieutenant Geller handed her a piece of paper and she said, “Would you like to see it?”

“Sure,” I said, and glanced over it. It seemed to be pretty standard court-ordered stuff, but I didn’t quite understand why they would have this. “What’s going on?”

What could they possibly be looking for here? I didn’t like the thought of policemen going through my things, but if they had a warrant, there was nothing I could do about it. I stepped aside, giving them space to enter, and looked at Jerry inquisitively. Telepathically, I tried to say, “What?”

Jerry shrugged, and we waited as they stepped inside and closed the door behind themselves.

Detective Hartley stayed by the door, and the two lieutenants went over to Jerry.

Chapter Eight

“You’re Jerry Spilatro?” said Detective Hartley.

“I am.”

One of the lieutenants brought out a pair of handcuffs. I watched in shock as he proceeded to put them onto Jerry’s wrists.

“Jerry Spilatro,” said Detective Hartley. “You’re under arrest for the murder of Esme Lindl. You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say can and will be used against you. You have the right to...”

I listened wide-eyed as she continued with the rest of the Miranda rights. Jerry looked just as shocked as I did. The two lieutenants led him over to the kitchen table. 

“Would you mind waiting here?” one of them said, almost apologetically. “We need to search the place.”

The detective stayed with Jerry, and the two lieutenants headed off toward my bedroom.

“That’s my room,” I called out.

They looked at each other and shrugged.

“Sorry,” said one. “There’s a warrant.”

They headed into my room and I sighed. “What’s going on?” I asked Detective Hartley. 

She was standing by the table, looking serious. “As I said, Mr. Spilatro is under arrest for the murder of Esme Lindl.”

I’d heard that the first time round. I wasn’t deaf. But it didn’t seem like a good idea to remind the detective of that. “I mean,” I said politely, “Why is Jerry being arrested?”

“The evidence indicates he’s the murderer.”

I looked at Jerry. “But he would never – what evidence?”

“I’m afraid we can’t disclose that.”

“Oh.”

“Did An–” Jerry stopped before he said his “friend’s” name. “The woman I mentioned – didn’t she, umm, tell you what was happening?”

Detective Hartley looked at Jerry sharply. “We spoke to the woman in question. She said she was circulating among guests the entire evening. Other than a very short bathroom break. Her husband corroborated the story.”

I groaned. “Jerry! Now look what... why didn’t you just – why can’t you tell her to say...”

Jerry shook his head. “Nah, it’s fine. No biggie.”

“What do you mean?” I looked at him like he’d just grown horns. Honestly, sometimes he was just so stupid. “It’s a big deal! Why can’t you tell her to – why’d you try to protect her in the first place?”

Jerry shrugged. “You know, chauvinism.”

I could hear the lieutenants thumping about, going through my things. They left my bedroom and went into the bathroom – they wouldn’t find much in there other than my tampons and hairspray and Jerry’s hundred-strong collection of colognes.

I said, “What chauvinism?”

Jerry shrugged again. “You know, how everyone says it’s dying these days.”

“Believe me,” I said. “Chauvinism isn’t dying.”

“Sure it is. Being polite to women and opening doors for them and such.”

“Oh.”

I wanted to correct Jerry about his notions of chivalry, but out of the corner of my eye, I could make out Detective Hartley’s lips quirking up a little at the corners. So instead of saying anything, I pulled out a seat at the kitchen table and sat down.

“What’s your relationship with Mr. Spilatro?” asked the detective.

“I’m his roommate.”

“I see. You must be–” She pulled out a notepad and rifled through it. “Valerie Inkerman?”

“That’s me.”

The two lieutenants came out of the bathroom, and we heard them going through Jerry’s room. Within a few minutes, they reappeared in our tiny living area.

“No luck,” said one of them to Detective Hartley.

“Keep going,” she said. “One of you keep an eye on Spilatro.”

Detective Geller came and stood by Jerry. 

He’s not dangerous, I wanted to say. He doesn’t even know what chauvinism is. And he probably couldn’t even spell it!

“Valerie,” said Detective Hartley. “Could I have a word, please?”

I glanced at Jerry and he shrugged slightly. So I got up and followed her into my bedroom.

I groaned as soon as I saw what the cops had done to it. I was about to swear loudly, but Detective Hartley was giving me a funny look, and I stopped myself in time. The dresser drawers had all been pulled out, and even the drawers on my nightstand were askew. Clothes were strewn about, a lot of them on the floor. The bed sheets had been pulled off, the pillowcases removed, and all the books on my bookshelf had been moved about. Even the paintings that hung on my walls were crooked.

I crossed my arms over my chest and looked at her grumpily. “What’s this about?”

“I’m sorry about your room,” she said lightly. “But we can’t take any chances when it comes to protecting innocent civilians.”

“Sure. And I suppose that protection involves two strange men going through my underwear drawer.”

I plucked a bra from where it hung wantonly over my nightstand lamp and stuffed it into the right drawer.

Detective Hartley waited till I’d pulled the bed sheet part-way over my bed and sat down. She remained standing. “How long have you known Mr. Spilatro?” she said.

“A little over two months. Two and a half months.”

“And what kind of relationship would you say he had with Esme Lindl?”

I frowned. “He didn’t have a relationship with her. As far as I knew.”

“But you met her.”

“Yes, he introduced me to her at the party.”

“And why would he do that?”

“I don’t know – he was being friendly.”

“I see. And does he usually introduce you to his female friends?”

I rolled my eyes, remembering the parade of half-dressed women who frequently exited his bedroom in the morning. In the two and a half months that we’d been roommates, I’d met at least eight different women.

“I’m assuming that’s a no.”

I looked at Detective Hartly again, unsure of what to say. Whatever I could think of seemed to be the wrong thing. If I said that he slept with a lot of women, maybe she’d find some way to suggest that Esme was pregnant with Jerry’s child. If I said he introduced me to all his female “companions” – voluntarily – that would be a lie.

Hesitantly, I said, “Well, he’s a friendly guy. He knows lots of people. He grew up here,” I added, slightly defensively. “It’s not that I don’t have friends. But he knows people and he knows that, um, I don’t – well, he keeps introducing me to his friends. Male and female.”

I finished the little speech and felt pretty proud of myself.

“Valerie,” said Detective Hartley softly, “You’ve only known the man for a very short time.”

I sat up defensively. Two and a half months wasn’t a very long time, but I liked Jerry. Sure, he was a little annoying. And yes, he had a certain lack of brain cells. But he was a great cook, had a big heart, and was never too scared to kill a bug or two for me. The perfect roommate.

“Have you ever felt unsafe?” Detective Hartley was asking. “Have you ever felt threatened by him?”

“No! Of course not!”

“Are you two – have you been in a relationship?”

“No.” I wasn’t sure why Jerry had never seemed interested in me. Most likely, I wasn’t good-looking enough for him. But anyway, it’s not like that bothered me – he wasn’t my type, either. I preferred men who read more than just the TV Guide. Plus, it would’ve made for an awkward time apartment-sharing if he’d ever hit on me.

Detective Hartley continued, “I understand you think of him as your friend. But is there anything you can tell us – any reason he might have had for killing Esme Lindl?”

“He didn’t kill her,” I said automatically. “He couldn’t have.”

Detective Hartley didn’t seem fazed by my reply. “Do you know if he owns any guns?”

I looked at her, suddenly aware that the cops hadn’t found my tiny Smith &Wesson. It was registered, of course, so I wouldn’t have been in trouble. However, it could’ve kept the lieutenants busy for a few minutes. 

But then again, the lieutenants were men, and I kept the gun under a pile of tampon boxes, in a cardboard box aptly labelled “Tampons.”

“Jerry doesn’t have a gun,” I said. “As far as I know, he can’t even shoot.”

The detective pursed her lips and glanced around my room. “This is my card,” she said, handing me a piece of paper. “Give me a call if you think of anything. Although,” she added, “Once we find the murder weapon we won’t need anything else.”

I stared at her card mutely. 

They wouldn’t find the murder weapon here. Or in Jerry’s car, which I was sure they’d search next. They had no idea what they were doing.

We walked into the kitchen to find the lieutenants sitting around the table.  

“We’ve finished searching,” one of them told Detective Hartley. “Nothing.”

“We’ll try his car,” said Detective Hartley, as I’d known she would. “Let’s go.”

The three of them stood up, and the two lieutenants ushered Jerry to the door. I watched him, worried. “Should I call anyone?” I asked him. “Let anyone know?”

“Nah, don’t stress about it. I’ll get hold of my lawyer and he’ll bail me out.”

“You have a lawyer?”

I stared at him in surprise. That was something I didn’t know about him. Maybe he had a few other secrets.

“Don’t worry,” said Jerry as he stepped out the door. “I’ll be back home tomorrow.”

I nodded silently, but of course he couldn’t see me. In a few seconds, they were gone.

Detective Hartley pulled the door shut behind her, and I stood in the empty apartment and looked around. Plates had been taken down from the kitchen cabinets, and the drawers were wide open. The sofa cushions were on the floor, stripped of their covers. Even the cheap red and black rug near the TV had been moved, exposing the ugly, dark stain that it was used to hide – the stain wasn’t from anything too disgusting; it was just a reminder of an accident involving a jar of pasta sauce and a glass of white wine that hindered instead of helped. But still, it wasn’t something I liked to expose. 

I sighed and decided to start with the kitchen. There was a lot of work to do – and when Jerry came back from the precinct tomorrow, I’d have a lot more questions for him. It seemed that there were quite a few things about Jerry that I didn’t really know. 

Chapter Nine

I woke up the next morning at seven and, for three hours, I plumped up cushions, vacuumed and mopped, all while keeping an ear out for the door.

There was a knock at ten o’clock. I jumped up immediately and opened it.

Jerry looked a little tired, and his hair was a bit messier than usual, but he gave me his normal, goofy grin. I, on the other hand, crossed my arms and raised my eyebrows. I felt like the crotchety old wife who, after an extremely late night, catches her alcoholic husband coming in.

True to crotchety-wife form, I heard myself saying, “You smell like booze.”

Jerry looked apologetic. “There were two drunks in the cell.”

I felt sorry for him immediately. “I’m glad you’re out.”

“Yeah, and I’m glad I can take a proper shower.”

He headed off toward the bathroom, and I headed into the kitchen. I made us two quick coffees, and I poured juice into two small glasses. I’d had some cereal earlier, and I wasn’t sure how hungry Jerry was.

Because we were often both home during the day, and because he’s a good cook and a sweet guy, Jerry sometimes makes me breakfast. He’s made me pancakes, and bacon and eggs, and French toast, and scrambled eggs. I figured it was time to return the favor.

When Jerry stepped out of the shower, the table was all laid out.

“Oooh, fancy,” he said, sitting down. 

“Well, I tried. The coffee’s gone a bit cold, I think.”

“The bread and jam makes up for it.”

“It’s the thought that counts,” I said defensively. 

Ok, so the best I’d come up with was bread, a jar of strawberry jam that seemed only a year old, some milk, and two packets of cereal. I could’ve boiled an egg or two but, like I said, I wasn’t sure how hungry Jerry would be.

“It’s good to see you again,” he said. “And I do appreciate the thought.”

I let him eat quietly for a few seconds. Well, relatively quietly, considering that I’ve never seen him have any table manners at home. When he dug up a big tablespoon of jam and began licking it straight, I said, “You’ve had enough food. Now spill.”

“Not much to spill.”

“You have a lawyer? Like, a lawyer who just sits around all day doing nothing, just waiting to hear from you?”

Jerry sighed. “He’s not my lawyer. He’s my dad’s.”

“So your dad has a lawyer just sitting around?”

Jerry shrugged. “I guess. I mean, I’m sure he’s got work. I suppose he does contracts and liens and all those lawyer-y kind of stuff.”

“But essentially, he’s at your beck and call.”

“We-ell. I wouldn’t put it like that.”

“And why does your dad have a lawyer?”

“He’s kind of got a, he’s uh....” Jerry’s words trailed off into incoherent mutters.

I put one hand behind my ear and pushed it forward like a trumpet. “Can’t hear you.”

“Uh.” Jerry took a deep breath. “My dad’s got this... media company.”

I frowned. “I thought your dad lived down in Florida. That’s what you told me.”

He put on an earnest, placating face. “Sure, sure. And he does. He’s retired. But, um, someone else runs the business and sometimes Dad Skypes and sometimes he flies down and, um...” He stared at my expression. “You think I should’ve told you this earlier?”

“Of course you should’ve told me this earlier! So, not only am I totally broke, but my roommate is a secret millionaire!”

“Hey, that’s not true! I’m not a millionaire! I’ve got no money!”

“Just your dad.”

“Exactly. And he doesn’t even want to give me any.” Jerry’s face clouded over. “He’s all disappointed in me and stuff. Thinks being an actor is superficial. Do I seem superficial to you?”

I looked at Jerry and wondered what he thought superficial meant.

I said diplomatically, “You seem like a nice guy.”

“Exactly! Thank you!”

I didn’t say anything for a few moments, and Jerry finished his juice. “So,” I said, taking a sip of my stone-cold coffee and wondering if I should chuck it down the sink or not, “what happened down at the station?”

“Not much. They booked me. Then my lawyer – Roger – came, and they asked me some questions. All the same things. And then Roger posted bail for me, and here I am.”

“What did they ask you?”

“How did I know Esme, what were we talking about at the party, what was I doing?”

“And that woman – the... uh – closet woman. She’s denying everything? Still?”

“Yeah. Hey, it’s not like I don’t understand.”

I felt my annoyance bubbling up again. “Understand what? There’s nothing to understand. She’s hanging you out to dry.”

“She needs to stay married and she can’t afford to get divorced.”

I snorted. We were silent for a few minutes and then I said, “So, if she doesn’t say she was with you the whole time, then... Is it looking pretty bad?”

“They found my prints all over her body. I told them I was trying to check her pulse and then I wanted to give her mouth-to-mouth, but they don’t believe me.”

I pursed my lips unhappily and Jerry said, “Hey. You believe me, right?”

I had no reason not to. On the other hand, Detective Hartley was right – I’d known him for only a little while, and maybe I didn’t know him as well as I thought I did.

To hell with her, I decided. “Of course I believe you, Jerry.”

“Yeah, well. That’s great.” He ran a hand through his hair. “Anyway. I guess I should, like, fix my hair and change into something, um, better.”

“Are you going out?”

“No. My dad’s coming over.”

“From Florida?”

“Yeah. Just to tell me how disappointed in me he is, in person.”

Jerry looked so glum, I almost laughed. The thought of being accused of murder hadn’t made him this sad. His dad must be quite something.

Chapter Ten

I heard the buzzer, and then a man’s voice saying something. It was a little past eleven, and I had holed myself up in my room.

I had no intention of meeting Jerry’s dad. The man sounded scary and, quite frankly, I didn’t need any more disappointed parents in my life. I had two candy bars, a big bottle of water and a trashy romance novel with me. I figured they should tide me over until Jerry’s dad left, although the bottle of water did make me wonder about how I’d use the toilet. Who was I kidding – I’d hold it in. Or maybe I’d just suffer through thirst for an hour. Or two.

I hoped Jerry’s dad talked fast.

He did. Half an hour later, I’d finished both the candy bars and half the bottle of water. Thoughts of holding it in were making me need the bathroom even more.

There was a knock on my door.

I called out, “Yes?” and Jerry opened the door a fraction and poked his head around the gap.

“Hey.”

He gave me a wan smile and I grinned back. “Having a good talk?”

Maybe I could use this opportunity to nip out to the bathroom.

“Yeah, um, that’s the thing. My dad kind of wants to talk to you.”

“Me?”

“Yeah.” He gave me a funny look. “You’ve got brown stuff on your t-shirt.”

“Oh, that’s just crumbs.” I stood up, and brushed them off. Damn, now I’d have to vacuum.

As though reading my mind, Jerry said, “Thanks for putting everything back in place after the cops left. D’you want me to vacuum up?”

I smiled. Was he the perfect roommate, or what?

Oh, right, other than the fact that he had been accused of murder. And now his disappointed father wanted to talk to me. Maybe his dad would blame me for leading Jerry into a life of crime. That was a reasonable accusation, as Jerry tended to be a little gullible, sometimes. And anyway, I told myself, how scary could the man be? I was an adult. I could deal with things in a grown-up manner. Right after I dashed to the bathroom.

When I entered the kitchen, there was a big, white-haired man sitting at the kitchen table. Our tiny table looked even tinier next to him, and I frowned. The man was eating one of my emergency ice cream bars and looked like a friendly, cuddly bear. I was about to turn around and yell at Jerry (who’d chosen, coward that he was, to hide out in his bedroom) that I couldn’t see his dad. On the other hand, we did have a stranger in the kitchen eating my Fudgesicles.

But then the man smiled and said, “Sorry about your ice-cream. Jerry tells me they’re your emergency stash, but I really needed a hit.” 

I grinned; I liked him already. 

And then he said, “They’re delicious. I’ll make sure I get you a new box before I leave.”

“Oh no, you don’t have to!” 

I wondered how it was that Jerry had missed the Great Taste In Ice-cream gene that his dad clearly had. I pulled out a chair and as I sat down, I said, “Jerry said you wanted to speak to me.”

“Oh, yes. My son, the murderer.”

“He’s not really a murderer.”

“Only because he doesn’t have the brains for it.”

A snort of laughter escaped me, and then I quickly sealed my lips and forced myself to look serious. Mature and adult-like, that was me. “He’s a good kid, Mr. Spilatro.”

“Please, call me Kyle. And yeah, he is a good kid. Too bad he’s such a disappointment to me.” I was about to protest, when he added, “Not that I’m not proud of him, of course. He’s got guts, trying to follow his dream and all that. But tell me, do you really think he’ll have a career as an actor?”

I thought back to the last time he’d practiced for an audition-a. 

“There. I knew it,” said Kyle.

I shook my head quickly. “No, no, I mean – maybe. Maybe he’ll make it.”

“Yeah, but in the meantime he goes and gets himself accused of murder.”

We looked at each other seriously.  “So he’s told you everything?”

“Yeah. He had to, after I got him free legal counsel and everything.”

I nodded. “Poor guy. It’s not his fault. He shouldn’t have tried to protect that bimbo.”

“My thoughts exactly.”

We looked at each other seriously and I said, “He’s a big softie. But I think – he was trying to do the right thing. In his own way.”

“But that hasn’t done him much good.”

Kyle finished his Fudgesicle and placed the stick carefully on a plate. “Anyway, as much fun as this is, I didn’t just want to chat with you about how hopeless my son is. Although, it has been fun.”

I smiled. “What did you want to discuss?”

“Jerry tells me you’re a PI.”

I shrugged modestly. “I’m trying to be, at least.”

“You worked with Leo Moskovitz.”

“Yes.” I tried to hide my surprise. Jerry didn’t know that. Which meant the only way for Kyle to know that was if he had done some sleuthing of his own.

“I’ve worked with Leo in the past, whenever I needed business contacts or future employees checked out. He’s a good man.”

“He is.”

“And he spoke highly of you.”

I smiled. There was no point asking Kyle why he’d called Leo, or when. “That’s nice to hear.”

“Plus, you seem to me like a smart young lady. We share the same opinion of my son, and obviously you’ve got great taste in desserts.”

“I can’t argue with you there.”

“And that’s why I’ve got absolutely no hesitation in hiring you.”

My eyebrows shot up. “Hiring me? To do what?”

“To investigate my son, of course.”

I frowned. “Isn’t that – pointless? We both know he didn’t do it.”

“Well, maybe not my son. But this Esme Lindl. And whoever killed her.”

“Ah.” Light was dawning. 

“The evidence against Jerry seems pretty stiff. He’s put himself right there at the scene of the crime, he’s wiped out any alibi he might’ve had. He knew Esme from before the party, they were casual friends, so he’s got possible motive.”

“You sound like a sleuth yourself.”

“I’ve watched far too many cop shows.” He sighed and pulled a checkbook out of his pocket. “But I can’t just sit and watch this. I’m going to hire a professional.”

“Look. It’s not that I wouldn’t mind earning some money. Or doing some PI work. But I really care about Jerry.”

“As do I.”

“And he needs the skills of someone experienced.”

Kyle rubbed his lower lip thoughtfully. “That’s the thing.  I’d have hired Leo, but he’s too busy. And he recommended you. And since you’re concerned about Jerry, I know you’ll pull out all the stops to find something.”

“What’re you hoping I’ll find?”

“Maybe something to cast doubt on somebody else. Maybe you’ll find out something about Esme – maybe she had other enemies. I don’t know, really. Something that’ll sway a jury of his peers.”

“Right.”

I looked thoughtfully at the surface of my kitchen table. I was about to refuse the work and suggest that Kyle hire somebody who’d worked a murder case before, when he thrust a signed check before me.

“This is yours,” he said. When I saw the number, my heart skipped a beat. “It’s an advance, for incidentals. Find something within two weeks, and I’ll pay you double this amount as a bonus.”

Why two weeks, I thought? I didn’t want to ask him and look stupid, so I said, “Two weeks because... after that the case runs cold? The real killer has enough time to cover their tracks? It’s harder to uncover any new evidence?”

“You got it.”

I stared at the check again and did some math. The bonus he was offering would cover my next six months’ rent. Plus some groceries. I wouldn’t have to take on any more waitressing gigs. I could even take on pro bono PI cases and build up my portfolio of clients.

I sighed and looked into Kyle’s deep blue eyes. “You’re a hard man to say no to.”

“That’s what I like to hear.” He stood up and offered me a big paw, which I shook.

“Jerry,” I yelled out over my shoulder. “Your father’s leaving. Come say goodbye.” I turned back and said in a normal voice, “It was nice meeting you, Kyle. I’ll do my best on the case.”

“I know you will.”

Jerry materialized at my side, and I watched as he walked his dad out. I heard their footsteps disappear towards the elevator, and I waited for Jerry to come back after Kyle had found a cab.

I needed a stiff drink, I thought hazily. Wasn’t that what all the tough PI’s did? Start off their cases with a stiff whiskey? Although, a cookie was more my style. 

Yes, I decided. I needed a cookie. And I needed a coffee. And then I needed some facts, and somewhere to start this investigation. 

Chapter Eleven

By the time Jerry got back to the apartment, I’d consumed two massive chocolate-chip cookies and half a mug of coffee. It took him longer to get back than I’d expected, and as soon as he closed the door behind himself, I saw why. He had a box of Fudgesicles in his hand.

“For you,” he said, by way of explanation.

“I thought maybe you’d changed your mind. Maybe you’re ready to admit how tasty they are.”

Jerry shook his head and put the box away in our freezer. “Are there any cookies left?”

“Yeah. But I thought you were trying to lose weight.”

“You’re right. I need to stay in shape in case I get any new auditions.”

I watched him carefully as he put a pod into our coffee machine and made himself a mug. “We need to talk.”

“Oh no,” said Jerry sarcastically. “Are we having the relationship talk? Are we breaking up?”

I rolled my eyes. “Seriously. You need to stop being so immature and sit down.”

He pulled out a chair opposite me and sat down. “Isn’t my dad the worst? I said he was scary, right?”

I gave him a puzzled look. “I thought he was pretty nice.”

“Yeah. But he roped you into investigating this case, right?”

“Well... yeah.”

“Even though you think I’m a dufus.”

“I only think that because you are a dufus.”

“Yeah, but now you’re stuck trying to help me out.”

I shook my head. “He’s not scary. He offered me a lot of money to do this.”

“Would you do the job if I offered you that much money?”

I tried to think that one through. 

“See,” said Jerry. “He’s manipulating you and you don’t even know it.”

“Is not.”

“Did he tell you that if you can solve this case he’ll refer you to all his buddies?”

I raised one eyebrow. “No.”

“Well, he told me he would.”

“Wow.” 

That’d be great for my career. And he owned a media company – there were lots of people he could tell. I’d be famous. I’d be a world-famous PI who solved difficult cases and charged hefty fees.

My eyes clouded over with dollar signs. I imagined myself being feted and begged to work on cases – “Oh, Ms. Inkerman, we’ll pay you whatever you want! Please, just find us our lost puppy, Smithers.” And of course Smithers would be a cinch to find and then...

“–And then, of course, I kept getting extra homework and the coach might have even pulled me from the team but then...”

I blinked and looked at Jerry as though I was seeing him for the first time. “Huh?”

Jerry looked hurt. “You weren’t listening, were you?”

I shrugged.

“I was telling you how my dad keeps manipulating people around me. He’s always been disappointed that I didn’t go to Wharton or some other fancy business school, and that I didn’t want to go into the family business.”

I hesitated for a moment, wondering if I was breaking some kind of confidence. And then I said, “He told me that he’s proud of you for following your dreams.”

“Really?” Jerry looked surprised, and his face shone with a brief moment of happiness. But almost immediately, he looked glum again. “Maybe. But I think mostly he’s not happy that I didn’t try to be more like him.”

I shrugged. “People are complicated; we feel more than one thing at a time. It’s hard to pick apart our emotions and say just how much of each one we’re feeling.”

“Mphh.” Jerry shrugged noncommittally and took a big gulp of his coffee. “What did you want to talk about?”

“I need to get started with this investigation.”

“You mean you need to turn into Nancy Drew.”

I frowned. “I don’t know why you’re smirking. Nancy Drew always got her man. Or woman. And aren’t you supposed to be desperate for my help? Seeing as how you’ve been accused of murder?”

“Nah. I’ll just have my lawyer subpoena the woman I was with. Then when she’s on the stand, she’ll have to testify that we were together and heard the shot.”

I stared at him. “Are you serious? You really think she’ll come through?”

“Sure, why not? Otherwise it’s perjury.”

“She’s lied to the cops once, Jerry. She’s going to do it again.”

Jerry sobered up a little. “You think? I mean...”

“She can’t get divorced, right? And hey, you know this woman better than I do.”

Jerry finished his coffee and walked over to the fridge. “Ok, then. I guess you better put on your Nancy Drew hat.”

I waited for a few seconds to be absolutely, positively sure that this was the most serious, groveling request for help that Jerry could come up with. And then I sighed. His dad was my client – not him.

“Ok,” I said, watching Jerry take strange, roundish vegetables out of the fridge. “Tell me what you remember about that night.”

“I already told you.” Jerry cleared the top of his butcher’s block table and began washing the vegetables. “I went upstairs. There was no-one in the room–”

“Hang on! Are you sure? Did you look around?”

He made a face like I was being slow. “Of course I looked around! Unless there was someone under the bed, or something. Anyway, we slipped into the closet, and then, um–”

“You can skip the gory details.”

Jerry grinned. “Well it was going good at first.”

“And you never thought to ask this woman if she was married or not?”

Jerry placed the washed vegetables on his butcher’s block – our tiny apartment’s counter space was all taken up with the microwave – and started chopping. “Of course I asked. She said they were cool.”

I rolled my eyes. He was just like those naïve young girls who slept with older married men who were “separated,” “getting divorced,” or “in an open relationship.”

“Ok, so then what? Start from when things started to go wrong. What’re you making?”

“Stir-fried Asian vegetables and honey-soy drumsticks. Oh, I’d better put them in the oven first.”

I smiled. Nobody in New York cooked. I’d moved straight from my parents’ house to college, then to New York, and I didn’t cook. Not unless you counted the microwaved chocolate pudding I can make in an emergency. So it was fun to live with someone who cooked for a change. And it was nice, being able to eat something other than greasy Chinese takeout.

When he was done putting things in the oven and fiddling with the temperature, Jerry said, “It was all going great. You know, the whole ‘doing it in secret’ thing is such a... anyway. I thought I heard footsteps coming into the room, and I told her–”

“Are you ever going to tell me her name?”

Jerry made a wry face. “If she’s not going to help, I might as well leave her out of it.”

“Are you kidding me?”

“Look, there’s no point in you trying to talk to her. If she lied to the cops, she’ll lie to you.”

He had a point. Still... a strange doubtfulness crept into my mind. “What if this whole thing’s an elaborate conspiracy?” I said slowly. “What if this woman saw you talking with Esme and then she took you upstairs to set you up? And then someone – some accomplice – crept into the room and killed Esme, and the two of them framed you for it.”

Jerry shook his head, and turned back to his vegetables. “That doesn’t make any sense. To start with, how’d she know that I’d agree to go upstairs with her? And then how’d she be so sure that I’d try to keep her out of it?”

“Well...” I looked at Jerry uncertainly, but I could see the doubt creeping into his eyes too. “What’s her name?”

“Anita. Anita Lowe.”

“Ok.” I nodded. “That’s a start.”

“No, it’s not,” Jerry said desperately. “That’s no place to start. She’s not going to be any help and you’ll just waste your time with her.”

“Ok,” I said. “I’ll talk to her later on. After...” I frowned. “Who else do I need to talk to? Hang on, wait here.”

I disappeared into my bedroom and returned with a pen and a pack of index cards.

“What’re those?” Jerry said, as I settled down and started making notes. “Your Nancy Drew case notes?”

I finished writing down what Jerry’d told me so far, and sighed. “You’re not meant to be making fun of me. You’re supposed to be eternally grateful that I’m looking into this for you.”

Before Jerry could come up with some smart-alec retort, I said, “So. You were saying. You thought you heard footsteps.”

“Yeah – so I motioned to Anita, and we both froze.”

“And?”

“Well, someone was in the room. At least two people. They were having a conversation, but they were talking really softly. I could tell that one of them was a woman, but I wasn’t sure about the other. So Anita and I just stood there, waiting for them to leave.”

“But they didn’t.”

“No. And then, I heard a soft bang. And then another two.”

“And after that?”

“Well, I waited a few more minutes, then cracked open the closet door.”

“But did you hear anything else?”

Jerry shook his head. “No, I don’t think so. After the bangs, it was silent for a while. We figured whoever came in must’ve left.”

“But you didn’t hear windows opening, or anything like that?”

Jerry shook his head, and looked at his chopped-up vegetables, satisfied. While we’d talked, he’d cut them into tiny slivers. “No, no windows opening.”

“So whoever killed Esme walked into the room with her, and then walked out.”

“Yeah,”

“So it was someone she knew.”

Jerry shrugged. “I suppose so. You guys didn’t see anyone suspicious downstairs?”

“No. We didn’t really hear anything, either.”

“Well, there was music, and a whole bunch of people talking.”

“No.” I shook my head. “Whoever killed Esme must’ve used a silencer. There would’ve been a lot of noise from the gun otherwise.”

Jerry put a big wok on the stove, and started heating it up. 

“That means,” I said slowly, “whoever killed Esme planned it out. They were going to kill her at the party. They had an alibi – and they did the whole thing so fast that nobody saw them disappear.”

It was a worrying thought. If it had been an act of passion or a sudden thing, maybe I could’ve outsmarted the killer. But this killer had obviously put a lot of thought into the crime. 

It was my first murder investigation, and I was up against a pro.

Chapter Twelve

As Jerry stir-fried the vegetables, I wrote down the extra details he’d told me, and asked him about Anita.

“She’s just this woman,” he said. “We’d only really said hello, and then she offered to give me a tour of the place.”

“Do you know anything about her, apart from her name? And the fact that she’s married to some rich guy with a pre-nup?”

Jerry shook his head. “Not really.”

I dragged my laptop into the kitchen and fired it up. A quick Google search revealed that there was, indeed, an Anita Lowe, and I showed her photo to Jerry. “Is this her?”

“He-ey!” he said, grinning broadly. “That’s her!”

I turned the screen back to me, and tried to dig up online dirt on her. Unfortunately, there wasn’t much dirt. She was married to a Larry Lowe – I could find quite a few business-y type articles about the company he owned, but not him personally – and she went to fancy parties once in a while. She didn’t seem to have much presence online, and it was clear that she appreciated the benefits of privacy and secrecy.

Jerry was probably right. This woman would be no help in the investigation. Still, I wrote up two index cards about her – just in case I wound up talking to her. As Jerry served the finished vegetables, I tried to find information about Esme online – but once again, there wasn’t much. 

“Did you want any rice with that?” Jerry asked, as he handed me a plate with a grilled honey-soy drumstick and a generous helping of vegetables.

I shook my head, no, and we dug in.  Between mouthfuls, I said, “Tell me about Esme.”

“There’s not much to tell, really.” I watched as Jerry stuffed his face full of chicken, chewed hurriedly, and swallowed far too soon. “I met her a couple of months ago, and then we ran into each other again. We hung out sometimes, since we know some people in common.”

“Where’d she live? What did she do? Did she have any enemies?”

“No, nothing like that. She was – I think she told me she was a lawyer? Or maybe an accountant? I forget, something boring like that. But smart – she worked hard. And... I don’t really know where she lived.”

“What about friends and enemies?”

Jerry shook his head. “We had some friends in common, and she was really well-liked. She was so nice, I can’t imagine her having enemies.”

“And family? Did she grow up in Manhattan, like you?”

“Yeah, she did, actually. I remember her saying something about a dad who lived on Park Avenue.”

I nodded slowly. I should probably start with him. “Any idea what his first name was? Or what he did?”

Jerry shook his head. “No, but how many Park Avenue Mr. Lindls could there be?”

I thought back to an article I’d read on one of those gossip sites about Esme’s death. It didn’t have any information about her, or how she’d died, but it had mentioned that she’d been killed at a fancy Hamptons party, and that her dad – Laurence? Leo? Lewis?  Something Lindl– was a prominent human rights’ activist and a major stakeholder in some company or the other.

I rushed through my lunch, eating almost as quickly as Jerry, and then I went back to my laptop, scrolling through my history until I found the article I was looking for. Laurence Lindl was Esme’s dad, and his real estate company seemed to own half of Manhattan. 

Jerry, in the meantime, had cleaned up the kitchen, packed the leftovers away into Tupperware boxes, and disappeared into his bedroom. 

I was jotting down Laurence Lindl’s name when Jerry burst out of his bedroom. “Laurence Lindl!” he yelled.

I looked at him blankly. 

“That’s Esme’s dad,” he said proudly. “I found it out.”

“Good for you.” I held up my index card with “Laurence Lindl” written on it. 

“Whoa.... How’d you do that? I didn’t even see you write anything down.”

I smiled to myself. “I found it online, silly. Did you find out anything else?”

“Yeah, his phone number. I called up some friends of mine who also know Esme, and one of them knows her dad, too.”

“Great.”

I grabbed the phone number from Jerry, found the handset, and took a deep breath. It had to be done.

A man’s gruff voice answered after three rings. When I asked to speak to Laurence Lindl, he said, “This is he.”

“Mr. Lindl. I’m so sorry to bother you. My name’s Valerie Inkerman and I’m a detective investigating Esme’s death.” I felt terrible as soon as the words were out. I’d given him the impression – not by directly lying of course, but by my way of saying things – that I was with the NYPD. 

“Yes?”

“I wonder if I could stop by and ask you a few questions?”

“Sure. I’m home for the rest of the day.”

I managed to thank him and we hung up politely, and then I felt the air leave my body. I couldn’t keep pretending that I was with the NYPD. It was a ridiculous level of dishonesty, and I couldn’t do that to a man who’d just lost his daughter.

Of course, the moment he found out that I was a PI, he’d slam the door in my face. But I couldn’t see a way out – I would just have to put on my brave face and see it through.

I slipped into my nicest pair of dark blue jeans, the formal black heels I used to wear to work, a cream silk top and a black blazer. I figured that an NYPD detective might dress like this and it wouldn’t hurt to keep up the charade, at least until I got in through the front door.

Once I was in, I could decide what to do. 

Chapter Thirteen

Laurence Lindl’s apartment was a massive granite block in a leafy part of Park Avenue. It was exactly the kind of place ambitious gold-diggers hoped to land by marrying their kind of guy, and when I stepped into the marble foyer and spoke to the uniformed doorman, I could almost understand why.  

Laurence opened the door himself; a tall, wrinkled man who was clearly trying to hold his emotions in check and be polite.

I followed him into a formally decorated living area. The room was stuffy and old-fashioned, with a maroon Persian rug, oil paintings cluttering up the walls, dark leather sofas and fabric covered tub chairs. The coffee tables were crowded with tiny marble figurines, no doubt picked up during Laurence’s travels through France and Italy, and a trio of authentic-looking African masks hung near a massive potted palm.

I sat down awkwardly on a red velvet tub chair opposite Laurence.

He eyed me warily, and I stared at the floor, took a deep breath, and reached into my handbag to find my private investigator’s badge. I handed it over to him, wordless, and he flicked his watery grey eyes over it. 

He handed it back to me. “What’s that mean?”

His voice was raspy and impatient, and I said, “I’m really very sorry. I couldn’t explain over the phone. I’m a private investigator, I’m looking into Esme’s death.”

His eyes narrowed slightly. “Don’t the NYPD have enough cops on the force?”

“They do.” I took a deep breath. “I’m an independent PI. I’ve been hired by someone who’s been wrongly accused of being a suspect.”

Laurence’s grey eyes lit up with an angry fire. “You have some nerve!” he said softly. “You come into my house, to talk to me about my daughter, and you’re working for the man who might’ve killed her.”

“But he didn’t,” I said quickly. “He’s innocent. The police aren’t looking any more, but I’m still looking for whoever really did this.”

“That’s bullshit! You’re looking for evidence to cast reasonable doubt on this murderer, and I’m damned if I’ll help!” I tried to say something, but Laurence cut me off. “Did you seriously think I’d help my daughter’s murderer get away with it?”

I waited a few seconds, hoping Laurence would calm down. This was terrible. I felt like a heel, intruding on an old man’s sorrow. And for all he knew, I was scum, trying to help a murderer get off scot-free.

“This man’s innocent,” I said softly. “If I don’t investigate, we’d be sending an innocent man to Death Row.”

Laurence shook his head. “Can you imagine what it’s like to have to bury your child? I’m an old man – she should’ve buried me! And you – now you say that...” His words trailed off, and he stared at me angrily. 

I wanted to just pick up my bag and leave, but I needed to give this one more shot. “Jerry’s dad hired me,” I said. “No father wants to see his son go to prison unnecessarily. Kyle Spilatro told me to–”

“Hang on – what did you say?”

“Uh. Jerry’s dad hired me.”

“No, you said Kyle Spilatro hired you?”

I blinked. “Yes.”

“And the guy – the one who’s suspected – is Kyle’s son?”

“Yes.”

We were silent for a few minutes, and I was prepared to apologize and leave, when Laurence finally said, “I know Kyle from way back. He’s a good man.”

This was my chance! Maybe I could say something about how Kyle was only trying to do something good, and that I should ask a few questions. Or maybe I could ask about how they knew each other – but then again, maybe I should... After a few seconds went by and I couldn’t decide what the best thing to say would be, I just said, “Oh.”

“We worked together,” Laurence said. “And I suppose – I suppose he might be right. He wouldn’t hire you if he didn’t believe in this... being a mistake.”

I nodded, not daring to say anything.

“Well, what did you want to ask?” 

“Uhm, aah...”

“I don’t have all day! Did I not mention that I’m old?” He cracked a wry smile. 

“I really appreciate you talking to me.”

He flipped his hand through the air. “Don’t mention it. If Kyle thinks the cops might not’ve done their job properly – well, maybe they haven’t.”

I decided to jump straight in with my questions before he could change his mind. “Tell me about Esme – what was she like?”

Laurence looked at me seriously. “I wore my heart on my sleeve. That girl – she was perfect. I’ve got two other kids, mind you, but they’re nothing like her. Did you ever meet her?”

“I did – very briefly, at that party.”

Laurence’s face darkened and I quickly said, “What did she do? Career-wise, I mean?”

“She was a lawyer.” Laurence beamed with pride. “She went to Harvard Law and was top of her class. The smartest girl you’ve ever met. And hard-working, too. And friendly – she’d always have friends coming over and she was always going out to meet people.”

I nodded. In the brief time that I’d met her, she’d certainly seemed friendly enough.

The intercom buzzed, and Laurence got up to answer it. I heard him grunting into it, and then he walked over to the door.

“That’s my other daughter, Michelle,” he said, as he opened the door. “You might as well talk to her, too.”

I watched from my seat as Michelle gave Laurence a hug and a quick peck on the cheek. She looked nothing like Esme. Where Esme had short, dark hair, Michelle had shoulder-length, perfectly coiffed blonde hair. Her makeup was perfect, and her clothes screamed of expensive labels.

I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but I saw Laurence indicate toward me, and then Michelle turned her head and our eyes met. She seemed surprised, but she covered her expression with a quick smile.

She and Laurence walked over, and he introduced us. 

“I’d appreciate anything you can tell me about Esme,” I said to Michelle. “Anything at all – you never know what might be important.”

Michelle nodded, and exchanged a quick glance with her father. “I’m not sure if I can help much, though,” she said. “Esme was eleven years younger than me – twenty-six. Our lives were very different.”

“I see. So what do you do?”

“Oh, I’m very active on the boards of some important charities. So there’s lots of dinners I have to organize, and that takes up a lot of time. And then, of course, I do fund-raising work as well, and if you want to be good at fund-raising, you need to do lots of socializing.”

As she spoke, I noticed that her father was watching her through half-amused, half-disinterested eyes. I wondered how he felt, having a law superstar for one daughter and a vapid socialite for another. What had made them each grow up so differently?

I glanced at Michelle’s fingers – they were starkly devoid of any rings. “You’re not married?”

She shook her head. “I was – for a few months. I got divorced last year.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“That’s ok. The guy was a jerk. Esme warned me, of course. But I was thirty-six and thought I’d be an old maid all my life. Well, now I can be a divorced old maid.”

Her tone was bitter, and I said, “Well, you know what they say – forty is the new twenty. Everyone’s just getting started with their lives at forty these days.”

“Really?” She glanced at me curiously, and then shrugged. “Maybe you’re right.”

I turned to Laurence. “You were telling me about Esme’s work – at the law firm?”

“Yes,” he said slowly, glancing at Michelle. “She was doing very well.”

Michelle laughed lightly. “Daddy was sure she’d make partner in a year.”

“Uh-huh.” 

I wondered how often Laurence had bragged about Esme to his other children. I only had one younger sister, and since she’d chosen to stay in Madison and get married straight after high school, our parents never bothered comparing us. Still, Michelle must have had a hard time vying for Laurence’s attention.

There was an uncomfortable silence in the air, and I said, “What about her social life? Was she seeing anyone?”

Laurence and Michelle both shook their heads.

“Not that I know of,” said Laurence. “She’d tell me if she was.”

I wondered for a moment if they knew everything – after all, Esme had told Jerry that she was seeing someone. But she might have made that up as a polite excuse to rebuff him: her family would’ve known if she really was seeing someone. 

“Yeah. Her career was too important to her,” said Michelle lightly, and I wondered if I was just imagining the sarcasm underneath her words. “She never had any time for dating.”

“She did,” added Laurence slowly. “She dated, but she was picky. As she should be,” he added proudly, before freezing for a split second and correcting himself. “Should’ve been.”

Michelle glanced at her dad and moved over to him, perching on the arm of his chair and giving his shoulder a quick squeeze. “Esme’s last boyfriend was Kevin,” she said. “They broke up almost a year ago, but maybe you’ll want to talk to him?”

I nodded. “I probably should.”

“Was there anything else you wanted to ask Daddy?” Michelle said. 

The tired lines around Laurence’s face seemed sharper than ever. Michelle kept her hand protectively on his shoulder, and I shook my head. I hated to be the one to make him feel worse.

“I should go,” I said. “Michelle, if you could maybe walk me out?”

“Of course.”

She and Laurence stood up slowly, and Laurence gave me a sharp, piercing look.

“I trust you,” he said softly. “I hope you can do your job.”

I shook his hand somberly. “I appreciate your time. I’m sorry – I’m sorry for everything.”

He half-nodded and released my hand, and I followed Michelle to the door.

“What did you want to talk to me about?” she said.

We stood in the foyer, close to each other and far enough away from Laurence that he couldn’t hear us. Standing right next to her, I could smell the subtle aroma of her perfume – probably something expensive and limited edition. Her face was devoid of the lines of stress and worry and sadness that Laurence had. In fact, now that I was paying close attention, I couldn’t even make out the wrinkles a normal thirty-eight -year-old would have.

It was tempting to ask her where she got her Botox done, but instead, I said, “I just wanted to grab the name of Esme’s law firm. I should probably get in touch with her co-workers.”

“Of course.” 

Michelle reeled off a name, and I said, “Hang on a sec.”

I rooted around in my purse till I found my tiny notebook and a pen, and I wrote down the name that Michelle told me – the office was Lipkin, Lipkin and Mizrahy, and Esme’s boss was Alan Peterman.

“And do you have her ex’s phone number?”

“Sure.” Michelle pulled out a sleek smartphone. “It’s Kevin Ewans, and his number is...”

She reeled off the digits, and I wrote them down and then dutifully recited them back to her. Michelle nodded and put her phone away. “Was there anything else?”

“Um – just – did we miss anything? Should I know anything else about Esme? Any secrets your dad didn’t know?”

Michelle smiled and shook her head. “No, I’m afraid not. With Esme, you got what you saw. She didn’t really have any secrets.”

“Right.” I nodded. “You must miss her a lot.”

Michelle shrugged. “It’s too soon. I can’t really believe it yet.”

“Of course. Were you – do you think she did the right thing? Becoming a lawyer and all?”

“You mean, was I jealous of her? Of course not!”

“No, I didn’t mean it that way, I mean–” I’d put my foot squarely in my mouth and I tried to backtrack rapidly. “What I meant was, were people at her work nice to her? Was she having any work troubles, maybe?”

“Oh, no. Well, not that I know of.”

“Right, right. One last thing before I leave – and I hate to ask this – but where were you on Friday night?”

Michelle smiled thinly. She was obviously reaching the end of her patience. “I was at The Chemistry Club. You can check with my friends, Gloria and Koko, who were there with me. Now, if that’s all...” She put one hand on the doorknob, as though to turn it, when there was a soft knock on the door. 

We both stepped back, and then Michelle opened the door a crack.

“Darren!” she exclaimed, flinging open the door to reveal a tall, dark-haired man. His eyes were green and crinkled handsomely, and the two hugged spontaneously.

When Michelle stepped back, her face was glowing with pleasure.

“Who’s this?” said Darren.

I could tell that Michelle wished she could just get rid of me without wasting any more words, but she was too polite to be so blatantly rude.

“This is Valerie, she’s a PI investigating Esme’s death. Valerie, Darren.”

“A PI,” Darren said, looking at me as though that was the most fascinating thing he’d ever heard.

I gulped. The man was so handsome that my knees felt weak and I wanted to grab something sturdy for support. His hair was thick and dark brown and slightly wavy, and his green eyes were flecked with tiny bits of gold. He rubbed his fingers thoughtfully along his jaw, and I gaped at how handsome and strong a jaw it was.

“That’s so interesting,” he said. 

I had no idea what he was talking about, so I forced my lips to move and my throat to gurgle. “Uh-huh.”

“You must look into all kinds of interesting things.”

Did I? I wasn’t sure. So I settled on smiling, and shrugging vaguely.

“Darren is my step-brother,” Michelle was saying. 

I heard myself saying, “Uh.”

Darren smiled, a perfect, thin smile. “I suppose you’ll want to talk to me about Esme’s death, too.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“I’m happy to chat about it.”

“Uh.” 

I tried desperately to think of something intelligent to say. Something relevant, witty, and preferably not mono-syllabic.

But before I could say anything that proved my ability to utter actual words, Darren said, “I can see you’re on your way out, I guess I’ll chat with you some other time, then?”

“Uh – yes?”

“How about dinner tomorrow night? I’ll make a quick reservation at Le Monde Bleu.”

I smiled. A handsome man was asking me out to dinner. That never happened – not in a million years. Well, ok, that had happened a few months ago, but it had been a fluke and the man in question had turned out to be a conniving liar. I was sure that wasn’t the case with Darren. And ok, maybe we were just meeting up to talk about the case, but still...

“It was lovely to meet you,” Darren said, giving me a long, intense look. “I’ll pick you up tomorrow at eight, then.”

“See you,” I said, managing to get the words out without my voice cracking. “Bye, Michelle.”

I gave her a bright smile, and then rushed over to the elevator. I needed to get away from Darren, before I did anything stupid or made a fool of myself.

As the elevator rode slowly toward the lobby, I smiled to myself. Darren was so handsome and charming, and I couldn’t wait to see him again. 

When the elevator got to the first floor, I exited and took a few steps into the foyer. Confronted by the sight before me, I blinked several times and forgot all about Darren.

Chapter Fourteen

Lisa and Mellie saw me at about the same time as I saw them.

“Hi!” chirped Lisa brightly. “What’re you doing here?”

I smiled politely. “I could ask you the same thing.”

“We were in the neighborhood,” said Mellie – of course, they would hang out in the most expensive Manhattan neighborhood – “and we thought we’d drop off some flowers for Esme’s dad. It’s so sad, what happened.”

“Uh-huh.”

I looked at them skeptically. Working in PR meant staying in touch with people, networking. I didn’t believe for a second that these women actually felt sympathy for Laurence – this was just their way of staying on his radar, reminding him and his family (and his company) that they existed. For all I knew, the card clipped onto the massive bouquet of white lilies mentioned the name of their firm.

“Are you going up?” I asked. “They’re all home.”

The two women exchanged a glance. They were in smart business clothes, and were probably on the way back to work from some client meeting.

“We’d better not,” said Lisa. “We don’t want to disturb the family at this sad time. The doorman said he’d take it up as soon as his shift’s over.”

I nodded. That made sense. 

As we walked out, Lisa said, “You know, we never did get a chance to catch up that night. We should do coffee some time. Or lunch, since you’re not working at the moment – are you?”

“Other than my PI work?” I said lightly. “No. But I’m really busy looking into Esme’s death.”

Mellie looked at me skeptically. “I thought they found out who did it?”

I shook my head, no. “It’s an open case. So... you know. I’m busy.”

“Really?” Lisa looked at me with interest. “Wow, I had no idea you were really a PI. I’ll make sure to spread the word and tell everyone I know. Lots of people need investigative work done these days.”

I smiled at her. For once, she sounded sincere, and there didn’t seem to be an insult hidden under friendly words.

“Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate friends like you spreading the word.” 

“Was Michelle up there?” asked Mellie. “Poor thing, she’s been so depressed after her divorce.”

We were meandering toward the nearest subway entrance, and Lisa glanced around, trying to find a cab. 

“Really?” I said. “She didn’t seem that depressed to me.”

“Well, it’s not like she doesn’t date,” said Lisa. “But – you know. She’s not settled down like we have.”

I nodded. Lisa was married, and now Mellie was engaged, so of course they’d be smug and annoying about marriage.

“What about Darren?” asked Mellie. “Was he there, too?”

“I just met him briefly.” I looked at Mellie. “What’s he like?”

Mellie and Lisa exchanged a quick glance and giggled. “Dreeeamy,” said Lisa. 

The two giggled again, and I felt a little cross.

I turned to Mellie and said, “Oh, I’m sure he’s not as dreamy as your fiancé.”

Mellie smiled politely. “Oh, aren’t you sweet. But Darren’s – he’s one of the best-looking men around. And he’s a real ladies’ man, too.”

“How’d you mean?”

“Oh, you know. A different lady each night.”

I frowned. Was that why he’d asked me to dinner tomorrow night? Was I going to be his Friday night lady? Of course, that might not be too bad – he certainly was dreamy.

“That’s not true,” interjected Lisa. “Didn’t he have a girlfriend, once?”

Mellie nodded. “But that’s about it. He plays the field.”

“Yeah,” said Lisa. “That’s why you never actually get with him. You can look – but guys like him, if you sleep with him, word gets around. After that, you’ll never be able to lock down that Top Tier husband.”

I wanted to gag. Lisa and Mellie were always talking about locking down a Park Avenue husband, or a Top Tier husband, or any such strangely-adjectived husband, and it made me sick. I couldn’t imagine such “locked down” marriages being particularly happy.

“Anyhow,” said Lisa. “Have you found much out about Esme’s death?”

I smiled. “I’m not allowed to say. But we should all get together after it’s over – I’d love to hear how you’re doing.”

We’d reached the subway entrance, and the two women were looking at me like I’d taken the pie they’d given me and thrown it back into their faces.

I wiggled my fingers goodbye, and disappeared into the subway entrance. Lisa and Mellie stayed behind on the street, still looking for a cab that they could take back to work. 

For once, I didn’t feel so bad after talking to them.

Although, after our chat, Darren was starting to look slightly less attractive.

Chapter Fifteen

“I have an audition!” Jerry was just about hopping from one leg to another. “My agent got me an audition!”

“As what? A guy who goes to jail for a murder he didn’t commit?”

Jerry made a face. “Why’re you always so serious?”

“And why are you always so ...” What was the opposite of serious? “Un-serious?”

“That’s not a word.”

“Is too. It means someone who’s immature and never worries about the future.”

“Oh? We–”

“What audition?” 

I sat down at the kitchen table, and found the pile of index cards and my notebooks right where I’d left them the day before. As Jerry talked, I transferred everything I’d learned to those cards. I left out the part about Darren being so good-looking, but I noted that he (according to Lisa and Mellie) liked to sleep around and that he wasn’t a good person to lose your heart to. Which didn’t make much sense in the grand scheme of the investigation, but was probably a good thing for me to remember.

Jerry babbled on as I took notes. “...And it’s for this new TV series, and if the pilot does well, it’ll be picked up for the whole season! And I could be on TV, every week, for a whole ten weeks! Or eight, or whatever.”

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Staying in shape’s really important for the role, because I’m this really tough, strong kinda guy. Like this.” 

Jerry struck a ridiculous pose and I glanced up for a split second. “Uh huh. I see.”

“...And I play a detective. Isn’t that great? I’ll be like you, but way cooler.”

“Uh huh.” I stopped taking notes and looked up at him. “What did you say about a detective?”

“I play a detective. Like you, but way cooler.”

I sighed. “I need to call Sara Rodriguez.”

“Sara... who’s a big fan of cop shows?”

“No, Sara who is a detective. Or at least plays one in real life.”

“Right.” Jerry nodded. “Hey, maybe I could come along and meet Sara, pick up some tips on acting like a detective.”

“I don’t think so.”

“Well, at least let me go along with you sometimes. I could pick up something.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said vaguely, as I found my cellphone and disappeared into my bedroom.

I stared at the phone for a moment before I dialed Sara’s number. 

“I’m near your apartment,” she said. “Is this about your work?”

I nodded, before I realized she couldn’t see me over the phone. Sara and I had first met when I was a PI-in-training, working with my mentor, and she’d seemed to like me. At least, she’d done more than answer my questions with grunts, so I took that as a positive sign.

“It is. Can we meet for coffee?”

“Sure. Leopold’s Diner?”

“Absolutely. I’ll be there in five.”

I rushed out the door, yelling something to Jerry about being back soon. He was busy practicing a Southern accent, and called out, “Thank ya kindly, ma’am,” as I slammed the door behind me and half-ran toward the elevator.

Despite my hurricane-like travel efficiency, Sara and a strange, crew-cut man were already sitting at a corner table in Leopold’s when I arrived.

Leopold’s was an old diner with a spotless white floor, a scattering of red aluminum-and-plastic tables and chairs, and a staff who took orders with a vengeful efficiency. The food wasn’t that great and neither was the coffee, but the place was popular with folks who lived nearby and occasionally felt the need to get out of their shoe-box sized apartments.

“This is Sammy,” said Sara, nodding her head toward the crew-cut man. 

I smiled politely. Sammy looked young, but his square jaw and serious eyes made him look like a capable law enforcement officer. “Nice to meet you.”

“You too,” he grunted, and I could tell that conversation wasn’t his forte.

“How are you?” I said, turning to Sara.

She smiled politely. Today, she was wearing a white cotton blouse and had hung her dark blazer over the back of her chair. Her hair was cropped super-short, and her face was bereft of any makeup. I supposed it was tough being a young, attractive policewoman, and Sara went out of her way to downplay those attributes.

“Reasonably ok,” she said. “We’ve just wrapped up a case so we can actually go home at a decent hour today. After we’ve wrapped up the paperwork, of course.”

“Of course. Black coffee, please,” I added, to the waitress who’d suddenly materialized. 

She placed two coffees in front of Sara and Sammy, and disappeared just as silently.

“How’s the PI work?” said Sara.

“Not bad. I’m actually, ah, looking into the murder of Esme Lindl.”

Sara nodded seriously. “Not a nice case, that one.”

“Yes, well, I was wondering if you could tell me anything about it.”

“It’s still an open case.”

I nodded. “Of course. But anything that’s on the record, that you’re ok to share?”

Sara shook her head. “I know what everyone else knows. She was at a Hamptons party, someone shot her. We’ve got a suspect, but we haven’t found the murder weapon yet.”

“What about Esme’s personal effects? Did you give them back to her father?”

Sara gave me a funny look. “I suppose so. Why?”

“Wasn’t anything kept back as evidence?”

She shook her head. “I’m not sure that anything was relevant. Her dad probably wanted her things.”

“But what about her cellphone? The last number she dialed would’ve been evidence.”

Sara looked at me in surprise, and then her expression turned studiedly blank. “I don’t really know what you’re talking about.”

I sat back, pleased with myself. “There was no cell phone, was there?”

Sara shook her head. “Look, I’m really not meant to be talking about it.”

“Ok,” I said. “That’s fine. But let me tell you my theory. Esme was killed by someone she knew – and that someone might’ve called her. Or she might’ve called the killer. So after he shot her, the killer made sure to take her cellphone with him.”

My coffee arrived, and the three of us sat around, sipping our coffees silently. 

“I shouldn’t be talking about this,” Sara said finally. “But yes, we could do with some more evidence. As it was, the killer covered his trail carefully.”

“He used a silencer,” I said, “and the gun’s missing.”

Sara nodded. “But none of this really means anything. And I suppose I shouldn’t even be talking about the case at all.”

“That’s ok,” I said, gulping my coffee down quickly. “I really appreciate this. It was good seeing you again.”

“You too – good luck with the PI work.”

I smiled. “Bye, Sammy.”

He grunted in response, and I went over to the counter and paid for my coffee.

Sara had just confirmed what I’d suspected all along: the killer was someone who’d been involved in Esme’s life. Which meant that he or she needed to go to some trouble to erase themselves from the picture.

And perhaps – just perhaps – there was some part of the picture that they were still visible in. Maybe there was something they’d overlooked.

Chapter Sixteen

“You might’ve taken me with you,” Jerry whined, when I told him about my chat with Sara.

“Well, maybe next time,” I said unconvincingly, as I wrote up my notes for the visit.

“When’s next time?” Jerry said.

I gave him a look that I hoped said “please stop talking,” and then went back to my notes. I needed to focus. I needed a plan, a list of things I could do sequentially. 

I didn’t have a list. And so far, I’d only talked to Esme’s family. I shuffled through my cards, hoping they’d help me come up with a to-do list.

“I think,” I said slowly, “there’s two ways I can do this. I can go through the guest list at the party and go through all the people who were there, investigating them–”

“But that’s over a hundred people,” Jerry interrupted before I could get to the second idea. “More, if you count the catering team.”

“Yeah. And I’m pretty sure the killer was someone who was in Esme’s life.”

“So first you’re going to talk to people who knew Esme?”

“I think so.”

I’d found an article on a business website that calculated Laurence Lindl’s net worth at almost $210 million. With Esme out of the way, Michelle would stand to inherit an extra $20 - $30 million dollars. Which certainly wasn’t chump change.

An annoying little voice reminded me that Darren stood to benefit from Esme’s death in exactly the same way. But I hadn’t talked to Darren yet. I decided that until tomorrow night, I would continue to think of him as the charming, good-looking man whom I’d barely talked to. Sure, people said he was a womanizer, but until I had dinner with him, I would withhold my judgment.  

“Michelle told me she was out at The Chemistry Club on Friday night. And she mentioned the two friends she was out with, but I didn’t grab their last names or their phone numbers. She was kind of in a hurry to shove me out the door, and then...” I let my voice trail off, not really wanting to mention Darren. I felt weak just remembering his handsome, chiseled face. But if his plan was to get into my pants and then dump me the next morning, I would have to view his handsomeness through a filter of ugliness, or whatever the opposite of rose-tinted glasses was. Ugly-colored glasses.

“The Chemistry Club?” 

Jerry’s voice brought me back to reality, and I blinked. “Yeah?”

“I know this guy who’s a club promoter. He could probably get us in. If Michelle was in the club, there’d be security tapes of her.”

I watched as Jerry whipped out his cellphone and made a few phone calls. The first was to his friend, the club promoter – and they spent a good five minutes catching up on each other’s lives, before Jerry asked how he could see the tapes for Friday night. He hung up and turned to me. “My friend’s gonna talk to the owner of the place. We should be able to get in.”

I nodded, impressed by his persuasiveness. Perhaps Jerry wasn’t as nonchalant about the whole murder case as he pretended to be.

His phone rang again after ten minutes, and a brief conversation later, Jerry turned to me. “We’re in. The club opens at ten tonight, so if we turn up at seven, we can watch the tapes for three hours.”

I nodded and glanced at the clock. “I guess we’ve got time for a quick dinner. Chinese takeout?”

Jerry shook his head. “Still trying to stay in shape. I think I’ll just have a protein shake.”

I made a face, and decided to reheat some leftovers from lunch for myself. As I ate, I looked over my notes again. At some point, I’d have to type them all up but, for now, the index cards would have to do.

By the time I’d finished my food, I decided that my next move would have to be to chat with people at Esme’s workplace. It was too late to call and set up appointments now, so I’d just have to figure out what to do tomorrow morning.

Unless, of course, something turned up in the security tapes we were about to watch. 

Chapter Seventeen

On the subway ride over to The Chemistry Club, Jerry informed me it was one of the most happening New York nightclubs at the moment. The bartenders wore lab coats, and drinks were served in test-tubes and conical flasks.

I nodded silently as I listened, not really impressed. The club scene was beyond me already. When I’d first moved here, I’d gone for a year or two, but although dancing was fun and the places were cool, the vibe quickly turned me off. There were too many obviously under-age girls pretending to be sophisticated, models trying to scope out a wealthy man to seduce, and men hoping to meet an “open-minded” woman to take home. 

I was a bit surprised that Michelle still went to these clubs, and wondered what else she liked to do in her spare time. Clearly she wasn’t the type to stay at home and knit sweaters.

The Chemistry Club was dead inside when we arrived. I was sure that within a few hours, the walls would be booming with the sounds of music and happy people but, at this hour, the downstairs floor was deserted.

A man named Remy met us at the door and led us upstairs. He was a square-bodied, bald man with good-humored eyes. “You’ve never been here before?” he asked me as we went into an office room.

I shook my head, and Jerry said, “She’s not much fun.”

I was tempted to stick my tongue out at Jerry, but Remy said, “I’m sure that’s not true. I don’t go clubbing myself – of course, I’m too old for it now.”

“Oh no, that’s not true,” I murmured, while secretly trying to guess Remy’s age. He could’ve been anywhere from thirty to sixty.

“These are the monitors,” Remy said, waving his hand at six screens that could not have been anything but monitors. “We keep an eye out on them during the night. Let me find Friday night’s footage and I’ll fire it up for you.”

“What time did you open on Friday?”

“Nine. But that’s just the party-warming crowd. Models we hire to make the place look good, and a bachelor party or two who paid in advance to get in. Drinks are cheaper then, so we get a few drinkers, too.”

I nodded. Remy found the file for Friday night, and we proceeded to watch the recording at 2x speed. Remy was playing back footage from the camera that captured the entrance line: “That way you won’t miss her when she walks in.”

The words made sense in theory, but after five minutes of watching people line up, walk in or get turned away, my eyes started to blur over. Everyone’s face seemed to look the same.

After almost half an hour of watching the mindless parade, I snapped to attention. “That’s her!”

I would’ve missed Michelle, had it not been for the fact that she hadn’t stood in line. She and two of her friends had walked straight up to the security guard at the ropes and said something. He, in turn, checked his clipboard and waved them straight in.

“How’d they do that?” I asked Remy. “And can we check the timestamp on this?”

“Either they’re on the guest list,” said Remy, “which I highly doubt, or they’ve bought table service. And this is at 10:30.”

I nodded glumly, as Remy changed out the tape for one from inside the club. Esme’s time of death was 9:55, which meant that there was no way Michelle could have been in the Hamptons and made it back to Manhattan, even if she’d taken a helicopter.

I could’ve left immediately, but I was curious about what Michelle and her friends did in the nightclub. As we watched the tapes, it became apparent that the ladies had a pretty well thought out strategy. They didn’t just order drinks and hit the floor – they went straight to their table and uncorked a bottle of champagne. They drank slowly, eyeing the floor, and glancing back at the other tables. 

Once in a while someone would ask them to dance, or a man would join their table. But their real coup de grace happened when the table behind them was occupied by a group of four men who looked to be in their thirties. The trio of ladies went over, pointed at their table, and laughed. Within a few seconds, they’d joined the four men and asked a lab-coated waitress to bring over their bottle of champagne.

I watched long enough to be amused by the dirty looks a few good-looking young women gave Michelle and her friends – proof that money and good strategy trumped youth and good looks.

Jerry and I watched for a few minutes, before I finally decided that we were just wasting time. “Thanks for your help,” I said, turning to Remy.

I managed to keep on my polite, happy façade until we left the club and got onto a train heading home. “Well, that was a waste,” I said bitterly to Jerry.

Now that I thought about it, I’d actually been hoping that Michelle hadn’t been at the club. I hadn’t liked her, with her perfect blonde hair and lack of career ambitions, and I was disappointed that her alibi had been captured perfectly on tape.

“Don’t worry,” said Jerry, being serious for once. “Maybe you’ll find something at Esme’s work.”

“Yeah, I wish. I haven’t even figured out how to get them to talk to me.”

“You’ll figure it out. Don’t stress.”

“I’m not.”

But I was. I was stressed and unhappy until we got home, where we discovered a plain white envelope had been shoved under our front door.

Chapter Eighteen

Jerry opened it and pulled out a piece of paper, which we read together.

“If you know what’s good for you, you’ll stop your investigation. You don’t want to end up like Esme.”

We both stared at it silently for a few seconds, and then I took a step back and raised both arms triumphantly in the air. “Yes! This is excellent! This is the best thing that’s happened to me all day.”

I was ready to do a little jig around the room, but Jerry gave me a strange look. “Are you feeling ok?”

“I’m feeling great! I’ve never felt better!”

“Really? Because you look a little...” He took a few steps toward me and raised his hand to my forehead, as though to feel my temperature.

I slapped his hand away. “Don’t be silly! I’m fine!”

“Uh-huh.”

“No, you don’t get it. This is great news.”

“Sure, I’m always really happy to get death threats. I just lo-ove knowing that there are psychopaths out there who want me dead.”

I shook my head. “You’re not thinking straight. Someone’s worried about my investigation! Isn’t that great?” When Jerry refused to acknowledge my greatness and gave me a disapproving look instead, I went on. “I thought I was getting nowhere! But I must be getting somewhere, if the killer’s getting worried. But how would they even know?”

I frowned and sat down on our grey sofa, and Jerry sat next to me. “Are you sure you’re ok?”

“Oh, for heaven’s sake! I’m fine. Now help me think. Who would know that I’m investigating?”

Jerry ticked names off his fingers. “Michelle, Esme’s dad, your cop friend, Remy. Didn’t you say you met someone else at Esme’s dad’s place?”

“Darren. Her step-brother.” I bit my lip, hoping that he had nothing to do with this threat. I was convinced that Darren was interested in me as more than just a notch on his belt. But now I had to hope that his interest in me didn’t really have to do with my investigation. “Plus, Lisa and Mellie, these two women I used to work with. They were at the party. But...” My voice trailed off, and I felt a hollowness in the pit of my stomach as I realized just how much trouble those two ladies might have created for me.

“But?”

“Lisa said she’d tell everyone she knew that I was looking into Esme’s death. That’s a lot more people.”

We looked at each other seriously, and Jerry said, “You need to get a list of names from that woman.”

I nodded. “You’re right.” I sat back against the fluffy sofa cushions.

“Any idea why the killer would send you this letter now?” said Jerry. “I mean, you haven’t learned anything yet.”

“No. But I suppose they’re just worried I’m looking into it. Like, imagine if you were the killer–”

“No thanks.”

“Just do it. So, you’re the killer, and you’re sitting pretty. You think you’re safe. But now there’s this PI looking into matters, and she’s wonderful and intelligent,” – Jerry made a pig-like snort which I chose to ignore – “and she’s about to find out all your secrets. You’d be worried.”

“I guess so.”

We looked at the piece of paper again. “Now do you see why I’m so happy?”

***

I woke up early the next morning and rushed off to the 24th Precinct, where Sara worked.

The precinct was housed in a charm free, snot-colored building. The conference room where Sara met me briefly was just as charmless, but it was clean and functional and clearly saw a lot of use.

“This isn’t good,” Sara said, eyeing the piece of paper carefully. “We’ll run tests on it, but fingerprint results won’t get back for at least three or four days.”

“That’s ok,” I said. “I’m sure I’ll be able to hold my breath that long. Well, you know what I mean.”

Sara shook her head. “I don’t want you to get your hopes up too high. Whoever did this probably wore gloves – if it was left by Esme’s killer, they were probably careful.”

I nodded, trying not to let her words deflate my spirits. “Or maybe not.”

“Maybe not. And I want you to be careful – we can’t do anything as law enforcement officers, because in most cases these threats turn out to be nothing. Keep your eyes and ears open.”

“Sure,” I said. “And could I get the paper back once you’re done with it? I was hoping to at least be able to use it as evidence.”

Sara shrugged. “You can have it back, but I don’t think it’ll be that great as evidence. The jury might think Jerry planted it himself. And that makes him look even more guilty.”

I sighed. Sara was in a real balloon-pricking mood today – the balloon, of course, being me. Which was a terrible thought: my mid-section wasn’t looking all that great, but I didn’t like comparing myself to a balloon. 

I drove straight from the precinct to the offices of Lipkin, Lipkin and Mizrahy, where I marched up to the receptionist and said, “I’d like to speak to Alan Peterman, please.”

My conversation with Sara had put me in a slightly grumpy mood, and I was expecting the receptionist to tell me that Mr. Peterman was in a meeting or would be out all day, so it came as a bit of a shock to me when she put her phone down and said, “Mr. Peterman’s office is just down the hall to right. He’s got a few minutes right now.”

I nodded and quickly walked down the hall before he could change his mind and decide he needed to pop out of the office. I passed an open-space area of cubicles, and turned right to arrive at his office. 

Alan Peterman was a thin, brown-haired man in his late fifties. His thick hair looked slightly incongruous on his thin frame, and I wondered if it was a wig. 

He looked up when I approached the open door. “Valerie Inkerman?” he said with a mild look of surprise. “What can I do for you?”

He indicated a wobbly-looking, wheeled swivel chair on the other side of his desk, and I sat down gingerly.

Mr. Peterman’s desk took up most of his office. There was a window directly behind him, offering a view of the building across the road, and two framed diplomas hung on one wall. It was a tiny space, but I wondered how much the cubicle-workers coveted it.

“Mr. Peterman, I’m a private investigator,” I said, trying to sound more confident than I felt. “I’m looking into Esme Lindl’s death.”

“Please, call me Alan.”

Mr. Peterman – Alan – looked at me with his slightly worried eyes. “We were all terribly sorry to hear of Esme’s death. And we’d love to co-operate with any investigation that’s ongoing. It’s just that... you’re not from the NYPD.”

“No, I’m not,” I agreed. I fished around in my bag till I found my PI license, and handed it over to him. “I’d really appreciate your help. I’ve already spoken to Esme’s family, and they’re one-hundred percent behind my work.”

He glanced at the license briefly and then handed it back. “Are you working for the family?”

“No. But they feel, as does my client, that the NYPD are overlooking some important facts. That’s why it’s important to me – and to them – that I try to uncover what really happened.”

Alan shook his head. “It’s such a terrible business.” His tone of voice was slightly sad but polite and professional. I could imagine him standing around a barbeque, using this same tone of voice to discuss the terrible business of insurance rates with his neighbors. “I suppose we should co-operate.”

“I’d appreciate that. If you don’t mind, can I get started with the questions?”

“Sure.  I’ll type out an email to my staff while we chat.”

“Yes. Of course. I understand you’re busy. Um...” Where to start? I fished out my notebook and a pen, and wrote down “Alan Peterman, Esme’s boss.” I underlined the words twice, and then I said, “Why don’t we start with what kind of employee Esme was. Did she work hard? Come to the office on time? Things like that.”

“Oh yeah, sure,” said Alan. “She was a hard worker. And really good with people, too. I’d have recommended her for a promotion later this year.”

“Hmm. Was anyone else competing for that promotion?”

“Well.” He looked doubtful. “Nobody has seen the kind of results Esme brings us – brought us. But I suppose there’s Danny Ford. He’ll be the next associate partner, now that Esme’s no longer with us.”

I nodded, and wrote down “Danny Ford.” 

“And what about her clients? And work?”

“Oh, the clients loved her. Her latest project was a sexual harassment claim. The woman would’ve dropped the case if Esme hadn’t encouraged her to push for a bigger settlement.”

“Who was the client? Maybe I should talk to her.”

“Veronica Bates.” He gave me that doubtful look again. “But the case is still going on, so...”

“Who’s taken over from Esme?”

“Danny, probably. Though I’d rather see Winona take this on instead.”

“Hmm.” I seemed to have run out of questions to ask. And truth be told, I was feeling a little like I was wasting my time. Talking to Esme’s co-workers might turn up something, but what I really needed to do was find out who might’ve sent me that message last night. Since no-one from the office had known I was investigating the case, it couldn’t have been one of the employees. Unless Lisa or Mellie had spoken to someone who worked here. 

“Is that all?” asked Alan.

“I think so. For now.” I handed him one of my cards. “Please call me if you think of anything. And you won’t mind if I have a word with Danny and Winona?”

“No, of course not.” He glanced at my card and placed it carefully on his table. He seemed to be the kind of person who’d file it away carefully, just in case he ever needed a private investigator. “Although Winona’s not here today.”

“Oh? Where is she?”

“She took two weeks off and should be in the Bahamas, right now.”

“I see.” My heart sank a little. I’d been hoping to finish talking to all of Esme’s co-workers by the end of today and then get in touch with Lisa and Mellie to see who they’d talked to. “Well, I guess I’ll just try to get in touch with her once she gets back...”

“Next week,” Alan said, nodding sagely. “Danny’s the tall guy with the Mets’ flag in his cubicle.”

I thanked Alan and headed out, with only a quick glance at my watch. With any luck, I’d be able to rope Lisa and Mellie into meeting me for lunch.

Chapter Nineteen

“You’re really a PI?” said Danny. “Blimey, love.”

I stared at him skeptically. “You’re British?”

“Nah.” His accent went back to normal. “I just do the accent, sometimes. Chicks seem to dig it.”

I tried not to roll my eyes, despite the fact that I felt like I was talking to a thirteen-year-old. “Sure.”

He switched back to his British accent. “I went over to London as an exchange student, for two years. And now it rather seems that I’m stuck with this accent. Ha, ha.”

Ha ha indeed. Danny seemed like an annoying, pretentious little man, and I hoped I could get the interview over with quickly. 

We were sitting in the office’s tiny break room, and once in a while an employee would come by to get a drink from the vending machine, or to refill their water bottle. We didn’t have much privacy, but I supposed this would have to do.

On the other hand, I thought, maybe I could just skip this interview entirely. The chances of Danny being the killer were slim to none. But still... maybe he knew something about Esme that would help me find the killer. I needed to act like a professional, no matter how irritating Danny was and how badly I wanted to pour coffee down his shirtfront.  

“Tell me about Esme,” I said. “What was she like?”

“Oh, nice enough. Of course, she was too old to be really pretty anymore,” – I used all my willpower to not kick him in the nuts – “but she was cute enough. Although I’ve always thought she was a real brown-noser, you know. She was up for this promotion and, of course, she was Alan’s favorite, so she would’ve gotten it. Too bad it’s going to me, now. Ha ha.”

“You don’t know that for sure.”

The words slipped out before I could stop myself, but Danny didn’t seem too offended. “Oh no, I’m pretty sure. I’ll make associate partner this time.”

“Well, good luck,” I said, trying to be generous.

“Nah, I don’t need luck. I’ve got it all wrapped up.”

I bit my lip to stop myself from saying that I hoped he didn’t. I hoped the promotion went to someone else.

“Did Esme have any enemies?” I forced myself to say instead. “Could anyone have wanted to harm her?”

“Other than half the office? Nah.”

“You’re joking”

“Yeah, I guess I am. Although she was Alan’s favorite and always working extra-hard. How can you not hate someone like that? I know I wished she’d just get married and make some babies.”

I took a deep breath. Jerry needed to talk to this guy and learn what “chauvinism” meant. “Right. And, um, do you know...” I stared at him vaguely, my question forgotten. “Do you know Lisa and Mellie? They work over at Weissman North, the PR firm?”

“The cute little blondes? Sure, I know them. I slept with Mellie once. Real little tiger.”

I highly doubted that. Mellie knew not to sleep with anyone who earned less than $500,000 a year, “if you wanted to lock down a good provider.” And Danny was just the kind of man to make up sexual conquests.

“Have you talked to them recently?” 

Danny shook his head. “It’s been a while.”

Ok. So I could probably cross him off my list of suspects. There was just one last thing. “Where were you, last Friday night?”

Danny grinned. “My bros and I drove up to Atlantic City for a bachelor party. There were strippers on my lap all night.”

Now that, I didn’t doubt.

I jotted down the name of the strip club where he’d been, and the names of five of his friends who’d been there with him, and all but ran away from Danny Ford as soon as I could.

***

Lisa had an appointment at a Very Busy And Fancy Hair Salon, but Mellie agreed to meet me at the bistro underneath the Weissman offices. 

“I’ll be there at one,” she said. “And I can only chat with you for a few minutes. Work is really crazy – but, of course, you know that,” she added, commiserating.

I refused to take offense or feel sorry for myself. I was moving on from my old career, and maybe this PI career would go as well as I’d hoped – if only I could solve this case.

I had a few hours to kill, so instead of going home, I found myself a Starbucks, and settled in to go through my notes. I copied out the remarks I’d jotted down when interviewing Alan and Danny onto index cards, and looked at them critically. I hadn’t learned anything new – but it was important to pursue every possible lead.

I tried to think back on what I’d uncovered so far. It was nothing exciting or unusual – although I was still a little amused by Michelle and her friends’ strategy at the nightclub. That did put an interesting spin on things. I wondered what Esme had thought of her sister’s attitude to life, and whether Michelle would ever get married again.

Mellie was ten minutes late to lunch, but I wasn’t too surprised. I didn’t mind waiting for a little while in the clean, brightly-lit bistro with its faux-wooden tables and workday bustle. Maybe she was swamped at work but I couldn’t help wondering if she was trying to rub in just how busy and successful she was. 

“I’m so sorry I’m late!” she exclaimed when she finally turned up. “Work is just so crazy right now! There’s this new client, and...” She went on for a bit, talking about her new client and all those responsibilities she had. “And it’s so difficult now,” she made sure to add. “Since I’m getting married next spring and I’ve got to do all the wedding planning. You will not believe how difficult it is to find a good reception venue that’s got less than a five-year waitlist!”

“Uh-huh,” I said noncommittally, and we both ordered salads when the waitress came by to take our order.

The whole place was full of people on their break from work, and almost every single woman was having a salad. I felt a little out of place, in my jeans and sandals; everyone else, including Mellie, was either wearing a suit or semi-formal business clothes. Mellie’s top was the perfect shade of blush pink, and I was half-tempted to ask her where she got it, before I remembered that I could probably never afford it.

“So,” Mellie prompted helpfully. “What did you want to talk about?”

“Right. Did you tell anyone else about me investigating this murder?”

“Sure! Lisa and I are super-proud of you! I’ve already told just about everyone I know, and I think Lisa’s done the same thing.”

“Right.” 

That was helpful. Even when they tried to be nice to me, they ended up making things worse. “Um – by any chance, would you be able to give me a list of people?”

“Sure,” she said brightly. She pulled out her phone and started scrolling through her contacts list. “There was a big party on Thursday night and I think we told everyone who was there! Let me see, Aaron, Albert, Alfie, Alison, Ashley, Beth, Brian, Bud...”

I wrote down the names as fast as she said them, groaning internally. About half of them were people I remembered and had met through work. What was I going to do with all those names? Call them all up and ask them what they knew about Esme and where were they last Friday night?

This was an exercise in futility.

I stopped Mellie when she got to the G’s. “Thanks. Maybe you can help me with something else. Do you remember, at that party, if anyone was acting suspiciously? Maybe you saw someone go up the stairs around the time Esme was killed?”

Mellie shrugged. “Sorry. I can’t help you there. People were going up and down the stairs all the time, plus, there were stairs at the back which you couldn’t see from the hall. Lisa and I talked about it afterwards – we didn’t notice a thing.”

I sighed. The investigation was going nowhere, and maybe what I really needed to do was to get a list of all the guests and catering staff from Carly. This was a stupid, stupid case with no shortcuts.

“Thanks for your help,” I said. “I guess that’s all I had to ask.”

“No problem.” Mellie smiled at me happily. “Now why don’t we try to catch up on our lives? It’s been so long – are you seeing anyone?”

I gobbled down my salad as fast as I could. It took me only five minutes – which were spent telling Mellie that I wasn’t seeing anyone, I was taking a break from men (she didn’t need to know that it wasn’t entirely self-imposed), and focusing on my career. Mellie, in turn, regaled with me cute stories of how adorable her fiancé was, how difficult it was to get things arranged for her perfect wedding, and how incredibly happy she was.

An hour later, I was back at my apartment, rearranging my index cards under Jerry’s disapproving countenance. “Why didn’t you take me with you?” he was saying. “I could’ve helped. I could’ve asked questions.”

“Well, don’t be too disappointed. We’ve got about a hundred people to interview next, and you can help me then.”

“Really?” he brightened up a little. “Are we going to interview them now?”

I shook my head. “No. Now, I’m going to go for a run, and then later this evening, I’m going to interview Darren Lindl.”

“Esme’s step-brother? Great, I’ll come along.”

I shook my head. “No. It’s kind of a like a – a dinner interview.”

I smiled to myself, and hoped that tonight would go well. 

Chapter Twenty

I was pulled out of my reverie by Jerry saying, “What do you mean, dinner interview? There’s no such thing! Where’s your dinner?”

“Le Monde Bleu. At eight.”

“Are you kidding me? Do you even know what Le Monde Bleu is?” I shook my head no, and Jerry went on, waving his hands about animatedly. “Only the hottest new restaurant in town! And Darren’s taking you there? You’ve got to be kidding – you have to book a month in advance to get a table.” 

Jerry peered at me and I shrugged my shoulders, trying to hide the happiness that threatened to bubble over into my eyes. If all Darren wanted was to sleep with me, he wouldn’t have bothered with such a fancy dinner place. 

“It’s just a quick dinner,” I said.

Jerry groaned. “This is crazy – you’re using my murder case as an excuse to meet men? I wouldn’t have seen it in you!”

“That’s not true!” I protested quickly. “That’s uh...” I smiled despite myself, and Jerry glared at me.

“You do know he’s a player, right? He never spends more than one night with the same woman.”

“I’m not planning on sleeping with him.” Not straight away, at least.

“Well, I’d hope not! He’s a suspect! Maybe he’s just being nice to you to throw us off his trail.”

I shook my head. “Don’t be silly. We’re not – it’s just an interview. Over dinner. That’s all.”

“Ok, then. I’ll come along with you.”

“No. No way.”

“Why not? You said I could come along with you from now on.”

“I don’t want you messing things up,” I said quickly. “I don’t want you saying stupid things.”

“I won’t say a word. You won’t hear a peep from me. Scout’s honor.”

“You were never a boy scout.”

“Well, whatever. I’ll be good. I promise.”

“No. It’s not going to happen, Jerry. I promise I won’t sleep with him, and I won’t even see him again until the investigation’s over.”

“Unless there’s a lead on him.”

“Unless there’s a lead on him,” I agreed, even though I was sure there wouldn’t be.

“And you’re not going to sleep with him?”

“No! Of course not!” Well, at least not right after the first date.

“I don’t know... the guy’s pretty charming.”

“I’m sure I’ll be able to resist him.”

“Huh.” 

Jerry didn’t seem to be completely convinced, so I decided to gather up my index cards and said, “Anyway, I’m going to go for a run now.”

“No, you don’t have time.”

I glanced at the clock. It was almost three o’clock. “There’s five hours to go. I’m sure I’ll be able to get dressed in that time.” And do my hair and makeup and maybe do a few crunches.

“No, I mean, I set up an appointment with Kevin at four o’clock for you.”

I frowned. “Esme’s ex-boyfriend? How’d you do that?”

Jerry smiled. “We went to the same high school. He was three years older than me.”

“Right. Of course you’d know him. Is there anyone in Manhattan you don’t know?” 

Jerry shrugged modestly, and I sighed. “Ok, fine. And since I can’t take you to dinner, you can come on this one with me.”

“Great! We’ll meet him at the Starbucks near his office.”

I nodded, hoping that for once, I’d learn something new about Esme.  

Chapter Twenty-One

Kevin was a tall, bespectacled man who looked vaguely stressed out. He turned up at exactly four o’clock, checking his watch and glancing around the half-empty Starbucks until he spotted us.

He greeted Jerry with a manly, back-slapping hug, and then turned to shake hands with me. “Good to meet you.”

I smiled and said something polite in response, after which he excused himself in order to get a coffee.

I watched him go up to the counter. This particular Starbucks had comfy-looking armchairs scattered about, and a wall lined with small wooden tables. The few patrons at this hour were mostly business-types who seemed to be meeting clients or discussing work. Kevin fitted right in, with his dark business suit and slightly harried expression.

When he came back to join Jerry and me, he said, “I was really sorry to hear about Esme, of course. So unexpected.”

I nodded. “Yes. Do you – you didn’t think she might have had any enemies, anyone who might’ve wanted to hurt her?”

“Oh no, of course not. Esme was a sweetheart.”

“Why’d you break up?”

Kevin shrugged. “We were in different places. I wanted to settle down, and Esme wanted to focus on work. In the end, we decided we weren’t right for each other, not just then.”

“Are you with anyone else now?”

Kevin smiled, and held up his left hand. A thin gold band glinted on his finger. “We got married last month.”

“Congratulations!” I said. “That’s great news.”

“Yeah,” said Jerry, “I had no idea!”

“Oh,” Kevin shrugged modestly. “It was a little sudden. We decided to elope.”

“Well, congrats, man.”

They did some manly half-hugging kind of thing, and I smiled to myself.

“But back to Esme,” said Kevin, turning to me again. 

“Right. What was her relationship with Michelle like?”

“Not bad, but not too great either. I think Michelle was jealous of the success Esme had.”

“And what do you think about Darren?” said Jerry. 

“Uh.” Kevin glanced at me. “Well. I guess he and Esme got along reasonably well. He seemed like an okay enough guy.”

“Oh.” Jerry sounded disappointed, and I smiled triumphantly. 

“Was Esme seeing anyone else?” I asked Kevin.

“Umm,” he said. “I’m not sure.”

“She told me she was,” Jerry said.

“Well,” said Kevin slowly. “She might have been. I met her a few weeks back and she said she was seeing someone, but nobody knew because it was a secret.”

“And you didn’t believe her?” I said.

Kevin shrugged. “You know how it is with exes. I’d just gotten married, and then – you know, if she was single, maybe she felt the need to make something up. And that whole thing about nobody else knowing...”

I could see his point. “Did she mention a name?”

Kevin shook his head. “No, she wouldn’t say anything about him because it was a secret. And I kind of didn’t push, you know? I figured she was making it up and I didn’t want her to extend the lie.”

I nodded, and made a note. If Esme did have a boyfriend, maybe this mysterious man could tell me something. As it was, Esme seemed to have absolutely no enemies, and there didn’t seem to be anyone out there with a motive to kill her. 

We chatted a bit more, and Jerry and Kevin told each other about people they knew in common. By the time Kevin left, it was almost five.

Jerry caught me checking my watch as we headed toward the subway station, and smirked. 

“Don’t worry,” he said. “Darren hasn’t turned into a pumpkin yet.”

Chapter Twenty-Two

Darren turned up at exactly eight, and I buzzed him up immediately.

“Would you like to come in for a drink?” I said, trying to smile nonchalantly.

He was wearing a crisp white shirt with silver cufflinks, and dark blue jeans. The white shirt set off his tan, and his green eyes glowed softly. He smelled delicious, and I felt the urge to lean forward and stroke my fingertips along his jaw.

“I probably shouldn’t,” he said. “Our reservation’s in fifteen minutes.”

I nodded, and stepped out into the hallway with him. Jerry was in the shower, and I was glad he hadn’t been around to bother Darren.

“By the way,” I said, as we stepped into the elevator. “How’d you get my address?”

I’d totally forgotten to give it to him yesterday.

“Oh, I asked Michelle to find out,” he said. “I think she called someone you used to work with – Nellie? Mellie?”

“Uh-huh.” I smiled and nodded, feeling butterflies in my stomach from standing so close to him in the elevator. But the ride down was over quickly, and then we were stepping out onto the street, where a taxi materialized almost immediately, like a minor Manhattan miracle. It was one of the few times I hadn’t needed to stress over getting a taxi in time, and I leaned back, full of high hopes for our date.

We chatted a bit about our jobs on the short ride over – Darren worked at a consulting firm, and had to travel all over the country. I was still asking him about all the places he’d been to, when we were seated at our table. I found his stories of Florida and the south fascinating, and I was giggling over a tale about alligators and overweight tourists, when Darren paused, mid-sentence, and frowned.

“Don’t turn around right now,” he said in a low voice, “But do you know that man sitting at the table to your right? Two tables back. He’s sitting alone and watching us.”

I froze, wondering if this man might have something to do with the threatening letter I’d received. I gulped, and checked over my shoulder.

My eyes met those of the man watching us, and I frowned. Jerry! What was he doing here?

I turned back to Darren, trying not to let my emotions show.

“Do you know him?” said Darren. “He doesn’t seem to be... he seems a little strange.”

“Uh.” Jerry definitely qualified as being “a little strange”. I didn’t want to lie, but neither did I want to admit that it was my crazy roommate who had no idea what “boundaries” were. 

“No,” I said finally. “I have no idea who he is.”

Of course, Jerry chose that moment to appear right beside our table.

“Valerie!” he said. “Fancy seeing you here! What a surprise!”

I glared at him. “Yes,” I said through gritted teeth. “What a huge surprise.”

“I thought you didn’t know this man,” said Darren.

“Oh no,” I said, turning back to Darren and smiling. “I just – I didn’t recognize him with that huge menu covering half his face.”

Darren looked at me doubtfully and Jerry said, “Yeah, sometimes we go out and when we run into each other we pretend not to know each other. It’s a fun game.”

Thanks Jerry, I thought silently. Now I really sound like a wonderful person to date.

“Well,” I said, looking at my stupid roommate again. “It was nice seeing you. I guess you need to go back to your meal now.”

“Oh no,” he said. “I haven’t ordered yet. And I see you guys haven’t ordered either.”

I pursed my lips and gave him a long, pointed look. “I suppose you should go back and order now.”

“You’re lucky you’ve got company,” said Jerry, making a super-sad face. “I’m just eating by myself. All alone.”

I smiled brightly and said, “Sometimes being alone is good.”

And at the rate at which he was going, I would be alone for the rest of my life. Or at least, without Darren. I needed to find a way to get rid of Jerry, before Darren decided that he’d seen enough of this freak show, and rushed away.

Jerry looked at Darren and said, “Hey, aren’t you Esme’s step-brother? I’m Jerry.” They shook hands, and Darren gave me a curious look. “I’m Valerie’s partner,” Jerry went on. I wanted to bang my head on the table. “We’re investigating the case together.”

“Oh,” said Darren to me. “I didn’t know you had a partner.”

“I don’t,” I said, wondering if I could pick up my fork and give Jerry a good poke with it.

“Well, not technically,” said Jerry. “But I’m helping out on this case. So I guess I should join you guys. You know, that way we won’t have information overlap.”

Before I could stop him, Jerry motioned to the waiter to set another place at the table, and sat down beside us.

Chapter Twenty-Three

Things went downhill from there. Not literally downhill, of course, since we weren’t sitting on a hill, but badly enough that I planned out numerous ways to kill Jerry when he least suspected it.

We drank red wine and ate delicious food, but I was too angry with Jerry to really appreciate either. He asked Darren questions about his work (which was busy) and his relationships with Esme, Michelle and his dad (all good) and his love-life (which he avoided neatly, saying that he was “waiting for the right woman,” and giving me a deep, swoon-worthy look.)

I let Jerry do most of the talking since I’d lost my ability to engage in witty banter or be a charming conversationalist. My mind was consumed with fury, and thoughts of taking Jerry down to Florida and feeding him to the ‘gators.

“Did Esme have any enemies?” asked Jerry, as smoothly as any TV-cop.

Darren shook his head. “No, not that I know of.”

“What about her love-life? Was she seeing anyone?”

“If she was, she was close-lipped about it. I think she might have been interested in someone, but she was really busy with her career.”

“And where were you last Friday night?” 

“I was working late. The night guard probably saw me leave at around midnight.”

None of us ordered dessert. 

When the bill came, Darren looked at me and said, “Would like to go out and grab a drink? Just the two of us? I know a really cozy bar.”

“She can’t,” said Jerry promptly. “She has to get home. Straight away.”

“Well, ok.” Darren looked from me to Jerry, and placed his credit card on the bill, before a waitress took it away. “I’ll just take you straight home then.”

“Oh, no,” said Jerry. “You don’t need to. Val and me’ll split a cab, since we’re going to the same place anyway. Haha.”

I gave Jerry the hundredth dirty look of the evening, which he ignored, just as he’d ignored all the previous ninety-nine dirty looks.

“Well,” said Darren looking at me a little uncertainly. “I guess we should do this again sometime. Just the two of us, I mean.”

I smiled. “I’d like that.”

“After the case is solved,” said Jerry. “She can’t date you before she solves the case. Seeing how you’re still a suspect, and all that.”

“It’s not a date,” I snapped at Jerry. “It would just be dinner. There’s nothing wrong with dinner.”

“Not before we solve the case,” said Jerry, standing up and holding out an arm for me.

God, this must’ve been how Victorian-era damsels felt about their lame chaperones. I glared at Jerry, and looked back at Darren.

“I’m really sorry about tonight,” I said. “I hadn’t intended for...” I glanced at Jerry, and Darren smiled.

“I understand,” he said, and reached out to squeeze my hand briefly. Sparks of electricity danced across my skin, and I smiled. 

He understood? Most Manhattan men didn’t even understand women who talked a bit too much about themselves on the first date, or who had more than two bites of dessert, or who didn’t profess a deep and intense love of yoga and pilates. 

But Darren understood that a girl could be perfectly wonderful and still have a nut-job of a roommate. I was very impressed that even after meeting Jerry, Darren hadn’t run away screaming and clutching his head.

“I’ll see you later then,” I said, standing up slowly.

“Come on,” said Jerry, grabbing my arm and trying to drag me along. “We don’t have all night. You’ve got that thing to do, remember?”

“I don’t have any thing to do.”

“Well, you do now,” said Jerry. “We’ve got to hit Whole Foods before it closes for the night.”

“Goodbye, Valerie,” said Darren softly, “I’ll see you again.” 

Chapter Twenty-Four

As soon as Jerry and I got into the cab, I unleashed my anger.

“Are you crazy? Showing up like that and trying to ruin my evening?”

“It was for your own good,” Jerry said calmly. “I don’t trust that guy.”

“But you need to trust me!”

“I trust you. But I thought you could do with a little backup. What if he turned dangerous? And I know how guys like that work: he’s charming and I know you like him.”

“So what if I like him? That doesn’t mean I’d sleep with him.”

“You don’t have to sleep with him. Maybe he’d get information out of you.”

“I don’t have any information yet!”

“Well, either way, you shouldn’t be dating a suspect.”

I was silent for a little bit, and then we argued for a little while again. Much as I hated to admit it, Jerry might have a point – Darren was charming and I was totally infatuated with him. If Jerry hadn’t turned up, maybe I would’ve told him something I shouldn’t have. And I’d probably have agreed to a second date tomorrow, instead of asking him to wait till the investigation was over.

Still, Jerry’s suspiciousness and dislike of Darren was irritating.

The cabbie dropped us off at Whole Foods, near our apartment, and I followed Jerry as he picked up cooking stuff. That helped me calm down a little: despite Jerry’s other faults, I do love the fact that he cooks. And bakes. And bastes and fries and a whole bunch of kitchen-ey stuff that I don’t understand.

“Look,” said Jerry, “It’s that really nice cooking chocolate! I can bake you a chocolate mud cake when we get home.”

I beamed, and decided that was it. I was no longer mad at Jerry. There’s nothing in the world more effective than bribery with a cake.

“Aren’t you busy trying to stay in shape?” I asked as we walked home.

“Yeah, but we can go running tomorrow and then I’ll hit the gym. We can have a slice of cake each. We’ll survive.”

I was planning on having at least two slices. But Jerry didn’t need to know that yet. I opened the apartment door and stared at the floor. Once again, there was a plain white envelope lying there.

I froze, and Jerry peered over my shoulder. 

“You don’t think...” I let my words trail off, and behind me, Jerry gave me a poke.

“At least step inside. I need to put these bags down.”

“Yeah, ok.”

We walked inside slowly and I locked the door carefully behind myself. I had a bad, bad feeling about this. Jerry put the grocery bags on the kitchen floor. “Maybe it’s just a Chinese restaurant flyer.”

“Sure, nicely wrapped up in a white envelope.”

The hairs on the back of my neck were prickling uncomfortably. I glanced around, as though someone might be watching me. “Maybe we should, uh...” I cleared my throat. “Maybe you should check if there’s anyone in the house.”

“Nah, don’t be silly.” Jerry’s voice was nonchalant and teasing, but his eyes were worried.

I shrugged, trying to act casual. “You hear about these psychopaths all the time. You know, how they break into houses and like to lie in wait for their victims.”

“That’s silly. There’s no psychopath waiting in our house.”

“Great. If you think it’s silly, you check our bedrooms.”

“No. If you’re the one who’s worried, you should check our bedrooms.”

“Seriously? While we’re arguing about this, the psychopath could come out and kill us both.”

Jerry rolled his eyes. “Fine. You wait out here.”

“I’ll put the stuff away.”

“Whatever,” he muttered, as he stalked off. 

I watched him nervously, instead of putting away the groceries. I didn’t even really know where the groceries went; I wouldn’t want to confuse Jerry with haphazard sorting.

Jerry disappeared into my bedroom, and I stiffened, waiting for him to scream and run out. But he didn’t. When he emerged after a few long seconds, I breathed a sigh of relief.

“See?” he said, looking as relieved as I felt. “Nothing.”

“Great. Now do yours. And the bathroom.”

“You do the bathroom.”

“Ok, I will.”

Before I could change my mind, I marched toward the bathroom. I flung the door open, stepped inside, and pulled aside the shower curtain. No-one. I almost sank to my knees in relief.

I came out and pulled the bathroom door shut, just as Jerry was leaving his bedroom.

“All clear,” he said, and I giggled nervously.

“No psychopaths,” I said.

“Yeah. Maybe the letter really is from someone else.”

“Yeah, maybe it is.”

Emboldened by the lack of psychopaths hiding in our apartment, Jerry picked up the envelope and we sat down on the sofa to open it. He pulled a folded piece of paper out of the envelope. When he unfolded it, something fell on the floor.

I reached down and picked it up. And then I realized what I was looking at.

It was a photo of me and Jerry, sitting in Starbucks, chatting with Kevin. I closed my eyes, fighting back the wave of nausea that threatened to grant dinner a reappearance. Jerry wrapped one arm around my shoulders and I opened my eyes.

I took a deep breath and read the message that was printed on the piece of paper: “I told you to stop asking questions. You and your boy-toy need to stay home.”

My stomach felt funny, and Jerry had a strained look on his face.

I took the paper from him and said lightly, “Well, I’m glad we checked our bedrooms first.”

Jerry nodded. “Yeah. And on the plus side, the psychopath thinks I’m your boy-toy.”

I folded the letter and put it and the photo back inside the envelope. “I don’t know why they’d say that. I obviously look younger than you.”

“No, you don’t,” Jerry said half-heartedly.

I put the envelope with the letter and photo on the coffee table, and we stared at it silently. 

“I guess I’m dropping it off at the Precinct tomorrow morning,” I said.

“Yeah. And after that, we’re going to talk to the security guards at Darren’s office.”

“You’re not serious?” I turned to look at him. “We were just with Darren. There’s no way he could’ve left that letter.”

“He knew we were going to Whole Foods. He could’ve followed us, made sure we went inside the store, and then dropped off the letter.”

I didn’t like that idea. “Well, at least we know it wasn’t Kevin.”

We sat silently for a few more minutes, and then Jerry said, “There’s no point sitting around. Might as well go to bed.”

“What about the cake?”

Jerry raised one eyebrow. “You still want cake?”

“I always want cake. And cake’s even more important at times like this.”

He shrugged. “Ok. I wasn’t that sleepy anyway.”

Neither was I. The letter had driven away all thoughts of sleep. It’s not that I was really worried. I mean, so far this person had only sent me letters. And ok, they’d stalked me to the meeting with Kevin, and taken a photo. 

I tried to think back to the scene at the Starbucks – but nothing unusual jumped out at me. Everyone there had been in business clothes, all looking slightly similar. There had been no creepy, one-eyed men with telephoto lenses wearing a cap that said “I’m a Psychopath.”

And maybe I was pondering this all wrong. I shouldn’t be thinking of the person leaving us messages as a psychopath. Whoever had murdered Esme had done so because it had seemed logical; leaving us messages was probably just as logical in Murderer Land. 

There was no point worrying about it, so I watched Jerry put away the stuff we’d bought, and then I tried to learn how to make a chocolate mud cake. It’s not that I didn’t want to go into my bedroom alone. It’s just that it was much more pleasant standing around in the warm kitchen with Jerry. I tried to beat eggs and I watched him measure flour.

When the cake was finally in the oven, Jerry said, “It’ll be a while now. You might as well shower and change, and then I’ll go.”

I nodded. Although he didn’t say the words out loud, I knew that we were silently agreeing to a pact: I’d shower and Jerry would keep an eye out for suspicious visitors, and then he’d shower and I’d do the eye-out thing.

In the end, we only had a small slice of cake each. I could’ve had more, but my stomach was still feeling a bit funny and I didn’t want to make myself sick.

“Remember,” said Jerry when we headed toward our bedrooms. “Tomorrow morning. One hour run, then we’re going off to talk to building security.”

Chapter Twenty-Five

Darren’s office was a large skyscraper in the middle of the financial district.

Jerry called some of his friends and managed to find someone who worked in the same building. When he got off the phone, he turned to me and said, “The place is closed on Saturdays. But there should be a guard who can talk to us.”

I nodded and we set out. I stopped by the Precinct first, to drop off the envelope – and made Jerry wait downstairs. I knew he was out on bail, but I still felt nervous taking him inside.

After I’d asked Sara why she was working on a Saturday (a big, important case she couldn’t tell me about) and handed her the envelope, I went back downstairs to where Jerry was waiting for me, and we made a beeline to Darren’s office.

The financial district was eerily quiet when we got out of the subway, and it felt a little creepy to walk through the revolving doors of an office on a Saturday. 

The two guards at reception watched us as we walked over. One was a light-haired man in his fifties reading a paper, and the other was a young, good-looking African-American reading something on his tablet.

“How can I help you?” said the paper-reading guard, half-putting his paper away.

“I’m a private investigator,” I said. “I’m trying to talk to the guard who was working here last Friday.”

The two men glanced at each other, and the tablet-reader said, “Is anything wrong?”

“Oh no, nothing in this building. But someone gave this place as his alibi – I mean, he said he was here that night.”

“I know what an alibi is,” said the tablet-reader drily.

“Oh, sorry,” I said. “I didn’t mean to imply that. It’s just that – alibi is such an ugly word.”

Jerry coughed suspiciously and I glared at him. “Well, it is. It’s not like the man’s a suspect or anything,” I explained to the guards. “We just want to know if he was really here.”

“Let me guess,” said the paper-reader. “His wife wants to know if he was actually working late, or if he was out with another woman.”

I sighed. “Not exactly.”

“For all we know,” said the tablet-reader, “you’re the jealous wife herself!”

“She’s not,” said Jerry. “She can show you her PI license, if you want.”

“It was a joke,” said the tablet-reader. “We were joking. Don’t PIs have any sense of humor?” 

“Anyway,” said the paper-reader, bringing up some files on the computer in front of him. “The man you’re looking for is Terrance O’Brian.”

“Great.” I nodded and looked at Jerry. “Where do we find him?”

“Well, I’m really not meant to give out contact details,” said the guard.

“Oh.” I looked at Jerry, disappointed, and then looked back at the guard. “Can’t you make an exception? I mean, you would if I were NYPD.”

“Cops are the worst,” said the paper-reader.

“Yeah,” chimed in the tablet-reader. “All that racial profiling they do? It’s disgusting.”

“Well,” I said, trying to find a way in, “It is disgusting. But I’m not a cop. So maybe you could tell me something?”

The two guards looked at each other, and the tablet-reader peered over onto the computer screen and pressed some buttons.

“Ok,” he said finally. “I can’t tell you anything. But you might want to come by the office tonight. Say, any time after nine. Make it any time after ten, just to be on the safe side.”

“Thanks!” I said, smiling happily. “We’ll be here.”

Chapter Twenty-Six

Jerry went off to the gym, and I made an important phone call.

“Veronica Bates? Hi, you don’t know me, but you’ve probably heard the news about the lawyer who was representing you?”

She had heard the news, and after I explained to her that I was a PI looking into the case, I asked if she’d be willing to meet me for a quick chat.

“Ok,” she said, sounding a little doubtful. “How about this afternoon, for coffee?”

“That sounds great! Would the Upper West Side work for you? It would? Excellent.” I gave her the address of a quiet café near my apartment, and we hung up, promising to see each other soon.

I thought back to Kevin and Jerry telling me that Esme had claimed to have a boyfriend. Darren said he didn’t know anything about that, but I wondered if there was a smidgeon of truth to what Esme had told Kevin and Jerry.  

The more I thought about it, the more likely it seemed that Esme did, in fact, have a secret boyfriend. Maybe Michelle would know something.

“I’m in the Hamptons tonight,” Michelle said when she answered her phone, “But maybe we can meet tomorrow. I’ve got a brunch at that place, Jane’s, near the High Line?” I didn’t know it, but I figured I could look it up online. “I can meet you afterwards, at twelve?”

“Great, I’ll be there!”

We hung up, and I flipped open my laptop to find the café she was talking about. Although I hadn’t found out anything concrete yet, I got the feeling that I was making headway in this investigation. 

I wasn’t sure what it was, but I could just tell that I was about to make an important connection. It was a strong, gut feeling, and it just wouldn’t go away.  

***

I took Jerry with me to meet Veronica Bates. It was a perfect spring afternoon, but as I closed the apartment door behind us, we glanced at each other and then down the hall.

There was nobody there, and nobody seemed to be watching us as we stepped out the building and across the street. I wondered if the psychopath only stalked on weekdays. Well, we’d find out in a few hours.

The café I’d picked was a little run-down, and only served so-so coffee and a small selection of pastries. The furniture consisted of a few plain wooden tables and chairs, but it was a better place to meet for a chat than the busy Starbucks a few blocks down the street.

Veronica Bates was already waiting for me when I got there. She was a stunning woman with inky-black hair and sharp features, and she blinked in surprise when she saw Jerry. 

“This is my associate,” I explained half-apologetically, hoping that she wouldn’t be scared off. “I should’ve mentioned over the phone, we’re working the case together.”

“Oh, ok.”

So far, she hadn’t run off in fear and suspicion, and I plunged straight in. “I’m trying to find out about Esme. I feel like I’m missing a part of the picture, and I was hoping you could tell me what she was like.”

The conversation paused for a few seconds, as a waitress came by to take our order. We ordered cappuccinos each, no food, and when the waitress was gone, Veronica said, “Esme seemed nice enough. She was a really good lawyer, and I felt comfortable with her, because you know, she was also a woman.”

“Right.” I nodded. “What was the case about?”

Veronica glanced at Jerry and I said, “He can leave if you’re not comfortable.”

Veronica shook her head. “No, it’s fine. It was a... well, I brought charges against my boss. Former boss, I mean.”

“Oh.”

She spoke slowly, trying to find the right words. “He was... always very complimentary. He was always saying things, and they made me uncomfortable. So I went to HR, and they said they’d have a word with him. But he didn’t change.”

I frowned, not liking where this was going. It was uncomfortably like what had happened to me, and how I’d gotten fired two years ago.

Veronica stopped talking when she saw the waitress approaching us with the coffees, and she waited till the waitress had left before she started talking again. “I thought HR hadn’t said anything to him. So I spoke to him myself. I said I didn’t like some of the things he said. He laughed about it, but then I got angry and said that I’d speak with his boss.”

I pursed my lips and nodded. “How’d that go?”

Veronica smiled bitterly. “Well, next thing I know, I’m being fired. For tardiness! I’ve never been tardy in my life!” Her eyes clouded up. “And of course I can’t get another job. Because they won’t give me a recommendation.”

I reached over and squeezed her hand. “That must be so tough.” I knew just how tough, but I didn’t mention that.

Veronica nodded. “It’s not like I want a lot of money. I just want to be able to pay my bills, and get another job.”

I pushed aside my memories, and forced myself to concentrate on what she was saying, but it was hard. When she stopped talking, I couldn’t find anything to say. Thankfully, Jerry jumped in. “That’s terrible. But was Esme helping you get a settlement?”

Veronica nodded. “Oh, yes. Esme did a lot of digging and found out that my boss had been in trouble with HR at his previous job. And then she said that if the HR person I’d spoken to was subpoenaed, they’d admit in court that I’d complained about it a few weeks before getting fired.”

“Wow.” I was impressed, and proud of Esme.

Jerry said, “So you were just about to settle?”

“No, Esme said to keep pushing for more. But the talks were going well.”

“That’s great!” I felt happy for her. It would’ve been easy for me to envy her, given the similarities between how we’d lost our jobs, but my situation had been different. I’d had no legal options, and nobody other than my family had believed me. Veronica had a whole group of people supporting her and I was glad that for once, an innocent woman wouldn’t have to suffer. 

Jerry said, “Did you and Esme get on well?”

“Of course,” said Veronica. “She was very good to me. Always went out of her way for me.”

“Like how?” said Jerry.

“Well, one time, when things weren’t going well, and the case had just started, I wanted to give up. I called Esme and told her I’d just drop the whole thing. But then she took me out for drinks, and convinced me to stick it out.”

“Where’d you go for drinks?” asked Jerry.

“Belvedere’s.”

Jerry nodded. “Fancy.”

“Yeah. We hung out for a few hours, and then she had to leave because she had dinner plans.”

I sat up a little straighter. “Do you know who with?”

Veronica looked at me, amused by my sudden alertness. “No. But I’d assume with a boyfriend.”

Jerry and I exchanged glances, and I said, “What makes you say that?”

Veronica shrugged. “Oh, I don’t know. The fact that when she was leaving she said something like, ‘I have to rush off to my dinner date.’ Why’d she call it a date if it wasn’t a boyfriend?”

Why indeed?

“I told you she was seeing someone,” said Jerry triumphantly.

Veronica gave me a puzzled look.

“He asked her out, once,” I explained to her.

She smiled at Jerry sympathetically. “Well, I’m pretty sure she had a boyfriend.”

I nodded. Even though we didn’t have any concrete evidence, I felt that way myself.  

***

After a quick dinner at home – for once, Jerry agreed to have takeout! – we headed back to the financial district.

The earlier creepiness of the morning was nothing compared to how empty and silent the streets were on a Saturday night. I was glad I had Jerry there with me – it seemed like the perfect hangout for rapists and murderers. 

When we got to the building, the revolving door refused to move. So we walked over to the side, where there was a glass door, and a big red button labelled, “After Hours Visitors, Please Press.”

As after-hours visitors, we pressed the button down for a few seconds. It took almost two minutes before a wide, middle-aged guard with wiry brown hair opened the door.

“Yes?” 

“Are you Terrence O’Brian?” I said.

He looked at me suspiciously. “Yes?”

“My name’s Valerie Inkerman, I’m a private investigator.”

“Uh-huh.”

I explained to him that I was investigating a murder, but his enthusiasm level didn’t go up one notch. I suppose anyone who goes into the financial district on a Saturday night is someone to be regarded with skepticism, but the reasoning didn’t make me feel any better.

“Did you see anyone leaving work last Friday night, at around midnight?” I asked.

Terrence gave me a funny look. “That’s more than a week ago.”

“I know,” Jerry said. “But it was a Friday night, and midnight. I’m sure most people don’t leave work then.”

Terrence pursed his lips and looked from Jerry to me. 

“Please think back,” I said. “We’d really appreciate it.”

“Ok,” he said. “I’ve thunk back.”

“And?” I said hopefully. His words would exonerate Darren.

Terrence shrugged. “Sorry. I don’t remember seeing anyone.”

I stared at him, shocked.

“Really?” said Jerry, sounding overly happy. “Are you sure? No-one left around midnight?”

“Nope.”

“Maybe he left a little earlier,” I said desperately. “Or a little later. Let me find a photo for you.”

I fished my smartphone out of my bag, and Terrence crossed his arms over his chest as I Googled up images of Darren. Thankfully, I found one that seemed pretty recent.

“Have you seen this man?” I asked, shoving my phone in his face.

Terrence stared at it for a few seconds, and then shook his head. “Nope.”

I looked at Jerry. “Maybe it’s an old photo. Maybe you’ve got a better one?”

It was a desperate hope – there was no reason for Jerry to carry around photos of Darren, but I tried.

Jerry shook his head. “Nope. Sorry.”

I looked at Terrence again. “Are you sure you haven’t seen him? Are you sure?”

Terrence sighed and gave Jerry a long look. I turned just in time to see Jerry shrugging slightly.

“Maybe you fell asleep,” I suggested. “It must get boring working nights, and midnight is pretty late.” 

Terrence gave me an angry look and was about to step away. “Please don’t leave!” I said. “I didn’t mean that you were lazy. I mean, I didn’t, uh...”

I looked at Jerry hopefully and he rescued me.  “Is there any chance at all that you could’ve dozed off for a second or two, long enough for the man to leave without you noticing?”

“There’s a slim chance,” said Terrence. “I was on some cold medication.” He gave me a harsh look. “I’m not lazy.”

“No, I didn’t say that you were! I said that you weren’t lazy.”

“Uh-huh.” Terrence looked back at Jerry. “But even if I didn’t see him, he’d be on the surveillance footage.”

“Great,” said Jerry. “Thanks for your time. We really appreciate it. And I hope your cold got better.”

I walked away with Jerry feeling glum. 

“I can’t believe this,” I moaned. “Darren was so confident when he said the guard had seen him.”

“Hey,” said Jerry as we headed toward the subway station. “Maybe he did fall asleep. And even if Darren had left early, it doesn’t mean he killed Esme. Or was even in the Hamptons.”

“Exactly. He wasn’t at the party. And if he came in later, someone would’ve seen him.”

“Unless he broke in. And was planning to get away because everyone would suspect the guests and caterers, but not someone who broke in.”

“How could he break in?” I shook my head. “This is ridiculous.”

“Maybe. But maybe something was going on.”

“Why would Darren lie about what he was doing?”

“Because he didn’t think you’d follow it up?”

I shook my head. “No, I think the guard just fell asleep.”

But my voice lacked conviction. 

I knew I’d have to talk to Darren – I needed to find out what was really going on.

Chapter Twenty-Seven

The next morning, Jerry and I avoided talking about Darren for all of thirty minutes. Finally, over the pancakes he’d made, Jerry said, “Are you gonna call him?”

I shrugged. “Maybe. I have to think about it.”

Jerry nodded. “I’ll try to find someone who can let us watch the surveillance tapes.”

“Do you know anyone in the security firm?”

“Not really. But maybe I’ll know someone who knows someone. Wow, this is PI stuff is really forcing me to get in touch with everyone I’ve ever met.”

I smiled. “At least they’ll still talk to you.”

***

I turned up five minutes early to the brunch place Michelle had mentioned.

Jane’s was a super-trendy, light and airy café with creamy wooden tables and chairs. The outside tables had large potted palms interspersed between them, and it was easy to spot Michelle – she was sitting at one of the tables with three other women, wearing dark sunglasses and air-kissing her friends goodbye.

I went up to her as soon as her friends had left. “Had a good brunch?”

“Yeah,” she said softly. “But I’m a little hung-over. Had too much to drink last night.”

Well, that explained the sunglasses. 

A waiter materialized and began clearing up the used plates. Michelle and I asked for two coffees, and he nodded reluctantly and left. Once we were alone, I said, “You party a lot?”

I regretted the words as soon as they left my mouth. I sounded condescending and bitchy, and I hated that. I’d meant it to be a polite question, not a judgment on how she lived.

Michelle shrugged. “The friends I was out with last Friday said you didn’t talk to them.”

“I didn’t. I went to the club instead, and watched the video footage.”

There was a brief, awkward silence and then Michelle said, “You must think I can’t grow up.”

She sounded hurt and embarrassed, and I shook my head. “No. I don’t – I don’t know what to think, honestly. I’m sure lots of women your age, with your kind of money, behave the same way. Isn’t Paris Hilton almost forty now?”

Michelle sighed. “I never wanted to be Paris Hilton. Believe it or not, I wanted to be a doctor.”

“Oh?”

“I even did pre-med in college.”

I couldn’t hide my surprise: from what I’d seen so far of Michelle, I’d never expected that. Her words reminded me how deceptive appearances could be. “What happened?”

“I took a year off after I graduated, because all my friends were touring Europe and Asia. When I got back to New York, I decided I didn’t want to be a doctor, I wanted to do medical research.”

“That sounds interesting.”

“I thought so too. I tried to get a job in research, but I didn’t have papers out, and they wanted people with PhDs. I thought I’d apply to a PhD program, but my girlfriends thought I was being funny, and in between going out with them and doing all those charity dinner things, I never got a chance to apply to the programs.”

“But it’s not like you do nothing,” I said, trying to cheer her up. “You do lots of charity work. Organizing all those dinners, plus the fund-raising?”

Michelle shook her head. “It’s hardly any work. And it just makes me feel even worse. I mean, charity dinners? When I could be doing actual, hands-on medical research? You know, Esme had a career. I really admired that about her. I wish I had the guts to just start over – get a PhD and finally get that job. But I think I’ve wasted my chance.”

“No, you haven’t. It’s never too late.”

“You know, it’s easy to talk to you about this because we’re almost strangers. But if I told anyone who knows me, they’d just laugh. They think I’m not smart enough.”

“Then clearly they don’t know you well enough.” I found myself getting angry on her behalf. “If you were smart enough to do pre-med, you’re smart enough to get a PhD and get a job in research. I mean, have you seen some of those morons with PhDs?”

We giggled, and then Michelle clutched her head. “Ow. I probably shouldn’t laugh.”

“You probably shouldn’t drink so much. You should get yourself one of those GRE books and get into a PhD program.”

“You think so?”

I nodded. “I know so.” 

The waiter arrived with our coffees, and after a snooty, “Are you sure you don’t want to order anything else?” (yes, we were sure) he disappeared again. 

Michelle said, “But you didn’t come down here to listen to me complain about my privileged life. God, you must think I’m so spoiled.”

I shook my head. “No. It’s understandable to want a career. It doesn’t matter how much money you have, everyone needs something that gives their life meaning.”

Michelle smiled at me gratefully. “Thanks. Now what did you want to ask me about Esme?”

“Did she have a boyfriend?” I couldn’t see Michelle’s eyes behind her dark glasses, but I thought she paused for a moment. “I keep hearing that she had a secret boyfriend nobody knew about.”

“You know,” said Michelle slowly, “I never really asked her much about her personal life. She was so busy with her career – and I was a little bit jealous of it. I thought she didn’t have time for men.”

“But you must’ve asked her sometimes, if she had a boyfriend?”

“I did. But she always avoided the question. You know, I did suspect that she had a fuck-buddy or something on the side, and she just didn’t want to admit it.”

I nodded. “Ok. But do you know anyone who might know a bit more about this mysterious guy? Any of Esme’s friends?” 

“Her friends might know. She’s got these two best friends, Kimberley and Stephanie.” Michelle scrolled through her phone contacts and texted me Kimberley’s number. She was about to text me Stephanie’s details, when she looked up, and went bug-eyed.

A slightly chubby woman with short, curly red hair was approaching our table.

“Michelle,” the woman said, embracing her in a half-hug. “It’s a small town, isn’t it?”

“Sure is.”

“I’m awfully sorry about Esme.”

Michelle nodded. “I know you miss her too. In fact, we were just talking about you. Valerie, this is Esme’s friend, Stephanie.”

Stephanie and I looked at each other. Before we could exchange polite greetings, Michelle said, “Valerie’s a PI who’s looking into Esme’s death.”

“Oh,” said Stephanie politely. “It’s nice to meet you.”

“You too.” I smiled and hoped she wasn’t in a rush. “Would you mind joining us for a minute or two? I really wanted to ask you some questions.”

Stephanie glanced around, but she couldn’t see whoever she was meeting, so she nodded. “I suppose I could. Just till my boyfriend gets here.”

“Right,” I said. “Speaking of boyfriends...” 

I let my words trail off, and I watched Stephanie’s eyes carefully. She looked wary, like she was readying herself to come up with a lie or an excuse.

“I know Esme was seeing someone,” I said softly. “I just don’t know who.”

Stephanie looked at the table and took a deep breath. “I don’t want to betray her confidence. Especially now that she’s gone.”

“But it’s very important. Who he is might change the outcome of this case.”

“You don’t–” Stephanie looked at me carefully. “You don’t think he might have anything to do with this?”

“I don’t know,” I said honestly. “But I do think that he’s very important.”

Stephanie hesitated for a few seconds. I held my breath, hoping that she’d agree to talk.

“Ok,” she said finally. “Esme’s gone, so I can’t see what harm it would do.”

I tried not to exhale too loudly, and waited for her to tell me.

“His name’s Eddie. Edgar Martinez. He’s got some kind of imports business.”

“Were they together for long?”

“The last six months or so.”

I nodded, scrawling down the name in my notebook. “Why was it such a big secret?”

Stephanie shrugged. “I’m not really sure. I thought Esme was just being private.”

“Did you ever meet him?”

“No. We kept asking to, but Esme said they weren’t that serious. And she didn’t feel comfortable introducing us if they weren’t.”

“You know,” Michelle said slowly. “That name sounds pretty familiar. Maybe Esme mentioned him once or twice. But I thought she was just talking about a friend.”

I turned to Stephanie again. “Do you know anything else about him?”

She frowned. “I think he had a sister or something. Esme might’ve mentioned something about that.”

I made a note about it, and waited for Stephanie to think of anything else. When she didn’t, I handed her one of my cards. “I should get going,” I said, “But if you think of anything else, give me a call.”

She looked at the card and turned it over. “I don’t think I will – I don’t know much else. But good luck with the investigation. I hope you can get in touch with Eddie.”

She sounded skeptical, and I smiled politely. I hoped Eddie wouldn’t be too difficult to find. 

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Edgar Martinez was actually pretty easy to find online. There were quite a few business articles about him, and there was a company website with contact details. I decided that I’d call him first thing on Monday morning – but in the meantime, Jerry and I read up on everything we could find out about him online.

“It says here the guy’s a workaholic,” said Jerry. “He’s worth over $120 million, he employees fifty people in the New York office and another fifteen in his Shanghai office, he works late till about eight or nine every day because he takes meetings early in the morning, he loves driving vintage cars and he’s a native New Yorker.”

“Yeah, and on top of that, it says here that Weissman North does PR work for his company. I’ll bet that Lisa and Mellie know him, and maybe they even told him that I’m investigating this case.”

We looked at each other thoughtfully, over the tops of our laptops. 

“For all we know,” said Jerry, “He could be the one sending the messages.”

“I don’t know. He sounds like a workaholic. When would he find time to send creepy messages?”

“And you know what,” said Jerry, looking at Edgar’s photo. “I’m pretty sure I saw this guy at the party on Friday night.”

“He does look familiar.”

“We can always check the guest list.”

“I’ll get in touch with Carly.”

“Anyway,” said Jerry. “Didn’t I tell you Esme was dating someone?”

“Yeah, sure, keep bringing that up. Nobody could ever turn you down if they were single.”

Jerry rolled his eyes. “You mock now, but that’s only because you don’t understand the charms of Jerryhood.”

“Does Jerryhood have anything to do with riding round in Sherwood Forest? Stealing from the rich and giving to the poor?”

“You mock now, b-”

There was a knock on the door, and Jerry and I froze and stared at each other. 

“Expecting anyone?” I said.

“No. Maybe it’s your stalker.”

“Our stalker,” I corrected. Although I wasn’t feeling as brave as I sounded.

“I’ll go hide in the bedroom,” said Jerry. “Then I can do a surprise attack thing if needed.”

I looked at him sternly. “You’re opening the door, Jerry Hood. You and your band of merry men.”

Jerry made a face, picked up a large fry pan, and marched over to the front door. 

“Who is it?” he called out.

“It’s me,” said a man’s voice from the other side. “Darren.”

Jerry looked back at me. “Did you invite him over?” 

I shook my head.

“Ok,” he said. “Should I put the pan away?”

“I don’t know. What if he’s the stalker?”

“Do you really think he’s the stalker?”

“I don’t know what to think.”

There was another knock and Darren said, “Hello-o? Jerry? Is Valerie there?”

“Coming,” I called out. I turned to Jerry and snatched the fry pan from his hand. “I’ll take that. You can get yourself the butcher’s knife.”

He nodded, and I waited till he was armed with the knife, before I opened the door.

“Hey,” said Darren, smiling at me. His eyes crinkled in the light, and he had a hint of stubble on his square jaw. “It’s good to see you again.”

“You too.” The flutters in my chest drove away any suspicions I had about him – almost.

“What’re you doing with that fry pan?”

“Nothing. Nothing.”

Darren glanced behind me and smiled at Jerry. “Hey, Jerry!” He turned to me again and lowered his voice. “Why’s Jerry standing around with that big knife?”

“We’re making something.”

“What’re you making?” asked Darren.

“In this fry pan?” I tried to think fast. What do people make in fry pans? Omelets, pancakes and... “A steak.”

“I didn’t know you had to cook steak in fry pans,” said Darren. 

I glanced at Jerry, who was giving me a funny look.

“Sure you do,” I said. “It’s a special kind of steak.”

“And you need a butcher’s knife?”

“Jerry thinks it’s cool to flip the steaks over with the knife. Anyway, what’re you doing here?”

“I had to see you. I thought we could,” – he glanced uncomfortably at Jerry – “maybe go for a walk, just the two of us.”

“I don’t think so,” I said, taking a small step backward. “I – what’s this about?”

“I kind of need a favor,” said Darren. “I’d rather not talk about it here.”

I shook my head. “I can’t really talk to you until the case is solved.”

“But I thought – I thought you’d have talked to that guard by now. And that I wouldn’t be a suspect anymore.”

“I have.” I looked at him with sad eyes. “The guy says he never saw you.”

“What!” Darren looked at me with wide, beautiful eyes. “That’s crazy! I was there that night till twelve, I told you.” He glanced from me to Jerry. “You believe me, right Jerry?”

“Sure I do,” said Jerry. “That’s why I’m standing here holding this great big knife.”

“Oh my god.” Darren stared at the fry pan in my hand and took a few steps away from me. “You really think I’m still a suspect. You think I might be dangerous.”

I twisted my lips apologetically. “We can’t help it, we’ve been getting some strange threats. You know where I live, you had motive, and now the guard says he never saw you.”

“He must’ve been asleep!” said Darren. “It was that lazy Terrance guy, wasn’t it? He’s always sleeping.”

“He told me he’s not lazy,” I said. “He was taking cold medication.”

“Oh sure,” said Darren. “He must have one heck of a really long cold.”

“Anyway,” said Jerry, “We can’t verify that you weren’t in the Hamptons that night.”

“Check the surveillance tapes,” said Darren. “I’m on tape, coming out at twelve.”

“Yeah.” Jerry sighed. “I don’t have access to them. The security company doesn’t let strangers see the tapes, and I don’t know anyone who works there.”

“You’re kidding, right?” said Darren. “First the guard falls asleep, then the security company won’t let you see a week-old tape?”

Jerry shrugged. “I tried. I called all my friends and all my friends-of-friends. Valerie even called the three friends that she’s got.”

I scowled at Jerry, and hoped my unpopularity wouldn’t make Darren like me any less. And then I remembered that Darren was a suspect.

“Ok,” said Darren, looking at me seriously. “I guess I should go, before you guys attack me with your steak-frying tools.”

“I guess you should,” I said sadly.

I watched him leave, and then I turned to Jerry. “That didn’t go well, did it?”

“No,” Jerry said. “Conversations don’t usually go so well when you’re about to hit someone over the head with a fry pan.”

Chapter Twenty-Nine

I called up Edgar Martinez’s office first thing on Monday morning.

“Hi,” I said to the lady who answered the “General Inquiries” number. “Could I speak to Edgar Martinez, please?”

“Uh – who is this?”

“It’s Valerie Inkerman. I’m a private investigator.”

“Well, I’ll put you through to his secretary.”

She didn’t sound all that enthusiastic, but I still put on a bright smile and chirped, “Thanks!”

After a few seconds of chamber music, a serious-sounding lady said, “Edgar Martinez’s office. Ruth speaking.”

“Hi, Ruth!” I tried to muster up all the enthusiasm I could summon. “Could I please speak to Mr. Martinez?”

“What’s this about?”

“I’m a private investigator, looking into Esme Lindl’s death.”

There was silence on the other end of the line and I wondered if Ruth had hung up on me, thinking this was a joke. But then she said, “Hold on, please.”

The same chamber music came through the phone, this time for almost two minutes. That meant Ruth must be talking to Edgar, I thought excitedly. He was probably checking to see what time he could meet me, and then we’d talk about Esme and I’d ask– 

“Thanks for holding,” said Ruth’s humorless voice. “I’m afraid Mr. Martinez won’t be able to see you.”

“Oh.” I blinked in surprise. “Well, I could come by tomorrow if today’s a bad day.”

“No. He’s not going to be able to see you. Ever.”

The news sunk in slowly. “Why not?”

“Mr. Martinez is a busy man. He doesn’t have time for unnecessary appointments.”

“But this is very important – you don’t understand. He could help solve a murder. He could know things about – hello? Hello, are you still there? Hello?”

The woman had hung up on me. I called back immediately. 

“Hi,” I said to the general inquiries woman. “Could you please transfer me through to Edgar Martinez’s secretary? Thanks, I really appreciate it. Hi, Ruth? It’s me again, Valerie Inkerman. Look, it’s very important that I talk to Mr. Martinez, what he knows could make a big difference to – hello? Hello? Are you there?”

I called back again, and said to the general inquiries woman, “Hey, it’s me again! Funny, huh? I keep getting cut off. Could you just give me Ruth’s direct number please? Thanks.”

I called Ruth, and this time I got only two words in before she said, “If you call this number again, I will report you for harassment.”

This time, I was the one who hung up.

Chapter Thirty

I stared at the phone, feeling glum. “Well, that went well.”

Jerry shook his head. “The guy really does not want to meet you. I think he’s hiding something.”

“You think? I feel like I’m so close! But what can I do if he won’t talk to me?”

“Maybe we can kidnap his dog and hold it for ransom. Except the ransom’s that he’s gotta talk to us.”

“Oh great, we have to kidnap a dog to make this guy talk?”

“Maybe we could kidnap his cat instead.”

“We’re not meant to have pets in this building!”

“Fish don’t count – maybe he has fish?”

“Nobody cares when their fish gets kidnapped. Besides, I don’t want to be a kidnapper.”

“Ok, let’s think. Maybe there’s some other way of getting the guy talk to us.”

“Maybe you can call. Ruth doesn’t know you, so you can pretend to be a businessman from China or something, and we can trick Edgar into talking to us.”

Jerry looked skeptical. “I’m a pretty good actor, but I don’t know much about the imports business.”

“Well, we have to think of something.”

We sat silently, lost in thought for a few minutes, when the phone rang again.

“Hello!” 

I smiled, hoping it would be Ruth. Maybe she was calling to apologize, maybe Edgar had changed his mind. Although I wasn’t sure how she’d found my number...

“Hi Valerie, it’s Darren.”

My heart sank. “Oh.”

“You sound pleased to hear from me.”

“No, sorry, I was expecting someone else.”

“Well, this won’t take long. Just wanted to tell you that I talked to a guy over at Forrester Security. They’ve got the tape from Friday night and you’re welcome to go over to their office and watch it.”

“Are you serious?”

“Absolutely. It’s really important to me that you don’t think that I... Well, anyway, this is their phone number. Ask for Will, he’ll know what it’s about.”

He reeled off a number, and I wrote it down and repeated it back to him.

“I really appreciate this,” I said, just before we hung up. “It’s really good of you.”

“Pure self-interest,” he said. “That vision of you about to attack me with a fry pan still gives me nightmares.”

I smiled and we hung up, promising to talk later.

“That was Darren,” I told Jerry, and explained what was going on. 

***

Forrester Security occupied two floors of a four-story office building in Queens. The neighborhood was crowded and depressing, and the building was an old, fifties-style block of concrete.

Inside, the office was carpeted in muted grey, and the décor was clean and crisp with bright abstract artwork hanging on the walls. But it smelled slightly off – like stale smoke and coffee – and the air of gloominess refused to be chased away. 

Jerry and I sat on a white fake-leather sofa opposite the reception desk, while we waited for Will to meet us. To our left were a handful of cubicles and beyond those, I could make out about a dozen doors leading to various rooms.

A stocky, dark-haired man emerged from one of the doors and walked toward us. When he reached our sofa, he smiled politely and said, “I’m Will. Glad you guys could make it.”

We shook hands, followed him into a small conference room, and sat down. The middle of the room was occupied by a round chrome-and-glass table, and four chrome-legged chairs with sky-blue fabric seats. A flat-screen monitor hung on one wall.

“I’ll be right back with the Friday night footage,” said Will, leaving me and Jerry alone for a few minutes.

Silence throbbed in the air, and Jerry and I looked at each other and made faces. “I feel like I’m here for a job interview,” Jerry whispered, and I nodded. 

“Do you think maybe Darren set this up somehow? Altered the footage?”

“I guess nothing’s impossible. But we’ll know once we see it – it’s pretty hard to fake recordings if they’ve got timestamps imprinted.” 

Will came back into the room, and fiddled about with a DVD, pressing buttons until images began to appear.

The view from the camera showed people exiting the elevators. There was a mirror opposite the camera, with the elevator doors toward the left. Thanks to the mirror, the video showed us the faces of people entering the elevators as well as those leaving. 

At the bottom right-hand corner there was a timestamp.

“4x speed?” Will suggested, and I nodded.

My previous experience of watching the security tape at The Chemistry Club had taught me to expect a yawn-inducing endeavor, and I steeled myself when I saw that the time-stamp at the beginning of the tape said 3:05.

“I need to get back to work,” Will told us, handing us a wireless keyboard and mouse. “But here are the controls. This button’s play, this is pause, and these speed up, slow down and stop. Give me a buzz using this intercom if you need anything – my number’s 9037.”

He disappeared, closing the door behind him, and Jerry and I settled in for a long, screen-staring session. I expected it to be at least a few hours before I saw Darren appear on the screen.

Fifteen minutes later, Darren’s face popped up.

Jerry and I sat up and looked at each other.

“Did you see that?”

I hit pause, rewound a little, and played it at normal speed.

Darren walked out of the elevator at a few minutes before four. He was with two other men, chatting seriously.

They walked toward the building exit, and disappeared.

I couldn’t believe it.

Jerry said, “You think he’s got an evil twin?”

“No. I think he just left for a meeting. He’ll be back.”

Jerry raised one skeptical eyebrow. “Ok, but if I don’t see him after two hours, I’m leaving.”

I adjusted the settings so the video played at 4x speed again, and this time we focused on the faces reflected back at us via the mirror.

Almost an hour in, we spotted him.

“He’s back!” I said.

“Just like the Terminator.”

I hit pause, rewound the footage and we watched again at regular speed. The time stamp said 8:11, and Darren was getting back into the elevator. I let out a sigh of relief.

“There has to be a quicker way of doing this,” said Jerry. “It’s like playing Where’s Waldo with moving people.” In case I didn’t get it, he added, “Darren’s Waldo.”

We settled back in our seats again, and continued watching people leaving. By this time, the building had mostly emptied out. Once in a rare while, someone would appear on screen, moving at a jerky, abnormally high speed till they disappeared out of shot. But mostly, Jerry and I just stared at the empty lobby.

And then Darren appeared again. I hit pause immediately, and checked the time stamp – 12:13 am. Jerry and I watched as he strolled out, beyond the sight of the camera.

“I guess that settles it,” said Jerry. “Darren really was burning the midnight oil.”

“I guess we’ve got no reason to be suspicious of him anymore.”

I smiled smugly, pleased that my instincts about Darren had been right.

Chapter Thirty-One

By the time we got home and had a late lunch (frozen Jerry-baked casserole slices that he defrosted in minutes) I was ready for a nap.

“You can’t just sleep,” Jerry said in dismay when I told him. “We’re so close! We know that Darren was in the city, and that Edgar’s hiding something. And we know Edgar was probably at the party, too. We need to get in touch with Carly and get the guest list and we need to figure out how to get Edgar to talk to us and we need to–”

“You’re giving me a headache, with all those lists!”

“But we’re so close! And we have so much to do!”

“I need to sleep, Jerry. There’s always work to do. Starting work now won’t make that big a difference, but a nap will. I’ll see you in an hour.”

When I emerged from my room two hours later, Jerry had spread out my index cards on the kitchen table and was poring over them.

“Hey!” I said. “Those are private!”

“Not anymore,” Jerry said. “While you were sleeping, I got some work done.”

“Like what?”

“Well, I read over all your notes.”

I fiddled with the Nespresso machine and took the mug of coffee it offered me. “And what do you think?”

“I gotta admit, I’m impressed.” I felt a rush of pride. Yep, I was so professional that even Jerry had to admit how good I was. “Yeah,” he went on, “I was expecting you to have written out a hundred lines of ‘Mrs. Valerie Lindl.’”

I scowled, feeling an overwhelming urge to throw my coffee over Jerry’s smug face. I put the mug down carefully. On the plus side, now that I knew for sure that Darren wasn’t a suspect, maybe I could consider being Mrs. Valerie Lindl.

“Anyway,” said Jerry, as I sipped my coffee. “I have a plan for talking to Edgar Martinez.”

“Oh?”

“We show up at his office.”

“And Ruth’s just going to show us in?”

“No, we won’t go up. We’ll just hang out in the parking garage. The guy works late, but when he comes out to get into his car, we can go up and talk to him.”

“You know, that plan’s kind of brilliant and creepy at the same time.”

“I know. It’s a little bit stalkerish.”

Jerry and I exchanged a guilty look, thinking about our own recent stalking experience. Jerry shrugged, as though to say, “If you can’t beat them, join them.” 

I said, “Speaking of – we didn’t get any more creepy notes, did we?”

Jerry shook his head. “I guess we’re being lucky.”

I glanced at the clock – it was almost five o’clock. “What time do you think we should get there?”

“I don’t know – how about six, just to be on the safe side?”

“Perfect. That gives me time to call Carly and see if she’ll give me the guest list from the party.”

***

At a quarter to seven, Jerry and I were sitting in his car. 

The parking-lot had been half-empty, so we’d managed to get a spot with a perfect view of the elevators. 

“That’s probably Edgar’s car,” Jerry whispered, pointing to a vintage Porsche convertible.

“And you’re sure he doesn’t have a driver?”

“Probably not. This business article said he likes driving vintage cars, so...”

“Right. And you’re sure you’ll know him when you see him? Let’s look at the photos again.”

Jerry pulled out his iPad, and scrolled through numerous photos of Edgar that he’d downloaded from the internet. I spent a few minutes trying to burn the images into my brain, and then I put my headphones on and settled in for a long wait. 

I’d done stake-outs when I was first learning to be a PI, and they were tiring, boring and hunger-inducing. I’d brought two bottles of water with me, plus five energy bars. Three of them were meant to be dinner, if Edgar took too long to leave.

As the minutes ticked by, the parking lot grew emptier and emptier, until only our car and the vintage Porsche remained.

I’ve always hated empty parking lots – they remind me of far too many scenes from bad horror movies. To me, they’ll always be places where serial killers and rapists hang out. Except tonight, Jerry and I were the ones lying in wait for our prey.

At a little after nine o’clock, Edgar Martinez stepped out of the elevator.

He was dressed in a dark business suit and was carrying a briefcase. He looked just like the photos I’d seen of him – tall, well-built, with a bald head and a confident stance.

Jerry and I nudged each other, and I ripped off my headphones. We stepped out of the car in a rush, and slammed our doors closed. Edgar looked at us as we took a few steps toward him.

“Stand back!” he yelled. He dropped his briefcase onto the ground and reached into his jacket. When he pulled his hand out, there was a gun in it.

Jerry and I froze.

“I don’t want to shoot you,” Edgar said. “But I will if I have to.”

I raised my hands slowly in the air. “Mr. Martinez, we’d just like to talk to you.”

“Right,” he said, not taking his eyes off us. He picked up his briefcase carefully. “And then maybe you’d like to stuff me into the boot of that car and hold me for ransom?”

“What’re you talking about?” I said.

“I’ve been warned about this,” Edgar said. “Gangs who kidnap businessmen for ransom.”

“We’re not a gang,” said Jerry.

“I’m a private investigator,” I added. “Valerie Inkerman. I called your office this morning.”

Edgar lowered the gun a fraction of an inch. “Valerie? Yeah, my secretary said some PI was calling.”

“That’s me!” I said enthusiastically. “I’m some PI!”

Edgar shook his head and stepped slowly toward his Porsche, his gun still aimed at us. “I don’t want to talk to you.”

“Please,” I said. “It’s about Esme’s death. I know you were at that party and that you two were dating.”

Edgar shook his head again. He’d reached the Porsche by now. He unlocked it and tossed the briefcase inside. “I don’t want you to follow me,” he said. “If you guys turn up again, I’ll report you to the police.”

“Please don’t do that,” I said. “We just want to talk to you. Five minutes – that’s all.”

Edgar shook his head. He stepped into his Porsche, closed the door, and backed out with a screech. 

Jerry and I stood there, frozen, and watched as he drove off. 

Chapter Thirty-Two

The next morning, I felt ready to throw in the towel. I hadn’t managed to get Carly on the phone yet, but I was sure Edgar had been at the party. I was sure I’d seen him – he looked so familiar.

When I came into the kitchen to get my cereal, Jerry said, “Maybe that gun Edgar pointed at us was the murder weapon.”

“Don’t you have an audition?”

“Yeah, I’ve got one this afternoon.”

“Ok, then stick to acting. Your brilliant plan scared Edgar off.”

“It did not. We got proof that he has a gun. Trigger-happy, much? And he was ready to shoot, too. He wasn’t joking about that.”

I shook my head. “Even if that gun’s the murder weapon, now what? How do we prove it?”

“Maybe we can break into his house and look for some evidence. He’ll be at work now.”

“Sure. And then we can get ourselves arrested for burglary and I can be stripped of my PI license.”

Jerry made a face, but he let me finish my cereal in silence.

Once I’d rinsed my bowl out, I grabbed the phone. “I’m going to try Ruth again,” I announced to Jerry. “Who knows, maybe I’ll think of something to say.”

Ruth answered on the second ring, like the world’s most efficient secretary. “Edgar Martinez’s office. This is Ruth.”

I affected a girly, flirtatious voice. “Oh, hi there Ruth. Is Edgar in?”

“Who’s this?”

“This is Marla. Edgar gave me his number last night and said to call him.”

“Hang on.” There was a brief chord or two of chamber music, and then Ruth came on again, her voice stern. “He says he doesn’t know any Marla.”

“Oh, no, I–”

She hung up with a click, and I scowled. 

Behind me, Jerry laughed. “Like your ideas are so much better than mine. Though I do like that sexy Marla voice, you should do it more often.”

“Ok,” I said. “You try.”

“I’m not really very good at sexy Marla voices.”

I stuck out my tongue, and handed him the phone.

Jerry hit redial and pressed the phone against his ear. After a few seconds, he said, with a thick French accent, “Bonjour, Ruth. I am Jean-Pierre. Would it bee possible to speak with Mr. Martinez, sil v’ous plait? We met at ze business lounge at JFK a few months ago, I theenk he will remember me.” 

I rolled my eyes. Jerry’s French accent was as bad as his Italian.

I expected Ruth to hang up on him immediately, but five seconds later, Jerry said, “’Aloo, Mr. Mahtinez? Pliss hold.”

Jerry shoved the phone into my hands, his eyes wide and crazed.

“What do I say?” I hissed at him.

“I don’t know,” he whispered loudly, “Just say something!”

“Er, Hello,” I said. “Mr. Martinez?”

“Who is this? I knew there was no Jean-Pierre!”

“I’m really sorry, please don’t hang up. This is Valerie, the PI? Please don’t hang up, please don’t hang up, please don’t hang up.”

I held my breath, half-expecting him to hang up.

A few seconds later, he said, “What do you want?”

My body sagged with relief. “I just want five minutes. Please. I know there’s something going on...”

“I’m a busy man.”

“I’ll come to your office, or your house. It’s just five minutes.”

There was another pause and then Edgar said, “Ok. Five minutes.”

“Thank you! Thankyouthankyou.”

“Nine o’clock tonight, my office.”

He hung up, and Jerry and I stared at each other.

This was incredible and unexpected.

“It worked!” I said finally. “Your stupid French accent worked!”

“What deeed I teelll you?” Jerry said. “Ai have dee really good, really very nice and good accent, no?”

Chapter Thirty-Three

I fished my gun out of the “tampons” box, loaded it and stuffed it into my handbag before we drove off to see Edgar Martinez.

“What’s the plan?” Jerry asked after he parked the car.

A vintage Ferrari Spider was the only other car in the lot. The empty parking spaces gave me the chills – it only took thirty seconds to walk over to the elevator, and the lot was well-lit, but the place was still empty and large and our footsteps echoed creepily.

“I don’t have a plan,” I said. “I’ll try to ask him about Esme and the party and then maybe I’ll say that I know it’s his gun.”

“And what if he pulls a gun on us again? I don’t want to be his next victim.”

“That’s ok.” I tried to sound reassuring, but the truth was, I was worried about the same thing. “I’ve got my gun with me. And I go to the range every week, so I’m a decent shot – you don’t need to worry.”

We took the elevator up and walked over to Edgar’s office. The glass door was locked, but there was a big red button next to it that looked pressable.

Five seconds after pressing it, Edgar walked over to the door and opened it for us.

“There’s no-one else here,” he said. “So I like to lock up for security purposes.”

“I see.” Jerry and I walked behind him to his office, our feet sinking into the plush carpeting. There were cubicles to our right, and a few potted rubber plants placed beside the walls. “Do you have lots of security concerns?”

“Like you wouldn’t believe.”

Edgar opened a door, and I was disappointed to see that it was a small conference room, not his office.

“We can talk here,” he said. “After all, you said it’s only five minutes.”

I glanced around the sparsely furnished room – the walls were bare, with a table and eight chairs.

I took a seat and said, “We appreciate you meeting us.” 

Edgar glanced at his watch. “You have five minutes. And then I have to leave.”

“Ok.” I nodded, and took a deep breath. “What do you know about Esme?”

Edgar shrugged. “She seemed like a nice girl. I didn’t really know her all that well.”

“Really?” I said. “Because Esme’s best friend Stephanie told me that you were dating her.”

Edgar stiffened. “I wouldn’t say we were dating.”

“But you were seeing her. You were sleeping together, and you had feelings for each other.”

He looked down and shook his head. I waited for him to say something, but he didn’t. I realized suddenly that the emotion I saw on his face was sorrow.

“This must be a difficult time,” I said softly. “You’re mourning her. But you can’t do so openly, because nobody else knows.”

Edgar looked at me. “I can’t – I can’t discuss our relationship. What else did you want to know?”

“Why can’t you discuss your relationship?”

“Because it has nothing to do with you and it has nothing to do with her death.”

“But you were nearby when it happened, weren’t you? You were at Carly’s party.”

“So what if I was?”

Jerry and I glanced at each other. I said slowly, “You don’t want to admit you and Esme were dating. But I have friends tell me that you were. And you were at the party that night. What happened between you and Esme? Did you have a fight? Did she threaten to leave you?”

Edgar stood up. “I don’t think this conversation is going to benefit either of us.”

He was about to walk out when a loud buzzer sounded.

“That’s the door,” he said. “Excuse me.”

Jerry and I sat there and watched him leave the room. His footsteps grew softer, and then I heard him talking to someone. A woman’s voice responded, and then she laughed; a light, tinkling sound.

I heard two pairs of footsteps walking back toward us. Edgar opened the door, and Jerry and I looked up.

“Valerie,” said Edgar. “This is my fiancée, Mellissa Bosley.”

Jerry and I stared at Mellie in shock, as Edgar introduced us to her.

“Oh, I know Valerie.” Mellie turned to me. “Imagine running into you here! I thought you didn’t know my Eddie-pie.”

I glanced at Eddie, who showed no reaction at the puke-inducing endearment.

“Yeah,” I said. “Good seeing you again.”

“Valerie and her partner were just leaving,” Edgar said. 

Jerry and I stood up, and I gave Edgar a look that I hoped said, “This isn’t over.”

“Oh, I’ll walk them out,” said Mellie to Edgar. “That’ll give you a few minutes to pack up.”

“Thanks.” 

Mellie leaned in for a brief kiss, and then turned to us again with a polite smile. 

Chapter Thirty-Four

The ride down in the elevator was agonizingly slow. 

None of us said anything, but thoughts churned through my mind rapidly. So this was Mellie’s fiancé. And Mellie’s fiancé and Esme’s boyfriend were the same person. I thought back to the sequence of events, trying to fit Mellie into the picture, and when we stepped out into the parking lot, Mellie said, “Is that old blue one your car?”

There were only two other cars in the lot – Edgar’s vintage Ferrari, parked near the elevator and Mellie’s shiny silver Mercedes, parked a few spots away. So clearly the ugly blue Volvo was ours. 

“No,” I said, rolling my eyes. “I don’t know whose car that is. Jerry and I are going to fly home on a magic unicorn.”

“Oh, you’re so funny, Val,” Mellie trilled. “How do you know my Eddie-pie?”

How did I know Eddie? I would’ve known him through Mellie, but instead, I knew him through Esme. And Esme and Eddie had to keep their relationship a secret because of Mellie... Mellie, who’d been at the party. Mellie, who had no reason to want Esme around. Who knew all about my investigations into this case. 

The thoughts jumbled through my mind quickly, my brain filtering through them before I could arrange them logically. 

I froze in place and turned to look at her. “It was you, wasn’t it?”

Mellie looked at me, confused. “What’re you talking about?”

“You killed Esme.”

“You’re crazy. I liked Esme – she was so friendly!”

“Yeah. Too friendly,” I said. I wasn’t really sure about this, but I watched Mellie’s eyes narrow and knew that at last I was onto something.

Jerry stared at Mellie. His mouth was half-open, and he looked like a gold-fish. 

“Val’s right,” he said slowly. “It was you. Val told you all about her work, and it was you! Sending us all those creepy threats.”

Mellie shook her head. “Don’t be silly.”

“I’m not being silly,” I said. “Esme and your Eddie-pie were a thing. He wanted to break off your engagement.”

Mellie scoffed. “Eddie would never do such a thing.”

Jerry crossed his arms. “Really? Because that’s not what he told us.”

Mellie looked at us in surprise. “Why – what – I don’t–”

“You figured if you killed her,” said Jerry, “Eddie wouldn’t leave you.”

“Eddie wouldn’t leave me anyway,” Mellie said. “He loves me.”

“No, he doesn’t. And you know what – I figure you stole Esme’s cellphone after killing her. It probably had logs of you calling her. And it probably had texts between her and Eddie, about you.”

“Huh,” Jerry said slowly. “You know Mellie, I’ll bet you’ve got that cell phone at home.”

Mellie smiled at us and tossed her hair back. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

“Ok,” I said. “I guess you smashed up the cellphone to make sure it couldn’t be traced. But that’s not the only evidence damning you. Once I pass this on to the NYPD and they get a warrant to search your house, they’ll find your gun. The one that killed Esme.”

Mellie looked from me to Jerry and then back at me again. “That’s ridiculous,” she repeated slowly. “You don’t know anything.”

“Hey,” I said, “Now that I think about it, they don’t even need the gun. They can just grab your fingerprints. I’m sure they’ll match with the prints found in that room.”

Mellie gulped. She said softly, “There were no prints.”

Jerry and I exchanged a triumphant glance.

“That’s what you think,” I said.

Mellie looked at us steadily, and then she slipped her hand into her bag and pulled out a small gun. The barrel was pointed at me.

I tried to say something, but the words froze in my throat. I took a slow step backward. “What’re you...?”

“I thought I could trust you, Val. But I can’t. I love Eddie and I’m not about to lose him,” Mellie said.

From behind me, Jerry yelled, “Run!”

I turned in time to see him running toward Mellie’s Mercedes. A shot rang out. I wasted no time in following Jerry, though I wasn’t too sure there was any point. Mellie could just corner us and kill us. I heard another shot, but once again, it missed.

“Your gun!” Jerry yelled, from somewhere nearby.

We reached Mellie’s car and ran to the other side. There was a loud crack and I realized that a bullet had hit the car.

Jerry and I crouched down behind the car. I dug into my purse for my gun. My fingers wrapped around the barrel, and I pulled it out just in time to see Mellie come around the car.

“I hit my car,” she said. “It’s all your fault.”

“I’m a better shot,” I told her, pointing my gun at her. “I practice every week.”

“Yeah,” Mellie said. “But I have more reason to kill you.”

From behind her, a man’s deep voice said, “Nobody’s killing anybody.”

I looked up and Mellie half-twisted and looked back.

This was my chance. In one motion, I dropped my gun, stood up and leaped forward. I landed squarely with my arms around Mellie’s shoulders, and pushed her to the ground. She fell down with me on top of her, her right arm stretched out, gun still in her grip.

Eddie walked forward and pried the gun out of her fingers.

Despite my heavy breathing, I could hear Mellie sobbing softly. “I’m sorry Eddie,” she said, “But I did it for us. I had to. She would’ve ripped us apart.”

“No, Mellie,” said Eddie. “You ripped us apart.”

Chapter Thirty-Five

After Jerry called 911, the cops arrived fairly quickly. We all went to the Precinct, where we gave statements separately.

It was almost eleven by the time we were done, and the three of us met up at a half-empty Chinese restaurant a few blocks down. Over Mai Tais and fried rice, Edgar Martinez said, “I’m sorry I thought you two wanted to kidnap me. My life’s been pretty crazy for a while, now.”

“I’d think so,” I said, “How’d you even end up with Mellie?”

“She seemed so normal at first,” he said. “And I thought we should get married. But then little things she did – like going shopping for Prada handbags and expecting me to pay the bill – got on my nerves. I wanted to break up, but she got all suicidal.”

“Wow,” said Jerry. “Was she really?”

Edgar shrugged. “I thought so. I didn’t trust her, but I also didn’t want her to kill herself.”

“So you pretended to still love her?”

“She said she was doing therapy,” Edgar said. “I told myself I’d end things as soon as she seemed more stable.”

“And then you met Esme.”

He sighed. “That was the real thing. I loved Esme more than anything, and I wanted to be with her, like a real couple. We were talking about eloping.”

“But Mellie found out,” said Jerry.

Edgar nodded. “She fought with me and I didn’t know what to say. And then she talked to Esme, and Esme admitted it.”

“Wow.”

Edgar pushed food around on his plate.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “You know none of this was your fault.”

Edgar shook his head. “I’ll always wonder what I could’ve done differently. I should’ve talked to Mellie’s family. Made them force her to get help.”

Jerry and I exchanged a look. There would always be a lot of “shoulds.”

“You can’t change the past,” I said softly.

Edgar nodded. “After Esme – after the party. I thought, what if Mellie had something to do with all of it? But then I learned they had a suspect. I thought I was the one being crazy.”

“Well,” I said. “At least it’s over now.”

“Yeah,” said Jerry. “For a moment, I thought Mellie was really going to kill us all.”

Edgar shook his head. “You think you know a person. But deep down, they’re really just a stranger.”

Chapter Thirty-Six

Later that night, Edgar told Esme’s family what had really happened, and Darren learned that the case was closed.

He came over to our place the next morning, and I opened the door with a smile instead of a fry pan.

“Can I take you out to breakfast now?” he said, and I nodded.

“And this time,” I promised, “Jerry won’t be there.”

Forty minutes later, Darren and I were sitting opposite each other in comfy armchairs, coffee and fresh-baked Danishes spread out on the low table before us. We’d chosen to go to a small, cozy café in the West Village. Its walls were exposed brick, the food was excellent and every now and then, the brrr of the coffee grinder rose above the hum of conversation.

“So, you’re a successful PI now,” said Darren. “Everyone’s going to know you solved this.”

I shrugged modestly. “I don’t know how successful I am. I mean, this was my first serious case.”

“You’ll do great.”

I smiled. “I appreciate the vote of confidence.”

Darren fidgeted awkwardly in his sofa. “Speaking of confidence. I think, um, remember that favor I was going to ask of you?”

I tried not to look wary. “Yes?”

“I was hoping you’d let me hire you for a job.”

“Oh.” I smiled. “What is it? Employee background check? Finding a lost pet?”

Darren shook his head. “No. I’d like you to look into someone.”

“Oh.”

“She – um – I used to know her in college, back in Cornell. But I lost touch with her after that.”

“Do you have friends in common?”

“Sure. But I don’t want to look like a big loser.”

“And that’s why you want to hire me. So that you can find her without anyone knowing.”

“Exactly.”

I sipped my coffee thoughtfully, trying not to look too disappointed.

Well, at least I’d solved the mystery of why Darren was a womanizer – he was still pining for The One That Got Away.

Dating in Manhattan is all about kissing frogs. You hope that at some point, one of those frogs will turn into a nice prince who’ll make you happy – but in the meantime you’re stuck with a bunch of frogs and an icky feeling on your lips. 

I’d really hoped that, despite his reputation, Darren would turn out to be a prince. Instead, I’d learned that there was more wrong with Darren than just his reputation.

“And you still love her,” I said thoughtfully. “After all those years and all those women.”

Darren shrugged. “I tried to move on. But... Does that make me seem too pathetic?”

I smiled and shook my head. If anything, I was the pathetic one for thinking that he was being nice to me because he liked me: the only thing he’d been after was my discretion in finding his long-lost girl. “It’s actually kind of romantic. But what if she’s married?”

“At least I’d know, instead of wondering forever.”

“What if she’s living on the other side of the country?”

“I travel all over for work. I might as well travel for... you know. Something else.”

I smiled. Well, at least this time, I’d found that the frog was just a frog, no kissing involved.

Chapter Thirty-Seven

Jerry was out when I got home – there was a note saying that he’d gone to an audition. He came back after lunch to find me watching re-runs of Friends and snacking on my microwave chocolate pudding.

“You know,” he said, “It’s not that hard to make proper chocolate cake.”

“Thanks,” I said, snuggling into the sofa cushions.

“That wasn’t an offer to make a cake – I was saying you could learn to bake.”

I gave him a morose stare and chose to ignore the advice. “How was the audition?”

Jerry sighed. “Not that great. I suppose I might as well have some of your chocolate pudding.”

“Too bad, I just finished it. How about you teach me to make chocolate cake?”

Jerry eyed me skeptically. He knew just as well as I did that I wasn’t going to learn anything – I’d just hover around, lick the bowl clean, and then, half an hour later, devour half the cake.

“Fine,” he said. “I don’t have any upcoming auditions anyway. I can afford to eat some cake.”

I got off the sofa and followed him into the kitchen, where I tried to beat some eggs while I told him about Darren. I’d expected Jerry to make some stupid joke about how I couldn’t attract men, but instead, he said, “That sucks. What’re you going to do?”

“What can I do? I guess I’ll try to find the girl. It’s easy work, easy money.”

“Wow.”

I shrugged. “It’s not how I was hoping things would turn out, but I don’t want to be so jealous that I can’t even help someone find love.”

We were silent for a few seconds, and then Jerry told me about his terrible audition. According to him, there were guys at the audition who were as good-looking as Tom Cruise, back in his heyday, and with the same amount of talent. “I’ll never be an actor,” Jerry moaned.

A few minutes after we put the cake-mix into the oven, there was a knock on the door. Jerry and I looked at each other, and I shrugged.

I opened the door and found myself staring at Jerry’s dad. “Kyle!” I said. “Jerry didn’t tell me you were coming over! Come in.”

We went over to the kitchen table, and Jerry gave his dad a surprised hug. “I didn’t know you were coming,” Jerry said, echoing my words.

Kyle said, “I didn’t know I was coming till this morning. And then I just hopped on my plane.”

“Well, it’s good to see you,” I said. “Coffee?”

“I’ll get it,” said Jerry, fishing around for coffee pods.

Kyle and I sat at the kitchen table and smiled at each other.

“I’m sure you remember the bonus,” Kyle said.

“I do.” 

“Well, here it is.”

Kyle handed me a check and I stared at the amount. This was real. For once, I had actual money. I wasn’t broke – I’d be able to pay my rent and my bills and do some interesting PI work.

“I – I appreciate it.”

“I should get a cut of that,” Jerry said, placing mugs of coffee in front of me and Kyle. “I helped.”

“So I heard.” Kyle took a sip of his coffee and turned to me. “Jerry told me over the phone that he went with you to talk to people, and he called up his friends trying to find contacts.”

Jerry joined us at the table with his freshly-made mug of steaming hot coffee.

“Oh.” I tried not to look too disappointed. On the one hand, I really wanted the money. But on the other hand, I didn’t want to be too greedy – and Jerry had helped a little with the investigation. “Do you think Jerry deserves a cut?”

Kyle laughed a deep belly laugh. “Well, aren’t you generous? If it was me, I’d be fighting tooth and nail to prove that the money was mine and only mine.”

I felt my face getting a little warm. I wasn’t being generous – I was just trying not to look like a money-grubbing parasite.

“Well,” I said, trying to be honest, “I’m glad I don’t have to share the money. But Jerry has been a big help. I couldn’t have done it without all the contacts he’s got and his help – well, I could probably have done it, but it might’ve been a bit more difficult. And Jerry’s annoying at times, but I appreciate his help.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Jerry staring at the surface of the kitchen table and trying to hide his embarrassment. This was the first time I’d ever said anything nice about him to his face – which was completely unchartered territory for our friendship.

“I’m glad to hear that,” said Kyle. “Because that brings me to the reason why I flew out here instead of mailing you the check.” He looked me in the eye, and I tried not to fidget uncomfortably. Kyle was starting to remind me of my fifth-grade math teacher when she was about to explain to me how I’d done every sum wrong. “I want you to hire Jerry as your assistant.”

Jerry and I sat in stunned silence for a few seconds, and then we both began to talk at once.

“Oh, I’m sorry, I couldn’t do that,” I said. “I can’t afford to pay him, I can barely pay my own bills and I don’t have enough work and...”

Jerry was saying, “No, I’m going to be an actor, I have to go to auditions, I don’t have time for all this... I mean, I can help her out once in a while but...”

Jerry and I stopped talking and looked at each other, and then back at Kyle.

“You see,” I said. “We can’t do that.”

Kyle shook his head. “I thought you might say no. But I think Jerry needs to grow up.” He looked at Jerry and said, “You can’t spend your whole life going to auditions and even if you do become an actor, I want you to have done some real work before that. Something that helps people and shows you the reality of life. When you become a famous Hollywood actor, people will respect you more because you’ve done something that helps other folks. And the work’ll help you improve your acting, and people skills.”

Jerry frowned thoughtfully, and Kyle turned to me. “And I don’t plan on imposing on you financially, so I’m going to pay Jerry’s salary for at least the first few months.” He slid another check across the table. “Half of this is for Jerry’s first six months’ salary. The other half is to cover your admin expenses of hiring him, and to cover the irritation of having him tag along with you.”

He winked at me, and took a sip of his coffee.

I stared down at the check. It was a lot of money. I wouldn’t mind having a lot of money. I could buy myself a nice pair of shoes. And a nice blush-pink blouse, like the one I saw Murderous Mellie wearing. And I could rent an office and look more like a professional PI. I could do a lot of things with that money.

I looked at Jerry, who was staring into his coffee. Sure, Jerry was annoying, but he did seem to know everyone who grew up in the city, and maybe there would be times when I’d need help during my investigations. All the famous detectives had a partner – even Sherlock had his Watson.

Jerry looked up at me and we exchanged a glance. 

“We’ll do it,” he told his father. “At least for the next six months.”

Kyle smiled happily, and the oven timer went off.

“That’s the cake,” I said. “Jerry, our first order of business is to have some chocolate cake.”

“I might as well have a slice before I leave,” said Kyle. “I hope you two can work well as a team.”

I wasn’t too sure about working with Jerry. He wasn’t the smartest cookie around, and his constant mocking of me did get a little irritating sometimes. But now it was my turn to call him Nancy Drew.

I watched as Jerry took the cake out of the oven, tipped it over onto a large cake-plate, and brought it over to the table. I’d have to teach him to fire a gun, I thought, unless he planned on hitting suspects with cream pies, clown-style.

He served Kyle and me with big slices of cake each. I wasn’t too sure about what the future would hold for me and Jerry, investigations-wise. But at least he could bake – so if nothing else, at least the future would hold many more slices of chocolate cake. 

Table of Contents

Don’t Be a Stranger: A Valerie Inkerman Mystery


Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Chapter Twenty-Nine

Chapter Thirty

Chapter Thirty-One

Chapter Thirty-Two

Chapter Thirty-Three

Chapter Thirty-Four

Chapter Thirty-Five

Chapter Thirty-Six

Chapter Thirty-Seven

About The Author

Join the A.R. Winters Newsletter





If you enjoyed this first book in the Valerie Inkerman mystery series, make sure you check out A.R. Winters’ other books – including Innocent in Las Vegas, which is now available for free download.

Join the A.R. Winters Newsletter
 

Find out about the latest releases by AR Winters, and get access to exclusive discounts:

CLICK HERE TO JOIN



[image: image]INNOCENT IN LAS VEGAS

A Laugh-Out-Loud Cupcakes and Crime Caper 

“I tell myself every day that I don’t hate my job... But there‘s a reason I’m trying to leave the madness of the casino pit to become a Private Investigator.” 

Cupcake-loving croupier Tiffany Black is determined to leave her job at the casino for good. She’s one small step away from acquiring her Private Investigator license, and has her eye on the prize. 

Accepting her first real case – investigating the murder of casino-mogul Ethan Becker – should be exciting. Instead, things spiral out of control and Tiffany finds herself in over her head, as she confronts secretive suspects, corrupt casino henchmen and her mysterious, ex-Special Forces bodyguard. 

Tiffany’s poker-hustling Nanna and pushy parents want her to find a nice man and settle down, but Tiffany just wants to track down the real murderer before he finds her first...

Click Here To Download For Free

About The Author

A.R. Winters loves books, TV series and movies about mysteries, crime capers and heists. She also enjoys a good laugh, so she writes light-hearted, humorous mysteries. 

When not writing, she’s usually eating too much cake.

Connect with her online:
http://twitter.com/ar_winters
http://www.arwinters.com

Message from the Author

Thank you for reading! I really hope you enjoyed the story.

If you enjoyed reading Don’t Be A Stranger, I would appreciate it if you would help others enjoy this book, too:  

Lending: This book is lending-enabled, so please, share it with a friend.

Recommending: Please help other readers find this book by recommending it to friends, readers’ groups and discussion boards.

Reviewing: Please tell other readers why you liked this book by reviewing it at Amazon or Goodreads. If you do leave a review, please send me an email at arwintersfiction@gmail.com so I can thank you personally, or visit me at http://www.arwinters.com

images/cover.jpg
DON'TBEA
STRANGER

A.R. WINTERS





images/image000.jpg
{

-

—p—
Iweany w

LASVEGAS

A.R. WINTERS





