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PROLOGUE

I arranged some Pacificos in an ice bucket and slipped Sarah
McLachlan into the CD player in anticipation of Leah’s visit.
My sister and I love Sarah. She may be the only thing we agree
on. At first glance people always assume our differences fall
into the good girl—Dblack sheep categories, with me playing
the role of the rebellious farm animal, but in reality it’s much
more complicated than that.

First off, although in humid weather my shoulder-length
hair can resemble a ball of fluffy fleece, thanks to the genes
of our now deceased African-American father and our very
much alive Latvian-Jewish mother, my skin tone is much
more bronze than black and Leah’s is a bit on the olive side.
Second, I'm not that rebellious and Leah’s not that good.

The difterence between us lies in our approach to life. My
motto is: Always be true to yourself. Its why I became a
writer. Writing’s one of the few careers in which I can be
paid for being a nonconformist.

Leah, on the other hand, has made it her life’s ambition to
be someone else, specifically Martha Stewart (without all
that messy felonious stuff). She’s not very good at being Mar-
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tha; her ethnicity makes that whole WASPy look hard to pull
oft (despite all the relaxers), she’s not all that creative and she’d
rather die than see her name stamped across any item that
would ever be carried at Kmart. Yet she keeps trying, and
she’s certain that once she achieves her metamorphosis she’ll
have found true inner peace. So it wasn’t a big surprise
when she announced her engagement to Bob Miller. Bob’s
as average as his name. He’s Caucasian of the mutt variety,
of medium build, moderately intelligent and, when in social
settings, reasonably polite if not out-and-out friendly...or
personable...or enjoyable to be with in any way. But as far
as Leah’s concerned Bob is Town and Country’s version of
Prince Charming.

So unless Martha had written a book about the height-
ened social status of imported beer, it was probably a safe bet
that Leah would not be drinking a Pacifico. But Anatoly Dar-
insky might be.

Lately Anatoly had been starring in a lot of my more
memorable dreams. He’s tall, has dark brown hair that matches
his penetrating eyes, a tight physique—you know, all the
good stuff. But there’s more to it than that—something I can’t
put my finger on but that makes me want to put my fingers
on all sorts of other things. Not that Anatoly’s perfect. At
times he can be cocky, egotistical, argumentative—and don’t
even get me started about the defamatory statements he’s
made regarding Frappuccinos. He also hates me.

[ suppose he has his reasons. I did frame him for assault
and battery, and I kind of inadvertently got him shot in the
process, but that was all due to a big misunderstanding. I
thought he was a psychotic serial killer who wanted to
murder me in some violent and horrifying way, and he
thought I was the psychotic killer. Or maybe he just thought
[ was psychotic. That’s the problem with our relationship—
not enough open communication. If we just talked more,
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we would spend a lot less time trying to send each other to
death row.

But now I had another chance with my non-murderous
love interest, for Bob had given Leah reason to believe that
he had been cheating on her, and as luck would have it An-
atoly 1is a private investigator who has loads of experience
proving and disproving those kinds of suspicions. I had to
offer Anatoly an obscene amount of money, but I did get
him to accept the case.

[ kneeled down to stroke my cat underneath his chin.
“Okay, Mr. Katz, our guests should be arriving—"

The buzzer echoed through my apartment.

“—now.”



CHAPTER |

“My divorce attorney gave me a list of everything we

can take from Dan,” she said mildly. “I’'m beginning to

think it would be more humane to just kill him.”
—Words To Die By

Anatoly pushed past me into my apartment without both-
ering to so much as grunt in greeting. “Where’s your sister?”

“Hello to you, too. Want a beer?” I popped the lid off one
of the Pacificos.

He stuck his thumbs through his belt loops.“Where’s your
sister?”

“You see, it’s like this—nobody ever told Leah about set-
ting the clocks forward during daylight savings time, so she
spends half the year running an hour behind.”

He took the beer and threw his jacket over the armrest of
the love seat before lowering himself onto the leather cush-
ions. “I’'m not waiting an hour.”

“Oh, please, I was kidding.” I took a beer for myself and
leaned against the counter that separated the living room
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from the kitchen. “I’m sure she’ll be here in forty-five min-
utes, max.”

“She has twenty.”

“Okay, I know you’re pissed at me, Anatoly, but I'm pay-
ing you a lot of money to sit on your fuchas and drink my
beer, so the least you can do is give her thirty”

“Twenty-five. Why don’t you give me the details of the
case while we wait? Why does Leah suspect her husband of
sleeping around?”

“You know, the usual. After years of inattention he sud-
denly began to shower her with gifts while at the same
time scheduling a lot of late-night meetings, and if that
isn’t code for ‘I'm screwing my secretary’ I don’t know
what 1s.”

Anatoly waited for me to continue and when I didn’t do
so immediately his countenance assumed a more pleading
expression. “There’s more than that, right? Tell me your sis-
ter isn’t as paranoid and insane as you are.”

“Oh, excuse me!” I slammed my beer on the counter. “I
am nowhere near as crazy or paranoid as my sister!”” Anatoly
took a long swig of his beer in lieu of responding. I sighed
and looked up at the ceiling. “A couple of weeks ago, the
night before I accidentally got you shot...”

“Accidentally?”

“We’re not getting into that now. Anyway, Bob told her
he had a dinner meeting with his employer so he wouldn’t
be at Chalet.”

“Chalet?”

“His place of work, Chalet.com. They sell home fur-
nishings via catalogs and the Internet. Think Pottery Barn
but twice as expensive. Bob’s the comptroller. Anyhoo,
that night James Sawyer, Bob’s employer, called looking
for him. When Leah told him she thought Bob was with
him, this Sawyer guy claimed that they had no plans to
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meet. When Bob came home, she asked him how the
meeting went and he said it was great. Gave her all these
details that she didn’t even ask for. Just totally lying. The
next day he got her a pair of 1.5-carat studs. God, he’s
such a pig.”

Anatoly jotted something down in a pocket notebook.
“She have any idea who he’s cheating on her with?”

The buzzer went off before I had a chance to respond.
“Well I guess you’ll just have to ask her yourself” I pressed
the intercom button. “Leah, is that you?”

“Yes.”

[ hesitated. Leah 1s one of those people who uses five
words in place of the one that was necessary. When she did
opt for brevity it was never a good sign. I buzzed her in and
stood by the door in wait.

When she reached the top of the stairs my level of alarm
rose a notch. Her perpetually saturated hair seemed unusu-
ally devoid of products. As she moved closer I could see that
the tip of her nose was a little too rosy and her waterproof
mascara was barely hanging on. She nodded at me in ac-
knowledgement before wordlessly passing into the apart-
ment. She dropped her Louis Vuitton on the floor and paused
while she impassively studied Anatoly.

He rose and offered his hand. “Hi, I'm...”

Leah walked past him to the window and stared blankly
out at the street.

“Great. Just what I need, one more mentally imbalanced
client”

I gave Anatoly a warning look before crossing to my sis-
ter. “Leah?” I put a cautious hand on her shoulder. “Leah,
Anatoly’s the PI I've told you about. He’s going to...”

“I don’t need him.”

[ glanced at Anatoly, who looked incredibly relieved. I held
my hand up to indicate that he was not yet free to bolt for
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the door. “Leah, I know you think that Bob’s cheating, but
it probably wouldn’t hurt to get some proof before you—"

“He already confessed...this morning before he went to
work. I was standing there holding my son, our son, and he
confessed to screwing some pathetic little home-wrecker. He
says he’s leaving me for her. Just throwing it all away for some
twenty-one-year-old whore.”

[ removed my hand from her shoulder and clenched it into
a fist. I was going to kill the SOB. I was going to reach down
his throat, grab his tonsils and—

“All right, then—"

[ started at Anatoly’s chipper tone.

“Sophie, thanks for the beer. Leah, it was nice meeting you.
All the luck with the divorce...”

“There’s not going to be a divorce.”

My head snapped from Anatoly back to Leah. Either I had
just misheard her or she had lost her mind. “What do you
mean there won'’t be a divorce? You just said...”

“I'm going to fight—for him and for my family. I can win
him back, Sophie. I know I can.”

She made eye contact with me for the first time, and I
saw the desperation tempered with what I assumed was
some kind of psychotic determination. I opened my mouth
to speak before I had formulated what the next words
should be.

“Even better, then,” Anatoly boomed. “I hope you two
have a wonderful life together. See you around.”

“Anatoly!” But he was already out the door.

Pig. Men were all pigs.I turned back to Leah.“Honey, you
know you can’t win this one. Even if he did come back to
you, why would you want him?”

“I knew you’d say something like that. I'm sorry if I ac-
tually take my vows seriously—unlike some people around
here. I took a vow—"
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“Yeah, you did. So did Bob. But he broke the deal, Leah.
You can’t honestly think of being loyal to someone who has
no interest in being loyal to you.”

“Lots of marriages survive adulterous affairs. Just because
yours didn’t...”

“And thank God it didn’t! Don’t you get it? Finding Scott
with that Vegas showgirl was the best thing that’s ever hap-
pened to me. Otherwise, I might have actually done some-
thing stupid like try to stick it out in a doomed relationship.
Hell, I still send that woman holiday cards.”

“Sophie, I'm not you and I don’t want to be you. I want
to be Mrs. Bob Miller. That’s my life. Everything I have, ev-
erything I do...it’s all about being Mrs. Bob Miller. I'm good
at it. My life with Bob...well, it’s what it’s supposed to be.
He’s just forgotten that. He’s confused. But I'm going to make
him see.”

“Leah, you can’t—"

“The hell T can’t!” I involuntarily stepped back. I had
never seen her like this. She swallowed and looked away. “I
found a receipt from Tiffany’s. He bought her a six thou-
sand dollar bracelet. He bought it on the same day he bought
me the diamond studs.”

“And what does that tell you, Leah?”

“It tells me that she’s using him. He bought the earrings
for me because deep down he loves me, and he bought her
a bracelet because he thought he had to in order to hold on
to her.”

“Well that’s an interesting spin, if lacking in the logic
department.”

But Leah wasn't listening to me anymore. She brushed past
me and stared at the chilled beers without reaching for one.
“I am not going to take romantic advice from a divorced
woman who talks to her cat” I peeked guiltily at Mr. Katz,
who was sleeping through the current fireworks. Leah
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snatched up the phone from the end table and started jab-
bing her fingers against the numbers.

“Leah, who are you calling?”

“Erika.”

“Bob’s secretary, Erika?”

“I spoke with her earlier. She’s as outraged as I am and of-
fered to help me win him back.”

“I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“Erika? Erika, are you there? It’s Leah. 'm coming over
so 1f you get this message just...just wait for me. I need to
come up with a plan before this goes too far.” Leah slammed
the receiver onto the cradle.

“Leah this is crazy. You can’t put yourself through this. Plus
you have Jack to consider—wait...where’s Jack?”

“He’s with my friend Miranda, and for your information
I’'m doing this for Jack.” She bent over to pick up her purse
and made a beeline for the door.

“Oh come on, Leah, stay and talk to me about this. Eri-
ka’s not even home.”

“She will be soon and if not I'll...I'll just go home and
do the laundry. Bob will need his golf clothes ready for the
weekend.”

“Leah!”

“Goodbye, Sophie.” In an instant she was gone.

Well, that had been disorienting. It had looked like Leah,
but I swear to God if I had closed my eyes I would have mis-
taken her for someone else. It wasn’t her words so much—
although she had used more profanity than I was used to
hearing from her—but her tone that had really thrown me.
It had fluctuated from hollow to restless then back again. She
seemed on the brink of losing her mind.

My eyes wandered to my unfinished beer on the counter.
[ picked up the bottle, then thought better of it and went to
get the vodka from the kitchen. Leah would snap out of it.
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She just needed time. I poured the clear fluid over some ice
cubes, then added a little cranberry juice for color. I should
write something. . .like a book, or more specifically, the book
my editor thought I had already started working on. In four
months [ would be touring to promote my latest finished Ali-
cia Bright mystery, Words To Die By, and it would be help-
ful if T could complete the first draft of the next book in the
series before hitting the road.

I silently welcomed the burning sensation the liquor pro-
vided as it worked its way down to my liver. The problem
was [ wasn’t quite ready to write another murder mystery yet.
It had only been a few weeks ago that some lunatic had tried
to break my head open with a golf club. Funny how being
stalked by a homicidal maniac can knock the blood lust right
out of you. Although I did want to kill my brother-in-law,
Bob. That was promising progress.

[ eyed my drink. It looked a little too red so I diluted it
with more alcohol. If only Leah had gone running off to
her friend Becca. Becca would have told her to kick Bob to
the curb. But Becca was currently touring Europe with her
boyfriend and it was doubtful Leah knew what country they
were in, let alone what hotel.

I took another sip. I needed to relax. Erika may not give
the best advice in the world, but evidently she and Leah had
become close. She would undoubtedly offer Leah the emo-
tional support she needed. This was good. Leah had Erika,
and I had Absolut.

My pet strolled into the kitchen and blinked at me.“That’s
what I like about you, Mr. Katz. Youre quiet, nonconfron-
tational, and it was legal for me to cut oft your balls.”

[t must have been a little after 10:00 p.m., because a Friends
rerun was on. That meant I'd been unconscious for one. ..no,
two and a half hours. The last thing I remember was watch-
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ing a Will and Grace rerun. I had only consumed two cock-
tails (albeit, two very strong cocktails), but the combination
of the alcohol and a good dose of emotional exhaustion had
pretty much done me in for the evening.

It took a little effort but I managed to get off the couch.
Unfortunately, the ringing of the phone interrupted my
journey to the bedroom.I tapped the receiver with my index
finger and considered my options. It rang again. Hell, it was
worth picking it up just to keep it from making that shrill
sound two more times. “Hello?”

“Sophie?”

I rolled my eyes skyward. “Leah, 'm tired, 'm grouchy,
I’'m intoxicated and I’'m going to bed.”

“Sophie, please.”

There was something in Leah’s voice that stopped me. It
wasn’t the desperation that had colored her tone earlier, but
it was unnerving nonetheless. I sighed and leaned against the
dining table. “Okay, what is it this time?”

“It’s Bob...I'm home...I'm here with Bob. Oh God,
Sophie!”

I stood up a little straighter.“What? Did he hurt you?” My
bloodlust was definitely back. I was going to kill him. Actu-
ally, I'd do better than that. In my next book I'd castrate a
philandering husband named Bobby by rigging his inflatable
sex doll with explosives.

“No, no, he didn’t hurt me. He can’t. Oh God, Sophie...
Oh God, he’s dead! Bob is dead!”

My eyes traveled to the depleted bottle of vodka on the
counter. “I’'m sorry, Leah, but I think I must have misunder-
stood you—"

“He’s dead! D-E-A-D.BOB IS DEAD!”

“You mean like dead dead?”

“How many kinds of dead are there?”

“I'm not getting this.” I shook my head in an attempt to
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clear it. “Bob is only five years older than I am. Thirty-five
is a little young for—"

“I think he was shot or something.”

“Shot or something?”

“I think so. I don’t know. He’s just lying there and there’s
all this blood coming out of his head. Sophie, what do I do?”

Well, I wasn'’t sure about her but what I wanted to do was
throw up. “Leah, how exactly did Bob get ‘shot or some-
thing’? Who shot him?”

“How in God’s name would I know? I just came home
and found him in the middle of the living room with a hole
in his head! And our pictures, the framed wedding pictures
that were in the room, they’re all smashed up. No one even
bothered to clean up the glass! What if Jack had come home
with me and cut himself ?”

Excuse me? I lowered myself into a chair and tried to fig-
ure out if Leah’s instincts proved her to be Mother of the
Year or just stark raving mad.

“Sophie, are you still there? What am I supposed to do?”

“I’'m here.” Big sisters taught their younger siblings how
to straighten their hair and apply their makeup. They did not
instruct them on how to behave at a murder scene. “Leah, I
honestly don’t know. What do the police say?”

“The police? I don’t know, they’re not here. Do you think
they’re coming?”

“Didn’t they say they were coming?”

“No, no, I haven’t called them yet....I called you. Oh, So-
phie, he’s really dead! I mean really, really...”

I couldn’t hear Leah anymore, nor was I suffering the ef-
fects of the alcohol. All I could feel was the beginning of a
panic attack. I took a deep breath and tried to make my voice
slow, steady and clear. “Leah, I need you to hang up the
phone right now and call the police.”

I could make out Leah’s quiet sobs on the other end of
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the line. “Leah, this is really important. ’'m coming over but
I need you to call them right now.”

She made some kind of weak affirmative noise. I hung up
and for a few moments I couldn’t get myself to move. This
was very bad. Hours after Bob had informed Leah that he
was leaving her, he had transformed into a bloody corpse,
and the phone records would show that the first number
Leah dialed after discovering his body was not 911, but mine.

I looked down at Mr. Katz who had wrapped himself
around my foot. “What now?”

My first stop was not Leah’s but Anatoly’s.I double parked
in front of his building, ran up to the stoop and stood me-
thodically tapping the buzzer until he relented and came
down. He threw open the glass door and glared at me.

“Get your finger off the button, now.”

“Anatoly, I need help.”

“I'm not a psychiatrist.”

“Not that kind of help—"1 took a moment to turn and
acknowledge a driver yelling obscenities as he maneuvered
around my illegally parked Audi “—although that should
probably be my next stop. 'm here because Leah’s in trouble.”

“Leah’s made her choice, and you're going to have to deal
with that. Who knows—maybe she’ll get lucky and he’ll end
the affair”

“The aftair’s pretty much a nonissue now, unless of course
his mistress is into necrophilia.”

Anatoly’s lower jaw seemed to detach from his head.““She
killed him? What the hell is wrong with you people? Doesn’t
anyone in your family understand that vigilante justice is
wrong?”

“She didn’t do it.” As soon as I said the words I realized
my voice lacked the conviction to make them believable. I
cleared my throat and forced myself to look Anatoly in the
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eye. “My sister did not shoot her husband. She loved him.
Yes, they were having problems, but she was fully confident
that they would work through them.”

Anatoly’s forehead creased and he leaned against the door
frame.“What is this? R ehearsal for when you have to talk to
the police?”

“Why? Didn’t I sound convincing?”

“That’s it. We’re done here. Goodbye, Sophie.”

[ put my foot in the path of the door, inadvertently
bringing myself closer to Anatoly. I could feel his breath in
my hair and, despite his harsh words, I could see the twin-
kle of interest ignite in his eyes as he noted my new prox-
imity. His mouth curved into a little half smile. I know that
people often find themselves craving sex after a funeral but
it probably isn’t healthy to be overcome with lust right after
a family member has been shot. I distracted myself by look-
ing at his feet. I've never been into feet no matter how big
they are.

“Anatoly, I'm here to hire you. I was going to pay you six
thousand dollars to find out if Bob was messing around. Now
I’'m offering you...ten. Ten grand to find out who messed
with him.”

“It’s not about the money, Sophie.”

“What if I raise it to twelve? Then can it be about the
money?”

He was silent for a bit and I kept my eyes glued to his
boots. My friend Marcus always says that if a man’s shoes
match his belt it means he’s gay. Anatoly must be the straight-
est man alive because his shoes never match anything. They
are always ugly and—

“If you hire me I might uncover information that you
don’t want to know.”

The statement was loaded with enough reality to quiet my
raging hormones. I refocused on his face.“Then I'll fire you.”
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Anatoly snorted and looked out to the street.“I can’t be-
lieve I'm going to do this.”

“Great!” I pulled my keys out of my pocket and dangled
them in front of him.“Get your coat and get in the car. I'll
fill you in on the details on the way.”

“I didn’t say I would take the case”

“But you were about to. Come on, no more banter. The
police are arriving at the scene as we speak.”

Anatoly shook his head in defeat. “I'm going upstairs to
get some things. Wait for me in the car.” He retreated into
the building and I ran to my car. I snapped on my seat belt
and put my hand on the gearshift, ready to press it into first
the minute his cute butt hit the seat. Anatoly was obviously
less anxious. He strolled out wearing a generously cut leather
coat and no other visible accessories. Maybe he had all his
James Bond-like spy stuft’ hidden in his inside pockets.

Instead of taking his place in the passenger seat he came
around to the driver’s side and opened my door.“Move over,
I'm driving.”

“It’s my car.”

Anatoly bent down so that he was at eye level.“After your
sister left your apartment, what did you do?”

“I watched some TV

“Right. Did you have any snacks while you were watch-
ing?”

“What would I snack on?”

“Vodka.”

“Vodka’s a good snack. Easy to prepare, light on calories...”

Anatoly smiled. “I'm driving.”

[ gripped the wheel possessively. “Anatoly, you can’t pos-
sibly think I'm drunk.”

“No, I think your blood alcohol level is hovering around
.08 but since we’re going to a place that we know will be
crawling with cops it would be best if we don’t test fate.”
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[ grunted in disgust but relinquished my seat to him.*You
think you know me so well.”

Anatoly positioned himself behind the wheel and ad-
justed the rearview mirror. “I guessed correctly, didn’t 1?”

“Maybe. Or maybe you were playing PI in the apartment
across the street, spying with a telescopic lens.”

“I don’t have to play PI,1 am one.” He started the ignition
and turned oft the radio.“And I also have a life. Which way?”

“We’re going to Forest Hill. You know how to get to that
neighborhood?”

Apparently he did, because he turned the car in the ap-
propriate direction. I spent the first half” of the drive giving
him what little information I had. He listened, only inter-
rupting occasionally to ask a question that I inevitably didn’t
have an answer to. When I finished, the conversation lulled
and I focused on the cars and street lamps we sped past. I
hated to admit it to myself but I was pleased that he had in-
sisted on driving. I consider myself to be a pretty indepen-
dent person but in times of extreme crisis it was nice to have
someone around who wanted to take control. That didn’t
mean [ was going to give him control, but I could take some
comfort in knowing that it was an option.

As we got closer I broke the silence in order to direct him
but I didn’t need to give him the exact address. Once we were
within a block of the house all the flashing lights and uni-
formed officers served as a pretty clear indicator of where
we were going. Anatoly parked several houses away and
pulled the keys out without making any move to get out of
the car. “I'm sorry, but I have to ask you again, Sophie. Are
you sure you want me to investigate this?”

I should have been flattered by the note of concern in his
voice, but its implication frightened me. I shook my head vio-
lently in an attempt to shake oft the dark thoughts that were
creeping in.“She’s innocent, and yes, I want you to investigate.”
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We stared at each other for a beat. Finally, in what seemed
to be slow motion, our hands simultaneously reached for our
respective door handles and we got out and approached the
crime scene.



CHAPTER 2

“Life is like a never ending play,” he said between drags
on his cigarette.““We all have roles to perform and there’s
always some critic insisting we’ve been miscast.”

—Words To Die By

We hadn’t gotten very far before we were headed off by a
particularly butch policewoman who used her hand as a bar-
rier. “Sorry, no one’s allowed beyond this point.”

“My sister’s in there,” I argued. “This is her house.”

The woman was completely unmoved. “You’ll see her
later”

“Well, if it isn’t Sophie Katz and her victim—er—friend,
Anatoly Darinsky.”

I looked up to see the tall, lean form of Detective Lorenzo.
His eyes narrowed as they met mine. He had let his black curls
grow out since the last time I had seen him, which made him
look younger, if not nicer.I felt the muscles in my neck tighten.

“You're the detective handling this case?” I asked.

“One of them.”

“I think there’s a conflict of interest here. You hate me
and you’ve been sent to investigate my brother-in-law’s
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murder. It doesn’t seem reasonable to expect you to remain
objective.”

Anatoly put his hand on my shoulder in what must have
appeared to others to be a supportive gesture. Only I knew
that there would be permanent indentation marks where his
fingers were digging into my flesh.

“What exactly do you want me to be objective about?”
Lorenzo asked.“And how do you know your brother-in-law
was murdered?”

Anatoly loosened his grip, but not enough to eliminate all
the discomfort. I’'m not sure what he thought he was accom-
plishing. Obviously what I needed was to be smacked up-
side the head.

I took a deep breath and soldiered forward. “Leah called
me a little while ago, distraught. She told me she had...
found him.”

“Do you know if this was before or after she called us?”

“I...don’t know. I didn’t think to ask. She loved him so
much....'m really very worried about her—can I see her?”

“Just a few more questions.” Lorenzo pulled out a pocket
notebook and pen.“Did she tell you how he was killed?”

“She wasn’t sure. She said there was a lot of blood and it
seemed to be coming from his head.”

“She called and told you there was blood coming out of
her husband’s head,” he said flatly.

“Mmm, I think that was it. It wasn’t all that clear...you
know, with all the crying and all.”

“And the first thing you did was go out and hire a private
detective? Any particular reason for that?”

Anatoly slid his hand down to my waist. “I was with So-
phie when Leah called. We’ve become...close. I wanted to
be here for her and her family”

He pulled me tight against his side and I could feel his
body heat radiating through his jacket. I reached my arm out
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to return his squeeze, somehow managing to “accidentally”
brush it against his butt in the process.

“Right.” Lorenzo made another note.

I’'m not very good at reading upside down but I think I
could make out the word dysfunctional.

“When was the last time you saw Leah?”

“This afternoon,” I said. “She was on her way to see a
friend...not sure who. Anyway, she stopped by to say hi.”

Lorenzo made another little note. “Did she say anything
else?”

“It was just a basic conversation between sisters. She asked
how I was, inquired about my next book, and then told me
to stop talking to my cat and find a human companion to
date and converse with.”

The detective glanced up at Anatoly.“She doesn’t consider
Mr. Darinsky here to be human?”

“Well, Anatoly has a lot of apelike qualities, so it can be
confusing.”

Anatoly removed his arm.

“How was her marriage?” Lorenzo said.

“Spectacular.”

“Spectacular?”

“Mmm-hmm. He brought home a paycheck and left her
alone,’ I explained. “A woman couldn’t ask for more.”

Anatoly made a noise of disapproval.

“That 1sn’t very liberated of you,” Lorenzo noted.

“Don’t get me wrong, she loved the time they did spend
together, but Leah had a life of her own. She adored Bob
because he gave her the space she needed to maintain her
individuality while still supporting her. And he always made
time to take her out on the occasional date or family outing
with their son. I mean really, how much more liberated can
you get?” It was also complete bullshit. I pretended to search
my purse for a tissue so I wouldn’t have to make eye con-
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tact with either of my current male companions. Hopefully
the picture I had painted of Leah would make her seem like
the kind of gal who wouldn’t get all homicidal if she dis-
covered her husband was messing around with some college-
aged slut.

“Sophie!”

[ looked up just in time to see Leah hurl herself in my di-
rection. She flung her arms over my shoulders and tucked
her tear-stained face into the crook of my neck. “Oh, how
can this be happening to me?”

Lorenzo looked more irritated than sympathetic, but he
did have the courtesy to put the notebook away. “It’s going
to take a while for us to finish searching the house and dust-
ing it for prints. Why don’t you come down to the station
with us, Mrs. Miller? We can finish up the questions, and if
your sister here would like to follow us she can give you a
ride when we’re done.”

“Do you expect to be finished with the house by the time
Leah’s through with questioning?” Anatoly asked.

“Not likely. I'm sure you understand the necessity of being
thorough,” Lorenzo said, directing his comments to Leah.

Leah nodded numbly, and Anatoly took a step closer to
her. “We’ll take Leah to the station.”

Lorenzo paused and studied Anatoly for a moment. “It
might be more efficient if she rode with me or one of the
other detectives. That way we could ask her some questions
on the way over.”

“She’s been through enough without being forced to ride
in a police car like some kind of criminal,” Anatoly said firmly.

My eyes traveled from Anatoly to Lorenzo. It was a no-
brainer that Anatoly wanted to coach Leah on what to say
before she answered any more questions, and it was equally
obvious that Lorenzo would do whatever he could to pre-
vent that from happening.
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Lorenzo smiled and turned his attention back to Leah.*You
know, Mr. Darinsky is right. You’ve been through enough.
The last thing you need is to be dragged to some ugly police
station. Why don’t we just sit in the car over there—"" he in-
stinctively held up his hand to block Anatoly’s predictable pro-
test “—the unmarked car, in the front seat. I’ll have one of the
guys bring us some coftee and we’ll finish the questions here.”

Anatoly’s jaw got a little tighter but he didn’t say anything.
Leah looked to me questioningly for what I assumed was
guidance. Ironic, since if she had ever taken my guidance be-
fore she never would have married Bob in the first place. But
now I was all “guidanced out,” so of course I looked to An-
atoly, who managed to loosen his jaw enough to speak.

“Go ahead, Leah, we’ll be waiting for you here.”

Leah allowed Lorenzo to steer her gently to the proper car.
He stopped to talk to one of the uniformed officers, possi-
bly to request the promised coffee, which was just stupid be-
cause the last thing Leah needed was to be more amped.

Anatoly stood silently with his arms crossed in front of him.

“Where’s the hidden camera?” I whispered.

Anatoly’s brow furrowed. “What?”

“You know, the spy stuft that detectives carry around with
them when they go to crime scenes.”

Anatoly shook his head in disgust. “I was in the Russian
Army, not the KGB. I don’t have any spy stuft.”

Well, that was disappointing. “Not even a mini tape re-
corder?”

“Not even that.”

“Then what the hell did you go back up to your apart-
ment for?”

“A jacket.”

“You are so not worth twelve thousand dollars.”

“You wouldn’t say that if you had ever given me the op-
portunity to get you undressed.”
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I opened my mouth to make a clever comeback, but then
quickly closed it in order to keep the drool in. Not healthy.
[ really needed to try to be more somber. I thought about
Bob’s early demise. Unfortunately that didn’t sufficiently
lower my spirits. I turned my thoughts to Leah’s potential in-
carceration. That did it.

“Do you think she’s telling him—"

“Sophie, do us all a favor and shut up.”

“That wasn’t very nice.”

“When did you get the impression I was nice?”

“Good point. So this undressing thing...is that really part
of services rendered? Because it’s a good marketing tool.
‘Hire Darinsky, he’ll catch your spouse with his pants down,
and as a consolation he’ll lower yours, as well” Really, I think
there could be a high demand for that. But since I’'m hiring
you for more solemn purposes, I think I’ll have to pass.”

“I didn’t actually ofter.”

“The hell you didn’t.”

Anatoly smiled slightly. “I'd forgotten what you were like
when you weren’t busy setting people up for murder.”

“Yep, this 1s me. Spunky and fun.”

“I was thinking argumentative and insane, but you should
stick to the euphemisms that work best for you,” Anatoly said.

I gave him what I hoped came across as a disdainful glare.
“I’'m cold. I'm going back to the car.”

Anatoly hesitated, then carefully removed his jacket and
held it out for me. I couldn’t help grinning while I slipped
my arms into the sleeves. This is what I liked about Anatoly:
he was full of contradictions. Though the jacket was about
eight sizes too big, I managed to find a way to get my hands
into the pockets. Anatoly reached out to stop me but it was
too late—I had already felt it.

“What’s this?”

“Nothing, now just—"
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“It’s a tape recorder! And it’s on, isn’t it.”

“Shh!”

“You do have spy stuft,” I hissed.

“Sophie, this is not the place. We’ll talk about it when
we’re alone.”

“Oh, please, no one’s listening. You just don’t want to
admit I was right.”

“You were right. Now shut up.”

I wasn’t quite as offended by the command now that I
knew I was right. I simply spent the rest of the time smiling
smugly at him while he ignored me. Finally, Leah emerged
from the car and came over to us.

“Please get me out of here.”

My smugness was instantly squashed. Hopefully the fact
that I kept forgetting about Leah’s plight was due to shock
and denial and not extensive egocentrism. I ushered Leah to
my car, where Anatoly once again assumed the role of driver.
Leah refused my offer of the front passenger seat and tried
to open the back door for herself. Unfortunately her hand
was shaking so badly that she found even this task too difti-
cult. I opened it and buckled her seat belt for her before
crawling into the seat next to Anatoly.

The first five minutes of the drive were silent. It occurred
to me that it would have been better if this had happened
back when Leah was under the illusion that her marriage was
successful. That way her final memories of Bob likely would
have been positive. As it stood now, she had been robbed not
only of her husband but also of the right to be angry with
him. Unless of course it had been that anger that had led to
his death. I shook my head vigorously and Anatoly gave me
a questioning glance that I didn’t bother responding to. I
wasn’t going to allow myself those thoughts. Leah was a lot
of things—neurotic, insecure, judgmental—but she also had
a good heart. She was simply not capable of murder.
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“Jack! Oh my God, I forgot about Jack!”

I quickly turned toward Leah. “Forgot him? Forgot him
where?” Images of Jack suffocating in the back seat of her
Volvo flashed in front of my eyes.

“I dropped him oft’ with Miranda for a playdate this af-
ternoon. Oh Lord, what am I going to say to him?”

I doubted it was necessary to explain a father’s death to
an eighteen-month-old child, particularly if the victim was
a man that had a stronger relationship with his laptop than
his son. “Why don’t you call Miranda and see if Jack can
sleep over?”

“I couldn’t. It’s asking too much.”

“She’ll understand.”

“Sophie...”

“Phone.” I stuck my hand between the seats and Leah re-
luctantly pressed her cell phone into my palm. I looked up
Miranda’s number in the memory and pressed Call.

“Allen residence.” The woman on the other end of the line
spoke with a Mexican accent and sounded extremely harried.

“Hi, this is Sophie Katz, Jack’s aunt....”

“Oh, thank goodness! You’re coming to get Master Jack.”

Master Jack? Who instructed their ethnic nanny to call
their charge’s playmates “Master”? “Well, actually I'm not.
You know I think I should explain this to Mrs. Allen.”

“But you are picking him up?” The desperation in the
woman’s voice was palpable.

“I really need to talk to Mrs. Allen.”

“Of course.” Was she crying? “I’ll get her.”

My heartbeat quickened as I waited for Miranda to pick
up the line. What had Jack done now? Polluted the family’s
drinking water with Epsom salts? What if they didn’t let him
stay? I empathized with the nanny, but this felt like a her-or-
me kind of situation, and I'd be damned if I was up for deal-
ing with a Junior Moriarty.
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“Hello? Sophie? It’s Miranda. Is Leah all right?”

“Hi, Miranda. Leah’s...” I looked behind me to see Leah
methodically rotating her wedding band around her finger.
“Leah’s had a rough night”

“Yes, she told me about the affair....”

“It’s more than that,” I began. “There’s been a...an unex-
pected death in the family.”

“I am so sorry to hear that, Sophie. Was it your mother?”

“Mama? Oh, no! Nothing that bad, it was just Bob.” As
soon as the words came out I realized how bad they sounded
and how horrible I was for saying them. Fortunately my rabbi
had informed me there wasn’t a hell to go to. I just had to
learn to live with guilt.

“Bob? What happened to Bob?”

There was absolutely no delicate way of putting this.“He
was shot.” I thought I saw the corners of Anatoly’s mouth
twitch in amusement.

“I don’t understand.”

“I know it’s shocking. We have no idea who did it—a bur-
glar maybe. Leah’s an absolute wreck. Would it be all right if
Jack spent the night with you?”

“Of course, of course.” Miranda sounded a little dazed.
“Consuello will make sure he’s comfortable.”

Sorry, Consuello, you lose. “Great, Leah will pick him up
tomorrow, before nine.”

“No rush, you can pick him up as late as eleven-thirty if
you like. Just...give Leah hugs and kisses from us.”

“Will do. I'll have Leah call before she comes over.” I
hung up just as Anatoly was pulling into a parking spot five
blocks away from my home.

He tossed the keys onto my lap and made eye contact with
Leah through the rearview mirror. “Leah, I'm going to have
to ask you a few questions.”

“No more questions. | can’t take it.”
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Anatoly sighed. We both got out of the car and Anatoly
opened the door for Leah. “I know how hard it is to lose
someone you care for,” he said, “but if you’re going to get
through this, we’re going to have to put the pieces together
so we can figure out what happened tonight.”

“The police are already doing that.”

“Yeah, but unlike the police, Anatoly works for us, not the
state,” I said. “He’ll be more sensitive in his approach to this
and he’ll conduct his investigation in a way that will best en-
sure your protection.”

“My protection? Do you think whoever did this is plan-
ning on shooting me?”

No, I thought that the police had plans to arrest her for
being the “whoever” who did this. “I think you should an-
swer Anatoly’s questions.”

Leah shifted her weight from foot to foot. She is an
inch taller than me, but right then she seemed much
smaller.

Anatoly put a gentle guiding hand on her shoulder.
“Let’s walk.”

Leah nodded and fell into step with him as I trailed behind.

“When was the last time you saw Bob?”

God, Anatoly’s tone sounded so comforting that even I felt
myself lulled into a sense of tranquility.

“This morning when he...told me.”

Anatoly nodded and slowed his pace.“Sophie tells me you
went to see Bob’s secretary after you left her place a little
after five.”

“Erika wasn’t home.”

Anatoly’s pace didn’t change but his shoulders seemed to
get a little more rigid. “What did you do then?”

“I parked my car in front of her house and waited for
about a half hour. Then I just drove. Erika lives in Daly City,
so I got back on Highway 1 and drove down the coast for a
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while. Then I came back up to the city and drove around
the Presidio. I just drove.”

“So you have no—you were alone.” His voice remained
steady.

“Yes, that’s right. I needed some space so I could figure
out how to get Bob back, and now—mnow he’s gone for-
ever. 'm a widow.” She stopped in her tracks and turned
to look at me.“l don’t know how to be a widow, Sophie.”

Leah didn’t look so steady on her feet,and I contemplated
whether it was necessary to remind her to breathe.

“Let’s keep walking,” Anatoly said. We all resumed our
journey to my apartment. ‘“When you came home did you
see anything unusual? Any people walking around nearby or
cars pulling out of parking spots?”

“No, nothing unusual or out of place. don’t think there
were any pedestrians out, and the streets were quiet. I had
no idea...I just had no idea”

“Was the front door locked when you came in?”

“Yes, double locked. Bob is always so careful.”

[ stopped myself from correcting her use of the present
tense.

“Sophie said that when you got inside there were a few
frames containing your wedding pictures that had been
smashed on the floor.”

“In the living room, next to him. The rest of the house
was in order, just as I had left it. But all three of the framed
photos we display in the living room had been broken, and
there was a broken highball glass.”

“A highball glass?”

“Shattered right next to Bob. And there was all this blood.”
Leah blinked a few times. “Do you think it will always be
there?”

Anatoly shook his head uncomprehendingly.
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“The blood. Will it stain the floor? I have a book that tells
you how to get the worst stains out...but there was so much.”

Leah was in shock. That was obvious. I wanted to reassure
her that Pergo didn’t stain, but it didn’t seem appropriate at
the moment. “The blood’s going to go away, Leah. It’s all
going to get better. Why don’t we go upstairs and I'll make
you a little tea with brandy?”

“Yes, if all else fails, get her drunk,” Anatoly muttered.

I shot him a warning glance before escorting them up to
my place. Leah took a seat on my couch without bothering
to take oft her jacket, and I went to the kitchen to put the
kettle on. Mr. Katz strolled into the living room undoubtedly
hoping to cajole some food out of me, but once he saw both
Leah and Anatoly he pulled a U-turn. He was too proud a
cat to beg in front of company.

“After you found him you called Sophie. Did you call any-
one else before you talked to the police?”

“Not before, no. After the police arrived and right before
I came out and saw you I called Cheryl, Bob’s sister.”

Shit, I had forgotten about Cheryl. Usually that was a
good thing, but in this case even Ms. Shallow deserved some
consideration. “That couldn’t have been a fun phone call,” I
said. “How did she take it?”

[t was hard to tell from where I was standing, but I could
have sworn that I saw a spark of annoyance in Leah’s eyes.

“She reacted like she always reacts—lots of dramatics and
lamentations. You'd think that this whole thing was a per-
sonal assault against her, as if I weren’t suffering at all.”

I did a quick double take. That was a bit judgmental.
Maybe Leah was returning to her old self again.“Well, he is
her only living relative,” I pointed out.

“Please. She reacted the same way when Jason Priestley
crashed at NASCAR.”

Yep, she was definitely coming around.
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Anatoly seemed less impressed with her sarcasm.“Did the
police find the murder weapon while you were there?”

“No, I showed them where Bob kept his gun, but it was
missing.”

Great, just great. I could easily remember the debate Leah
and Bob had over that stupid gun. She didn’t want to have
one with a child around but he had insisted that it was a good
security measure for the family. Apparently Bob was wrong.

Anatoly leaned against the counter that divided the living
room and kitchen and shot me a look that said We’re in deep
doo-doo. “Leah, I'm almost done. Do you know of anyone
who might have wanted to kill Bob, or for that matter, any-
one who held any kind of grudge against him at all?”

“No, everybody loved Bob.”

What drug was she on? Nobody loved Bob, not even her.

“He had lots of friends,” she continued.“The people who
worked with him loved him. He was just oftered a promo-
tion. It was going to be announced in a few days. His em-
ployees couldn’t have been more loyal. Erika thought the sun
rose and set around his head. No one wanted to hurt him—
to my knowledge. Unless that slut he’s been sleeping with
wanted to do him in. That’s always possible.”

[ felt like screaming. The woman he had been sleeping
with had no motive. Leah did. She had to see that. She had
to realize how bad this all looked.

Anatoly cleared his throat. “Last two questions. Did you
tell the police about Bob’s affair, or that he told you he was
leaving you?”

“No,I...I couldn’t. The only people who know about that
are the two of you, Erika and Miranda.”

I could tell by the look on his face that we were thinking
the same thing. That was two too many.

“Leah, what’s Bob’s e-mail and password?”

[ handed Leah a Post-it and she scribbled down Bob’s pri-
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vate e-mail address and handed it to Anatoly.“The password
is June21.” She hesitated a moment before adding in a much
quieter voice, “That’s our anniversary.”

Anatoly waited a few seconds for her to reflect, but I
sensed his chivalry was close to used up.

“Any other addresses? His work e-mail, for example?”
he asked.

“It’s bmiller@chalet.com. I don’t know what password he
used there. I tried accessing his messages when I suspected...”
Leah got another faraway look in her eyes.

Anatoly motioned with his hand for her to continue. “I
know what you suspected. So what passwords did you try?”
he prompted.

“Well, I started with our anniversary, of course. We use
that code for all of our accounts, our checking, our various
online retailers....”

“What other passwords did you try?”

“My birthday, the date of our engagement, my name, and
I tried one other before I gave up...what was it? Oh, of
course, the day we first met. None of them worked.”

Anatoly jotted it all down. “Did you try narcissistic?” he
whispered under his breath.

[ shot him a dirty look, but Leah didn’t appear to have
heard him.

“Last thing,” he said.*Are there any questions that the po-
lice asked you that I haven’t, or vice versa?”

“No, I've answered all these questions before,” Leah said.
“I don’t think newly widowed women are supposed to an-
swer all these questions right away. I think they’re supposed
to be too distraught to talk. Maybe I’'m being callous.”

Maybe she was being crazy.

Anatoly studied her. I got the feeling he was trying to pull
information out of her—that she didn’t want to voice. Fi-
nally, he shrugged and joined me in the kitchen.
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“Come to help me with the tea?”

Anatoly didn’t even bother acknowledging the question.
“Meet me at Leah’s at ten-thirty tomorrow morning.”

“Is that a request or an order?”

“Ten-thirty, Sophie. And if you hear anything from the
police, call me.” Anatoly left as the kettle began to whistle.

Leah entered the room and crossed to the stove to turn it
off. “Skip the tea. Just give me the brandy.”

The next morning I awoke to the sound of grinding cof-
tee beans, which would normally fill me with the kind of
inner peace others only experience after visiting the Dalai
Lama. However there was an odd pattern to the noise this
morning. Normally when you grind coffee you press the top
of the coftee grinder for a minute or so until the beans are
as fine as grains of black sand. However the person prepar-
ing these beans was pressing the grinder for five seconds at
a time, and, taking two-minute breaks in between to utter
phrases like “Oh, my head!”

[ pulled on a robe and went out to the kitchen to see
Leah braced against the sink, the grinder currently silent be-
side her.

Her angry, bloodshot eyes zoomed in on me.“Look at me!
Look what you’ve done to me!”

[ didn’t immediately answer. I understood that she was
hungover but I missed the part that made it my fault.

“Why did you let me drink all that brandy?”” She ran her
fingers through her hair, inadvertently molding it into a wing
formation. “How am I going to reevaluate my life if I feel
like my head is going to explode?”

[ pulled out a filter and began to prepare the cofteemaker
for the beans that I was clearly going to have to grind my-
self. “Maybe you shouldn’t reevaluate your life just yet.”

“Of course, | have to reevaluate! Weren’t you listening to
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me last night? I'm not the wife of a comptroller anymore.
I’'m the widow of a comptroller. That’s an entirely different
situation. I have to figure out—OH MY GOD!”

I almost dropped the cofteepot. “What? What is it?”

“This nightgown I'm wearing! You lent me a pink
nightgown!”

I blinked. “I thought you liked pink.”

“I’'m in mourning! I'm supposed to be wearing black.”

“To the funeral maybe...”

“No, no, no, no.” Leah shook her head hard enough to
cause her hair wings to make a flapping motion, then ab-
ruptly stopped as she struggled to regain her equilibrium.
“There is a period of time in which widows are supposed
to wear black, I'm sure of it.”

“Leah, this isn’t Gone with the Wind. No one is going to
blackball you for wearing a pink nightgown.”

She started pacing the narrow kitchen. “There’s a way to
do this...I know, a book! There’s got to be a book that ex-
plains the proper protocol for a newly widowed woman.”

“Like what? Mourning for Idiots? Why don’t you pick up
Emily Post’s book on how to be a socially gracious murder
suspect while you’re at it, because that seems to be the more
pressing problem.”

Leah stopped pacing. “Murder suspect? I didn’t kill Bob.”

“I didn’t say you did, but I'm sure you’ve heard the say-
ing ‘perception is the greater part of reality’ And I'm pretty
sure I know what the police department’s perception is
right now.”

Leah looked bewildered, although how this could have
been news to her was beyond me.

“But once the police start investigating, they’ll see it wasn’t
me. There’s no evidence that could say otherwise because I
really am innocent.”

“Wake up, Leah. Innocent people go to jail all the time on
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bogus charges. It was barely a month ago that Anatoly was
charged with assault and murder.”

“But that’s because you set him up, Sophie. You invited him
up to your place, kicked a few chairs over or something and
then called 911

“Okay, forget about that. How many times in the past cou-
ple of years have forensic scientists used old DNA evidence
to prove that some of the people who have served time for
various crimes were actually innocent? While researching
Words To Die By, I found out that Ray Krone was in prison
for ten years before DNA evidence proved him innocent.
What about the cases when DNA evidence isn’t available?
Do you think the courts get all those right? You need to look
at this realistically and prepare to fight the accusations that
are going to come your way.’

In one fluid movement Leah picked up an empty coffee
mug and threw it across the room. It exploded against my
cabinet door in a burst of ceramic. “I didn’t do it!”

I stood motionless, looking at the remnants of the cup. I
had a long history of throwing things, but that’s because I
have no self-control. Leah, on the other hand, had always
managed to be on the verge of a breakdown without ever
actually having one—until now.

Her action must have surprised her, as well, because she
had become completely still. Then she slumped against the
counter. “I know it looks bad, but I honestly never wished
him dead. I wanted the chance to make it work. Why wasn’t
[ given that, Sophie? Why would anyone do this?”” She slid
down to the floor, buried her face in her hands and cried.

[ reluctantly crept forward and sat down beside her, care-
ful not to get shards of ceramic stuck in my butt. I under-
stood where Leah was coming from. I'm not sure she valued
Bob the individual all that much, but she did value their
union and the life they had made together. Her choices were
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not ones that I would ever have made for myself, though they
apparently worked for her. But Bob’s extramarital affair had
not been one of her choices, nor had his murder. At least I
hoped it hadn’t been. Now, after spending years perfecting
her role as Mrs. Bob Miller, she was forced to redefine her-
self, and she had no clue how to do it.

[ put my arm around her shoulders. “I’ll ask Mary Ann
about the black,” I said, referring to my friend who worked
at Neiman Marcus. “She’ll know what you should wear.”

Leah choked back a sob.

“Do you want to cover the mirrors?” I asked.

Leah lifted her tear-stained face.““Cover the mirrors? Bob
would have hated that. He wasn’t even Jewish.”

“Look, God’s got Bob covered, so now we’ve got to do
what’s necessary to get you through this. The rabbis wrote
out some pretty clear instructions on what we Jews are sup-
posed to do when we lose a family member, and you need
guidance, sooo0o0...”

Leah nodded and chewed on her lip.“I guess it’s not such a
bad idea, but do you think...perhaps just for this morning...?”

“You want to wait until you’ve finished with your makeup
and hair.”

“Am I completely shallow and horrible?”

“Maybe, but if so, it’s hereditary, because there’s no way
that I'm going to go through the day without my under-eye
concealer.”

Leah rested her head against my shoulder, which required
some contortionist moves on her part, but the gesture was
irresistibly sweet. “If you ever try to remind me that I said
this I'll deny it, but honestly—I don’t know what I would
do without you.”

“You're never going to have to find out,” I said, then
reached forward and patted her knee. “And you can count
on me reminding you.”
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If anybody else had lost her husband I would have had the
courtesy to let them shower before me. But it was an undis-
puted fact that Leah’s particular bathing rituals were the pri-
mary reason for California’s water shortage, so I made it a
point to sneak in first. When I had finished making myself
beautiful, I searched the apartment for something appropri-
ate to cover the mirrors with. It took about five minutes for
me to figure out that I had nothing. My downstairs neigh-
bor Nancy sewed. She’d probably have some spare fabric. But
there were so many things I’d rather do than ask her for a fa-
vor—like go snorkeling in a tanker full of plutonium.

[ heard Leah turn oft the shower. She’'d be done in forty-
five minutes max. [ had promised her I'd cover the mirrors
and I didn’t want to renege on that, especially since it was
the only thing that seemed to perk her up. I opened one of
my dresser drawers for the eighth time and glared at its con-
tents. Of course there was nothing of use in there. Gym
clothes, bathing suits and...

My hand reached in and pulled out the first of my many
sarongs that I had collected over time to use as bathing suit
covers and skirts during the years that it was fashionable. I
shook it out and held it up to the full-length mirror fastened
to the closet door. It was the right length. I had seven sarongs
and five mirrors. Perfect. I hurried around the apartment
hanging up my exotic mourning sheaths. By the time Leah
was done I was waiting outside the bathroom holding the
sarong | intended to hang in there. Leah opened the door
and looked at it questioningly.

“Are you going on a cruise?”

“These are for the mirrors. I didn’t have any black cloth.”

“Are you kidding? It’s going to look like we’re holding a
luau.”

“A very somber luau.”
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Leah shook her head.“Sophie.”

“I put the black one with the purple and turquoise fish in
the living room.”

“I gave that to you when you got accepted into USF! I
can’t believe you still have it!”

“I take it with me on every beach vacation.”

“Well, I guess it’s okay. After all, you're putting the red one
in the bathroom and the one I gave you is predominantly
black...”

“And if you’ll recall, the fish on it are wearing very seri-
ous expressions.”

“Bob loved fish.” And that was it—Leah was in tears again.

I hugged her and tried to conjure up some fond mem-
ories of Bob ordering halibut. I wanted to feel more sad
about this, if for no other reason than to prove to myself
that I wasn’t a sociopath, but my main emotion at the mo-
ment was relief. If Leah could just have another breakdown
over Bob’s eating habits in front of the police, that might
sway their opinions in the right direction. Leah wiped her
tears and tried to smooth a crease in a skirt that I had lent
her. I slipped past her and covered the last mirror. I heard
Leah gasp in what I took to be horror as I pushed in the
last thumbtack. “Oh, come on, Leah, it’s a mellow red.”

“It’s not the sarong—I just remembered what I forgot.”

“Which is?”

“Mama.”

“Shit!” I locked eyes with Leah. If Mama came for a visit
and discovered a tube of Monistat 7 in the bathroom drawer
you could count on her demanding to know why the of-
fending offspring hadn’t called her the minute she felt an itch.
Forgetting to call to let her know her son-in-law was mur-
dered was not going to go over well. I glanced at my watch.
“She must not have watched the morning news or she would
have called by now—"
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The phone rang. Leah looked like she had just swallowed
her tongue and I felt the threat of a migraine.

“It could be a reporter looking for a quote,” I said.

“Do you have caller ID?”

“No, but I'm going to get it any day now.”

“How helpful”

Leah and I walked over to the phone and stared at it as
it rang for the fourth time. I decided to live dangerously
and pick it up right before the answering machine did it
for me. “Hel—"

“What kind of child doesn’t call her mother when her sis-
ter’s schlemiel husband has come to a schwartzen sof?”

The more excited Mama got, the more Yiddish she used.
[ wasn’t exactly fluent in the language but I knew that to
come to a schwartzen sof was to come to a bad end and that
schlemiel was a polite way of calling Bob a prick. I cleared
my throat.

“Mama, it really wasn’t my place to call you—Leah should
have done that”” I winced as soon as I said it. It was an un-
fortunate force of habit to transfer my mother’s wrath onto
my younger sister. | mouthed the word sorry to Leah. She in
turn gave me what I had come to know as the “I'm going
to get you for that” look.

“So where’s your sister and the lobbus? Are they all right?”

“Leah and Jack are fine. Jack slept over at a friend’s house
and Leah’s...” Leah began to shake her head furiously at me.
“Leah’s here, but she’s asleep.”

“At ten in the morning she sleeps?”

“Well, she didn’t sleep much last night. As you pointed out,
her husband was killed.”

“So who shot him? Was he some kind of criminal? If I
find out that he got my Leah mixed up in any kind of
monkey business I'll...T'll give him the Einhoreh, that’s
what I'll do.”
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“What good—or bad—is the evil eye going to do now
that he’s already dead?” I heard Leah choke back another sob
and I mentally slapped myself.

Mama muttered some more Yiddish before coming back
to English. “Enough with the sleeping—put Leah on the
phone.”

[t was tempting to think that Mama was just being insen-
sitive to my sister’s need for rest, but it was more likely that
she knew I was lying, which was impressive because I'm a
pretty good liar.

I took a moment to weigh my loyalty to my sister against
my desperate desire to get oft the phone. Fortunately, I didn’t
have to make the choice because Leah, in what I assume was
an unexpected attack of altruism, took the phone from me.

“I'm here, Mama. Yes, I'm okay...Jack’s okay... No, I
haven’t eaten anything today...”

[ left the room to allow Leah some privacy and to avoid
being stuck with the phone again.



CHAPTER 3

Alicia let out an exasperated sigh. “Dead people are al-
ways so much more likable than the rest of us.”
—Words To Die By

Leah and I were only fifteen minutes late in meeting Ana-
toly at her house. This was a new record for Leah, but for
some reason Anatoly didn’t look like he was in the mood
for handing out gold stars.

“Can we go in now?” he asked.

“Hello?” I suggested. “When you greet someone you're
supposed to say hello. Otherwise people accuse you of hav-
ing Asperger’s.”

Leah looked around the front yard and then stared at the
still closed front door. “Where’s the police tape?”

“What’s the point of having police tape if there are no
police here to enforce the restriction?”” Anatoly asked.“Un-
less the goal is to entice troublemaking teenagers to mess with
the crime scene.”

Leah threw him a confused look. “But in the movies...”

“Hollywood has a very different approach to crime fight-
ing than the police.” Anatoly looked at his watch impa-
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tiently. “The police may or may not come back to look for
more clues, but they have to accept the fact that by that time
things will have been altered.”

“Okay, so let’s go in and alter them.” I looked expectantly
at Leah, who was examining the doorknob as if it were at-
tached to the gates of hell.

Anatoly cleared his throat.“Leah, if you want to wait out
here I’ll understand. Just give me the keys and I'll come get
you if I have any questions.”

Leah shook her head. “I've got to go in eventually.” She
pulled out her keys at a speed that underscored the meaning
of the word eventually, and after several deep breaths (each
one resulting in the further extension of Anatoly’s chin) she
opened the door. She stood in the entryway for a full two
minutes before Anatoly and I gently pushed past her.

Our first stop was the living room. Things looked eerily
normal. If there had been broken picture frames on the
floor, they were gone now, with the exception of a few ne-
glected slivers of glass. Anatoly sighed and looked around
the room.

“I’'m sure they confiscated everything that could possibly
qualify as evidence. I doubt we’ll find much.”

“You mean they took my wedding pictures?”

We turned to see Leah standing behind us.

“Can they really do that without asking me?” she asked.

“As long as they have a warrant,” I said. I walked over to
the middle of the room and tapped my foot against the
bloodstained floor. If I didn’t know better I would have as-
sumed it was spilled burgundy.

Anatoly was now walking slowly around the room, tak-
ing it all in. “Show me where the gun was kept.”

Leah led him to the safe, which was tucked into the cab-
inet below her showcase of Waterford collectibles. It was such
a stupid place to put a safe. Like a burglar wasn’t going to
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search the furniture piece holding thousands of dollars’ worth
of crystal. Leah twisted the combination lock a few times
until it released. Inside were some insurance papers, a will, a
rather extravagant-looking diamond necklace and a few bond
certificates that added up to an amount that was consider-
ably less impressive than the value of the necklace. No gun.

Anatoly examined the insurance records. “No life insur-
ance?”

“Bob thought accidental death and disability insurance was
enough. After all, both of us were in perfectly good health.”

“So Bob decided to wait until his health failed before ap-
proaching the insurance companies for life insurance?” I
asked. “Or is it possible he just couldn’t be bothered spend-
ing money on a policy that he would never be able to ben-
efit from personally?”

Leah winced and I immediately felt guilty. I was going to
have to work on holding back my reflexive insulting observa-
tions about her husband now that his previously vacant head
contained a bullet.

Anatoly coughed a few times in an obvious attempt to sup-
press a laugh.“Let’s be grateful he didn’t have an insurance pol-
icy—one less reason for the police to suspect you.” He stufted
the papers back in the safe. “Did you have a lot in savings?”

“Just over a hundred thousand,” Leah said softly. “It’s not
enough. Our house payments alone are ten thousand dollars
a month.”

Anatoly did a quick double take.

“Well, we put down a small down payment!” Leah said de-
tensively. “It’s important to have a nice house to bring busi-
ness associates to. Besides, Bob was making over four hundred
thousand dollars a year and he was getting a promotion, so
we knew we’d be fine...or at least we thought we would.”
Leah’s eyes misted over. “Oh God, I'm going to have to go
back to work, aren’t I.”
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“There are worse fates,” I said.“So, other than the savings
account, your house and your cars, are there any other assets
worth mentioning?”

Leah’s face brightened. “There are the Chalet stocks! Of
course, I can’t cash them out yet, since they just went pub-
lic and the shares are in lockdown....”

“Lockup,” Anatoly corrected. “When a company goes
public the employees’ shares go into lockup for the first six
months or so.”

Leah dismissed Anatoly’s comment with an impatient
wave of her hand. “Lockdown, lockup, who cares what it’s
called? The important thing is that Jack and I aren’t going
to lose our house and I won’t have to work!”

I creased my forehead. “How much are Bob’ shares
worth?”

“I don’t know the exact figure, but it’s well over a million.”

[ bit my lip and Anatoly let out a heavy sigh. “So much
for eliminating money as a motive.”

Leah took a step back from Anatoly and glared at him.
“You aren’t seriously suggesting that I would kill my hus-
band for monetary gain?”

“You wouldn’t be the first woman to do so,” Anatoly said.

“Excuse me, but just because I'm unfamiliar with the ter-
minology of the stock market doesn’t mean I'm com-
pletely clueless about money. This is a community property
state so if I had wanted to get my hands on Bob’s money,
any divorce attorney worth his salt could have done that
for me.”

“I know you wouldn’t kill for money or any other rea-
son.” I inched closer to Leah and rested my hand on her
shoulder. “But the police might think that you weren’t re-
ally up for the whole half-sies thing.”

“This 1is perfect,” Leah said. “If Bob had been bankrupt,
Jack and I would be homeless and hungry, but since he
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wasn’t, 'm a murder suspect. No matter what the situation
is I lose.”

“Just because you're a suspect doesn’t mean you're going
to be charged with anything,” Anatoly pointed out. “Let’s
figure out who else could have done this. Did anyone other
than you and Bob know the combination to the safe?”

“No one. Just Bob and I. It was our anniversary.”

“Your anniversary,” Anatoly repeated. “The same combi-
nation you used for your personal Internet access, your ATM
and your online retail accounts.”

“You can see why neither chose careers that required a lot
of creative thinking”” Oh damn it, I'd done it again. I was re-
ally going to have to make more of an effort on this deli-
cacy thing.

Anatoly did some more coughing before pulling out the
necklace. He held up the pendant so that the light caught
the yellow stone and the white diamonds that surrounded
it. “Is this one of those yellow diamonds?”

Leah took the necklace from his hands.“Don’t be ridicu-
lous. Colored diamonds are trendy and ugly. Diamonds
should be clear like these little ones. The stone in the mid-
dle is a yellow sapphire.”

“I see. How much is that yellow sapphire worth?”

“I had the necklace insured for fifty-four thousand dollars.”

“Are you kidding?” I squeaked.“My God, what happened
to the days when a man could clear his guilty conscience for
under a grand?”

“Clearly Bob had more guilt than the average philander-
ing husband,” Leah said, and shook her head in disgust. “I
should have known right away. Bob was never excessively af-
fectionate. We're both too sophisticated to be taken in by all
the hearts and flowers nonsense.”

[ sank my teeth into my tongue to refrain from blurting



Passion, Betrayal and Killer Highlights 53

out that she had been renting Sleepless in Seattle on a biweekly
basis for the past decade and a half.

“...but it wasn’t until last year that he really became dis-
tant. He'd stay out late, make excuses for missing dinner,
but he’d always make it up to me by buying me something.
As the excuses became more frequent, the gifts became
more elaborate.” She held up the necklace to eye level. “I
don’t want it. I would never be able to wear it without re-
membering that he gave it to me just months before de-
claring that he was planning on trading me in for a younger
model. I made such a fuss over his generosity, too. I made
him gourmet dinners for a week straight. I’'m so incredibly
pathetic.”

“You'’re not pathetic. Remember, Bob never actually left
you. I’'m sure that given the chance he would have come to
his senses and stayed,” I lied.

Anatoly stepped back from the safe and scanned the room.
“Where do you keep the computer?”

“In the study upstairs,” Leah said absently, still admiring
the necklace she supposedly didn’t want.

I tugged at Anatoly’s sleeve. “I’ll show you.” We left Leah
downstairs and I took him to the room that stood between
Jack’s and the master suite. I stepped in and did a quick visual
inventory. “Wait, I know they keep it in here. Where is it?”

Anatoly walked past me and tapped a spot on the empty
desk. “My guess is it was right here.”

[ stepped forward and examined the dust-free square on
the desk where the computer used to be.“The police?”

“Looks that way.” Anatoly shook his head. “Hopetully
there aren’t any messages on it from the mistress. It would be
better if Leah could volunteer the information about that af-
fair herself?”

“You want Leah to tell the police about Bob’s bimbo?”

“Assuming she didn’t do it, yes, I want her to tell them
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about Bob’s bimbo. Theyre going to find out anyway, and
while I recognize that in her case lying is a family trait, lying
to homicide detectives will not serve her well.”

I shrugged. “There was a period of time in recent his-
tory when I was lying to the police all the time. I never got
arrested.”

“No, I did. Let’s not repeat the pattern, all right?”

Leah entered the room and stared at the empty spot where
the computer had been. “Hold on a minute. Last night the
police escorted me through the house so that I could con-
firm that nothing was missing and I distinctly remember the
computer being right there.” She looked at me and Anatoly
accusingly.

“Okay, you caught us. We used Anatoly’s super-microblas-
tic shrinking machine and hid it in the drawer.”

“The police took the computer.” Anatoly was now look-
ing through the papers on Bob’s desk with noticeable lack
of interest.

“I can’t believe those people. First my wedding pictures
and now this? It’s just so rude! You have no idea what it was
like to see the photos of Bob and me on the happiest day of
our lives covered in broken glass. And now, not only am I
unable to reframe them, I can’t even complain about it to my
online stay-at-home-moms’ support group! Honestly, is it re-
ally necessary to rob me of all my comforts?”

“Not all your comforts,” I oftered. “I'm sure they left the
ice cream.”

“This is so typical of you, Sophie! My life gets turned up-
side down and you’re making jokes.”

Anatoly looked up from the papers. “Funny, I thought it
was Bob’s life that got screwed up.”

“Shut up!” The words came from both me and Leah in
unison.

She smiled at me and I exhaled a sigh of relief. At least
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we still recognized that we were not each other’s enemy. The
real enemy was the heterosexual male.

Leah checked her watch.“Damn it, I was supposed to pick
up Jack five minutes ago.”

“Are you bringing him to Mama’s after that?”” She had
already told me that she was but I just wanted to be reas-
sured one more time that she wasn’t bringing him to my
house.

“Mmm-hmm. She’s taking him for the afternoon.”

“How about the night? Can she take him for the night,
too?” Anatoly gave me a sidelong glance, which I ignored.

Leah pushed her purse strap farther up her shoulder.“Jack
and [ will be staying with you tonight.”

“I really think you should ask Mama to take him. You have
enough on your plate as it 1s.”

“I'm the only parent he has now, and he needs me.”

“You're right,” I said slowly. “Jack needs stability. Maybe
the two of you should stay here tonight. That way he’ll be
able to sleep in his own room.”

Leah shot me a““you can’t possibly expect me to stay here”
look and then turned around to leave before I had a chance
to send her a nonverbal message of my own.

Anatoly smirked. “I’'m getting the sense that you have
some strong feelings concerning your nephew.”

“You don’t know what this child is like. Rosemary’s baby
would be easier to deal with.”

He chuckled and opened the top drawer of the desk.“I’'m
going to take an hour or so going through this place—there’s
always the oft chance the police left something behind.”

[ pulled off my leather jacket.“I’ll help.I think I’ll start in
the kitchen.”

Anatoly nodded, although I don’t think he was listening.
I went downstairs and left him to his exploring.
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Forty-five minutes later, I had discovered a frozen Wolf-
gang Puck pizza, two Trader Joe’s salads, an open bottle
of Kenwood, Pinot Noir, and an entire box of chocolate-
covered macadamia nuts. I flipped on the small television dis-
creetly mounted on the wall in the corner of the dining
room and turned the volume on low before getting to work
on the pizza preparation. Ten minutes later the scent of
freshly baked mozzarella brought Anatoly downstairs.

[ gestured for him to sit at the dining table as I poured the
wine. “Do you think the police found anything interesting
last night?”

Anatoly glanced at the figure of Montel Williams scurry-
ing around the TV screen, and pulled out a chair for him-
self. “It’s impossible to know.”

“So what’s our next move?”

“My next move will be to talk to the woman Bob was
sleeping with.”

“Why would we want to do that?” I set the pizza out along
with the two salads, then sat opposite him.“She has no mo-
tive—she won. Not that Bob was any great prize. Maybe
that’s it! Maybe she started thinking about what life would
be like with Bob and freaked out.”

“We don’t know the details of the affair” He looked at
the glass of wine offered him, then glanced at the wall clock,
which read 11:55.

“My brother-in-law died yesterday,” I said. “I think it
would be justifiable if we started drinking early. So what were
you saying about the affair?”

Anatoly sighed and reached for the prepackaged shrimp
Caesar. “I was saying that it’s unlikely Bob told Leah the
whole story. Maybe his mistress had reason to want him
dead, or maybe someone connected with her did.”

“A husband! Why didn’t I think of that?”
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“Because youre not a P1.” He tore off a piece of pizza.
“You'’re a writer...of sorts.”

“One would think that with everything we’ve been
through together you would know better than to piss me oft””’

“Good point.” Anatoly leaned back in his chair.“All right,
who might know the name of Bob’s mistress?”

“Maybe Erika, Bob’s secretary,” I mumbled between bites.

“I’ll need you to make an introduction.”

“I’'ll do better than that. I'll help you with the interview.”

Anatoly frowned and shook his head. “I mean it, Sophie,
you need to leave this to me.”

“Uh-uh. Erika knows me, so she’s a lot more likely to open
up if I'm there. Plus, 'm good at this detective stuft. I fig-
ured out who killed Tolsky, didn’t 1?7

“How could I forget?” Anatoly taunted. “You’re the ge-
nius who put the whole thing together just minutes after the
killer confessed. Very impressive.”

I narrowed my eyes. I didn’t care what anyone said, writ-
ing the Alicia Bright mysteries did qualify me to be an am-
ateur sleuth. In Words To Die By Alicia solved four murders
in less than a month’s time. Surely, with Anatoly’s assistance,
I could solve one murder in less than a week. “The point is,
I figured it out before you. No, scratch that—the point is,
I’'m the one footing the bill for this little investigation, so if
[ say I'm sitting in on an interview, then—"

Anatoly leaned forward and grabbed my wrist. God, I had
forgotten just how strong his hands were.

“This 1s not a game. A man was killed and the murderer
may be willing to kill again in order to avoid getting caught.”

I dropped the utensil I had been holding in my free hand.
“You’re worried about me!”

Anatoly uttered some Russian curse and attacked his salad

with his fork.
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“You looove me.” When Anatoly didn’t respond I decided
to take it down a notch.““Okay, maybe you’re not ready for the
big L word, but you’ve got to admit you like me an awtful lot.”

“Careful, Sophie. I like Caesar salad and look what I'm
doing to it,” he said as he violently sank his fork into a piece
of shrimp.

“Are you suggesting that you want to eat me?”

“Sophie...”

“Good afternoon.”

Anatoly and I looked up at the television to see the an-
chor woman who had begun speaking.

“Thanks for joining us for Channel Tivo News at Noon. Today’s
lead story is a murder that took place last night in the Forest Hill
district of San Francisco.” Anatoly quickly stood up and ad-
justed the volume. “Bob Miller, the comptroller at Chalet.com,
was found last night with a gunshot wound to the head. His wife,
Leah Miller, made the call to the police. This morning we had a
chance to speak to Bob’s sister, Cheryl Miller. This is what she had
to say.”

The camera switched to a shot of Cheryl standing in front
of her place of work, Hotel Gatsby. Her overly gelled dyed-
blond hair was impervious to the wind that was plaguing her
interviewer. “I'm still reeling from the whole thing,” she said,
gently patting the corner of her eyes with a pink handker-
chief. “Although, I suppose I should have seen this coming.
Leah and Bob were having problems, and Leah was never the
most stable of people.”

“That bitch!” I screamed, standing up quickly enough to
upset my chair.

“Shh!” Anatoly scolded, and turned the volume up a
bit more.

“I know the police are looking at her,” Cheryl continued.
“Of course, she’s denying it. I swear, it’s just like OJ and
Nicole all over again.”
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“How so0?” the interviewer asked.

“Well, Bob and I came from a very well-respected New
England family, and Leah’...well, she’s black. And now she’s
going to try to act like the police are targeting her because
of her race, which isn’t the case at all. But if she’s brought
to trial, who knows what she’ll be able to convince a jury
of”” Cheryl dabbed her eyes again. “Not that Leah has the
money to hire the Dream Team, but she does come from
some wealth. Her mother’s side of the family is Jewish.”

[ wasn’t so much upset as I was floored. Anatoly and I
looked at each other.

“Huh,” he said, “I completely forgot that your sister is
black.”

“I'm not sure she is anymore,” I replied. “Is it possible for
a person to shop in Wilkes Bashford’s women’s department
while still maintaining an ethnic identity?”

Anatoly shook his head and cast one last glance at the tele-
vision. “This is going to get messy.”

Twenty-five minutes later [ was clinging to Anatoly as he
pulled his Harley into a parking spot right in front of Bob’s
office building, located in the heart of the financial district.
I doubt I'll ever get over the thrill of having my breasts
pressed up against his well-developed back muscles while
riding on the back of that bike. There’s something intrin-
sically sexy about a non—Hells Angels type riding a Harley.
It was like Anatoly was wearing a sign that said, “I’'m sexy,
I'm fun and I'm secure enough with my masculinity to
willingly put a large vibrating phallic symbol between my
legs and enjoy it.”

We walked inside and took an elevator to the eleventh
floor, which was the second of the three floors that housed
Chalet. I had only been there once before with Leah. Back
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then Bob had shared a moderate-size oftice with a colleague
whom he had neglected to introduce me to. Since then Bob
had moved up in the world. He held bragging rights to a cor-
ner oftice the size of my living room. Leah had told me the
CFO had recently turned in her notice and Bob was to fill
the vacant role. Of course, at the time she hadn’t known that
Bob had no intention of sharing his success with her...

Now the door to the office was wide open, and sitting at
his desk was a petite Chinese woman. Her permed black hair
hung delicately around her shoulders as she sobbed into her
hands. Even without being able to see her face I recognized
her as Erika. The tall man with the salt-and-pepper hair pat-
ting her shoulder was Chalet’s CEO, James Sawyer, whom |
had met at the occasional dinner party. As Anatoly and I
stepped inside, James’s hazel eyes met mine.

“Sophie.” He stepped around the desk and clasped my
right hand in both of his. Erika looked up and used the back
of her hand to try to wipe away the tears that dampened
her face.

“I can’t tell you how sorry I am about Bob,” James con-
tinued.

His tone was so sincere and concerned that I genuinely
wished I was more upset. “I want you to know that we at
Chalet have always considered the family of our employees
to be part of our own extended family—no matter what
their nationality, race, creed or religion.”

Anatoly cleared his throat and I pressed my lips together.
“I see you've been watching the news,” I said.

“I...might have caught it while purchasing a coftee across
the street.” James adjusted his tie as if that was the reason he
had suddenly gone red. He looked past me to Anatoly. “I
don’t believe we’ve met.”

9

“Anatoly Darinsky. I'm a close friend of Sophie’s.
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Close—I liked that.

“I see,” he said. “Well, I assume youre here for some of
Bob’s things?”

“Actually, we were hoping to talk to Erika for a few min-
utes.” I tilted my head to the side so that I could see past James
to Bob’s grieving secretary. “Bob always spoke so highly of
you, and Leah feels that your help with the arrangements
would be invaluable.”

“Of course, I'll help with the...arrangements. Oh, poor
Bob!” She lunged for the tissues at the corner of the desk.

James regarded Erika with a mixture of sympathy and dis-
dain.“Erika, you can go through the paperwork tomorrow,”
he said as he helped her to her feet and led us out of Bob’s
office and to her desk. “Waiting another day won’t kill—
won't be of any significance. Why don’t you take the rest of
the afternoon oft?”

As Erika squeaked in agreement, James checked his watch.
“I don’t mean to appear insensitive, but I'm afraid I’'m going
to have to head out. I'm scheduled to speak to a youth group
in Hunter’s Point in forty-five minutes.” He looked up at An-
atoly and me and smiled proudly.“Chalet has built a reputa-
tion on reaching out to San Francisco’s diverse community.”

“Uh-huh.” I eyed the navy-blue pinstripe suit once more
and tried to imagine how that look played with today’s
troubled urban youth.

“Bob always said he wanted to get more involved in Cha-
let’s community projects.” Erika made a loud honking noise
as she paused to blow her nose. “Now he’ll never have the
chance”

[ tried not to roll my eyes. Expecting Bob to do volun-
tary community service was kind of like waiting for the Pope
to go devil worshiping.

James’s eyes were now darting between the sniffling Erika
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and his ticking watch. “Yes, it’s all very unfair. Sophie, please
express my sympathy to your family” He nodded at me and
Anatoly, and gave Erika’s shoulder one last awkward pat be-
fore quickly removing himself from the room.

“I'm sorry.” Erika sat up a little straighter and tucked her
hair behind her ears.“I know that I was just his secretary, but
he was so incredibly sweet to me. He and Leah both were,
and—""she anxiously tugged on her tennis bracelet “—I just
can’t believe he’s gone!”

Anatoly had reopened the door to the office and was
taking a visual inventory. “Have the police been here yet?”
he asked.

“Yes, they came earlier. They took the computer. Other
than that I think they left everything intact.”

Anatoly closed the door again.*So as far as you know, they
didn’t find anything.”

Erika hesitated.“Did you really come to get my help with
the funeral arrangements, or did Leah send you to gather in-
formation about...that woman?” By the way she said “that
woman” | was unsure if she was referring to Bob’s mistress
or a female Al Qaeda terrorist.

Anatoly shook his head. “We didn’t come to find out
about Bob’s mistress, but if you know who she is, 'm sure
Leah would be interested.”

Erika leaned forward conspiratorially lest we be overheard
by the ants currently scoping out her water bottle. “Her
name’s Bianca Whitman. Yesterday, before...before—"

“What happened yesterday afternoon?” I asked, quickly
cutting her off before she had a chance to indulge in another
shower of tears.

“It was the morning, actually. Leah called me. Bob had just
broken the news to her and she was so distraught.”” Erika
looked down at her desk as if she could see the previous day’s
events replaying on its surface.“It was such a shock...the very
idea of Bob betraying the woman he loved—"" she faltered
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and squeezed her eyes closed against the tears “—it was just
so out of character.”

“And Bob was such a character.” Anatoly elbowed me and
I forced myself to look more bereaved.“What I meant to say
was that he had so much character—he was just full of it.”

Erika shifted in her seat uncomfortably.“Yes, well anyway,
Leah asked me to look around the office for any informa-
tion on this woman. So I...I went through his things while
he was at lunch.” She looked up at us pleadingly. “I know I
shouldn’t have. I just wanted to help Leah. She’s become such
a good friend. And Bob...you have to understand, Bob
wasn’t a bad person. He was just...”

“An adulterer,” I finished. I was pretty sure he was a bad
person, too, but I decided to let that one drop.

“Did you find anything in your search?” Anatoly asked.

Erika nodded. She unzipped her large purse and began un-
loading its contents onto her desk. Anatoly’s forehead creased
as she pulled out a miniature package of Kleenex, a bottle
of prescription pills, a lipstick, a wine cork, a small package
labeled insulin, her wallet and finally a small, light pink en-
velope. I had forgotten about all of Erika’s health problems.
She had both severe diabetes and a heart murmur. Yet it was
her hearty golf-playing boss who had checked out at the ripe
old age of thirty-five. It was irony like that that made a per-
son want to take up smoking.

Erika picked up the envelope with her thumb and fore-
finger. “This should give Leah most of the information she
wants.”

“Which is?”” Anatoly asked, taking the letter.

“Her name and address. There’s no phone number and
she’s unlisted—I checked.”

Anatoly scanned the letter while I helped Erika reload her
purse. “What time did Bob leave work yesterday?”

“Five o’clock, as always,” Erika said.
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Anatoly nodded and stufted the letter back into the en-
velope. “Did you tell the police about Bianca?”

“No,” Erika paused a moment to blow her nose again. “I
didn’t want to tarnish Bob’s memory. Besides, there’s Leah
to consider. I know she’s suffering horribly right now and
it she did something in the heat of passion that perhaps she
shouldn’t have...I just don’t want to be the one to make
things worse for her.”

My hand clenched the Chateau d”Yquem wine cork that
I had been about to drop in her bag. “You’ve got to be kid-
ding me,” I said. “You’re not actually giving credence to
baseless allegations made by some cross-burning bitch on
Channel 2 today.”

“I’'m sorry?” Erika blinked at me. “What are you talking
about? You’re not saying that Bob’s mistress was a Klan mem-
ber, are you? Bob would never get involved with a person
like that! She must have lied to him about who she was
or...or brainwashed him!” Erika dropped her head to her
arms again and started weeping.

Anatoly grabbed my arm and pulled me toward the exit.
“Thanks for your help. Leah will contact you to discuss the
memorial service,” he called over his shoulder before shov-
ing me into the elevator.

“Sophie, I doubt a lot of people saw that report,” he said
when the doors closed. “I know this may be hard for you to
understand, but some people might think Leah’s guilty just
because she had means, opportunity and motive.”

“Yeah, yeah, tell it to Dershowitz.” I jammed my finger
against the button labeled L.“Let me see the letter.”

Anatoly handed it over to me and I quickly unfolded it.

Dear Bobby,
[ know I shouldn’t be writing this, but you’re all I can
think about these days. Every time I drive by a restau-
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rant in which we dined, or pass a park bench on which
we sat, or walk down a street on which you held my
hand, I think of you.

Oh, yuck.

[ hope that by putting the feelings that are in my heart
on paper [ will be better able to sort through them and
maybe even figure out the right thing to do.

[ know you think I shouldn’t, but I keep thinking of
your wife and child. I know that she’s been disloyal and
that she’s hurt you, but two wrongs have never made a
right. Thus, it is my moral obligation to end things be-
tween us.

But I can’t do it, Bobby. Whenever I force myself to
entertain the idea of life without you, a little part of me
dies. I can still remember the way your shirt felt against
my cheek as we danced at the Starlight Room. That
night you told me we were soul mates. When I recall
those words I know that I will never be able to walk
away from you. Does that make me a horrible person?
How can an immoral relationship feel so right?

So, despite the guilt, I am yours. I have no right to
ask you to choose between me and your family, but I
hope that you will have pity on me and make your de-
cision. If you choose your family I will be heartbroken
but I will understand; it’s the right choice to make. I
just don’t have the strength to make it.

Love Always,
B

“Oh, this chick is a piece of work!”
Anatoly stifled a laugh as the doors opened to the ground
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floor.“Maybe she’s being sincere,” he suggested as he escorted
me to the sidewalk.

“Nah. All that ‘T'll be heartbroken but I'll understand’
stuff is total passive-aggressive BS. She actually had the nerve
to try to guilt him into leaving his wife and child!”

“Mmm, maybe—"

We stopped in front of his bike and he handed me the
spare helmet.

“We’ll find out soon enough,” he added.

“You think?”

“I know. We’re going to pay her a visit right now.”



CHAPTER 4

“But she can’t be a slut,” Sara said with a confused shake
2. 9

of her head.“She buys her bras at Mervyn’s.
—Words To Die By

As it turned out, Bianca lived in an eight-story building at
the top of Nob Hill. Anatoly found her name next to a buzzer
for the seventh-floor flat. “A twenty-one-year-old with a
condo kitty-corner to Grace Cathedral.” Anatoly made an ap-
preciative clucking sound with his tongue.“Pretty impressive
prize for a man you described as the world’s biggest schmuck.”

“She probably has buck teeth and a lazy eye.”

Anatoly shrugged and pressed the buzzer. A few seconds
later a feminine voice come through the speaker. “Yes?”

Anatoly held up his hand to stop me from saying anything.
“Hello, Miss Whitman? My name is Anatoly Darinsky. I'm
a private investigator. I was hired by Bob Miller’s family to
investigate his death.”

There was a moment’s pause and then we heard a loud
buzz as the door before us unlocked. Anatoly held it open
for me and we waited at the elevator.

“At what point do I get to rip her hair out?” I whispered.
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“No hair ripping. We’re going to make her feel as com-
fortable as possible.”

“You think she’s going to be comfortable talking to the
sister of her lover’s wife?”’ I let out a bitter laugh. “Give me
a break.”

“You’re not Leah’s sister,” he said as we stepped onto the
elevator.

“I'm not?”

“Not for this interview. You’re my assistant and you will
behave as such.”

I tapped my finger against my lips thoughtfully.“I like that.
You know, I bet that a few weeks of working with you
would be enough to drive me to the edge of insanity. I
might just have a breakdown and start tearing out the hair
of some adulterous slut for no reason.”

“Sophie...”

“Relax,” I said. “I’'m just kidding. . .sort of”

The elevator doors opened to the seventh floor, and stand-
ing in a small foyer was a pretty petite blonde wearing khakis
and a white button-up blouse. A pink cardigan was draped
over her shoulders.

Anatoly extended his hand to her.“Miss Whitman? Thank
you for seeing me. This is—"

Bianca’s hand flew to her mouth.“Youre Sophie Katz, Le-
ah’s sister!”

Well, so much for that plan. Anatoly looked away to bet-
ter hide the pained expression on his face.

“You know me?” My hand instinctively clenched into a fist.

“Yes, of course! I've read every one of your books! I...oh,
you must hate me. I don’t blame you. I didn’t mean for any
of this to happen.” She bit her lip and looked down at her
kitten-heeled sling-backs. “I keep thinking that this is some
kind of nightmare—that none of this could possibly be true.”

“No, it’s true,” I said flatly. “Someone shot the bastard.”
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Anatoly looked up at the ceiling and mumbled something
in Russian, and Bianca’s eyes welled up with tears.“God help
me, this is all my fault!”

Now, that was interesting. Anatoly and I exchanged quick
looks. He put a comforting hand on her arm.

“Why don’t we step inside and talk.”

Bianca nodded weakly and turned to lead us into her
home. The place was tastefully appointed in a very Laura Ash-
ley way. She waved a hand at a floral couch and Anatoly and
I took our seats. Bianca went to her purse, pulled out a lace
handkerchief and gently dabbed her eyes. First Cheryl and
now Bianca—at what point did hankies come back in vogue?

“Can I get you two anything? Coftee, tea? I think I have
some ice tea left over from yesterday.”

“We’re fine,” Anatoly said. “I know you'’re going through
a lot right now.”

“Yeah, so is my sister,” I muttered under my breath.

Anatoly discreetly gave my arm a painful pinch and a lit-
tle whimper escaped Bianca’s heart-shaped mouth as she sat
down on the love seat opposite us. She lowered her head and
looked up at me with misty blue eyes.

“As I said, I don’t blame you for hating me. I know what
[ did was awful. If T could take it all back—""Her voice caught
and she looked away. “If I could just go back in time and
make things right...”

“What did you mean when you said all this is your fault?”
Anatoly asked.

“I started the chain of events that led to Bob’s death.” Bi-
anca laced her fingers together and scrunched the hankie be-
tween her hands. “I knew getting involved with him was a
mistake. Even if Leah was cheating on him...”

“Hello?” 1 jumped to my feet.“My sister never cheated on
anyone in her life. It was the scum she was married to who
had a hard time keeping it in his pants!”
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Bianca looked startled for a moment, then compassionate.
“I shouldn’t be surprised that she didn’t tell you. It’s hardly
the kind of thing one brags about. But she did cheat on him.
It was her indiscretion that first brought Bob and me to-
gether. Both of us discovered that we had been betrayed by
the people we loved and we sought solace in each other.”

I shook my head and opened my mouth to defend Leah
against Bob’s lies, but Anatoly grabbed my hand and yanked
me back down onto the couch. He cleared his throat and
looked at Bianca.“Please continue. You were explaining how
you started a chain of events.”

“Yes.” Bianca looked at me pityingly. “It started as just a
friendship. [ was at the bar at Boulevard waiting for a friend
and he was there waiting for his associates to show up for a
business dinner. He inadvertently overheard me while I was
talking to my sister on my cell. I was telling her about what
happened with Kevin—Kevin was my fiancé. He...he left me
for someone else. When I hung up, Bob introduced himself.
He told me he knew what I was going through because he
was going through something similar—that was right after he
had walked in on Leah in the arms of her personal trainer...”

“Are you kidding? My sister would rather die than get in-
volved with anyone who worked at a gym.”

“Sophie, shut up,” Anatoly said calmly. He smiled again at
Bianca and gestured for her to continue.

Bianca looked nervously between the two of us. “Well,
we became friends, and the more time we spent together the
more we discovered we had in common.” She fingered a del-
icate gold crucifix that hung around her neck. “When Bob
first told me he was leaving Leah...”

Anatoly scooted forward on the couch. “When exactly
was that?”

“Well, this was the first time he planned on leaving, so that
was about nine months ago.”



Passion, Betrayal and Killer Highlights 71

My eyes widened. “Bob had this planned for that long?”

“Perhaps planned isn’t the right word. He had been think-
ing about filing for divorce long before he met me, but it
wasn’t until he found evidence that Leah was continuing to
be unfaithful that he decided to go through with it. Once
his mind was made up he immediately made his intentions
clear to Leah. That’s when we...became more than friends.”

Anatoly’s eyes darted in my direction, presumably to as-
sure himself that I wasn’t going to interrupt Bianca with an-
other tirade. Frankly, I was too stunned to speak. I never
would have thought Bob clever enough to pull off this level
of deceit. I knew damn well that the only thing Bob had
made clear to Leah nine months ago was his refusal to help
with potty training.

“As you know, Bob and Leah worked things out,” Bianca
continued, “if only for the sake of their son. It was awful for
Bob, and Leah’s insistence that they sleep in separate bed-
rooms didn’t help matters. Nonetheless, he was willing to
stick it out so that Jack would be raised in a two-parent home.
But what we had...it was so powerful, I just don’t think ei-
ther of us knew how to resist it.” Bianca hesitated and looked
at me. “I’'m so sorry. I know how this must sound to you.”

“I really don’t think you do,” I mumbled, thinking about
the bedroom Leah had shared with her husband for the du-
ration of their marriage.

“Well, we just couldn’t take it anymore. We loved each
other so much and we had to be together. Bob told me he
was going to be leaving Leah and this time nothing was
going to change his mind. And I...I know this is so awful,
but I was overjoyed. I was so sure that we would have this
perfect future, but I didn’t think of Leah, now did I.”

“I would say the answer to that is a big no,” I agreed.

Bianca nodded and looked at her petal-pink nails. “Bob
had told me how delicate her mental state was. He warned
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me she wouldn’t take it well—and who would? Who could
possibly be gracious in the face of losing Bob?”

She had a point. If Bob had left me I would have been
too busy celebrating to be gracious.

“I just didn’t anticipate that our betrayal would push her
over the edge,” Bianca continued. “And now look what I've
done! Leah may have been the one to pull the trigger but
I’'m the one who set this whole thing in motion.” Bianca’s
lower lip began to tremble. “It’s all my fault that the love of
my life is dead!”

The really frightening thing about this monologue was that
she actually seemed to be buying into her own bullshit. I tried
to see her the way Bob must have: a soft-spoken, white, Chris-
tian, polished, naive girl with a pedigree and a knack for co-
dependency. In other words, she was everything Leah was not.

Anatoly studied Bianca for a moment before speaking.
“There’s evidence that indicates Leah is not the one respon-
sible for Bob’s death.”

He told the lie so effortlessly that I almost believed it
myself.

“There 1s?”” Bianca’s tears momentarily stopped.“But she’s
the only one that had any kind of motive. Bob was so gen-
tle and thoughtful—no one other than Leah would ever
hurt a hair on his head.”

“I would,” I whispered. But if Anatoly or Bianca heard,
they chose to ignore me.

“What about your ex-fiancé, Kevin?” Anatoly asked. “Is
there any chance he wanted to reconcile with you? Perhaps
Bob was in his way.”

Bianca tucked her hair behind her ears and shook her head
sadly.“Kevin proposed to his new girlfriend three months ago
and the two of them moved to Boston. He could care less
who I’'m with. The only man who really cared about me

bR

‘Wwas...was...
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“My sister’s husband,” I finished for her.

Bianca shot me a pleading look.“I want you to know that
I don’t intend to contact the police. If they come to me I
guess I'll have to answer their questions, but I don’t want to
make any more trouble for Leah. I know I'm as much to
blame as she is, and I...I don’t want to take both of Jack’s
parents away from him. I don’t want that at all.” She averted
her eyes and her shoulders began to tremble.“All I really want
is for Bob to be alive again.”

Anatoly sighed and drummed his fingers against the arm-
rest impatiently. “Bianca, do you know for sure that Bob in-
formed Leah he was leaving her this last time?”

Bianca nodded without making eye contact. “He came
over here right after he broke the news to her. It was the last
time...we were together.” She swallowed hard. “I can’t un-
derstand how he could be gone when just yesterday he was
making love to me.”

[ tried to swallow my disgust, but it was impossible.

“Did he say anything about the rest of his plans for that
day?” Anatoly asked.

“He said he was going to work and then he was going to
go home and pack. He was planning on moving in with me
that night, but said he might not get here until late. I waited
and waited, and when he wasn’t here by eleven, I turned on
the news and—" She stopped herself and stared fixedly at
the hardwood floor.

Anatoly cleared his throat.“Did Bob ever talk about any-
one he disliked or who he felt disliked him?”

“Other than Leah?”

“Yes,” Anatoly and I said in unison.

“No, everyone loved Bob.”

Those were the same words Leah had used. I had a quick
flashback of a Saturday Night Live skit in which the audience
of a Broadway play came out of the theater and one after
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another recited in a monotone voice, “It was better than Cats,
I’d see it again and again.” Maybe Erika was on to something
with the brainwashing thing. Worse, maybe Bob had turned
all the women he had contact with into San Francisco’s ver-
sion of a Stepford wife. But that didn’t work because San
Francisco’s version of a Stepford wife would probably be a
drag queen.

“All right, I think I have all I need for right now.”” Ana-
toly stood up, and Bianca followed suit. “May I contact you
again if I have further questions?” he asked.

Bianca nodded. She looked at me and pulled nervously at
the sweater draped over her shoulders. “Please tell Leah that
I'm sorry.”

“I can’t imagine that your apology would mean anything
to my sister.”

Anatoly took hold of my wrist. “We’re leaving now.” He
pulled me toward the door, but I resisted.

“One more thing,” I said. “May I see the bracelet?”

Anatoly shot me a questioning look. I had forgotten to tell
him about the Tiffany’s receipt Leah had found.

Bianca flushed. “You know about that?”

[ fixed her with a cool stare. Bianca bit her lip.

“T’ll go get it,” she whispered, and retreated into the
next room.

“What bracelet?” Anatoly hissed.

“Yesterday Leah told me she found a receipt for a six-
thousand-dollar bracelet.”

“And I’'m just hearing about this now?”

“It’s not like it’s important. The only reason I brought it
up is that I want to see what it looks like.”

“Really,” he said dryly.“This isn’t about trying to make Bi-
anca feel guilty about the gift?”

[ shrugged. “It’s an added perk.”

Bianca reappeared with a wide gold bracelet that was cov-
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ered in small, sparkling yellow stones. She cupped her hand
and held it out for my inspection. I poked it gingerly with
my finger.“Wow, Liz Taylor’s got nothing on you. Are these
diamonds?”

“Yellow sapphires.”

“Huh, those suckers must have been on special or
something.”

“He gave it to me to celebrate the one-year anniversary
of the day we met.” Bianca’s voice took on a dreamy tone.
“He got the date wrong by six and a half weeks but I never
corrected him. It was just such a romantic gesture.”

Extravagant seemed like a better word for it. Still, Bob
clearly had better taste than I had given him credit for. I
pulled my hand away from the bracelet. “It’s amazing how
profitable immorality can be, isn’t 1t?”

Bianca’s lower lip started doing its trembling thing and An-
atoly grabbed my arm again. “We'’re really going now,” he
said, more to me than to her.

Bianca trailed behind us and watched glumly as we stepped
onto the elevator.

“I can’t believe I allowed you to come on these inter-
views,” Anatoly muttered after the doors had closed.

“I'm sorry, but she messed up my sister’s life and I don’t
really give a shit how sorry she 1s about it. She’s probably the
one who killed Bob. I mean, it she loved him so much, why
is she extending her apologies to the woman she believes to
be his murderer?”

“That was a bit strange.” Anatoly stepped out of the ele-
vator on the first floor and escorted me to the sidewalk.“Do
you think there’s any truth to Bianca’s assertion that Bob tried
to leave Leah nine months ago?”

“No way. Leah would have told me.”

“Are you sure?”

“Leah doesn’t suffer quietly. Ever.”
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Anatoly sighed and looked back at Bianca’s building.

“What are you thinking?” I asked.

“I'm thinking that if the police end up talking to Bianca
they’re going to think that she...”

“Has an unhealthy lack of cynicism?” I offered.

Anatoly laughed softly. “She is incredibly naive, but what
[ was going to say was that she comes across as being credi-
ble.” He looked at me and the gravity in his expression chilled
me. “They’re going to think she is a lot more credible than
your sister.”

I didn’t say anything, and Anatoly was wise enough not
to push the issue. We mounted his Harley and rode to my
apartment in silence. When he stopped the bike in front of
my doorstep I muttered a goodbye and walked swiftly to
the door.

“Sophie?”

I turned to see that Anatoly had gotten off his bike and
was standing with his helmet in his hands. “I know this is
hard, but for a moment [ want you to pretend that you don’t
love Leah. I want you to think about the things she’s done
in the past and the things she hasn’t, and then I want you to
tell me if you believe she could be capable of murder.”

[ swallowed and turned away.

“Sophie, even if the answer is yes, I'll still help you pro-
tect her.”

“Why?” I shook my head in bewilderment. “It’s not like
you owe me anything. If anything, it’s the other way around.”

“Because,” Anatoly said softly, “I have a brother.”

This was news to me. Fifty million questions flooded my
mind. Did he live nearby? Was he still in Russia? Or had they
immigrated together to Israel but not to America? But it
didn’t seem like the right time to ask.

“So about Leah...” Anatoly prodded.

“Right—Leah.” I thought about the woman who was
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my sister. | replayed the conversation we had had the af-
ternoon before Bob’s death and then I thought about
Brad Thompson. Brad was from Leah’s pre-Bob days and
he had been the “love of her life.” She had assured me,
our mother and everyone else who would listen that he
was going to propose. And then it happened—the
breakup. He told her that she was fun to mess around with
but not nearly good enough to marry. I sat by her side as
she cried into her pillow and listed off all the things she
wanted to do to him, his car and his reputation. But when
I had suggested that we get some of my male friends to
start a fight with him at a bar and rough him up, Leah had
been horrified.

“She didn’t do 1t,” I said slowly.

“Are you sure?”

I smiled and nodded enthusiastically. “I’ll admit that I
had some fleeting doubts, but I know my sister. She didn’t
do it.”

“All right, then. I'm going to do a background check on
Bianca. Maybe she’s not as credible as she seems.”

As I watched Anatoly put his helmet on and drive away,
[ was overcome with relief. Fear had clouded my judgment,
but now I was thinking clearly and I knew Leah was inno-
cent. All I had to do was prove it.

[ let myself in and was just opening the apartment door
when my phone started ringing. I looked down at Mr. Katz,
who was watching me expectantly. “I’ll feed you right after
[ get this,” I assured him before grabbing the phone.
“Y’ello?”

“It’s me.”

There was no mistaking the husky voice of my closest and
most abrasive friend. “Hey, Dena, what’s up?”

“What’s up? How about the murder of your brother-in-
law?”



78 Kyra Davis

“Oh, yeah, that” I went to the kitchen and poured Mr.
Katz some kibble then took the phone back into the bed-
room with me.

“Jesus, just when I thought things were getting back to
normal.”

“Tell me about it.”’ I sat on the edge of my bed and pulled
my boots oft and threw them in the general direction of my
closet. “At least Leah’s okay”

“Is she? Did she ever find out if he was screwing around
on her?”

When I didn’t answer, Dena groaned. “Shit, do the police
know about the affair?”

“Nope.” Mr. Katz wandered into my room and glared at
me. Undoubtedly he had seen the bottom of his food bowl.

“Thank God for small favors. Look, I'm with Mary Ann,
can we stop by?”

“Sure, I'm not doing anything.”

“Perfect, we’re in the car and about a block from your
place, so with any luck we’ll be able to find a parking spot
within the next fifteen minutes.”

It would be so nice if Dena was being sarcastic, but fif-
teen minutes to find parking in my neighborhood was a
pretty realistic estimate—assuming she didn’t mind parking
four or more city blocks away.

By the time Dena and Mary Ann arrived I had brewed a
pot of coffee and was midway through my second cup.

The minute she walked in the door Mary Ann pulled me
into a hug. “Sophie, I'm so sorry your family has to go
through this.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled into her chestnut-brown curls. I
pulled back slowly, careful not to spill the coftee I still held on
to her white three-quarter-length sleeve wrap top. It was
slightly cropped and exposed a little over an inch of perfectly
flat abs.
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Dena’s hug was briefer and a little less emotionally
charged, but then again, Dena wasn’t exactly the touchy-
feely type. She walked over to the covered mirror and knit-
ted her thick Sicilian eyebrows. “What’s up with the new
wall hangings?”

I grinned and stepped into the kitchen to pour them both
a cup of caffeine. “It’s Jewish tradition to cover the mirrors
after a family member dies.”

“With sarongs decorated with rainbow-colored salmon?”
Dena asked. “Oh, wait, I get it! Lox! The salmon are there
to remind us that some things are more enjoyable dead.”

“Dena, that is not funny!” Mary Ann said. But even she
couldn’t keep a straight face as Dena and I collapsed into
giggles.

“My God, we're horrible human beings.” I handed a cup
of black coffee to Dena and a cup half filled with cream and
a few tablespoons’ worth of sugar to Mary Ann.

“Tell me something I don’t know.” Dena sat down on my
couch and propped her feet up on my coftee table so that
the thick heels of her boots stuck out like phallic symbols.
“Seriously, though, how could anyone find Bob interesting
enough to kill? There’s no way that little bean counter could
inspire that kind of passion.”

“Mmm, I don’t know about that.”’ I sat down opposite her
on my love seat and Mary Ann quickly took her place by
my side. “When Leah told me he was leaving her and Jack
for his mistress, who just happens to be twenty-one years old,
[ entertained some pretty violent thoughts.”

“Yeah, but you’re always entertaining violent thoughts.
You write murder mysteries, for Christ sake.”

“That’s not fair,” Mary Ann said. “You don’t have to be a
violent person to write about murder. I work at the Lancome
counter and I don’t think about makeup all the time. ’'m not
even wearing any now.’
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[ looked at her flawless porcelain complexion and tried to
suppress my jealously.

“And I doubt Marcus thinks about hair all the time,”
Mary Ann continued, “and you work...” Her voice trailed
off.

Dena was the sole proprietor of Guilty Pleasures, an es-
tablishment she affectionately referred to as an erotic bou-
tique, and if there was ever a woman who brought her work
home with her, it was Dena.

Dena smiled at her cousin mischievously and Mary Ann
rolled her eyes. “Not everyone’s you.”

Dena shrugged and ran her fingers through her cropped
hair. “Do the police suspect Leah?”

I nodded. “But she didn’t do it.”

“Of course, she didn’t.” Mary Ann used her hand to make
little soothing circles on my back. “Anyone who’s ever met
Leah would know she’s not capable of hurting anyone. The
poor thing must be devastated by all this.”

“She’s not at her best,” I admitted.

“Is there anything I can do?” Mary Ann asked.

“No—wait, that’s not true.” I shifted my position so I was
facing her. “Leah wants to make sure her mourning attire is
appropriate in a W/ magazine kind of way.”

Mary Ann nodded encouragingly. “There are a few re-
cently widowed women who I work on at Neiman. Of
course [ only do their makeup, but I always take note of what
they’re wearing.”

“Jesus, 1s fashion really Leah’s biggest concern?” Dena
asked. “What about her kid?”

“Trust me, Jack is always a concern.” I took a long sip of
my drink. “In fact, she and Jack will be staying with me for
the next few days.”

Mary Ann gasped and Dena’s tan complexion got almost
as white as her cousin’s.
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[ ran a jagged fingernail around the rim of my mug. “It’s
not as bad as all that. I can deal with Jack.”

“Of course you can,” Mary Ann said. “You do still have
rental insurance, right?”

“And smoke detectors,” Dena chimed in. “You're going
to need lots of smoke detectors.”

“He’s eighteen months old. He’s not going to be setting
fire to the apartment.” I glanced nervously at the smoke de-
tector in the living room. When was the last time I checked
the battery on that thing?

I heard the sound of a key jiggling in the lock and then
Leah burst in with Jack in her arms. Despite my concerns |
felt a little tug at my heart. Cuddled up against his mother
Jack looked like a little cherub. If he didn’t have the temper-
ament of a Tasmanian devil he’d be irresistible.

“Have you listened to the radio?” she asked, skipping the
formality of a greeting.

“Not today but—"

“There was this woman on the air and she was talking
about me!” Jack squirmed in her arms and she placed him
on the ground. “She was talking about how my new status
as a suspect 1s a perfect example of how underprivileged
women of color still have to struggle to be seen as contrib-
uting citizens rather than potential criminals. Underprivileged,
Sophie! I have never been less than upper middle class in my
life, and this woman has me sounding like some kind of
black, blue-collar soccer mom!”

Dena put her cola can on the coffee table. “I don’t think
she was trying to make you look like a soccer mom...wel-
fare mom, maybe.”

“This 1s all Cheryl’s fault!”

“Ah.” I brought my fingers to my temples.“So you know
about her comments to Channel Two.”

“Yes, I know! And the sad part is I don’t even think she’s
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a racist. She just knew this was her one and only chance at
grabbing her fifteen minutes of fame. After all, it’s not like
she could ever make it as an actress. The senior citizen who
fell and couldn’t get back up was a better thespian than she
is. Cheryl’s only talent is making other people’s lives miser-
able. That and her obnoxious ability to quote from Enter-
tainment Weekly.”

Mary Ann blinked. “I’ve never met Cheryl. Is she into
celebrities?”

“Oh, she’s way beyond that,” Leah said. “They need to
make up a new word for what Cheryl is.”

“That’s the understatement of the century. I don’t think
there’s an E! Television show that she hasn’t seen or an Us
magazine she hasn’t read five times over,” Leah explained.
“That’s why she got a job at Hotel Gatsby. She read some ar-
ticle about how Gatsby hotels are always filled with young
A-list celebrities, so when they opened one in San Francisco
she rushed over and strong-armed some unwitting HR girl
into letting her work the front desk.”

Dena rolled her head toward her right shoulder in an ef-
fort to stretch her neck.“I thought Cheryl worked at the Ritz.”

“She did, but that didn’t stop her from accepting a few
graveyard shifts at Gatsby,” Leah said. “Never mind the fact
that the Ritz has a policy against working at another hotel
while working for them. The management at the Ritz just
found out last week and terminated her employment.” Leah
allowed herself a brief moment of smug satisfaction before
continuing her tirade.“I suppose she’ll go to full-time at the
Gatsby now. But it gives you an idea of what kind of woman
she 1s. I mean really, what kind of person is that disrespect-
tul of the Ritz-Carlton?”

Jack toddled over to Mary Ann and she bent over to kiss
him on the forehead, then quickly withdrew her head as she
caught a whift of his current odor. “Oh,” she said in a nasal
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voice that implied that she was holding her breath.“Does he
have a poopy diaper?”

“Of course he has a poopy diaper. Do you think my son
smells like this all the time?”

Leah strode forward and reached for Jack, but Mary Ann
picked him up before she had a chance. “You seem a little
stressed,” Mary Ann said, blatantly understating the situa-
tion. “Why don’t you sit down and relax and I’ll change
Jack”

“You’d do that?” Leah’s expression softened.

“Of course. You've been through so much. This is the least
I can do.”

“Thank you.” Leah’s mouth relaxed into a genuine
smile. “I'm sorry I snapped, but I’'m just at the end of my
rope.”

“Any of us would be,” Mary Ann said reassuringly.

Jack pointed to Mr. Katz, who was busy grooming him-
self. “Kitty lick.”

“Yes, that’s what cats do when they’re dirty,” Mary Ann
explained as she carried him down the hall.“I guess you both
need a little cleaning.”

Leah waited until Mary Ann had disappeared into the
bathroom before turning her attention to Dena. “I haven’t
seen you for a while,” she said coolly. “Sophie tells me you’re
dating a vampire.”

“He’s not a vampire,” Dena said with a yawn.*“He just wants
to become one. Anyway, [ broke up with him last week.”

“What?” I scooted forward. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“It’s no biggie. He was getting a little too...” Dena waved
her hand in the air as if trying to physically grab the word
that was eluding her.

“Intense?” I volunteered.

“Insane?” Leah pitched in.

“Conventional,” Dena finished. “When I first met him
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he was so dark and mysterious, but then he got a job at the
Gap and it was bye-bye gothic, hello ‘Songs by Your Fa-
vorite Artists.””

Leah shook her head. “Do you ever get tired of being a
freak?”

“I beg your pardon.” Dena raised herself to her full five
feet two inches of height. “And the term is super freak.” She
turned to me. “I’ve got to check in with the shop.”

“I left the phone on my bedside table.”

Dena nodded and disappeared down the hall.

“So,’I said, turning back to Leah,“you’re having a bad day.”

“A bad day?” Leah collapsed onto a chair by the dining
table. “My husband was shot yesterday!”

“Yes, I know.” And it couldn’t have happened to a nicer guy.

“You know, the cruelest thing I ever did to Bob was serve
him a cold dinner. And now Cheryl’s accusing me of shoot-
ing him?”

“Like you said, she’s just trying to grab her fifteen min-
utes.” I could hear Jack screaming in the guest room. I eyed
Leah to see if she was going to help Mary Ann out, but she
stayed glued to her seat.

“I guarantee you Bob never told Cheryl about our mar-
riage problems.” Leah’s eyes narrowed as she looked out into
space.“The two of them were hardly on speaking terms! And
now she runs out and gets herself a pink hankie and starts
comparing me to OJ? Is she joking?”

“Let’s focus on what we can control,” I said. Jack was
still screaming in the background and now I could hear
Mary Ann’s pleas for cooperation. Clearly Jack wasn’t one
of our controllables.“I found some stuff’ out today that you
should know.”

“Oh?”

“Yeah, for one thing I...well, I spoke to Bob’s mistress.”

Leah flinched but didn’t say anything.
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“She says that Bob almost left you nine months ago. She
implied that you and Bob actually talked about it.”

“She’s lying.”

“So he never said anything at all?”

“You would take the word of a whore over mine?”

I sighed and started massaging my temples in earnest.“You
know, it would be so much simpler if she were a whore, but
after meeting her I don’t think that title really fits.”

“Really? How would you describe the woman who was
sleeping with my husband?”

“I'd describe her as a wide-eyed innocent who bought
Bob’s BS hook, line and sinker.”

Leah pressed her lips together.

“I'm sorry. I wish I could tell you that she was some kind
of siren whose unearthly song led Bob to the rocks. Al-
though, I'm not a hundred-percent sure she isn’t the one who
killed him, if that makes you feel any better.”

Leah shrugged peevishly. “A little”

I smiled, glad to be able to deliver at least some good news.
A fresh-smelling Jack toddled into the living room followed
by a somewhat haggard-looking Mary Ann. Leave it to my
nephew to break someone’s spirit with one diaper change.

Leah smiled at Mary Ann and pulled out a chair for her,
which Mary Ann immediately dropped into.“Thank you so
much for doing that.”

“It was no problem,” Mary Ann lied. Mr. Katz stretched
his legs and wandered out of the room. Jack went after him,
keeping a cautious distance. Leah started to get up to follow
him but Mary Ann’s words stopped her.“Sophie tells me you
have some fashion questions.”

“Yes,” Leah said urgently. “I need to know what widows
are supposed to wear.”

Mary Ann reached out and patted her hand. “The key to
the look is earth tones.”
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“Earth tones.” By the awe in Leah’s voice you would have
thought Mary Ann had just spoken the true name of God.

“Hey, Sophie.”

I looked up to see Dena standing just outside of the
kitchen.

“Is it okay for Jack to be getting into the cabinet beneath
the sink?”

“Oh, my God!” I yelled.

Leah and I ran into the kitchen, pushing Dena aside just as
Jack grabbed the Clorox scrub and dumped it onto Mr. Katz.
Jack looked up at Leah with pride in his eyes. “Dirty cat.”

Leah scooped up Jack and I raced after Mr. Katz, who al-
most sent Mary Ann sprawling as he tried to pass her in the
hall. T lunged for him and managed to throw him in the bath-
tub as he ran his claws down my arm. While I turned on the
shower, Mr. Katz hissed and desperately tried to escape. I
managed to rinse off the cleaning solution just as Mr. Katz
punished me with a particularly painful scratch across the
back of my wrist. He jumped out of the bathtub and darted
out of the room. I looked up to see my three guests stand-
ing in the doorway.

“I know this might be an inopportune moment to bring
this up,” Leah said slowly, “but is anyone else impressed that
my son made the connection between Mary Ann’s statement
that the cat was dirty and Clorox? It really is an amazing men-
tal leap for an eighteen-month-old.”

[ pressed my hands against my wounds. The only leap I
wanted Jack to make was into a playpen for the rest of the
night. “You're right, Leah, the moment’s definitely inoppor-
tune.”

Leah handed Jack to Mary Ann, who took him with no
little trepidation.“Let me see your arms.” Leah peered at them
and then pulled some cotton balls and rubbing alcohol out
of my medicine cabinet. She sat down next to me on the
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edge of the bathtub and held my arms under the running
faucet before patting them dry and applying the alcohol.
“Spare me the dramatics,” she said as I gasped in pain.

I narrowed my eyes. “This from the girl who was voted
‘most likely to overreact’ in high school?”

“I've changed.” She tossed the used cotton balls in the
wastebasket. “Besides, you don’t know what pain is until
you've—"

“If you finish that sentence with ‘given birth, I'm going
to have to punch you,” Dena said flatly.

Leah glared at her. “It’s true. Not that you would know
anything about childbirth or anything else that involved any
kind of commitment.”

“I'm plenty committed. I'm committed to my friends, my
career, and I'm very committed to my quest to help the
women of San Francisco find their G-spot.”

Mary Ann sighed disapprovingly and took Jack out of the
room before Dena could inadvertently corrupt him.

Leah stood up stiffly and put the first-aid supplies back in
their place. “Do you ever miss an opportunity to advertise
your scandalous behavior?”

“Come on, guys.” I squeezed my arms in hopes of allevi-
ating the stinging. “Let’s not get into this now.”

“I don’t do anything that’s immoral.” Dena took a step
closer to Leah, totally ignoring my last comment. “There is
nothing shameful about sex between two consenting adults.
Hell.” Dena smiled slyly. “There’s nothing shameful about sex
between three consenting adults, either.”

“There you go again, bragging about being a slut.”

“It’s not like you were a virgin bride, Leah.”

“Yes, but unlike some people in this room, I've never slept
with a man on a first date.”

“Really?” Dena leaned casually against the wall. “I seem
to remember a certain incident at Sophie’s college gradua-
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tion party. What was that guy’s name again? Or did you even
get his name?”

“Oh, please,” Leah spat.“That wasn’t a date!”

Dena opened her mouth, but for once she seemed to be
at a loss for words. I took the opportunity to drag Dena into
my bedroom for a quick heart-to-heart.

“Listen, I know you and Leah see the world a little differ-
ently—"

“You're kidding me, right? She basically said it’s accept-
able to screw a stranger but it’s not okay to have a sexual en-
counter with a man who’s bought you dinner. No one sees
the world the way Leah does.”

“Yes, well, Leah has all these rules of behavior that she wants
to adhere to.” I sat down on the edge of my bed.*“She’s going
through a really hard time right now and it would mean a lot
to me if you could try to get along with her while she’s here.”

Dena stared up at the ceiling. “You'’re asking a lot.”

“It’s that or we're not going to be able to see much of each
other in the next few weeks, and I don’t want that.”’ I shot
her a pleading look. “I know she’s nuts, but so are you. Can’t
we just try to combine our collective neuroses and hope that
we balance one another out?”

“Fine,” she said with an air of exasperation. “If I can put
up with Mary Ann I guess I can put up with your sister for
a while—"

“Thanks a lot—"

We turned to see Mary Ann standing in the doorway
smiling at us.

“I love you, too, Dena,” she said.

I giggled and pushed myself off the bed. Unlike Leah, Mary
Ann knew better than to take Dena’s rumblings seriously.

“Leah was just telling me that Jack usually goes to sleep
around eight,” Mary Ann said. “She also told me that she
hasn’t had a chance to get any of her stuft from home, so I
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was thinking that I could come back after Leah puts Jack to
bed and stay with him while you and Leah go to her place
and pack some things.”

“She needs help with that?” Dena asked.

I shrugged. “She probably doesn’t want to go back to her
house by herself. Hey, I have an idea, why don’t you come
with us, Dena?”

“Because I don’t want to?”

“Come on, it will be the perfect olive branch to extend
to Leah. And if the two of you do start arguing while we’re
there, then at least she’ll be distracted from all the memories.”

“I don’t know.”

“Or maybe you could babysit with Mary Ann. I mean,
Jack might wake up....”

“I'll go with you to Leah’.”

“Great.” I patted her shoulder. “I’ll go tell her.”

Mary Ann stopped me in the doorway. “You don'’t really
think he’ll wake up, do you?”

“No, of course not.” I stepped past Mary Ann and swal-
lowed my guilt over that last lie.



CHAPTER 5

“One should never go back to the scene of a perfect
crime,” Jonathan said. “But it’s a good idea to go back
if the crime was mediocre.”

—Words To Die By

Although Mary Ann and Dena did arrive at my place at
eight, Jack refused to go to bed before ten, so my friends and
I watched Donald Trump fire people on national television
while Leah dealt with her son. The delay was not exactly un-
expected. As far as | knew Jack had only fallen asleep at eight
once in his life. However, Leah continued to insist that the
one incident had been “normal” and all the other nights of
Jack’s life had been “exceptions to the rule.”

Eventually Dena, Leah and I arrived at Leah’s door. The
house was pitch-black and I tried the light switch in the foyer
only to find that the light bulb needed to be replaced.

“Perfect,” Dena muttered as she felt her way down the
short hallway to the dining room.

Leah pushed past her and turned on a lamp before going
into the kitchen. “Let’s start by packing up some food.”

[ wrinkled my nose. “I have food at home.”
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“You don’t have the right food,” Leah explained. “I'm
doing South Beach.”

Dena gave her a quick once-over. “How much have
you lost?”

“I've gained a pound, but I think I have a thyroid condi-
tion. So going forward, I'll have to be a little more diligent
about following the rules of the diet.”

“More diligent about following the rules?” Dena leaned
against the counter. “Let me make sure I'm interpreting this
correctly. You cheated on your diet, gained a pound, and you
blame this on a self-diagnosed thyroid condition.”

“It makes perfect sense to me,” I said as I opened up the
cupboard.

Dena rolled her eyes. “So you two do have something
in common. You both have the same messed-up dieting
strategies.”

“Shh!” Leah motioned for us to be quiet. “Did either of
you hear that?”

I shook my head. “Hear what?”

“I thought I heard something...like something upstairs
fell over.”

We were all quiet for a moment until Dena broke the si-
lence.“I don’t hear anything. Maybe it was just the sound of
your two brain cells knocking into each other.”

Leah shot her the look of death. “I refuse to stand here
and be insulted by the whore of Babylon.”

“Will you two cut it out and start packing stuft up? Mary
Ann was nice enough to offer to babysit, so the least we can
do is try to get back before Jack wakes up.”

The floorboards above us creaked. Leah froze, a box of
low-carb cereal bars in her hand.*“You heard that, right?” she
whispered.

Dena nodded.

“It could be nothing,” I said softly. “Houses creak.”
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Dena was staring intently at the ceiling.“You're right,” she
said. “It could be nothing. It also could be something—or
someone.” She pushed herself away from the counter and
walked into the dining room.

I could hear the crackle of tinfoil packaging as Leah in-
advertently crushed the bars within the box she held. She put
her free hand on her stomach and took a deep breath.“Some-
thing’s off. I can feel it.”

Dena poked her head back into the kitchen; her face be-
trayed her alarm. “Come here!” she demanded.

We followed her into the living room. Every pillow on the
couch had been removed and was on the floor.

We heard a noise again. This time it sounded like soft foot-
steps, headed in the direction of the stairwell.

We all exchanged looks, and for the first time in our lives
we were all on the same page. We ran toward the front door,
knocking over a lamp in the process. I thought I could hear
the footsteps descending the stairs but I didn’t dare turn
around and find out if I was right. Instead, we tumbled out
into the cold night air and ran to my car. I jumped into the
driver’s seat and Leah got in next to me; Dena got in back.
No one came out after us but I wasn’t going to wait around
and give the person more time. [ put the car in gear, slammed
my foot on the gas and screeched out of my parking spot.

“What should we do?” Leah asked. “Should we call the
cops?”

I checked the rearview mirror and confirmed that we
weren’t being followed. “I don’t think calling the cops is a
good idea.”

“Are you serious?” Dena yelled. “We could have been
killed back there!”

“We don’t know that,” I said.“It could have been just some
kid looking for a TV to snag.”

“Under the sofa cushions?” Dena asked.
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“Maybe he was looking for the remote control.” I checked
the rearview again. In a matter of minutes I had put several
blocks between us and the house. “Whoever was upstairs
didn’t follow us.” I slowed the car down to a more moderate
speed.“Maybe he was more afraid of us than we were of him.”

“Let’s call the police and let them figure out how scared
the intruder is,” Leah suggested.

“But the intruder isn’t going to sit around and wait for the
police to show up.” I pulled the car over to the side of the
road. “He’s probably long gone by now, and if we call the
police it’s going to look like we'’re trying to deflect their at-
tention away from you, Leah, and that will make you look
more guilty than ever.”

“So what are you suggesting?” Leah asked. “That we just
sit here and allow some stranger to go through my things?”

“Like I said, the intruder probably left by now.”

“No, no,no.” Dena shook her head furiously.“I know what
you’re thinking and you can just forget it. I am not playing
Nancy Drew with you again.”

“I wouldn’t dream of playing Nancy. I’ll play my own lit-
erary heroine, thank you very much,” I retorted. “Besides,
there are three of us, and it’s not like we don’t know how to
handle ourselves.”

“But we’re unarmed! Unless...” Leah pivoted in her seat
so she could see Dena.“Do you have any S&M toys with you
today?”

“Not so much as a nipple clamp.”

[ squeezed the steering wheel a little tighter and tried not
to think about what nipple clamps would feel like. “Why
don’t we go back and stake the place out. If we see any signs
that there’s someone there, we’ll call the cops. If not, we’ll
go in and investigate.”

[ pulled a U-turn and headed back in the direction from
which we had come. Leah was staring at me as if she were
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seeing me for the first time. “I used to wonder why you’ve
had so many life-and-death experiences,” she said, “but I
think I’'m beginning to figure it out.”

Dena groaned.“If one of us gets killed tonight, I’'m going
to be so fucking pissed off”

We ended up sitting outside Leah’s house for an hour be-
fore reentering. Leah stepped in first and went straight for
the front closet. She reached up to the top shelf, pulled down
three old boxes and handed one to each of us.

Dena took hers gingerly. “What are these?”

“Unwanted wedding gifts that Bob and I never got around
to giving away.” She pointed to the box in Dena’s hand.
“That one’s a poor-quality crystal bud vase, and Sophie and
[ have equally poorly made condiment containers.”

Dena stared at her box for a beat before looking back up
at Leah. “Why?”

“For self-defense, of course. If there’s still someone in the
house you can hit him over the head with it without wor-
rying that you might be breaking something that’s valuable
to me.”

“Thank God for that,” Dena said dryly.

[ exhaled loudly. “Come on, Leah, if someone was still
here, we would have seen—"

“Excuse me, but it was my husband who was killed. I think
that entitles me to insist on a few extra precautions.”

Dena removed the contents of her box with an air of dis-
gust. “Well, if the intruder offers us flowers and homemade
jam, we’ll be prepared.”

“Just humor me, all right?”” Leah pulled out her condiment
container and held it above her head threateningly.“Now, let’s
investigate.”

Dena blinked and turned to me. “Is she kidding me
with this?”
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I shrugged and opened my box.“It’ll make her feel better.”

Dena watched as Leah and I moved forward, armed with
our crystal. “Oh, for Christ’s sake.” She raised her bud vase
and followed us through the house.

We walked into the living room first. All the pillows had
been replaced. I sucked in a sharp breath and Leah quickly
turned on the overhead light.

“This is good,” I said uncertainly.“Whoever was here ob-
viously tried to cover up the evidence, which means he’s
probably not the type who likes to hang around the scene
of a crime.”

“Nothing about this is good,” Leah snapped. “All of this
is very, very bad.”

Dena carefully checked behind the curtains. “I can’t be-
lieve I'm saying this, but I'm with Leah on this one. The
whole situation sucks.”

“Things could always be worse,” I said doubtfully. “Let’s
check the other rooms.”

We thoroughly checked the kitchen and dining room be-
fore gathering at the bottom of the stairwell. “Shall we?”

Leah and Dena nodded silently and we crept upstairs. Ev-
erytime one of us pulled back a curtain or knelt to look
under a bed I felt my heart rate accelerate, but no one was
there. We ended our search in the master bedroom. After
Leah checked her closet, she slammed the door shut with
enough force to send an echo through the room.

“This is too much! How am I supposed to wear anything
in here when I know some pervert might have been sorting
through all of it less than two hours ago?”

Dena fell back on the bed.*“You really need to reexamine
your priorities.”

“This had to mean something,” I said, glancing around the
room. “Nothing’s stolen—so what did they want?”

“Perhaps the goal was to make my life a living hell.” Leah
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started yanking open each of the drawers in her dresser. She
pulled out a plum-colored cashmere-blend sweater and
held it up.

Dena propped herself on her elbows.“Cute top,” she said,
eyeing the plunging neckline. “I bet it looks hot on you.”

Leah’s mouth formed a sad little smile. “I thought it did
when I bought it. The salespeople told me the color was per-
fect for me, and even a few of the other women in the dress-
ing area encouraged me to buy it, but when I tried it on for
Bob...” Leah’s voice trailed oft and she folded the sweater
back up and returned it to the drawer.“He said the neckline
was too low and the cut too tight. He said I looked like a
tramp. Ironic, since he was sleeping with one at the time.”
She eyed the sweater wistfully. “I did like it, though.”

Dena paused for a beat before clearing her throat and
standing up. “Leah, I'm sorry about Bob. I'm sorry he was
killed and I'm sorry he was such a major prick.”

Leah used the back of her hand to wipe away a tear. “I
tried so hard to be a good wife. But I was never able to get
it right.”

Dena took the sweater back out and draped it over her
arm. “You need to pack this and wear it. And you should
never allow a man to give you shit about your wardrobe. You
shouldn’t allow a man to give you shit, period.”

[ smiled as I watched them. It was probably the nicest ex-
change the two of them had ever had. I glanced at the door
to the bedroom.“Now that we know we’re alone, maybe we
should comb this place again and make sure there really isn’t
anything missing.”

We spent the next fifteen minutes searching Leah’s and
Jack’s rooms. We didn’t find anything amiss until we reached
the office and Leah started going through the desk where the
computer once sat. She stared into the top drawer for a full
minute before speaking.
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“All the floppy disks are gone.”

I walked over and looked in the drawer. “What was on
them?”

Leah gave me a sharp look. “Why is that important?”

“I don’t know;” I said slowly. “That’s why I'm asking.”

Leah pursed her lips and shut the drawer. “I don’t think
they knew what they were stealing.”

“Oh, for Christ’s sake,” Dena said, “just tell her what was
on the disks so we can get on with things.”

Leah shifted her weight from foot to foot. “Occasionally
when Bob was working late and Jack was asleep I would surf
the Internet,and when I found something that interested me
I would cut and paste it and, you know, save it on a disk.”

Dena perked up. “Leah, were you saving Internet porn?”

“Ew! No! I was saving...short stories.”

Dena nodded knowingly. “Some of the best erotica is on
the Internet.”

“It wasn’t erotical They did include a few sex scenes,
though.” She blushed and looked at the ground. “I was sav-
ing Fan Fiction from a site dedicated to All My Children’s
Kendall and Ryan.”

Dena blinked. “Is this a joke?”

“Well, it’s better than porn!” Leah snapped. “And in the
tan fiction Ryan dumps Greenlee and ends up with Kendall.
It’s the way it should have happened. And since these fan Web
sites sometimes go under, I always save the stories that I may
want to reread on disk.”

“Iagree,’ I said.“The intruder definitely didn’t know what
he was taking.”

Dena laughed.“Won't he be surprised when he gets home?
So assuming that we’re not dealing with a crazed soap fan, what
do you suppose our burglar expected to find on the disks?”

Leah planted her hands on her hips.“I bet it was Bob’s lit-
tle Jezebel who broke in here.”
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Dena lifted her eyebrows. “What makes you say that?”

“Because I talked to Erika earlier. She screened all of Bob’s
calls at work and she thinks the only way he could have been
corresponding with that woman without her knowing would
have been through his e-mail account.”

“So what?” I asked. “Why would that make Bianca want
to break in and steal poorly written fiction?”

“The stories were beautifully written,” Leah snarled. “Bi-
anca obviously thought that Bob cared enough about her to
save their correspondence. So she came in here to steal it and
spare herself the embarrassment of someone else stumbling
across it.”

Dena cocked her head to the side. “Are you aware that
your theory makes no sense, or has ABC daytime TV warped
your brain beyond repair?”

“Look, the little witch already slept with my husband, and
as far as I'm concerned she’s probably the one who shot him,
so what’s a little burglary?” She made an attempt to toss her
hair, but it had long since formed itself into a frizzy, unmov-
able mass. “It all makes perfect sense.”

My cell rang and I fished it out of my handbag. “Hello?”

“Sophie, is that you?” Mary Ann’s desperate voice floated
through the earpiece.

I could hear Jack screaming in the background. “I take it
he woke up.”

“Yes, about a half hour ago— Jack, stop it!”’ She sucked
in a deep breath before addressing me again.“Are you com-
ing home now?”

“Well, Leah still hasn’t really packed anything...”

“But she can do that tomorrow if she really has to, right?
Jack, I told you, no socks on the cat!”

“We’re coming right now.” I hung up the phone. “That
was Mary Ann, we have to leave immediately. Both Mary
Ann’s and Mr. Katz’s lives are at stake.”
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My plan was to get home, go straight to bed and try to
solve the mystery of Leah’s lost fan fiction (along with the
lesser mystery of her husband’s murder) the next morning
when I was better rested. Instead I was up most of the night
listening to my young nephew torment my sister at the top
of his lungs. By three in the morning I had decided that Jack
wasn’t a normal child. I mean, if all children were as much
trouble as Jack, corporal punishment would never have been
curtailed.

At nine the next morning I stumbled out of bed. Leah was
already up and had apparently spent the morning instruct-
ing Jack on how to destroy my kitchen. Every pot, pan and
Tupperware item I owned was strewn across the floor.

Leah smiled at me and poured some freshly brewed cof-
fee into a mug. “I made it strong, just how you like it.”

My mood lifted a bit. “I can’t believe you made it at all.
That’s so sweet of you!”

“Well, it’s the least I could do considering what you’re
doing for me this morning.”

My eyes narrowed into what I knew were pufty red slits.
“What am I doing for you?”

The buzzer rang and I looked at the clock above the stove.
None of my friends was self-destructive enough to ring my
place before noon.

“That would be my moms’ group,” Leah explained.“They
all wanted to come over this morning and offer me moral
support.”

I looked down at the stained oversize T-shirt I was
wearing as a nightshirt. “Were you planning on telling me
about this?”

“As soon as you got up.” Leah crossed to the front door
and buzzed her friends in. “It’s not my fault you can’t get
yourself out of bed at a reasonable time.”
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“No, that would be your child’s fault.”

Jack banged two pot lids together to emphasize my point.

“Leah!” Miranda swept into the room wearing black ca-
pris and a red T-shirt. Her daughter Courtney was tucked
under her right arm, wearing a matching outfit. She threw
her free arm around Leah’s neck and pulled her in for a quick
air-kiss.

Behind her was a woman with long auburn hair and a
body that was greatly enhanced by breast-feeding. Her bald
dumpling was strapped into a carrier secured to her back.

Leah led them to the living room.“Sorry about the mess,”
she said, sitting down on the edge of my sofa. “Sophie’s
never been very domestic.”

“Excuse me?” I put my hands on my hips, then quickly
dropped them when I realized how short the move made my
T-shirt.

“I completely understand,” Miranda cooed.“Artistic types
always need a bit of chaos in their lives.” She turned her at-
tention back to Leah.“Donna and Marcy should be here any
minute. They’re bringing bagels and croissants.”

“Perfect.” Leah looked up at me. “Sophie, do you mind
getting Miranda and Cecily a cup of coffee?”

“Yes, I mind!”

Miranda and the other woman, whom I assumed was Ce-
cily, looked at me in surprise. I rolled my eyes and stormed
into the kitchen to start pouring coftee.

Leah followed me in.“I’'m sorry,” she whispered.“I should
have given you more notice. I just needed to do something
normal today.”

[ didn’t respond. It wasn’t normal for me to be half dressed
and serving coftee to my sister’s friends while they discussed
the benefits of disposable diapers.

“Listen, I want you to know how much I appreciate you,”
Leah said.
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That got my attention. “You do?” I asked carefully.

Leah nodded. “Last night I couldn’t stop thinking about
what I would do if the police somehow pinned this on me.
Can you imagine me—in jail? How would I survive, Sophie?”

[ put my hand on her shoulder. “I'm not going to let that
happen.”

“I hope it won't, but even you can only do so much.” Le-
ah’s eyes got a little watery. “I try to take some comfort in
the knowledge that you’ll make a wonderful mother to Jack
if I can’t be here for him.”

My hand involuntarily tightened around her shoulder.
“Leah, youre not going anywhere. I am going to make
sure that you will always be the one to take care of Jack.
[ mean that.”

Leah flung her arms around my neck.“You're such a good
sister!”

[ disentangled myself and quickly handed out the coftee
before running to the shower, my sense of urgency at an all-
time high. Once dressed and presentable I locked myself in
my bedroom with the phone and called the Gatsby. After
being informed that Cheryl Miller had the day off, I retrieved
Leah’s address book from the guest room and flipped to the
M page. All of Cheryl’s information was there. She must have
moved recently because her outer Sunset address was
scratched out and a Cow Hollow address was written in its
place. The prestigious address told me Cheryl hadn’t ex-
pected to be laid oft by the Ritz. I wondered how she
planned to pay her rent now that she had only one front-
desk job. Perhaps I could help her out by securing her a place
at one of the state’s more renowned penitentiaries.

[ dialed Anatoly. He didn’t answer his home phone, but
when I tried his cell, he picked up on the first ring.

“Hello, Sophie.”

“Hey, listen,” I said, sitting down on the edge of my bed.
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“I think we should talk to Bob’s sister, Cheryl. She’s not
working today, so we might be able to catch her at home.”

There was a pause. “Youre not armed, are you?”

“Why would I be armed?”

“I’'m just trying to figure out your motivation for want-
ing to see Cheryl”

“I don’t want to kill her—or at least I’'m not going to. But
[ was thinking that maybe she wanted to kill Bob and maybe,
just maybe, she did.”

“Why would she do that?”

“Because she’s an evil bitch and that’s what evil bitches
they kill people.”

“I think you’re confusing reality with a James Bond film.”

“It’s worth checking out,” I said. “Cheryl and Bob never
got along. She’s clearly trying to convince everyone that Le-
ah’s the guilty party, even though she has no basis for the ac-

do

cusation. Maybe she’s trying to draw attention to Leah so that
she can slip under the radar”

“It seems like a long shot.”

“Look, we can’t afford to leave any stone unturned here.
Leah is not cut out for prison and I am not cut out for
motherhood!”

Anatoly took a moment before responding.“Explain to me
how talking to Cheryl is going to keep you from getting
pregnant.”

“Not pregnant. Don’t be dense. Leah just told me that if
she gets convicted she’s going to leave Jack in my care.”

Anatoly’s laughter rang in my ears.

“It’s not funny!”

“Think about it, Sophie, you and Mr. Katz could become
the legal guardians of the Antichrist. Even you have to admit
that’s rather amusing.”

“No, I don’t. Now, get over here and take me to Cheryl’s
or I'll have you pummeled to death in my next book.”
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“Not many women can be sexy and insane at the same
time, but I have to say, you blend the two traits masterfully.”
“You're sick.” I looked in the mirror and thanked God that
Anatoly couldn’t see me smiling.“Be here in a few minutes.”

Fifteen minutes later I met Anatoly at the front door so he
wouldn’t be subjected to the scrutiny of Leah’s moms’ group.
He greeted me with a quick once-over that made my heart
do a little flip-flop.

“I take it from the short length of your skirt that we’re
not taking the motorcycle.”

“My car’s just three blocks away and street-cleaning’s to-
morrow, so | figured I'd drive.” I started down the street and
Anatoly fell into step with me.“I stopped by Leah’s place last
night.”

“Oh?” Anatoly checked his watch, then stufted his hand
in his pocket.

“Yeah, we kind of interrupted a break-in.”

Anatoly stopped in the middle of the sidewalk. “Did you
call the police?”

“Um...”

“Why? Why do you always do this?”

“It wouldn’t have helped,” I said defensively. “I didn’t re-
alize anyone else was there until I was already inside the
house, and then I just ran out. By the time we had a chance
to call the cops, it was clear the intruder was long gone.”

“If he left in a hurry he might have left something be-
hind that could implicate him, or at least give us an idea about
what he was looking for.” He checked his watch again.“We
should go over there now and check things out.”

“I already did that last night.”

Anatoly’s jaw dropped.“You went back to the house after
you knew someone had broken in? What if he had still been
there?”
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“I wasn’t alone. Dena and Leah were with me the whole
time.”

“So the trespasser would have had to use three bullets in-
stead of one.”

“In case you've forgotten, I've been in more dangerous sit-
uations in the recent past.”

“But why test your luck? You can’t take those kinds of
chances with your life.” He took a step closer to me and
reached out to touch my hair. “You have too much to look
forward to,” he said, his voice taking on a considerably
softer tone.

[ felt a jolt of electricity shoot through me. “What do I
have to look forward to—?"" My voice caught as I asked the
question.

Anatoly took another step closer and leaned in so that his
lips were no more than a centimeter away from my ear. “I
know this is hard to believe,” he said, his breath tickling my
skin, “but Starbucks is coming out with another variation of
the Frappuccino.”

“Oh,”’ I breathed, “I wouldn’t want to miss out on that.”

Anatoly laughed softly and moved back. “So, no more
needless risks. If you don’t want to call the police, at least call
me and let me deal with it. That is what you’re paying me
tor, right?”

I nodded and willed my breathing to come out at an even
pace. “Right, no more needless risks.”

“Good,now why don’t you tell me what you found at Le-
ah’s when you went back.”

[ filled him in on everything as we walked to my car. It didn’t
take long, since there really wasn’t much to tell. I slid behind
the wheel as he turned the whole thing over in his head.

“They took all the disks?”

“As far as I can tell.” I started the car and turned down
the radio.
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“What the hell could they have been expecting to find?”

“That’s the sixty-four-thousand-dollar question. Leah
thinks Bianca was trying to find records of her and Bob’s
e-mail correspondence. It doesn’t seem likely, but I've yet to
come up with an alternative hypothesis.”

“What makes Leah think they corresponded by e-mail?”

“Erika put the idea in her head. Who knows if it’s actu-
ally true or not, but—"1 stopped short.

“What’s wrong?”

“I thought I just heard my mother’s voice—there it is
again. Oh my God, it’s coming from the radio!” I pulled my
car to a stop in front of someone’s driveway and turned up
the volume.

“So you don'’t think your daughter bore her husband any
ill will?” the interviewer asked.

“No, I don't. Let me tell you something about my Leah.
She’s a nice girl. She was nothing but good to her husband
and that was no small feat because he was a real schlemiel.”

“You didn’t like him?”

“What's to like? I'll never understand why she married
him. In a church yet! But that’s the problem with girls today.
They always take up with the nogoodniks. Her sister Sophie
did the same thing and married some putz in Las Vegas. Now
she’s divorced and running around town with a Russian. This
one’s Jewish at least, so I don’t mind so much, but he needs
to find himself a real job.”

[ squeezed my eyes shut. “Please make it stop.”

But Mama continued.“Right now people hire him to take
pictures of their husbands schtooping other women! You tell
me, is that any way to make a living?”

Anatoly grinned. “Taking pictures of people schtoop-
ing—I think I'll put that on my business cards.”

“Um, I see...” The interviewer’s voice was shaking; I was
pretty sure he was trying to contain his laughter. “Do you
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think the police are treating your daughter Leah as a suspect
because of her race?”

“Never you mind about her race,” my mother said sharply.
“It’s not polite to talk about such things. It doesn’t matter
what color my daughter is. What’s important is that she’s a
real beauty and she’s single now. When all this nonsense
about Bob blows over, she’ll have to beat them off with a
stick, you just wait and see.”

“Oh, my God, why don’t they cut to a commercial?” I
moaned.

“Right, well, that’s all the time we have....”

“Thank you!” I turned the radio oft and looked at Ana-
toly. “I think I'm going to change my name.”

“What? And break your mother’ heart?”

“Go to hell” I pulled the car back onto the road and
drove toward Cheryl’s.



CHAPTER 6

“I like fanatics. They always make me feel well balanced.”
—Words To Die By

Anatoly unbuckled his seat belt as I pulled into a parking
spot. “Presuming she’s home, what are you planning on say-
ing?” he asked.

“I'm working on that.”

“Perfect.”

[ ignored his sarcasm and got out of the car. I had been
forced to park seven blocks away from Cheryl’s building, so
[ had had some time to come up with a plan of action. Nor-
mally the best way to win Cheryl’s confidence was to drop
a few celebrity names, but after her latest comments to the
media she would expect me to be on the warpath and no
name I could ever drop would convince her otherwise.

Anatoly and I walked together in silence as I racked my
brain,and when we arrived at Cheryl’s door I had yet to have
a lightbulb blink on over my head. Anatoly looked at me ex-
pectantly and I flashed him a nervous smile before pressing
the appropriate buzzer.

“Hello?” said a voice from the intercom.
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“Cheryl? It’s Sophie.”

She took her sweet time responding.“What do you want?”

“Listen...” I sucked in a breath, and then it hit me.“I was
contacted by Channel Four News. They’re doing a piece fea-
turing different perspectives on how the SFPD are handling
Bob’s homicide case. They're interested in interviewing both
of us—"

The door buzzed open. I held the door for Anatoly be-
fore stepping in after him.“Am I that good, or is Cheryl just
an idiot?”

Anatoly smiled at me appreciatively. “A little of both, I
suspect.”

Cheryl met us at the top of the stairs.“Why didn’t Chan-
nel Four News contact me themselves?” she asked.

“They didn’t contact you?” I eyed her outfit. It was a rep-
lica of the one that Drew Barrymore had worn on the cover
of the most recent issue of Us magazine.“Well, they did say
they were thinking of asking you. I'm sure that if I nudge
them a little, they’ll follow through.”

Cheryl lifted her chin half an inch. “Why would you
do that?”

[ shrugged innocently. “Oh, I don’t know...maybe I just
want to have the opportunity to rip you apart in front of a
tew hundred thousand viewers.”

Cheryl smiled. “I don’t think it would work out that way,
but you’re welcome to try.” Her eyes traveled to Anatoly and
she immediately lowered her head and peered at him through
her heavily mascaraed eyelashes.“I don’t believe we’ve met.”
She reached out her hand in a manner that would suggest
that she wanted it kissed.

Anatoly shook it unenthusiastically. “I'm Anat—"

“Anatoly Darinsky. I saw you on TV right after Sophie
had you arrested. I must say, not many guys are as forgiving
as you.” She put her hand on her heart.“My brother was like
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that, too. Of course I'm sure things will work out better for
you than it did for him—just because Sophie’s sister is out
of control doesn’t mean Sophie is—or at least not as much
so...hopefully.”

“Oh, what-the-fuck-ever.” I yanked my purse strap up be-
fore it could slide oft my shoulder. “Look, Cheryl, I don’t
have a lot of time. If I’'m going to convince the producers
to let you share the air with me then I’'m going to have to
tell them what they can expect from you. Do you have time
for a few questions, or not?”

Cheryl tossed her hair behind her shoulder and gestured
for us to follow her into her apartment.

This was the first time I had ever visited Cheryl’s home.
One look at her place told me she wasn’t the type to leave
dishes on the counter or mail strewn over the coftee table—
not because she was exceptionally neat, but because there
were so many trinkets that if she were to leave a lipstick on
a countertop it would immediately become lost amongst the
kitsch. I walked forward and examined some cute but badly
displayed martini-glass-shaped votive candleholders.

“Aren’t those just fabulous?” cooed Cheryl. “They’re the
same ones Jessica Simpson has in her living room.”

[ looked up at her and then studied the other knickknacks
with a new eye. I was willing to bet that they were all dupli-
cates of things Cheryl believed to be in celebrity homes. It
was amazing—in a pathetic kind of way.

“Cheryl,” I said, working overtime to keep the disdain out
of my voice,“why have you been telling the media that Leah
and Bob’s marriage was in trouble?”

“Um...because it was.” She rolled her eyes at Anatoly to
underscore her feeling about my question.“Anyone with half
a brain could see how unhappy they were.”

“There’s a big difference between not being happy with
your husband and wanting to kill him,” Anatoly said.
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[ averted my eyes. It had been my experience that the two
emotions went hand in hand, but it didn’t seem prudent to
argue the point.

“You don’t know Leah like I do.” Cheryl put a hand on
Anatoly’s arm and scooted closer to him. “She’s not stable.”

“How could she be?” I asked. “She’s a black Jew and you
know how we can be. If we’re not shooting someone in a
crack-induced frenzy, we’re controlling the media with our
tellow conspirators.”

Cheryl’s eyes narrowed.“Do you have any more questions,
or are you done?”

[ sat down on her couch and made myself comfortable.
“I'm sure that the guys at Channel Four will want to know
exactly when you spoke to Bob last.”

“The last time?” Cheryl swallowed and started toying with
a framed, autographed photo of Matt Damon. “I’'m not ex-
actly sure when that was. Things have been kind of crazy
lately.”

“You mean with all the demands put on a front-desk clerk
you’ve had a hard time managing anything else.” I smiled
sweetly. “I can see how that could happen.”

“I'm sure I spoke to him less than a week before he died,”
she growled.

“Really?” I asked.““Was that on the phone or did you meet
him somewhere?”

“Why does any of this make a difterence? My brother’s
dead and your sister killed him. That’s what matters.”

Anatoly raised an eyebrow.

“Come on, Cheryl.”I leaned forward and leveled my gaze
on her. “The police must have asked you about this. What
did you tell them?”

“They did ask.” She flipped her hair again and walked over
to the bench she had placed by the bay window.“I told them
what I told you.”
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“And what did you tell me again?”

She whirled around and glared at me. “That I didn’t re-
member. It may have been longer than a week before his
death, okay? It may have been more like a month. I've been
busy. I just moved, and it took a lot of time and energy to
really infuse this place with my own personal flare.”

My eyes scanned the apartment again. “Is that what you
were going for? I thought you wanted to infuse it with the
flare of JLo.”

“You have no intention of recommending that Channel
Four News interview me, do you.” She put her hands on the
armrest of the sofa and leaned forward so that she was in-
vading my space. “You just came here to harass me.”

Anatoly came up behind Cheryl and, taking her shoul-
der, gently drew her back into an upright position. “Don’t
let her get to you.” He turned her around so she was facing
him. “The idea to get you on Channel Four was mine. |
thought it would be better if you and Sophie could be on
the air together. Otherwise the interview would come oft
as one-sided and meaningless. But if you’re there—"" he
smiled and let his hand slowly slide down her arm as he
withdrew it “—people will hear your impassioned plea and
your intelligent arguments and they’ll be forced to think
about the facts. And that’s all we want—tfor people’s assump-
tions to be educated ones.”

Cheryl smiled. “I should have known it was your idea to
come here. You’re obviously the kind of person who likes
to play fair—unlike other people we know.” She lowered her-
self onto a brown leather armchair without breaking eye
contact with Anatoly. It was amazing that anyone as calcu-
lating as Cheryl could be this gullible. Or maybe she knew
Anatoly was playing her and hoped that if she went along
with it he’d manipulate her right into the bedroom. That was
so not going to happen. “You know, it’s not like I'm in ca-
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hoots with the police in order to put Leah away. The cops
aren’t even being very nice to me. Can you believe they ac-
tually asked me to retract my last statement to the media?”

“No00.” I pulled out the word, and made a face to em-
phasize how shocking I found that.

Cheryl ignored me.“I didn’t say anything bad, you know.
Leah’s desperate, and if by some miracle she hasn’t played the
race card yet, it’s just a matter of time before she does. And
as for those people who say my statements reeked of anti-
Semitism—I don’t get that at all. All I said was that her fam-
ily was Jewish—and yeah, okay, I implied that Jews are
traditionally wealthy, but why is that a bad thing? Everybody
wants to be rich and famous, right? And most Jews are rich
and everyone knows they hold all the top media positions,
so it seems to me that they should be proud of their accom-
plishments. It’s the American dream.”

“I understand exactly what you’re saying,” Anatoly said,
before sneaking me a look that told me he did understand
Cheryl and was properly disgusted. “Cheryl—""he swiveled
back in her direction “—it must have been horrible when
Leah called and told you the news.”

“Yes.” She blinked and looked away. “It was.”

“What were you doing at the time?”

“You know, the usual. Hanging around the apartment
watching E and doing some decorating.”

Anatoly shook his head sympathetically. “Isn’t it strange to
think that while you were carrying on with what must have
seemed like a normal day at home, something as sinister as a
murder was taking place a few miles away?”

Cheryl reached out and grabbed Anatoly’s hand. “It’s so
good to finally talk to someone who understands.”

“I'm trying to envision it.”” Anatoly creased his forehead
and shook his head. “What were you doing earlier that day?
Were you working? Out with friends?”
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“No, I was home all day.”

She had no alibi. The image of Cheryl being carted away
in handcuffs flashed before my eyes and I had to bite my lip
to keep from grinning.

“You must have loved your brother very much,” Ana-
toly said.

“I did.” Cheryl nodded and dabbed her eyes, although I
couldn’t see any tears.

“Did the two of you spend much time together?”

She shifted in her seat.“Bob and I are very busy people.”

“So, you mean to tell me that a brother and sister who lived
in the same city were never able to make time for each
other?” Anatoly dropped her hand. “I don’t understand. I
have a brother in Israel and not a day goes by that I don’t
wish I could see him more often.”

“Well, we did see each other occasionally,” Cheryl said
quickly. “Sometimes he would stop by the hotel if he had a
spare moment to say hi.”

“Ah.” Anatoly’s tone softened. “So you did make some
time for each other. I was being harsh. I didn’t know Bob,
but Sophie said that he wasn’t always the easiest person to
get along with and obviously you don’t share that opinion.
Maybe the two of you just didn’t have much in common.”

“He did share my good taste.” She nodded toward her dis-
astrous stab at decorating. “But we had our difterences, too.
His priorities were a little confused. It’s like, I would tell him
about how Steven Spielberg was staying with us, you know,
at the Ritz, and how he took the time to compliment me
personally on my exemplary service, and Bob would act like
he didn’t even care” She shrugged, apparently mystified by
the memory of her brother’s indifterence.“Maybe he was just
jealous. It must have been hard for him to have a sister who
was always getting to rub elbows with the celebs.”

“Uh-huh.” Anatoly looked like he was beginning to get
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a headache. “So would you say that was your main source
of contention—his lack of appreciation for Hollywood
celebrities?”

Cheryl put her fingernail in her mouth and pondered that
for a moment before nodding. “Pretty much.”

My cell phone rang, interrupting what had become a less-
than-stimulating question-and-answer session. My caller ID
read “Private Number.” I pressed it to my ear.“Y’ello.”

“Miss Katz? It’s Detective Lorenzo. I was hoping you
could come in to the station. We have some more questions
for you.”

My heart dropped to my stomach. “Has something
happened?”

“We’ll talk about it when you get here.”

“Okay, I'll be right over.” I hung up and looked at Anatoly.

“Who was that?”

[ was going to answer him truthfully, but then I saw the
inquisitive look on Cheryl’s face and decided that the hon-
esty could wait. “It was Channel Four. They said that they
might not want the interview after all.”

“What!” Cheryl jumped out of her seat.“But you have to
change their mind!”

“Yeah, I know.” I stood up and crossed to the door. “T’ll
go over there right now and see if I can make things right.”

“I'll go with you,” Cheryl oftered.

“No,” Anatoly said as he opened the door for me. “We
don’t want to bombard them. They called Sophie, so she’s
the one who should talk to them.” He smiled at her.“I prom-
ise to call you when we have it all worked out.”

“Okay,” Cheryl said uncertainly.“If they want to interview
just me...”

“I'll be sure to give them your number.” I grabbed Ana-
toly’s sleeve. “We really need to go now.”

Anatoly nodded. “Talk to you soon, Cheryl.”
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We walked down the stairs together, but it wasn’t until
we were on the street that he addressed me.“Who was that
really?”

“Detective Lorenzo—he said he had some more questions.”

Anatoly hesitated. “It’s to be expected that he would have
some follow-up questions. It doesn’t mean he has discovered
anything new.”

“You mean that he might not have found out about the
affair,” I said quietly.

“It’s possible.” But he didn’t sound all that convinced. We
walked the rest of the way to the car in silence.

[t wasn’t until we were on the road and halfway to the sta-
tion that I dared speak my thoughts. “What if he asks me
something I don’t want to answer?”

Anatoly sighed and rubbed his eyes. “When in doubt, tell
the truth”

“I'm sort of a poetic license kind of girl.”

“I’ve noticed. Unfortunately so have the police. They’re
going to try to trip you up, and I'm sure you’ve heard the
expression—if you tell the truth you don’t have to remem-
ber what you’ve said.”

[ stopped at a crosswalk and waited while an elderly Chi-
nese woman and her rottweiler crossed the street.“I don’t re-
ally want to let on that Leah told me about the affair.”

“Sophie...”

“I just think you were right when you said that the reve-
lation should come from Leah.” I shifted gears and turned
the corner.

Anatoly let out a heavy sigh.“Fine, don’t tell them that you
knew about the affair.”

“And I don’t want to tell Lorenzo that I have a letter from
Bianca to Bob. I mean, no one but Erika, you and me know
we have that letter, and Erika’s not going to say anything, so

there’s no real reason to volunteer this information.”
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“Sophie, is there anything you do plan on telling them?”

We weren’t that far from our destination so I decided to
pull into a parking garage.

“I think I’ll tell them that Leah’s innocent and that if they
really want to be of service to the public they’ll just arrest
Cheryl and be done with it. The woman is whacked and she
has no alibi.”

“Yes, it’s been my experience that the police love it when
civilians tell them how to do their job.”

“It’s not like I'm trying to order them around—it’ll be
more like a friendly suggestion.”

“And I’'m sure there were a lot of whacked people alone
on the night that Bob died.” Anatoly drummed his fingers
against his thigh. “That doesn’t make them killers.”

“But—"

“She has no motive, Sophie.”

[ found a spot and killed the engine. “If Cheryl did have
a motive, do you really think she’d tell us about it? Even she’s
not that stupid.”

Anatoly shook his head.“You can’t mold this case to turn
out the way you want it to. Let’s look at the facts we have
and follow them where they lead us, instead of following
clues that aren’t there.”

“But the facts we have all lead us to Leah!”

Anatoly turned to me, his eyes caring but serious.“I know.”

[ swallowed hard. “Come on, let’s go to the police station
and get this over with.”

He looked like he wanted to say something more, but in-
stead he just nodded and got out of the car.

We walked down the street, rounded the corner and then
stopped short. In front of the station was a mass of people,
some of them chanting “SF Justice is skin deep,” others wav-
ing signs that read Leave Sistah Leah Alone or The Jewish
Defense League Supports Leah.
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“Oh, my God,”I gasped.“It’s the Rainbow Coalition, and
they’re seriously pissed.”

Anatoly shook his head, clearly riveted by the scene in
front of him.“This is such an interesting country.”

He took my arm and we pushed through the crowd.

“Yo, check out the beautiful multicultural couple,” some-
one screamed.

Cheers rose up into the air as people slapped us on the
back and congratulated us on our exceptional PC-ness.

[ bit my lip to hold back my laughter. “I'm dying,” 1
whispered.

“Don’t die,” Anatoly said. “If Bob’s death can cause this
kind of madness, just think what yours would do. Theyd
probably call out Reverend Sharpton.”

We bent our heads and pushed our way through the
throng into the police station. Guards were posted at the
door; no doubt they were there to help with crowd control,
but it looked like a pretty peaceful bunch. Totally insane, but
peaceful.

[ announced my presence to the officer sitting at what
passed for a check-in desk, and then Anatoly and I took a
seat in the rather expansive waiting room. The place was
filled with several other civilians who were undoubtedly
awaiting their own special interrogation sessions. You'd think
that the atmosphere would have been one wrought with anx-
iety but instead the overall mood seemed to be one of be-
wilderment and mild amusement thanks to the spectacle
outside.

In a matter of minutes Lorenzo appeared in the doorway
wearing a dark brown suit that was cut a little too wide for
his slim physique. He motioned for me to follow him down
the sterile hallway to his equally bland office. I glanced at the
linoleum floors and his desk that was completely devoid of
personal touches. Would it have killed the man to do a little
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decorating? If he didn’t have family photos to put up, the least
he could do was buy a fern to love.

“Have a seat, Miss Katz.”

I nodded and for a few seconds Lorenzo and I sat on op-
posite sides of his desk and simply stared at each other. He
had gotten a haircut since I had last seen him but the barber
he had gone to obviously had no idea how to handle curls.
The result was a style that made Lorenzo’s head appear oddly
misshapen.

“So,” he said, “it seems your sister’s plight has inspired a lot
of people.”

“I think it was Cheryl’s blatant ignorance and racism that
was inspiring.”

Lorenzo’s chair creaked as he leaned back. “Well, what do
you know? We do agree on something.”

“I'm sure it’s just a fluke,” I said.

Lorenzo laughed. “All right, I just brought you in because
[ wanted to go over some of the information you gave me
on the night of your brother-in-law’s death.”

“Shoot.”

“Let’s start with your impression of your sister’s marriage.”

[ lowered my gaze to the floor.

“I believe you said it was going well.”

“Yes, I believe I said that.”

“Tell me again why you thought so.”

I shrugged noncommittally. “Leah seemed happy. On the
very afternoon before his death she was telling me how
much she loved being Mrs. Bob Miller.”

“Did she have any reason to think she wasn’t going to be
able to keep that title?”

“None that I know of.”

“I see. So you didn’t know Bob was having an affair?”

[ flinched. “I was unaware of that.”

“That’s funny because I just finished questioning his mis-
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tress, Bianca Whitman, and she says she talked to you about
the affair just yesterday.”

“Oh—"1 smiled and slapped my knee “—you mean, did
I know yesterday! Yeah, I knew by then, I just didn’t know
before Bob was shot.”

The detective pushed his chair back and crossed his ankle
over his knee.““You know;, I could charge you with obstruct-
ing justice.”

“Oh, give it up. I just recently found out about the aftair
and I confronted the woman Bob was sleeping with. I didn’t
threaten her. I didn’t stalk her. I just talked to her.I don’t need
to report my every move to the police.”

“I'm not interested in your every move, just the moves that
are pertinent to this case. A man was killed in his home. That
would be the same home in which your sister and nephew
live. If we’re going to catch the killer, 'm going to need a
little cooperation from you.”

“I’'m nothing if not cooperative.”

“Right.” Lorenzo didn’t even bother to hide the fact that
he found that amusing. “Tell me again about the conversa-
tion you and Leah had on the afternoon before Bob was shot.”

“Oh, you want to know what we talked about?”

“That would be nice.”

“I can’t tell you that,” I said matter-of-factly.

Lorenzo’s head dropped forward. “Why not?”

“I don’t remember much of it. I was drunk.”

“In the middle of the afternoon?”

“Yes. I'm an alcoholic.”

“Really”

“Mmm-hmm, a big one.”

Lorenzo cracked his knuckles and tried not to flinch at the
sound. “You didn’t seem to have a problem recalling the
conversation on the night of Bob’s death,” he pointed out.

“But I was still somewhat intoxicated at that point.
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That’s why Anatoly insisted he be the one to drive to Le-
ah’s. Ask him.”

Detective Lorenzo looked up at me without lifting his
head.“Do I have to?”

I couldn’t help but smile. Of course, that was a mistake be-
cause it signaled that my guard was down and Lorenzo went
in for the kill.“Where were you on the night Bob was shot?”

[ felt the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.“I was at
home,” I clipped each word at the end.

“Alone?”

“No, Anatoly told you he was with me.”

“All evening?”

[ pressed my lips together. I knew Anatoly would main-
tain his own lie that he was with me when I got the call from
Leah, but I wasn’t sure if he’d back up any of my elabora-
tions on that. “He came over a few minutes before Leah
called,’ I said. “Prior to that I was alone.”

“Alone—drinking in your apartment.”

“Yes,” I exhaled, thankful to finally be telling the truth.

“Detective Lorenzo?” said a female voice through his
phone intercom.

Lorenzo quickly took her oft speaker. “Yes? Good. Stay
with her and I'll be right there.”

He hung up the phone and stood up.“Well, Miss Katz, it
was interesting as always.”

[ smiled sweetly and pushed myself to my feet. “I wish I
could say the same.”

Lorenzo’s grin widened. “I do have one more question.
Do you think your sister would be willing to make a state-
ment that she has not been the victim of racial profiling?”

“Is my sister a suspect?”

“At this point I can’t rule her out.”

“Yeah, well, until you do, I doubt she’s going to be in the
mood to help build the department’s PR, I replied.
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“That’s what I thought you’d say.”

He escorted me out to the waiting room, where Anatoly
was still seated—Dbut now he was in the company of Jack,
who was busy untying Anatoly’s shoelaces while Leah stared
into space. A uniformed policewoman stood by her side.

“Oh, there you are!” Leah eyed both me and Detective
Lorenzo.““What was so important that I had to come down
here now?”

“We’ll talk about it in my office, Mrs. Miller.” Detective
Lorenzo motioned to the female officer that he would take
it from here.

“I was in the middle of planning my husband’s memorial
service when you called. Then I had to drop that, come
down here, only to be confronted with that!” She pointed to
the crowd on the other side of the door. I wondered what
the denim- and tie-dye-clad protesters had thought of their
heroine’s peach polo shirt and navy chinos.

“I am sorry about the protesters,” Lorenzo said. “Why
don’t we sit down in my oftice with a nice cup of coftee and
we can get this over with quickly. 'm sure your sister here
wouldn’t mind watching Jack while we talk.”

I gaped at him. This man really hated me.

Leah, on the other hand, looked somewhat appeased. She
bent down and patted Jack’s head as he nibbled on Anatoly’s
laces. “Jack honey, Mommy will be right back. You be good
for Auntie Sophie.”

Jack happily ignored her and Lorenzo escorted Leah to his
office. I sat down next to Anatoly and leaned my head back
against the wall.

“They know about Bianca.”

Anatoly sighed.“I figured as much. Do you think Leah will
volunteer that information?”

“I doubt it.”

“Great.”
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We waited there together for fifteen minutes, periodically
offering Jack new clothing items to munch on. Finally Leah
and Lorenzo came out of his office. Leah looked slightly un-
steady on her feet. Her eyes darted around the station in a
way that suggested she expected something sinister to come
slithering out from under a desk or a darkened corner.

“Thank you for your time, Mrs. Miller,” Lorenzo said
mildly. “I’ll be in touch.”

Leah didn’t say anything. She bent down and gathered Jack
up into her arms as the detective retreated into his office. I
stood up and got close enough to her ear so that no one
would overhear me.

“What did you tell them?”

“I told them that I knew about Bob’s affair but that we
were going to stay together and work out our problems.”

That was good—she had lied without lying. Maybe Leah
had learned a few things from me.

“What did you say about what I knew?” I asked.

“I said that I had mentioned the affair to you but that due
to your drinking problem you might not remember the
conversation.”

I slapped her on the back.“That’s amazing! That’s the same
lie I told them!”

“What are you talking about?” She balanced Jack on her
hip and gave me a withering stare.“Everything I said was true.”

Anatoly smirked.“This isn’t a good place to talk.” He ges-
tured toward the door leading outside. Leah bit her lip and
eyed the door warily.

“Come on—"1 gave her an encouraging smile “—as fa-
natics go, the people in this crowd seem pretty harmless.”

Leah nodded and walked outside with Anatoly and me on
either side of her. The waiting crowd began screaming Le-
ah’s name as soon as she came into sight. A few people
reached out to touch her like she was the next messiah. I
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quickly scanned the outskirts of the group and noted that a
few TV crews had arrived to capitalize on the commotion.

Anatoly made a grunt of disgust, fell back and put one
hand on my back and one on Leah’s as he rushed us past the
demonstrators. Unfortunately there was no ignoring the re-
porters. A female in a navy suit stuck a microphone in Le-
ah’s face.“Mrs. Miller, do you feel you're the victim of racial
profiling?”

“No comment.” Leah’s voice trembled only slightly as she
tried to move forward.

Another mike was thrust in front of her. “How do you
feel about the attention your husband’s death has brought to
interracial couples?”

“No comment.”

“Do you have any opinion about the pressure many ac-
tivists have been putting on Hotel Gatsby to fire Ms. Cheryl
Miller?”

Leah stopped in her tracks. Her head pivoted in the di-
rection of the reporter who had asked the question. He
wasn’t the only black journalist there, but he had the dark-
est skin by far and, unlike many of his colleagues, he was not
accompanied by a camera, just a notepad and pen. The other
thing that set him apart was the fact that he was drop-dead
gorgeous. Leah took a cautious step toward him.

“I’'m sorry,” she said, “but do you mind repeating that?”

He nodded and raised his voice.“Jerome from Flavah Mag-
azine,” he said, needlessly introducing himself. “Many of
your supporters, along with several African-American and
Jewish political organizations, have been putting pressure on
the Hotel Gatsby to fire Cheryl Miller due to the racist state-
ments she made about you two days ago. How do you feel
about that?”

Leah locked eyes with him. Her chin went up half an inch
and a hush fell over the reporters as they readied their mi-
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crophones for what they hoped would be Leah’s first state-
ment to the media.

For a minute I didn’t think she was going to say anything
at all. Then a slow smile spread across her face. “Excuse me
a moment.” She handed Jack to me and whipped around so
that she was facing the protesters. She threw her head back,
launched her fist in the air and shouted, “Black Power!”

A roar rose up from the crowd and Jerome broke out in a
tull, rich laugh. In seconds people were chanting Leah’s name.
The other reporters started shouting out other questions, too
many to respond to. Anatoly grabbed Leah’s arm and yanked
her through the horde.

“I'll be calling you for an interview,” Jerome called after us.
Leah looked over her shoulder and gave him a friendly wave.

“You are not helping matters,” Anatoly said as he dragged
her in the direction of my car.

“Trust me,” she said, still grinning, “if this gets Cheryl fired
it will be well worth it.”

I trotted behind them as Jack pulled out several strands of
my hair. “Where did you park, Leah?”

“Miranda dropped us off. She was going to find parking
and meet me at the station, but when I saw Anatoly, I called
her cell and told her we’d ride with the two of you.”

“But I don’t have a car seat.”

“I put one in your trunk yesterday. I figured you would
need it if I...if you end up being Jack’s primary caregiver.”

Jack pulled out a new handful of hair. I shot Anatoly a
pained look. “God help me,” I mumbled.

On the way home Anatoly tried to coax Leah to give him
more details about her interview with Lorenzo, but she
waved off his questions in favor of bringing the conversa-
tion back to Cheryl and her impending misfortune. When
we finally got home Leah and Jack went in ahead of me
while I stayed outside to chat with Anatoly.
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He stuffed his hands into the pockets of his jacket and his
eyes 1dly followed a young child with pigtails walking past
with a man who was most likely her grandfather. “Your sis-
ter needs to keep her focus. Cheryl’s career is not the issue
that we should be concerning ourselves with.”

“I'll talk to her.” I tried to sound casual but I was wor-
ried. Not about her lack of focus; that would be an easy
problem to correct. It was her overall demeanor since she fin-
ished talking to Lorenzo that bothered me. She’d been con-
trite. It was as if her over-the-top excitement about Cheryl’s
problems was a way of masking another emotion, namely
fear. I looked up at the window of my apartment. “I think
I’'m going to stick by Leah’s side for the rest of the day. If
she says anything more about her interview with Lorenzo,
I’ll let you know.”

Anatoly nodded and started to walk away, but something
stopped him. He turned back and fixed me with his stare.
“You're not thinking about going back to her house, are you?”

“I wasn’t planning on it. Why? Do you think that some-
one will break in again?”

“If they didn’t find what they were looking for—possibly.
At this point we have no idea who or what were dealing with.”
[ shrugged. “Okay, we won'’t go to her place tonight.”

“No, you won't go to her place today, tonight, tomorrow,
or any other time in the near future. Not without me.”

“Let me get this straight,” I said. “It’s not okay for me to
go there with Dena and Leah, but it’s safe for me to go there
with you? How chauvinistic can you be?”

Anatoly took a step forward. “Promise me, Sophie.”

[ put my hands on my hips and was about to come back
with a snappy retort, but something in his expression stopped
me. | swallowed my annoyance and dropped my arms. “I
promise.” I glanced back at my apartment.“So where are you
off to now?”
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“I'm going to the Gatsby,” Anatoly said. “If we'’re lucky,
one of Cheryl’s coworkers will have some insight into why
she might have wanted to see her brother dead.”

I'sighed.“Good luck and let me know if you find out any-
thing.” I went back inside and found Leah sitting on the floor
next to Jack while he worked on what looked to be a fairly
new coloring book.I would never expect a toddler to be able
to stay inside the lines but it would have been nice if he had
been able to keep the Crayola markings on the page and off
of my wood floors.

“Leah, can we talk?”

“I'm incredibly tired, can it wait? Unless of course you
want to talk about Cheryl’s career problems,” she looked up
at me with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes, “I definitely
have the energy to talk about that.”

“I just wanted to tell you that if you're scared you can talk
to me.”

The twinkle disappeared and she looked back at Jack.
“Just promise me you’ll send Jack to Adda Clevenger Junior
Preparatory school when he’s of age. It’s the best.”

“Okay, first oft you’re going to be around to enroll him
yourself. Secondly—" I paused and sat down next to Leah
on the floor “—can we talk about this whole custody thing?
[ mean you can’t honestly think that 'm the best person to
name as the guardian of your son.”

“Who would you have me leave him to? Mama? The
woman will be seventy this year. She’s in good health, de-
spite her claims to the contrary, but she wouldn’t be able to
care for Jack full-time.”

[ had to concede that point. After all I couldn’t handle Jack
and I was only thirty. “What about Miranda? She seems to
do well with Jack.”

“Sophie, youre going to be a great mom,” Leah said, while
snatching a crayon away from Jack before he could stick it
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in his nose.““And it’s not like you have to worry about child-
care. All you do is hang around the house writing novels, it’s
the perfect job for a parent!”

“I think I might have difficulty being creative with a child
screaming in the background dumping cleaning products on
my cat.”” Although my murder scenes might improve.

“You're resourceful, you’ll figure it out. And eventually
you’'ll settle down and get married, maybe even to Anatoly...”

“Okay, hold up. Who said anything about marrying An-
atoly? I don’t even want to date him!”

Leah laughed and took another crayon away from Jack, but
not before he managed to draw a large circle on the leg of
my coffee table. “Really, Sophie, youre usually such a good
liar”

“All right, maybe I wouldn’t mind dating him, or at least
sleeping with him. But there’s no way that I would allow him
to put a ring on my finger, now or ever.”

“Never say never. | know he can be a bit abrasive and ego-
tistical but that’s just the way men are. You can’t be too picky,
Sophie.”

“So what are you saying? That I should settle the way
you did?”

The words had popped out before I had a chance to stop
them. For a moment the only sound was the snap of crayons
as Jack gleefully broke them in half. Mr. Katz walked in the
room, took in the scene and then, with an imperious swish
of his tail that let me know I was on my own, turned around
and walked back out again.

“Leah,’ I started.

“I'm tired, Sophie. I don’t want to talk anymore,” she got
up and disappeared down the hall.

“Leah, come back!” I hurried back to the guest room
where she was sitting on the bed with her back to the door.
“I'm sorry, I said.“I didn’t mean that.”
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“Yes you did and I told you, I don’t want to talk about it.”

[ put my hand on her shoulder and gave it a gentle squeeze.
“Please don’t be mad. I'm just nervous about being named
as Jack’s guardian even though I know you’re always going
to be the one taking care of him.”’

Leah tilted her head back so she could see me.*“You are
going to be a good mother, Sophie,” she said softly. “To
Jack, if necessary, and definitely to your own kids. And 'm
sure you’ll make a good wife to whoever you decide to
marry.”’

[ smiled but didn’t say anything. Leah wasn’t getting it.
had been married before, albeit only for two years, but those
two years had been informative. The most important thing
I had learned about myself was that I liked being on my
own. Of course I would happily welcome a lover into my
life, and in a few years I'd probably go hunting for one of
those rare breeds of men who weren’t allergic to monog-
amy and emotional intimacy. But if such a man existed he
was going to have to settle for the title of “long-term boy-
friend” because Mr. Katz was the only guy I ever planned
to share my address with. As for kids...well, I just didn’t feel
the yearning for motherhood that apparently other women
did. I planned to model my life after that of Katharine Hep-
burn, except I would write rather than act and I wouldn'’t
be having any public affairs with married men. I know there
are those who would say that my lack of maternal instincts
made me less of a woman, but that’s just who I was and I
doubted that my feelings would change.

“Mama, can’t bweeth!”

We both turned around to see Jack in the doorway with
two crayons sticking out of his nose. Leah jumped up and
pulled them out before scooping him up in his arms.“Honey,
I've told you a hundred times not to do that!”

I took a deep breath. Two things were clear to me. One
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was that I was not cut out for motherhood. The other was
that it would take a small miracle to get this kid into Adda’s
preparatory school.



CHAPTER 1

“I never understood Frost’s analogy about there being
two roads in life to choose from. Everyone I know is
stuck at a four-way intersection and, given the choice,
[ think they would all be taking U-turns.”

—Words To Die By

At eight-thirty Leah woke me up to show me what was on
Mornings on Tivo. Someone in the police department had
leaked the news about Bob’s infidelity. I listened as the com-
mentators rattled on about how Leah was now on top of the
suspect list, but my eyes never went to the screen. Leah’s face
stayed blank until the news report was over and then she
looked at me and her lips lifted into a brave smile.

“Well, I guess the whole world now knows that my mar-
riage was a joke.”

“Leah, I'm so sorry.”

“Nothing like a little public humiliation to start off the
day”” She looked over at Jack, who was trying to get Mr. Katz
to emerge from his hiding place under the coftee table.
“Come on, sweetie,” she said, pulling him into her arms.“We
need to get dressed so we can face the music.”
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[ waited for her to retreat into the guest room before
going down to the lobby to collect the newspaper. There it
was on the front page, a picture of Leah, her fist thrown in
the air. The headline read: “Leah Katz: Victim of Racism
or Perpetrator of Murder?” I rolled the paper up and stuck
it under my arm. It was an awkwardly worded headline but
the message was clear. My sister was in trouble.

[ went upstairs and, after hiding the paper, called Anatoly
and asked if he could come meet me in a few hours. He
agreed without hesitation. He was way too nice over the
phone, so I knew he had read or seen what I had. Now that
Leah had Jack in the other room, Mr. Katz dared to come
out for his breakfast. I kneeled down and scratched him be-
hind the ears as he inhaled his food.

“Don’t worry,” I told him. “Soon Jack and Leah will re-
turn to their house and everything will be back to normal.”
I needed that to be true. Not just because I didn’t want to
take care of Jack, but because Jack needed Leah and so did
Mama. I needed her, too.

I got dressed and spent the next few hours at my com-
puter working on my manuscript. I heard the buzzer for the
door go off a half hour before I had been expecting Ana-
toly, but his early arrival didn’t bother me. Nothing on my
screen was worthy of publication and I doubted I would
be able to improve upon it until I spoke to him about our
next move. | clicked off my monitor and met Leah in the
foyer.

“It’s Marcus and Dena,” Leah said. “I already buzzed
them in.”

I took a moment to absorb the unexpected information.
“Marcus and Dena?” Marcus was my hairstylist, friend and
shopping partner. He and Dena had always been friendly but
[ had never known them to hang out without me. I stepped
out into the hallway just as they came to the top of the stairs.
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“Hey, guys. Did you just happen to show up at the same time
or did you come together?”

“Together.” Marcus paused to give me a quick kiss on the
cheek. “Dena says your sister’s having a fashion emergency,
so I rushed over here as soon as I could.” His mocha skin was
the perfect complement to his pearly white smile.

I looked over Marcus’s shoulder and threw Dena a ques-
tioning glance.

“She needs help establishing a new look, right?”” Dena said.
“That’s what she told Mary Ann.”

“Well, yeah,” I answered uncertainly. “She wanted help
looking like a fashionable widow—"

“Nothing says ‘I'm in mourning’ like a good haircut,”
Marcus interjected.

I shook my head. “Youre thinking of divorce. Everyone
gets their hair cut when they get divorced.”

“Divorce, homicide—it all falls under the same umbrella,”
he said, and swept past me into my apartment, Dena close
behind.

“Hello, darling.” Marcus crossed over to Leah and held up
a few locks of her hair. “My God, look at these split ends.
No wonder youre depressed!”

Leah smacked his hand down.“I’m depressed because my
husband was killed.”

“No, darling, one does not get depressed over a violent
murder. Such incidences call for dramatic displays of an-
guish. Depression is inspired by hair that hasn’t been prop-
erly cared for.”

Leah looked at me for some kind of explanation for
Marcus’s brand of lunacy. I shrugged helplessly. There was
really no explanation other than Marcus was just kind of
nuts, but in a good way. Whenever I was feeling sorry for
myself I could count on Marcus to trivialize my problems
and distract me with eccentric behavior. Why he was fo-



Passion, Betrayal and Killer Highlights 133

cusing his energy on Leah was beyond me, although I sus-
pect it was out of devotion to me. That’s the thing about
Marcus—those who don’t know him think he’s flippant
and shallow but the truth was that he was the most loyal
friend a girl could have and could at times be amazingly
self-sacrificing.

[ sneaked a peak at Dena who was perched on the edge
of my dining table. She was definitely loyal but she had to
be seriously moved by a cause before she was willing to sac-
rifice anything, which made her new interest in helping Leah
all the more puzzling.

Leah turned back to Marcus.“I’ll have you know I get my
hair done at the most expensive salon in San Francisco. It’s
located right on Maiden Lane...”

“Well, that explains it.” Marcus was now circling her, ex-
amining her tresses from all angles. “If you’re Paris Hilton
you get your hair done on Maiden Lane. If you’ve got Macy
Gray curls going on, you take your nappy head to a brotha
from da "hood.”

“First of all,” Leah said sharply, “my hair is straight.”

“Your hair is relaxed. I'm talking roots, honey.”

“Secondly, what do you mean da "hood?” Your salon’s on
Fillmore. Just two months ago I bought a twelve-hundred-
dollar dining table from the shop next door to you.”

“I said I was from da "hood, not that I was there now. The
first nine years of my life my family was constantly relocat-
ing from one all-white southern town to another. Anywhere
we moved instantly became da ’hood. We would just kick
back and watch the real estate values plummet.”

Dena laughed. “Mary Ann’s coming over in a few min-
utes. She and I are going to watch Jack while Marcus does
his thing.”

[ tried to make eye contact with Dena but she wouldn’t
look up. I was dying to know Dena’s motivations for help-
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ing Leah but I'm also a firm believer in the “gift horse” cliché.
“So are you going to be doing her hair here?” I asked.

“I had originally considered that, but no,” Marcus said as
he continued to toy with Leah’s hair. “She needs more than
a living room fix so I’ll take her back to Ooh La La.I prefer
to work in the salon anyway. It’s a more appropriate setting.
After all, you wouldn’t ask a cardiologist to perform open-
heart surgery in a psychiatric ward.”

“Are you comparing my apartment to a psychiatric ward?”

“There are certain similarities,” Marcus said and mo-
tioned toward Mr. Katz who had slipped under the coftee
table and was watching my guests with a mixture of alarm
and suspicion. “I've always pegged your cat as a paranoid
schizophrenic.”

“Hey, my cat is as well adjusted as I am!” I quickly held
up my hand to stop Marcus’s predictable retort.“Don’t com-
ment on that.” I turned my focus on Leah.“Maybe this isn’t
such a bad idea,” I said. “You could use a little pampering
about now.”

Leah opened her mouth to protest but then closed it and
gave a defeated shrug. “Why not? It’s not like anyone could
make my life any worse than it already is.”

The buzzer went oft again.“Mary Ann?” I asked into the
speaker.

“Anatoly”

“I'll be right down.”

“No, I'd rather come up and talk to Leah.”

[ glanced over at Leah, who was now passively allowing
Marcus to maul her hair. “She’s kind of busy right now. Can
it wait?”

“No.”

[ sighed and buzzed him in. I could pretty much guaran-
tee that Anatoly was not going to help Leah achieve the peace
of mind Marcus and Dena seemed determined to give her.
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He appeared in the door and nodded briefly to both Dena
and Marcus.

“Oh, I'm sorry.” I gestured toward Anatoly. “Dena, this is
Anatoly. Anatoly, Dena. And of course you’ve met Marcus.”
Both Dena and Anatoly mumbled a greeting while looking
at the floor. This may have been their first face-to-face meet-
ing, but Anatoly had taken the liberty of spying on Dena
when she was with me and Dena had (at my request) bro-
ken into his apartment. After all that, an introduction seemed
uncomfortably formal.

“Leah,” Anatoly said,“I want to talk to you about Cheryl.”

Leah brightened. “Did she lose her job?”

“Not that I know of. Sophie thinks she could have been
involved in Bob’s death.”

Her eyes widened. “Why didn’t I think of that? She’s
just the type of person who would murder her own
brother.”

Marcus did a quick double take. “That’s a type? Honey,
who have you been hanging with?”

“There’s a problem with the theory,” Anatoly said.“Cheryl
has no motive.”

“Of course she has a motive.” Leah bent down to prevent
Jack from swallowing a dust bunny. “They didn’t get along.
Actually, that’s putting it mildly. Bob flat-out hated her.”

Anatoly pulled out his notebook. “Any particular reason
for that?”

“Yes, she’s a hateful person,” Leah said.

Anatoly smiled. “All right, I'll give you that. But how did
she feel about Bob?”

“She could never spare him the time of day. Cheryl has
two goals in life—to meet multitudes of celebrities, and to
name-drop as much as possible. I think it’s just a matter of
time before she moves to L.A.—unless of course she’s ar-
rested first.” Leah straightened up and looked at me.“Cheryl
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could be arrested instead of me!” She broke into a huge grin
and clapped her hands together like a child. “Oh my God,
that would be wonderful!”

“So was Bob somehow standing between her and her...
goals?” Anatoly asked.

“Not really. He just didn’t do anything to help her achieve
them.” She broke away from Marcus and started pacing the
apartment with a new energy. “He didn’t know any celebri-
ties, and he didn’t care to hear about them, so as a result they
never spoke.”

“They never got together for coffee or anything...
Thanksgiving?” Anatoly asked.

“Not unless you count the coftee I served them after
Thanksgiving and Christmas dinners. But those are obliga-
tory. I swear, if people weren’t expected to be nice to un-
pleasant relatives on the holidays everyone would enjoy the
season a lot more.”

“I'm with you, sweetie,” Marcus said. “I hate the Christ-
mas spirit. And I'm thoroughly opposed to all that love your
neighbor stuff, too. My neighbor is like a flatulent Attila the
Hun. You'd have to be Jesus to love him.”

“Did he ever stop by the Gatsby just to say hi?”

Leah rolled her eyes. “I thought detectives were supposed
to be good listeners. Bob never went out of his way to see
Cheryl, period. He had better things to do with his time.”

“Yeah,” Dena piped in, “like fuck his mistress.”

Leah glared at Dena, but Dena continued without apol-
ogy. “I know you’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead,”
she said, “but let’s face it, the guy was an asshole and you can
do better.”

Leah cocked her head. “Why is it that you can never say
anything nice without simultaneously being unbelievably
disrespectful?”

Dena exhaled loudly. “Here’s a bit of advice—when of-
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tered an olive branch it’s best not to knock the tree from
which it was plucked.”

“That’s your ‘olive branch’?” Leah put her hands on her
hips.“You tell me that I can do better than my unfaithful dead
husband and then you have the nerve to chastise me for not
embracing your remarks as some kind of peace offering?”

The phone rang and I quickly answered it. “Hello?”

“Hi, this 1s Jerome Bader from Flavah Magazine. 1 was
hoping to talk to Leah.”

“Jerome,” I repeated.“You're the reporter who asked Leah
about—"

“It’s Jerome?” Leah leaped forward and grabbed the phone
out of my hand before I had a chance to finish my sentence.
“This 1s Leah.”

Marcus sidled up next to me while Leah directed a series
of uh-huhs and okays into the telephone. “Who’s Jerome?”

“He’s a journalist from Flavah—you know;, that fanatically
left-wing local magazine that’s always slamming da man.”

“Oh yeah, I like that mag. I don’t mind a little fanaticism
when it’s cushioned by at least one picture of a shirtless hot-
tie. But why i1s Leah champing at the bit to talk to him...

[

wait...nooo!” Marcus’s eyes took on the shape of saucers.“Is
Leah gettin’ jiggy with it?”

“No one here 1s going to get jiggy,” I said, ignoring De-
na’s laughter. “Leah is in mourning.”

“Okay,” Leah said for what must have been the hundredth
time, “I’ll meet you here at eleven on Sunday”” She hung up
the phone, and I couldn’t help notice the little smile playing
at the corners of her mouth.

“He just wanted an interview, right?” I asked hopefully.

“Of course. Yes. That’s what he wanted—an interview.”

“You see?” I said to Marcus. “It was just a business call.
Leah is nowhere near ready to start dating again—isn’t that
right, Leah?”
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“Absolutely not,” Leah confirmed. “I’'m not ready at all.
Now let’s get down to the matter at hand—my hair.” She
looked at Marcus. “If I let you style my hair, you have to
promise not to give me one of those cuts that looks great
when you walk out of the salon but horrible the next day. I
need to look cute for at least...well at least until the end of
the weekend.”

“Honey—""Marcus perched himself next to Dena “—when
I’'m done with you, all the homies will be wanting private in-
terviews.”

“Nothing too outrageous, guys,” I warned. “She has a
public image she needs to maintain these days.”

Dena looked at Marcus, who in turn looked at me with
big innocent eyes. “Of course, Sophie,” he said. “I would
never mess with a woman’s public image.”

“Will you and Mary Ann be watching Jack at the salon
or here?”

“As soon as Mary Ann arrives we’ll head to the salon,”
Dena said. “I want to see this transformation.”

[ took a little comfort in that. Mary Ann had a tendency
to err on the side of caution and I knew I could count on
her to speak up if Marcus tried to do anything too drastic
with my sister’s hair.

Anatoly glanced at his watch. “We should head out.”

I nodded, although I had no idea where we were heading
out to. I glanced at Leah. “Please don’t let your kid kill my
cat while you wait for Mary Ann to get here.”

“What are you talking about? Jack’s wonderful with ani-
mals. If you think about it, his attempt to clean Mr. Katz was
a very sweet gesture.”

Dena laughed.“Talk about killing someone with kindness.”

“Go already.” Marcus stood up and made a shooing mo-
tion with his hands. “Your nervous energy is impairing my
creative genius.”
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[ was beginning to have some major misgivings about
Dena and Marcus’s plans for my sister, but Anatoly was clearly
impatient so I followed him out of the apartment.

When we reached the street, he turned to me.“I was just
at the Gatsby talking to some of Cheryl’s coworkers. Bob did
go there to see her from time to time. Do you think he just
failed to mention the visits to Leah, or was he deliberately
concealing them?”

“I honestly don’t have a clue.” I wrapped my arms around
myself to form a barrier against the wind. “It doesn’t seem
like something that he would need to hide unless...” I looked
up and met Anatoly’s eyes.

“Unless he was going there with Bianca,” Anatoly finished
for me. “According to the people I talked to, Bob did come
in there with a woman a few times. As far as I can tell, he
never took a room, but a reservation could have been made
in the name of his girlfriend.”

[ pressed my palms together in mock-prayer position. “Just
tell me how this new info could translate into Cheryl being
a murderess.”

“It doesn’t,” Anatoly said. “It points to Bianca.”

“Bianca? How?”

“Based on the descriptions of the woman who accompa-
nied Bob, I'd say Leah wasn’t the only woman he was screw-
ing around on.”

“No. Way.” I searched Anatoly’s countenance for some sign
of jest.“You're serious,’ I gasped.“But how could a man like
Bob get three different women to agree to sleep with him?”

“Having never met the man, 'm not the person to ask.
But I think I know who 1s.” Anatoly gestured in the direc-
tion of Nob Hill.

“Oh.” I let out a low laugh. “This is going to be good.”

Bianca lived only a little over eight city blocks away from
me, so Anatoly and I opted to hike up to her building. Un-
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fortunately, I was wearing a mid-thigh-length skirt that was
a tad too tight and rode up with every five steps. But the con-
stant tugging at my hemline did serve the purpose of get-
ting Anatoly to look at my legs, and damn if he didn’t seem
appreciative.

When we finally reached her building Anatoly pushed the
button for her apartment.

[ gazed at the little park across the street where the hired
dog walkers were attending to the pocket-size poodles of
their socialite clients.

“Yes?” The woman’s voice that came through the
speaker was not Bianca’s. It was less girly and had a bit of
an edge to it.

“Hello, my name is Anatoly Darinsky. I'm here to
see—" The buzzer that released the door activated before
Anatoly could finish his sentence.

When we got up to the correct floor we found a
woman with cropped golden-blond hair blocking the
entrance to Bianca’s condo. She was about Bianca’s size,
but her features were more chiseled and her overall look
more severe. She wore a pair of tailored pants and a red
button-down shirt that nipped at her nearly microscopic
waistline.

“Hello, Mr. Darinsky—and you must be Ms. Katz.”

Anatoly nodded, his eyes doing a quick appraisal of the
woman, much to my annoyance.

“I'm Porsha Whitman, Bianca’s sister. I'll be staying with
her for the next few weeks.”

“Ah.” Anatoly smiled and extended his hand.“I'm glad Bi-
anca has family she can—"

“I'm also an attorney,” she said, cutting him oft’ without
accepting his hand. “I'm here to look out for Bianca and to
ensure that our family name isn’t marred by this mess.”

“Whitman isn’t exactly a rare name,” I pointed out. “I'm
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sure it’s dragged through the mud with a certain amount of
regularity.”

“I’'ve instructed my sister not to talk to you. If there’s
something she wants to say, she’ll say it to the police.” She
turned on her heel and started for the door.

Anatoly took a step forward. “Miss Whitman, it must be
obvious to you that the Katz/Miller families desire the same
level of discretion you do.”

“Lots of things are obvious to me, Mr. Darinsky.” Por-
sha turned and stared directly into his eyes. “It’s obvious
that Bob Miller took advantage of my sister’s innocence.
It’s obvious that his wife is unstable. And it’s extremely ob-
vious that this little surprise visit of yours is completely
inappropriate—"

“Porsha, please—"

I glanced behind the gatekeeper to see Bianca looking as
sweet and innocent as ever.

“I don’t mind talking to them,” she whispered.

“Bianca, don’t be an idiot.”

“Just for a few minutes, Porsha.” Bianca looked at the
ground. “I owe them that much.”

Porsha shook her head in disgust as Anatoly and I followed
Bianca inside. If Porsha was staying with Bianca she was an
extremely neat houseguest. Bianca’s apartment was as immac-
ulate as it had been the last time Anatoly and I had been
there. As far as I could tell the only thing that had changed
was the flower arrangement on the end table—this time the
lilies were yellow instead of pink.

Bianca flinched at the sound of Porsha slamming the door.
“Can I get you two anything?”

“For God’s sake, we don’t need to entertain them, B,” Por-
sha spat. “What exactly are you doing here?”

[ swallowed my irritation and attempted a smile. “I hope
you can forgive our barging in, but we'’re just trying to fig-
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ure out who really killed Bob so that my family can have
some peace again.”

“I can help you with that,” Porsha said with a sneer. “It
was your sister.”

“See, I don’t think so,” I said, maintaining my friendly tone.
“I think it was yours.”

“What?” Bianca gasped. “I would never hurt Bob! I
loved him!”

Porsha waved oft my accusation with a flick of her hand.
“I understand that you want to pin this on someone else,
but you’ve made a bad choice in scapegoats. My sister has
no motive.”

“Sophie misspoke,” Anatoly said quickly, and shot me a
look of warning.“We don’t suspect you of anything, Bianca.
But it is becoming increasingly obvious that Leah isn’t guilty,
either. Think how horrible it would be for Jack if he not
only lost his father, but also lost his mother to prison, partic-
ularly if she is innocent.”

“Oh!” Bianca put a hand to her mouth and spoke through
her fingers. “I couldn’t bear that!”

“Maybe it doesn’t have to happen,” Anatoly said reassur-
ingly.“If the real murderer is brought to justice, Jack will have
his mother, and everyone who loved Bob will have a sense
of closure.”

I did a double take. Hearing Anatoly use a word like clo-
sure was kind of like listening to President Bush talk about
his “posse.” It was just utterly out of character. But one look
at Bianca’s quivering lower lip told me he was getting the de-
sired response. Maybe he was worth twelve thousand dollars.

“How can I help?” Bianca’s voice came out in a squeak.

Porsha smacked her left fist into her open palm. “Bianca,
he’s playing you!”

Bianca shook oft’ Porsha’s warning. “I want to help,” she
repeated with more determination.
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“All I need right now are the answers to a few quick ques-
tions.” He sat down on the couch and gestured for her to sit
beside him.

Bianca avoided looking at Porsha and took her assigned
place.

“During the time that you were with Bob, did you ever
go with him to the Gatsby?”

“Hotel Gatsby?” Bianca wrinkled her forehead. “You
mean to dine?”

“No, I mean as a romantic getaway.”

“No, Bob and I never got a hotel room together. It would
have made what we shared seem cheap.”

[ suppressed a smile. I was pretty sure that nothing at the
Gatsby was cheap.

Anatoly nodded. “I understand. So you’ve never been
there?”

“Only by myself. They have a wonderful day spa.”

“But you didn’t go with Bob,” Anatoly clarified.

“No, never.”

“I know this may be difficult for you—" Anatoly reached
over and gave Bianca’s hand a reassuring squeeze “—but in
recent months Bob visited the Gatsby on several occasions
with an auburn-haired woman who has been described by
those who saw her as being tall, powerfully built and ex-
tremely striking. Do you have any idea who that might be?”

“I don’t understand.” She blinked a few times as if absorb-
ing the new information was a challenge.““Are you saying...?”

“Okay, that’s it.” Porsha brushed by me and pulled Bianca
to her feet.“We don’t need this. I'll see you both to the door.”

Anatoly stood up. “If Bianca wants to answer the ques-
tions, then it’s not really your place to stop her.”

“I disagree. Bianca’s my little sister, and I protect the peo-
ple I love from being needlessly harassed. Now are you both
going to leave or do I need to call the police.”
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“You can’t have us arrested for entering an apartment after
we were invited in. But if you insist, we’ll leave.”” He smiled at
Bianca.*“So you don’t know who the other woman might be?”

“No...I...I didn’t get to meet many of Bob’ friends. But
[ can’t believe...Bob would never...”

[ leaned forward and tried to look sympathetic. “I under-
stand why you would be skeptical,’ I said, directing my com-
ments to Bianca.“I mean, Bob certainly gave the appearance
of being fairly devoted to you—what with the six-thousand-
dollar bracelets and all.”

Bianca’s eyebrows drew together in puzzlement. “Six-
thousand-dollar bracelets?”

“The Tiftany’s yellow-sapphire bracelet you showed me.”
Wias it possible that anyone could forget that particular token
of Bob’s affection?

Bianca let out a short laugh.“I had that bracelet insured—
it’s not worth six thousand dollars.”

“How much was the bracelet worth?” Anatoly asked.
“Five thousand?”

Bianca shook her head, clearly bemused. “I had it insured
tor fifty-one thousand dollars.”

My jaw dropped, and even Porsha looked a little taken
aback. My mind flashed back to the necklace he had bought
Leah for a similar price. Over a hundred thousand dollars
wasted on two pieces of jewelry, yet the man couldn’t man-
age to invest forty dollars a month in a life insurance policy?

Bianca was looking at me as if she expected me to com-
ment.“Wow,” I said, my voice coming out in little more than
a whisper. “His other mistresses would be so jealous.”

Porsha walked over to the door and yanked it open. “Bi-
anca, say goodbye to your guests.”

Anatoly nodded and we stepped out into the hallway. Por-
sha came out with us, closing the door behind her. She
looked Anatoly over with new interest.
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“You’re good,” she said. “You played on her guilt and
feelings of loss in order to gain her trust, and then you just
led her into the lion’s den. You should have been a law-
yer.”

Anatoly laughed—a little too merrily in my opinion. “I
think I'll stick to what I'm doing now. I lack the necessary
level of corruption to pull off a career in law.”

Porsha smiled. “Touché. All right, what’s all this about
there being another woman? Were you just fishing or do you
actually have witnesses to this third liaison?”

“We have witnesses,” I said. I'd be damned if T was just
going to stand there quietly while she needled my antagonist.

Porsha turned her head in my direction.““And did these wit-
nesses actually see Bob being intimate with this woman in any
way? Were they holding hands, did they get a room, anything
incriminating at all? And what’s the story with the bracelets?”

“We’re going to share the information we have with the
police,” Anatoly said, regaining Porsha’s attention. “I might
be convinced to share it with you if you would be willing
to give me some more time with your sister.”

Porsha smiled and pressed the button to the elevator.
“Have fun with the police.” She turned around and retreated
into the apartment.

Once we were in the elevator, I said peevishly, “You’re at-
tracted to Porsha.”

Anatoly smirked. “What gave me away? Was it the way |
flagrantly ignored her demands that I leave until after I was
done preying on her sister, or was it the cute way I side-
stepped her questions?”

“It was the way you were checking out her body.”

Anatoly’s smirk faded into a wistful smile.““She does have
a nice figure.”

“You may not get into bed with the enemy. That’s totally
against the rules.”
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“This from the woman who promised me sexual favors
when she was really trying to set me up for murder.”

“Okay, so these are new rules. It doesn’t make them less
valid.”

“Of course not,” he said, as we walked out of the eleva-
tor and lobby and into the cool spring air.“I’'m going to the
police station to update them on what we found out. It will
be helpful if they have at least a few leads that point to
someone other than Leah.”

“I’'ll go with you.”

“That’s not a good plan.”

“Why not?”

“Because so far the only thing you’ve done on these in-
terviews is piss people oft.”’

“That’s not true! Besides I don’t think it’s possible for me
to piss oft the police any more than I already have, so there’s
no problem.”

“When you get home, I want you to pull out your dic-
tionary and look up the word logic.”

“Anatoly...”

“Do you want to end up as Jack’s legal guardian?”

[ paused. “So you’ll call me when you’re done at the
station?”

Anatoly smiled. “You have my word. Come on, I'll walk
you home.”

“Um, my place is right on the way to yours, so you don’t
exactly have a choice.”

“Still, the offer was chivalrous.”

I giggled and we started walking down the hill.“Has Leah
come up with any other ideas about why someone would
break into her home to steal floppy disks?”

“She has yet to come up with a plausible theory,and I can’t
even come up with an implausible one.”

“I know that burglary is significant in some way,” Anatoly
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mumbled. “Did she tell you anything more about her con-
versation with Lorenzo?”

“No, nothing she didn’t tell us already.” Actually, every time
I mentioned Lorenzo’s name, since our last visit to the police
station Leah became extremely busy. All of a sudden Jack’s di-
aper would need changing, or she’d have to «call
Miranda to set up a play date, or she’d pull out a pencil and a
sketch pad and start to design her own line of children’s wear—
anything that made talking about Lorenzo an impossibility. But
[ knew that Leah would voluntarily spill everything in the very
near future. Long-term emotional repression wasn’t her forte.

We eventually arrived at my door and Anatoly waited as
[ got my keys out.

“Sophie, the possibility of a third woman is a good sign,
but right now it’s still just a possibility. Leah is far from being
out of the woods.”

“Are you trying to depress me?”

“I'm trying to prepare you,” he explained. “I don’t want
you to be caught oft guard if things don’t go the way you
want them to.”

[ hesitated with my hand on the door. “Thank you for
being concerned, but it’s all going to be fine.” I looked up at
him.“I won’t allow it to be anything else.” I pushed the door
open and left Anatoly on the street. When I got up to my
apartment, Mr. Katz was waiting by the door. I obediently
made a beeline for the cupboard that held the kibble, but I
barely had a chance to pour it before the phone rang.

“Hello?”

“Sophie? It’s Erika. I hope I’'m not catching you at a
bad time.”

“Not at all. What’s up?”

“The police say theyre done with Bob’s office, and I
thought that Leah might want to pick up some of the per-
sonal things he kept here. You know, photos and the like.”



148 Kyra Davis

[ leaned against the bookcase and pulled at a stray thread
sticking out of my sleeve.“I’'m sure she would, but she’s not
home right now. I'll have her give you a call when—"

“Maybe you could stop by and get the stuft ? It might be
easier for Leah if she doesn’t have to face all the employees
here right away. Particularly with all the things they’ve been
saying on the news.”

“Good point. Can I stop by tomorrow around lunchtime?”

“Um...okay...or maybe you'd like to come now?”

“I can come now,” I said cautiously. “Shall I just go straight
to your desk?”

Erika audibly exhaled.“That would be great. I'll be wait-
ing for you.”

“Okay, I'll see you in a bit.”’ I pressed the hang up button
and stared at the receiver. Since when had picking up a bunch
of old photographs become a matter of great urgency? I
flashed back to my last visit with Erika and her public dis-
plays of grief over her boss’s death. No question, the woman
had a flair for the dramatic. Maybe that was all there was to
it. Or maybe she knew something that could help Leah.

I grabbed my coat and booked it to my Audi.



CHAPTER 8

“When people say a woman is brooding what they re-
ally mean is that she’s found a way to make depression
look sexy.

—Words To Die By

I caught sight of Erika at her desk the minute I stepped off
the elevator. She was in the company of a tall woman whose
back was to me. I couldn’t hear their conversation, but what-
ever was being said was not going over well with Erika. [ had
never seen her look angry before, and yet at that moment
the hate in her eyes was visible from thirty feet away. As I
approached, the woman pivoted in my direction. I froze. Her
auburn hair was pulled up in a French twist, which show-
cased her handsome features. She wasn’t overweight but her
large bone structure made her anything but petite. She fit the
description perfectly. This had to be the woman Bob had
been seen with at the Gatsby.

I forced a casual smile. “Hi, Erika” I thrust my hand in
front of the other woman. “I’'m sorry, I don’t believe we’ve
met. ’'m Sophie Katz, Bob Miller’ sister-in-law.”

The woman grasped my hand and gave it a solid shake.
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“Taylor Blake.” She sounded like she had studied at one of
those schools that still coached their students to speak with
an upper-crust, tight-jawed accent. “I’'m familiar with your
books.”

My smile broadened. “Oh, are you a fan?”

“My housekeeper is,” she clarified.

Erika stood silently beside her desk and stared at Taylor
with what looked to be a mixture of contempt and awe.

“Sophie Katz, what a pleasant surprise!”

[ turned to see James Sawyer smiling down at me. He put
a friendly hand on Taylor’s shoulder. “Have you met Tay-
lor? She was our last CFO. She had the nerve to leave us for
another company a few weeks ago. I'm still trying to mus-
ter up enough altruism to forgive her.”

“Nobody’s irreplaceable, James.”

Her smile accentuated her chiseled cheekbones. Every-
thing about her exuded strength and self-assurance. There
was no doubt in my mind that most men would find her
intimidating.

She turned her attention to me, and her countenance
took on a more serious expression. “When I left I thought
my position would go to Bob.” She shook her head slowly.
“It hardly seems possible that he’s gone.”

I thought I heard Erika suck in a sharp breath, but even I
recognized that my imagination was on the active side.

James removed his hand from Taylor’s shoulder and used
his other hand to pat Erika on the back.“Erika tells me she’s
helping to plan Bob’s memorial service.”

“Yes, I can’t thank her enough.”

“Wonderful, wonderful.” James checked his watch.
“Taylor was good enough to agree to walk me through
some of the paperwork she and Bob had previously been
handling, so we’ll go do that and leave you two to your
business.”
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He gestured for Taylor to join him and she gracefully ex-
cused herself without bothering to glance in Erika’s direction.

Erika waited for them to disappear into the elevator be-
fore sitting back down. She ran her palms along her skirt as
it trying to wipe the sweat oft of them.“You don't like her,
Erika?” I asked as I pulled up a chair.

“Taylor’s not very nice to her employees.” Erika stared
at the now-closed doors of the elevator. “Can you believe
Mr. Sawyer wants to reassign Bob’s office to someone else
already?”

Well, of course he did. Did she think Chalet was going to
turn the office into some kind of shrine?

“I’'ve been instructed to have it cleared out ASAP. That’s
why I wanted you to come in today.”

“I figured it was something like that.”” It had never oc-
curred to me that the rush could be attributed to anything
so mundane. I tried to squelch my disappointment by re-
minding myself that Taylor Blake might have made the trip
worthwhile. “What did Bob think of Taylor?”

I thought I saw Erika flinch. “They were close.”

“How close?”

“They worked in the same department, so they sort of
formed a relationship.” Erika toyed with her tennis bracelet.
“Bob had a great deal of admiration for her.”

I got the feeling that Erika thought his admiration was
misplaced. I bit my lip and tried to figure out the best way
to pry. “Did you ever work with her directly?”

“She and Bob worked together a lot, and since 1 worked
for Bob, there was some crossover.” Erika shrugged.“‘She was
so nice to Bob, I don’t think he really saw her for what she is.”

“And what is that?”

“Just another cutthroat opportunist with a pretty face,”’
Erika said as she tidied her cubicle. “She expected all of us
to bow down to her just because she was the only female
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upper manager in the company. Then she’d bat her eyes a
few times at Bob and he’d instantly become putty in her
hands.”

“Taylor doesn’t seem like the batting-eyes type.”

“I’m just saying that she can be manipulative. And Bob’s
so susceptible to female manipulations. Just look what that
woman from the KKK did to him.”

I considered correcting Erika about the KKK thing, but
exposing her as a gullible twit when it was clear that she was
already suffering from feelings of professional inferiority re-
garding Taylor didn’t seem like a kind thing to do.I crossed
my legs and leaned back in the chair. “So where’s Bob’s
stuff 2”7

Erika bent down and retrieved a shoe box from under her
desk. I peered inside to see a collection of fountain pens, dry
cleaning receipts and other miscellaneous trash. I shifted the
contents around, hoping that there might be a floppy disk
hiding under one of Bob’s outdated parking passes. Nothin’
doin’. I withdrew my hand with a heavy sigh.

“This 1s 1t?”

“The police took a lot,” Erika explained. “There’s also
this.” She opened the top drawer to her desk and pulled out
a framed picture of Bob, Leah and Jack. “I kept it separate
from the other things because I know how special that photo
was to both Bob and Leah.”

“My God, who picked out this frame?” I asked as I reached
for the bright gold frame that was adorned with gaudy sil-
Vver stars.

“I'm not sure but I suspect the frame was a gift from her.”

[ wrinkled my nose.“Bianca gave him a framed photo fea-
turing him with his wife and son?”

“I think Bob’s the one who put the picture in.” She tilted
her head to the side so she could see the photo in my hand.
“It is a good picture. Bob was so incredibly photogenic.”
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[ examined the photo, and saw none of the “good” Erika
pictured. Jack was clearly seconds away from a screaming fit,
Bob looked bored out of his mind, and Leah looked like she
was suffering from gastric intestinal distress.

“Bob used to keep that photo right on the corner of his
desk so he could gaze at it all day long. Maybe Leah could
put it in a different frame.”

[ wrinkled my nose. “Bob gazed at this?”

Erika blinked a few times as if trying to stave off tears.
“I’ve really grown to care for Leah, although I haven’t been
a very good friend to her. She always treated me like fam-
ily—like a sister really.”

[ put the frame in the box without comment. If Leah
really had treated her like a sister, Erika wouldn’t love her
so much.

“The night...that horrible night, Leah called me—she
left a message saying that she was coming over to see me.”

“I remember. She was at my apartment when she placed
the call. She said you weren’t home when she got there.”

“I was house-sitting for Dora, my neighbor—actually I
was cat-sitting, since that’s really why she wanted me there.
I was just curled up on Dora’s couch drinking her port, try-
ing to lose myself in a Nora Roberts novel, and all the while
Leah was waiting in front of my house a few doors down.
If T had looked out the front window and seen her car I
could have talked to her. Everything could have worked out
difterently.”

[ gritted my teeth. “Leah didn’t kill Bob.”

“I know she didn’t,” Erika said quietly. “The more I think
about it the more I know she would never do anything like
that. She loved Bob as much as—"" Erika flushed and looked
away “—Cleopatra loved Anthony.”

“Right,” I said slowly. I made a mental note to keep Leah
away from snakes for a while.
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“But if I had been there, Leah might not have been the
one to...to find him. And I could have vouched for her
whereabouts.”

I nodded. “That would have been nice.”

“And Bob.” Erika looked down at her desk.*I miss him hor-
ribly. I know he made some mistakes, but he really was—"

“A good person, yeah, you told me.” I tucked the shoe box
under one arm and stood up. “If there isn’t anything else, I
should get going.”

“No, nothing else.” Erika didn’t leave her seat. She was
probably reliving some memory in which Bob lovingly asked
her to take dictation. I sighed and left her to her thoughts.
What was it that these people had seen in Bob that I hadn’t?
It was like me and The Bachelor, 1 suppose. Everyone I knew
loved that show, and for the life of me I couldn’t figure out
what the big deal was. Maybe I was the weird one. I mean,
if even a woman like Taylor Blake could be pulled in by
Bob’s charms, then obviously he must have had a few attri-
butes. While in the elevator I once again examined Bob’s ex-
pression in the family photo. He looked about as engaged as
a swinger at a Tupperware party. If this is what passed for a
good catch these days I'd happily stick to my cat.

[t wasn’t until I found a parking spot—a mere five blocks
away from my apartment—that it occurred to me that An-
atoly hadn’t called to tell me about his chat with the police.
[ tried calling him while strolling home but I was only able
to reach his voice mail. I hung up without bothering to leave
a message. The SOB was obviously screening his calls. That
was it. Going forward I was no longer going to be attracted
to him.

When I got home I expected to find Leah and Jack but
when I walked in, the first person I saw was Mama. She was
sitting on my couch, her nose pressed against Jack’s, who had
his tiny hands tangled in her halo of white frizzy hair. I was
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immediately filled with a familiar mixture of affection and
trepidation. “Mama, what are you doing here?”

“This is how you greet the woman who gave birth to you?”

“I'm sorry, it’s been a long couple of days.”’ I leaned over
and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Mama sat back and admired
me.“It’s been so long since I've seen you I've forgotten what
you look like,” she said.

[ had seen my mother less than two weeks ago but I let
the comment pass. “I heard you on the radio the other day,”
[ said while moving to pet Mr. Katz who was huddled up in
the corner. “You gave quite an interview.”

“This man from the station called me up and said he
wanted me to be a guest on his show,” Mama said as she
gently stopped Jack from ripping her thick gold necklace oft
of her. Mr. Katz glared at them. He had always liked Mama
but I think he was beginning to understand that he was not
the favorite grandchild.

“He said I could tell people what a nice girl my Leah is
so of course I said I would do it,” Mama continued.““So now
I’'m a bigshot radio star”” She gave me an exaggerated wink.
“You didn’t expect that, did you, mumala?”

“Can’t say that I did.” I sat down next to her thus using her
as a physical buffer against my nephew.“Where 1s everybody?”

As if in response to my question there was the distant
sound of a toilet flushing. In a moment Mary Ann came out,
looking beautiful and fresh as ever. “Hi, Sophie! Isn’t it great
that your mom stopped by? We’ve been hanging out for the
last hour!” She went into the kitchen and opened the freezer.
“I picked up a pint of Haagen-Dazs earlier, want some?”

“What flavor?” I asked.

“Strawberry cheesecake.”

“I'll pass,” I said, secretly grateful that Mary Ann had cho-
sen the only flavor I could easily resist.

“How ’bout you, Mrs. K.?” Mary Ann was the only one
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of my friends who called Mama that. Most of my friends
subscribed to the Californian philosophy that the only peo-
ple who should be referred to by their last names were those
who had the power to flunk you or incarcerate you. Marcus
was one of the few people I knew who took issue with that
rule and insisted on calling Mama Mrs. Katz despite being
invited to call her Esther; but that was probably because he
was from the South. Mama had given up on correcting Mar-
cus but as far as I knew she had never bothered to correct
Mary Ann.I think she liked the novelty of the Mrs. K. thing.

“No ice cream for me but I would like some tea if you
don’t mind and maybe something to nosh on?” Mama gave
me a quick once-over.“You should eat something, you're too
skinny.”

Of all the backward compliments Mama consistently doled
out the “too skinny” one was my favorite.I got up to help Mary
Ann with the snacks.“So 1s Leah hiding in the bathroom, too?”

“No,” Mary Ann said. “She called about a half hour ago
to say she had some shopping to do and that she’d be back
by six-thirty.”

I checked the clock above the oven. It was already five-
forty-five. “How’s her hair?”

“I don’t know.” Mary Ann dug into her Hiagen-Dazs with
a soup spoon before tearing open a tea bag for Mama.“When
[ left her, Marcus was just getting started.”

[ felt the subtle flutter of nerves. “I thought you were
going to stay with her at the salon.”

“I was, but Jack got bored and he tried to dip his hand in
a bowl full of bleach so I got him out of there. He’s actually
been pretty good ever since.”

[ brought out a plate full of Egg and Onion Matzo and a
prepackaged container of hummus to Mama and glanced
down at Jack who was now ripping up my latest issue of Elle.
“Mama, you're letting Jack rip up my magazine.”
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Jack grinned up at me. “Jack ’ike to wip.”

I narrowed my eyes. It was tempting to show him what
the word “wip” really meant.

“Let him have his fun,” Mama said, clearly amused. “I
looked through that magazine and there’s nothing but pic-
tures of skinny girls dressed up in fancy schmancy clothes.
There was a bathing suit in there and you know what they
wanted for it? Four hundred dollars! Who pays that kind of
money for a piece of fabric that could fit in a wallet?” Mama
shook her head. “Trust me, it’s better that you use it to keep
Jack busy than waste your time reading such nonsense.”

I gritted my teeth and went back for the tea.

“Just put my drink in one of those little cups,” Mama
called after me. “I'll wait for Leah for a few more minutes
and then get out of your hair. It’s not like you need three
women to take care of one little baby.”

“Yes we do!” I dropped the tea kettle back onto the stove
and bolted to Mama’s side.“Jack needs you and Leah’s under
a lot of stress right now.” I put my hand on my mother’s
shoulder just in case she planned on bolting right away. “I
really think it would help if you took Jack for the night. It’s
been a while since you’ve done that, right? And I know you
have extra clothes for him and that porta-crib thing, so it
would be easy!”

Mama looked uncertain.

“Did T tell you he said a new word yesterday?” I asked,
struggling to keep the desperation out of my voice.

“Really?” Mama brightened. “So tell me the word al-
ready”

“Baba.”

“Baba! He wanted his grandmother!”

[ nodded enthusiastically. “That’s what he said. ‘I want my
Baba.’ It was his first grammatically correct sentence. And
whenever he sees a lady with white curly hair on the street
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he cries. So I think we should ease his suffering and let him
spend some time at your place, don’t you?”

Mama laughed. “All right, I'll take him but don’t think I
don’t see what you’re up to. Jack doesn’t really cry when he
sees little old ladies, does he? You’re just making up stories
because you want some time away from little Jack, no?”

[ smiled sheepishly. “You got me.”

“You and your elaborate stories and excuses,” she said
again. “You’re lucky you don’t have a nose like Pinocchio.
What would have happened if you had just asked me to take
Jack home so you and Leah could get some rest. Would the
world end if you told the truth once in a while?”

“I do tell the truth...once in a while. I guess I just like to
make up stories and excuses, too. I am an author after all.”

“But when you start using those stories for your real life,
that’s what gets you into trouble. Remember that time you
offered to watch Brandon’s pet snake?”

“Oh, come on, Mama, I was thirteen years old.”

Mary Ann came out of the kitchen, still holding on to the
pint of ice cream that she apparently planned to finish off
herself. “Who’s Brandon?” she asked eagerly. “Did he go to
high school with us?”

“Brandon was my first real crush. His family moved to Or-
egon right after junior high graduation. You know, Mama,
we don’t really need to tell this story.”

“Even at thirteen my Sophie was a real beauty,” Mama
continued, dismissing my objections. “And those brains of
hers. Any boy would have been lucky to have her on his arm.
But she had to get Brandon’s attention by making up sto-
ries. As soon as she found out he had a boa constrictor she
went on and on about how much she loved snakes. She even
told him that she planned on breeding them and raising lit-
tle snake babies when she grew up!”

Mary Ann’s eyes widened with horror.“You like snakes?”
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“I don’t hate them,” I said. Jack was now toddling over to
my music collection. I quickly snatched him up before he
could use my U2 CD as a Frisbee. “You want to mess with
my stuft, Jack?” I asked sweetly. “Why don’t we find you
something over here?” I went over to where I kept my old
VHS tapes and checked to see if I had anything that I didn’t
watch anymore.

“No, Sophie isn’t so afraid of snakes, but I am and so is
her sister,” Mama said, shaking her finger in my direction.“So
you can imagine my reaction when she comes home with
the boy’s snake and tells me that she’s going to be taking care
of it while this Brandon and his family are oft caravanning
around Disneyland for the weekend. I let her know right
away that there would not be any snakes in my house. What
was | running, a zoo?”

“The boa wasn’t even fully grown yet and he had his own
enclosure!” I protested. I pulled out a yoga exercise video that
[ had bought with the best of intentions six years earlier but
had never actually gotten around to putting in the VCR.
“Here, why don’t you take this apart,” I said to Jack.I sat him
on the ground and he quickly started unraveling the tape.
Mr. Katz looked at him with alarm. Clearly he thought Jack
was a lot scarier than a snake.

My mama on the other hand didn’t seem bothered by
Jack’s need to destroy and continued with her story. “It’s true
what she says. The snake had a little Plexiglas home all his
own. That’s why I said it would be okay for her to let him
stay in the garage. But the snake wasn’t so happy about this
and he made a run for it.”

“But snakes can’t run,” Mary Ann said.

“She means he got out,” I explained.“I fed the snake but
[ didn’t want to actually hang around and watch it eat.”

“What did it eat?” Mary Ann asked, although by her tone
[ wasn’t at all sure she really wanted to know.
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“He ate mice,” I said. “Very cute, very alive mice.”

“Oh!” Mary Ann put her hand over her mouth and
looked away.

“I know;,” I said, ““so I just dropped the mouse in, dropped
the lid back on the enclosure and hightailed it into the house.
But here’s the thing...I didn’t take the time to make sure that
the lid was really closed.”

“It was a real to-do,” Mama said, clearly amused by the
memory. “All weekend I walked around wearing three
pairs of socks so that I wouldn’t get snake bites on my
ankles.”

“Boas don’t bite, Mama,”’ I said.“But it was a ‘to-do’ Mama
wasn’t the only one who was upset, Leah was beside herself.
She sat up awake all night that Friday and Saturday with all
her lights on clutching a pair of Dad’s old shoes that she
planned to throw at the boa if he should make an appear-
ance. And of course I was freaked out about how I was going
to explain everything to Brandon when he got back.” I shook
my head. “To make matters worse our neighbor had this lit-
tle shih tzu and I was sure that it was only a matter of time
before he became snake-lunch.”

“Finally this Brandon character shows up with his mother,
all ready to take their pet home,” Mama said with a giggle.
“I told Sophie she was going to have to tell them. I watched
her greet them at the door and I thought she was going to
cry, and as you know it takes a lot to make my Sophie cry.”

Mary Ann looked at me sympathetically. “You must have
felt terrible. How did they take 1t?”

“There was nothing to take!” I plopped down next to
Mama and leaned back into the cushions. “I was all ready to
confess when I hear Leah clearing her throat behind me and
there she was, holding the enclosure with the boa safely in-
side. You could tell she didn’t want to be holding it because
she looked like she was going to throw up any second, but
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she held it nonetheless. She had spotted the boa in the ga-
rage next to her bike just moments before, and rather than
force me to admit my failure to my current heartthrob she
mustered up all her courage and put the animal back in it’s
enclosure so we could give it back to Brandon without his
ever being the wiser.”

“But...she was afraid of snakes!” Mary Ann cried.

“Yes,” Mama said, “but she loved her sister more.”

A warm feeling filled my stomach as I recalled that mo-
ment. “She saved me,” I said softly.

Mama patted my knee.“And now it’s our turn to save her.”

I heard a key jiggle in the lock of the front door and a
moment later it sprung open and Leah bounded in followed
by Dena and Marcus. Leah was wearing a new knee-length
leather skirt, spike heels and a very burgundy cotton top. The
streaks in her hair matched the shirt.

The warm fuzzy feeling I had been experiencing evapo-
rated. “Oh. My. God.”

Leah spun around, with what seemed like a kind of manic
exuberance. “You like? It’s the new me!”

[ turned to Marcus. “She’s supposed to be in mourning!
How could you give her burgundy highlights?”

“What can I say?” Marcus lifted Jack into his arms and di-
rected his comments to him.“I took one look at your mom-
my'’s coloring and all of a sudden I just knew we had to go
burgundy.”

“Really, Sophie,” Dena said, walking to Leah’s side.“I don’t
know what your problem is, it’s all earth tones.”

“You look very pretty,” Mary Ann said hesitantly. “I don’t
think I've ever seen you wear an outfit so...um.. .fitted.” She
turned her attention to me and it was clear she was picking
up on my frustration. She’d have to be deaf, dumb and blind
not to. “I think I'll be going,” Mary Ann said quickly. She
gave Mama’s hand a goodbye squeeze and then rushed out
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before anyone could thank her for watching Jack and well
before I had a chance to explode.

Mama shook her head. “Since when did you start wear-
ing leather skirts?” she asked Leah. “If youre not careful
people will think you’re as sex-obsessed as your sister.”

“I like the skirt,” Leah said defensively.“Dena picked it out
for me.”

[ pressed my fingers into my temples.

Marcus put Jack down and leaned over to give Mama two
air-kisses. “Mrs. Katz, it has been so long since I've seen you.
I’'m loving this little floral print top of yours. It’s just so retro.”

“Thank you, deary”” Mama turned to Jack and smiled.“Did
you hear that? Your Baba’s a hip cat!”

“Leah, you’ve got to show Sophie what else we did.”

The twinkle in Dena’s eyes left me with a sense of
foreboding.

Leah obediently lifted up her shirt and displayed a spar-
kling gem strategically placed inside her belly button.

With a high-pitched squawk I lunged forward and pulled
Leah’s shirt back down.

“I don’t understand,” Mama said, staring at the part of Le-
ah’s stomach that she had just flashed us. “How does it stay
in there?”

“It’s a body piercing,” Marcus explained.“Dena wanted to
take her to this place called Body Manipulations, but there
was a wait, so we went to my friend on Polk.”

“Your friend on Polk?” I whispered weakly.

“He goes by the name Warlord and, girl, if you could see
this man...” Marcus pretended to fan himself oft with his
hand.“That boy can ransack my village any day of the week.”

“You let some guy named Warlord stick a needle into my
sister’s stomach?”

“Mmm-hmm.” Marcus tapped his finger on his chin. “I
think his last name is Goldberg.”
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Mama perked up. “A nice Jewish boy! Is this Warlord
single?”

“That’s it.” I made a silencing motion with my hands.
“Maybe you’ve all forgotten, but Leah’s a prime suspect in
her husband’s murder. She needs to maintain the image of
an innocent, grieving widow. That image is going to be hard
to pull off’ with a cubic zirconium in her navel!”

“Oh, give me a break.” Dena crossed her arms over her
chest defensively. “It’s not like she’s going to be wearing mid-
rift shirts into court. Besides, no one in their right mind is
going to believe that Leah is a murderess.”

“Really? I'm not sure the police or the D.A’s office will
agree with you.”

“Well, they’ll just have to talk to me.” Mama stood up and
put a hand on each of my sister’s cheeks. “Such a face. Like
an angel you are. I'll show them the pictures of when you
were a little girl and they’ll see.”

[ gritted my teeth. “Mama, I think you should take Jack
now, okay? Dena and Marcus, you need to go, too. I need to
talk to Leah alone.”

“Oy gevalt, 'm being dismissed by my own daughter.”
Mama picked up Jack and gave Leah a loud kiss on the cheek.

“So, you're really going to take Jack?” Leah asked hope-
tully. “For how long?”

“Your sister here thinks I should take him overnight, if
that’s all right with you.”

Leah didn’t even pretend to think about it as she eagerly
handed over Jack’s diaper bag.

Mama turned to Marcus and Dena. “So who’s going to
take me home? I don’t want to ride with one of those crazy
cabdrivers while I’'m with my only grandchild.”

From the kitchen I tossed Marcus one of my spare keys.
“You can get the car seat out of the Audi. It’s parked on Lex-
ington and Pacific.”
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“Will do,” Marcus sang.“You know, Mrs. Katz, we should
really do your hair next. Why be gray when you can go
platinum?”

Marcus and Mama walked out first and Dena turned to
follow, but I stopped her right outside the door. “I know
this was your idea,” I hissed. “I know you don’t like Leah,
but you’re messing with her life here, not to mention
mine.”

Dena’s jaw set. “I’'m not messing with her life—I'm try-
ing to help her get one. She was so fucking depressed yes-
terday that she even had me feeling sorry for her.”

“And so you naturally assumed that you would fix things
for her by dressing her up like a femme fatale.”

“Hey, she’s in a better mood now than she was this
morning.”

I shook my head.“Listen, Dena, it’s all well and good that
you want to give Leah an emotional lift, but next time just
buy her a dildo and call it a night, okay?”

Dena grinned.“I just got a new one in stock yesterday. It’s
called the Diamond Daddy and it—"

“I'd go for a basic model to start her oft.” I shoved her
gently toward the stairs. “I'll call you later.”

[ returned to the apartment to see Leah lifting up the cor-
ner of a sarong to check out her new do in the mirror.

“Leah, you know we’re going to have to dye your hair back
to brown, right?”

Leah turned to me with a vexed expression. “Everywhere
we went today I got compliments. Compliments on my hair,
Sophie.I don’t think that’s happened to me since I spent three
hours getting it pressed for the senior prom.”

“Leah—"

“This image works for me, and I have always been a be-
liever in sticking to what works.”

“If the D.A. gets a picture of you looking like this just
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three days after your husband’s death you’ll be handed a life
sentence before you can say Versace.”

“So what do you suggest I do, hmm? Should I behave the
way everyone expects me to?”

I took a small step back. “Is this a rhetorical question?”

“Yes, it 1s, because the answer is blatantly obvious. We may
not have a lot in common, but we’re both educated intelli-
gent women and we both know that the definition of in-
sanity is to do the same thing over and over again while
expecting to get difterent results each time. I was the perfect
wife to Bob. I did what was expected of me—and you know
what I got for my troubles? To quote your friend Dena, I
got ‘fucked royally, and not in a good way, Sophie.”

“Okay, I think you need to take a deep breath—"

“Do not patronize me! I am not a five-year-old having a
temper tantrum, [ am a twenty-eight-year-old having a ner-
vous breakdown!”

“I'm not trying to be patronizing, Leah, I just think we
need to back up and approach this conversation in a calm,
rational manner. Can I get you something? A glass of water,
some Zoloft maybe?”

For a second Leah didn’t move, then her shoulders
slumped and I watched as all her anger was visibly washed
away by a sudden wave of exhaustion. She sank down onto
the couch.

“My whole world is falling apart.”

[ sat down next to her and leaned my forearms onto my
knees as I studied the floor.“So, we’ll just have to put it back
together again.”

For a few minutes the only sound to be heard was Mr.
Katz’s snoring and Leah’s jagged breathing. She leaned over
and got herself a Kleenex from the end table. “What is she
like, Sophie?”

I didn’t look up. “What 1s who like?”
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“You know who I'm talking about. Is she...pretty?”

[ squeezed my eyes shut. Of course she was talking about
Bianca, since she still didn’t know about Taylor. “I guess
she’s kind of pretty,” I hedged, “in a very conventional kind
of way.”

Leah nodded. “The girl next door. Bob always liked that
look.”

“Leah, you're every bit as attractive as she is.”

“Please. 'm ten pounds overweight, Marcus had to slave
over my hair in order to make it look like this, and I don’t
remember there ever being a time in my life when I didn’t
have a blemish on my face somewhere.” She bit her finger-
nail. “No wonder Bob was unhappy with me.”

“I don’t think Bob strayed because you got a pimple, how-
ever—" I took a deep breath “—maybe the reason Bob
wasn’t happy at home had something to do with the fact that
you weren’t happy, either. I mean, I used to think you were
at least happy with your life overall, if not with your hus-
band specifically. Now I'm beginning to think that was de-
nial on my part. I just couldn’t stand the idea that you would
settle for a life that would make you miserable. But that’s ex-
actly what you did, isn’t it?”

“I think miserable 1s a little harsh. I was almost happy. I hon-
estly tried to be”” Leah leaned back into the couch. “The
funny thing is that I thought things were getting better. You
didn’t spend much time with Bob these past two years. Nei-
ther did I, for that matter, but the time I did spend with him
was. ..different. He was different.”

“How so0?”

She rotated her wedding band on her finger. “I could
never quite put my finger on it. He was more confident, more
generous, more...well, just more everything.”

“What brought that on?” I asked, although my thoughts
immediately turned to the other women in his life.
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“I don’t know.” Leah got a faraway look in her eyes. “For
a while I was stupid enough to think that it had something
to do with me. I had enrolled in this cooking class and had
taken to throwing these wonderful dinner parties for him and
his colleagues, and I thought that maybe I had finally become
the wife that we both wanted me to be. I wanted that so
badly. That’s why I didn’t argue when he asked me not to
wear the plum sweater with the V-neck or cut my hair
short—I was trying to mold myself to fit a certain image. I
wanted to be the kind of polished and genteel homemaker
that you see featured in Better Homes and Gardens. But no
matter what [ did or didn’t do I could never quite pull it oft.”

[ pulled my hair back from my face. “You shouldn’t have
to mold yourself at all. You need to figure out who you al-
ready are and stick with that.”

“And who would that be? Because according to you,
vamp is unacceptable.” She held up her leg so that her sti-
letto heel was proudly displayed in the air.

“Trust me, the vamp thing isn’t a good look to play with
right now,” I said.

She sighed and lowered her leg.“Maybe I should be a po-
litical activist. I could champion the minority cause. There
seem to be a lot of people out there who want me to do that.”

“You're a registered Republican who listens to Neil Dia-
mond CDs. You’re not going to make it as a Black Activist.”

“How about a convict, then?” She turned to me and I
noted how pale she had become. “Detective Lorenzo thinks
I’m guilty, Sophie. I can tell by the way he looks at me. And
the tone of his voice...” Her voice trailed oft and she averted
her eyes. “It’s just a matter of time before he issues a warrant
for my arrest.”

I swallowed, hard. “All we have to do is show reasonable
doubt. You’re not going to prison for this. I won’t let that
happen.”
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“I see. And who died and made you God?” But her tone
lacked the venom necessary to make her words biting. “I was
so quick to hand Jack over to Mama, but now that I think
about it I might have been too hasty. My time with my son
might be limited.”

“Leah...”

“So why shouldn’t I wear a leather skirt and a belly-
button ring? It’s not like anything I wear will change the in-
evitable. At least this way I can be known as the woman who
was fashionable in the face of adversity.”

[ sucked in a sharp breath. “Is that what this 1s?” I stood
up and made a sweeping gesture that encompassed her whole
outfit. “The early signs of defeat? You couldn’t just start
wearing sweatpants like everyone else?”

“I'm not being a defeatist, 'm being a realist. Are you even
listening to what I’'m saying?”

“No, I'm not, because you're not saying anything useful.”
[ bent forward so I was in her face. “You say you love your
son, but look at you!”

“What are you talking about? I love Jack more than life
itself”

“Then fight for him! Don’t just put on a pair of fuck-me
pumps and roll over! Lorenzo thinks you're guilty. So what?
We’re the ones with the truth on our side. That and a bot-
tle of Miss Clairol will get you a hung jury to call your own.
Now drop the martyr bullshit and find some goddamn flats!”

Leah gawked at me, seemingly unable to move. Finally, she
cleared her throat and shifted slightly in her seat.“You don’t
seriously expect me to dye my hair with some drugstore
product, do you?”



CHAPTER 9

“She’s always been a micromanager,” Daniel said as he
watched the police read Melina her rights. “It just goes
to show, the devil really is in the details.”

—Words To Die By

I think Leah finally heard me. After a few minutes more of
discussion we reached a compromise. Since the sex-kitten
stuff seemed to boost her self-esteem, she would wear it at
home while sitting shivah. However, if she actually had to
leave the apartment she would make a point of looking con-
servative and downtrodden.

After we had all that settled, I took off. I went to Starbucks
for a Frappuccino and then drove around the city for a good
hour. I finally ended up in Forest Hills, and despite my prom-
ise to Anatoly, I parked across the street from Leah’s house.
Of course I told myself that I was just staking the place out
and that [ wouldn’t actually go inside, but deep down I knew
that wasn’t my plan. The house was completely dark, and
after fifteen minutes of no activity I got out of my car and
went in. [ entered the living room first, half expecting that



170 Kyra Davis

the cushions would be oft the sofa again, but everything
seemed to be in its place.

[ considered searching the room but quickly scratched the
idea. When Dena, Leah and I had arrived, the intruder had
already worked his way upstairs, so if there was any room in
the house that he had not had a chance to search it would
probably be up there. I dropped my purse on the coffee table
and climbed the stairs, making a point to turn on every light
I came across. I wanted to make it clear to any potential bur-
glars who might be scoping the place out that now was not
a good time to break in. Of course, my plan had a few holes
in it. First, unlike the burglar, I didn’t know what I was look-
ing for. Second, whatever the mystery item was, there was a
good chance that the police already had it tucked away in
some evidence room. But [ was feeling extremely antsy and
more than a little desperate, so I had to do something, and
looking for a floppy was as productive an activity as anything
else I could do.

I started with the guest room. Someone obviously thought
that the desired disk was worthy of being hidden in the
couch, so why not under a mattress? But after twenty min-
utes of meticulous searching, I had come up with nothing.
My next stop was Jack’s room. I turned on the light and
scanned the pastel-painted walls.

And that’s when I heard the front door to the house open
and shut.

[ now know what it means to have your blood turn to ice.
For a moment I couldn’t move. The floorboards creaked
under heavy footfalls.

Okay, breathe, Sophie. Breathe and think. Maybe whoever was
downstairs would stay there. My cell was in my purse down-
stairs so I was going to have to sneak into Leah’s bedroom
and call the police from there. They would come save me
and arrest the real murderer all in one fell swoop.
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The footsteps started up the stairs.

Okay, time for plan B. I quickly tiptoed across Jack’s bed-
room and closed his door. My fingers lingered on the door-
knob in hopes of finding some kind of lock, but there was
none. Okay, not a problem, I would just block the door with
a piece of furniture. I went over to the dresser and tried to
push it. It was attached to the wall with some kind of metal
thingy. I stepped back and eyed the small bookcase filled with
Jack’s clothes and books. It took all of two seconds to deter-
mine that the bookcase had been attached to the wall as well.
If there was an earthquake, this is the room you’d want to
be in. However, it wasn’t the best place for those who wanted
to hide from murderers.

The footsteps reached the top of the stairs, then stopped.
I needed something to defend myself with. I scanned the
room for something heavy or sharp. Nothing. If it wasn’t
plush, plastic or nailed to the wall, it wasn’t in the room. Even
the electric outlets were covered by plastic gizmos.

I heard the door to Leah’s room squeak as it was pushed
open.

Okay, plan C—escape. I went to the window and tried to
open it—it wouldn’t budge. Something was keeping the
window from moving. I stepped back and examined it. There
was a large plastic thing attached to the window. The words
Baby Safe were written across it in big pink bubble-letters.
[ tried not to hyperventilate. I was going to be the first per-
son to die as a result of an overly baby-proofed room.

The footsteps were now moving down the hall. There was
no more time. My eyes focused on the only launchable non-
pillow-like item within reach—a Diaper Genie—and I
picked it up and waited for the intruder.

The second the door swung open I used all my strength
to hurl the object at my would-be attacker. The Diaper
Genie smashed against the threshold and a string of foul-
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smelling but very neatly wrapped diapers came spiraling out
of the plastic contraption and onto the floor.

My terror slowly morphed into embarrassment as I met
the eyes of Anatoly.

“Well,” he said slowly, “this is another first for me.”

[ strode over to him and whacked him on the chest.“Do
you have any idea how much you scared me? I thought the
murderer was coming up here to kill me!”

“Not an unrealistic fear, which i1s why I told you not to
come here.”

“Yeah, well...” I tried to think of a good argument but
quickly gave up.“Fine, I shouldn’t have come by myself, but
look—" 1 pointed to the evidence of Jack’s regularity “—I
think I did prove that I can be resourceful under pressure. If
you were a bad guy and someone started throwing dirty di-
apers at you, wouldn’t you run?”

“I'm thinking about running right now.”

A smile threatened the corners of my mouth and I turned
my back on him to conceal it. “What are you doing here,
anyway? And why didn’t you call me after you spoke with
the police?”

“I called your place and Leah told me you were out,
and since you love to take unnecessary chances with your
lite, I thought I'd try here first.” I turned to see him take
a step backward into the hallway as he covered his nose
with one hand. “Can we continue this conversation
downstairs?”

“You're such a wimp,” I said, despite the fact that I, too, was
dying to escape the pungent odor. I gingerly stepped over the
diapers and followed him downstairs. I would have to clean up
before going home but that was a job worth procrastinating.

“Did you come here in hopes of finding something more
incriminating than fan fiction?” he asked as we entered the
kitchen.
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“That was the plan, but I haven’t found anything yet. How
did things go at the police station?”

Anatoly pulled some glasses out of one of the cabinets.
“Why don’t we start by pouring ourselves a drink?”

[ slumped against the counter. “That bad, huh?”

“It wasn’t good.”

“Give me a second to raid Bob’s wine collection.” I went
to the walk-in pantry that Bob had converted into a make-
shift wine storage facility and scanned the various cases be-
fore settling on a bottle of Chateau d’Yquem. By the time
I got back to the kitchen Anatoly had already located the
corkscrew.

[ handed him the wine and he studied the label. “I don’t
think I'm familiar with this vineyard.”

“It’s not very well known,” I explained.“In fact Bob was the
only person I've ever known to keep it in stock, but for some
reason the name has been floating around in my head lately”

Anatoly smirked.“The names of alcoholic beverages float
around in your head, and yet you still don’t think you have
a drinking problem.”

“Anatoly, open the damn bottle and tell me something
useful”

He nodded and uncorked the wine. “I met with Lorenzo
and relayed the information given to me by Cheryl’s co-
workers,” he said as he poured the wine into two glasses, “but
I’'m not sure he believed me.'m too closely connected to you.”

I pounded my hand against the counter.““He can’t just dis-
miss all the evidence that you dig up because youre my
friend. That’s got to be criminal negligence or something!”

Anatoly chuckled. “Not even close. The police have to
consider the source of any information that comes their
way, otherwise they’d spend all their time chasing false leads.
[ think they’ll check it out, but I doubt it will sway their in-
vestigation away from your sister.”
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“Well, something has to!” I took a sip of the sweet wine.
“She’s innocent, Anatoly, which means that the real mur-
derer is sitting back and enjoying a life free of the threat of
conviction.”

Anatoly studied the contents of his glass. “You’re a good
sister, Sophie. I admire that.”

My mouth dropped open. In the past, Anatoly had ex-
pressed his anger with me, his fear of me, his amusement at
my expense, and on a good day, his physical attraction to me,
but this was the first time he had ever told me he admired
me for anything. My eyes traveled down to his beautifully
masculine hands. Why did I keep forgetting that [ wasn’t at-
tracted to him anymore?

[ forced myself to redirect my gaze to the half-empty bot-
tle of wine.“Do you think the police would take our claims
more seriously if I told them that I may have met Bob’s Hotel
Gatsby mistress?”

Anatoly’s eyebrows shot up.

“I stopped by Chalet today to pick up some of Bob’s
things, and I got to meet the former CFO, a woman named
Taylor Blake. She’s tall with auburn hair, very striking, and,
according to Erika, she had Bob wrapped around her little
finger”

“Really”” Anatoly’s voice was heavy with appreciation for
my expert sleuthing skills.

“Really. I gotta say, I wouldn’t have pegged her as Bob’s
type. She comes across as being very forceful and strong. Not
at all the little feminine flower that Bianca is, and I seriously
doubt that she’s the slave to Martha Stewart protocol that
Leah is.”

“Maybe his taste varied.”

“I guess. I just always felt that Bob was the kind of guy who
liked his women to be kind of girly and on the subservient
side. I could totally see him with someone like Erika....”
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Both Anatoly and I froze, the same thought crossing
our minds.

[ looked at the wine bottle again. “Oh my God, I know
why this winery has been in my thoughts lately”

“Why?”

“Because there was a cork from this same winery in Eri-
ka’s purse.”

Anatoly straightened.“How long did Erika work for Bob?”

“A few years,” I whispered. “And you know, when I met
Taylor today she was with Erika,and it was clear that the two
did not like each other. Taylor wouldn’t even look at Erika—
it’s like she didn’t want to deal with her.”

“And Erika?”

“Erika seemed jealous.”

“Erika was wearing a tennis bracelet,” Anatoly said qui-
etly. “It must be worth at least six thousand dollars.”

“Oh, my God. We all just assumed that the receipt for a
six-thousand-dollar bracelet that Leah found was for some-
thing Bob gave Bianca but that wasn’t the case at all.”

Anatoly lowered his wineglass to the counter.“It was clear
right from the beginning that her attachment to Bob was ex-
treme. How could we miss something so obvious?”

“How?” My heart was pounding against my chest as I put
the pieces together. “Maybe I was too riled up after hearing
Cheryl’s comments to the media. Maybe you were too dis-
tracted by your overwhelming feelings of lust for me. Who
the hell cares how we missed this? The point is we figured it
out, and now we have to tell the police.”

Anatoly put his hand up to slow me down.“I am perfectly
capable of doing my job while coping with unrequited lust.”

For a split second I forgot that Anatoly wasn’t the reason
for my current state of excitement. My eyes fell to his per-
fectly sculpted shoulders. Good thing I wasn’t attracted to
him anymore, otherwise I'd be in trouble.
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“And,” Anatoly continued,“we don’t know anything. We
just suspect.”

Oh, right, right, right. We were talking about Erika’s af-
tair with Bob. I had to make a prioritized to-do list for my-
self: Find brother-in-law’ killer, then have sex. I managed to
suppress my raging hormones and turned Anatoly’s last state-
ment over in my head.

“What do you mean, we don’t know?”’ I asked slowly.*She
gets misty every time his name is mentioned, her jewelry has
a market value that is well beyond her own purchasing power,
and she carries around a cork to a wine that only Bob and,
like, five other people in San Francisco drink.”

“None of that is proot,” Anatoly said,“and, considering the
lack of faith the police have in us, we really need to back up
any leads we feed them with a hefty amount of hard evidence.”

“We don’t have time to collect evidence,’ I shouted. “Er-
ika had an affair with my sister’s husband. She may even have
killed him! She’s probably at home as we speak packing her
bags in preparation for her one-way trip to Barbados!”

“Sophie, think this through. If Erika is the killer, the smart-
est thing she could do is stay put and play it cool while the
cops go after Leah.”

“Yeah? Well, what if she isn’t smart?”

“That’s the problem.” Anatoly drummed his fingers against
the counter. “I’m not at all convinced that she has the cun-
ning necessary to pull oft this kind of crime.”

“Why would she need cunning?” I started pacing the
room as a hypothetical scene unfolded in my mind. “Leah
went to see Erika the night of Bob’s murder, but she wasn’t
home. So, what if she was here? She could have come over
to confront Bob about Bianca. They start arguing, Erika
throws a few wedding pictures around, Bob gets pissed and
storms out of the room. Then Erika, who has been to this
house umpteen times before and undoubtedly knows where
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Leah and Bob keep the safe and their one and only security
code, which they use for everything, goes to get the gun. Bob
comes downstairs again, pours himself a glass of much-
needed scotch and then bang—""I made a pistol out of my
fingers “—Erika shoots him in the head. She then leaves,
locks up the place with her spare set of keys that Bob gave
her to use during the times Leah’s off getting her semi-
annual Calistoga mud bath, and voila/—Erika has commit-
ted the perfect crime. No cunning required.”

“Unless, of course, it was one of Bob’s many other mis-
tresses,” Anatoly said.

“I don’t understand.” I wrinkled my nose.“Who are you
thinking of ? Bianca or Taylor?”

“Perhaps neither. My guess is that there were lots of
women in Bob’s life. We just have the names of a select few”

[ stuck a thumbnail in my mouth and thought about that.
“I don’t know...I mean, there’s only so many hours in a day
and the man did have a job.”

“So did Wilt Chamberlain, and apparently he slept with
twenty thousand women in his lifetime.”

“First of all, being a basketball star isn’t so much a job as it
is a lifestyle and secondly, Bob’s no Wilt Chamberlain. On a
good day he was about as interesting as a statistics professor.”

“Apparently he was interesting enough to attract the at-
tention of a debutante, a female CFO, a pretty admin and
your sister.” Anatoly stepped forward and picked up the wine
bottle and studied it absently. “There may be hundreds of
women in this city who had motive and opportunity to kill
Bob. That’s bad news for anyone trying to pinpoint an in-
dividual murderess, but very good news for someone trying
to prove reasonable doubt.”

I tapped the toe of my shoe on the tile floor and tried to
digest this new development. Bob was a lout, but he hadn’t
deserved his fate. That, in addition to the fact that the real
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murderer was apparently content to allow my sister to be
prosecuted for a crime she didn’t commit, was enough to
make me want to see the guilty party locked up for life. But
I had to keep my eye on the real prize, and that was ensur-
ing that Leah wasn’t charged with anything.

“All right,” I said quietly.“What do we need to do to con-
vince the police of all this?”

“We start by talking to your sister. If you point out the
possibility of these affairs to her, she might begin to remem-
ber things she once thought to be irrelevant. Phone calls from
Erika or Taylor...maybe she walked in on a late-night busi-
ness meeting that seemed a little too intimate...who knows?
But we need to pick her brain.”

“You mean I need to pick her brain.” This was not going
to be a fun conversation.

“Just try to keep her calm and remind her that the silver
lining to all this is that Bob’ infidelities may be her ticket to
freedom,” he said.

“Yeah, I'm sure she’ll be very rational about the whole
thing.”

Anatoly laughed quietly.“Just one more thing.” He stepped
closer and looked directly into my eyes. “No matter how
angry Leah gets, neither of you are to contact either Taylor
or Erika. We cannot afford to tip our hand.”

I took a deep breath. “Got it. No tipping.” I looked at the
bottle in Anatoly’s hand.“I think we’ll go for tipsy instead.”

When I got home I found Leah in front of the television
in her new outfit watching an old Sex and the City episode
on TBS with Mr. Katz curled around her feet. The shoe box
I had picked up earlier was in front of her on the coffee table.
She looked up as I entered the room and eyed the overnight
bag I had brought back with me.

“That’s mine, 1sn’t 1t?”
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“I stopped by your house and picked up some more
clothes for you and Jack since we were a little rushed last time
we were there.” I dropped the bag on the floor and sat down
next to her. “I've never seen this episode.”

“I’ve never seen any of the episodes,” Leah said. “I read
that this show was nothing but a portrayal of gauche, des-
perate single women complaining about their love lives.”

“Well, I don’t know if it’s gauche, but the rest sounds pretty
accurate.”

Leah sighed. “If I had just stayed single I wouldn’t be in
this mess. Of course, then I wouldn’t have Jack.”

I nodded and kept my eyes glued to the set. I did love my
nephew, despite all his eccentricities. I just wished that I
could love him from afar.

Leah pointed her finger at the shoe box.“Where did that
come from?”

“Bob’s office. Erika called and asked me to pick it up.” I
could hear the contempt in my voice as I pronounced Eri-
ka’s name, but if Leah noticed it she didn’t say anything.

“What about that awful picture in that hideous frame?”
Leah asked. “That didn’t come from his office, did it?”

“Erika said it was one of his most cherished possessions.
She said, and I quote, ‘He could gaze at it all day long.”

“Ew.” Leah made a face.“We don’t have that many pho-
tos of the three of us, but that one is by far the worst. What
person in his right mind would even want to look at it, let
alone gaze at it?”

“Yeah, well, that’s just what Erika told me. But I don’t
think that she’s a slave to honesty.”

Leah leaned forward and poked at the frame.*I bet Cheryl
gave him this frame. It’s certainly tacky enough. It must have
been for a birthday or something before Bob and I were to-
gether because if I had been there when she gave it to him
I would have thrown it out.”
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My shoulders slumped. I had been hoping that my dispar-
aging remarks about Erika would serve as a natural segue into
the conversation about her betrayal, but Leah wasn’t taking
my lead. My eyes traveled back to the television.“Why don’t
I make us some popcorn and martinis?”

“No thanks.” Leah sighed and turned the TV off with a
light tap of the remote. “I don’t think I’'m in the mood for
this anymore.”

“In that case let’s skip the popcorn and just go straight for
the cocktails.”

Leah eyed me warily. “What is 1t?”

[ leaned over and freed my swollen feet from my heeled
boots. “What is what?”

“There’s something you want to talk to me about but
you're afraid to bring it up. I can always tell, you know. It’s
like that time when we were kids and you had to tell me that
you'd accidentally blown up my Barbie Dream House while
working out the kinks in your science fair project.”

“Oh, Leah,” I sighed. “That wasn’t an accident.”

“That was on purpose?” She gasped.“I had to save my al-
lowance for over a year to buy that thing!”

“I have some good news and some bad news,” I said
quickly. “Which do you want first?”

“Does Mama know you meant to blow it up?” Leah de-
manded. “I swear—"

“Okay, we’ll start with the good.” I smiled a little too
broadly. “I figured something out tonight that might help
you. If my deductions are correct, your days as a prime sus-
pect may soon be over.”

Leah’s anger dissipated, and I could see the spark of cau-
tious hope in her eyes.

“You've found a way to clear me? How?”

“Well, that’s the bad news. I didn’t exactly find a way to
clear you. I just identified a few other people who had



Passion, Betrayal and Killer Highlights 181

equal motives, and at least two of them might have had
equal opportunity. That means the police will have to
broaden the scope of their investigation, and with a lot of
luck they’ll catch the bad guy, or at least be unable to ar-
rest you.”

“I don’t understand.”

“Leah...” I paused for a deep breath. The information I
was about to give her was a lot more volatile than the tidbit
about the Barbie Dream House. “I think Bob was having
more than one affair.”

Leah stared at me for a full minute before vehemently
shaking her head. “No. That simply isn’t possible.”

“Oh, sweetie—" I put a comforting hand on her knee
“—not only is it possible, it’s probable. He was seen at Hotel
Gatsby with a woman who was neither you nor Bianca.”

“No.” Leah stood up with a jerk and stepped away from
me. “Don’t you think I would have known if Bob was hav-
ing multiple affairs? Do you think I'm completely clueless?”

“When it comes to your husband? Absolutely.”

Leah glared at me and crossed her arms over her chest.“All
right then, Miss Know-It-All, who was this woman that Bob
was supposedly sleeping with?”

[ looked down at my hands. It seemed that I should start
with the least oftensive betrayal and work my way up. “An-
atoly’s going to the Gatsby with a photograph tomorrow to
confirm our suspicions, but we think the woman described
by the people at the front desk is Taylor Blake.”

Leah laughed. Not a bitter laugh, but a full out “I’'m watch-
ing A Fish Called Wanda” kind of laugh. “Taylor Blake? Are
you joking? Have you even met the woman?”

I nodded. “I met her today. She’s very handsome.”

“Yes.” Leah nodded, still smiling. “Handsome is a good
word for her. She lacks the natural femininity of oh,I don’t
know...Dennis Rodman, but she is very handsome.”
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“Come on, Leah, she’s a good-looking woman. I’'m sure
she’s had her fair share of boyfriends.”

“She probably has, but not Bob. Bob would rather be
strung up by his toes than partner up with a woman like that.”

“We’ll see,” T said. I studied Mr. Katz who was now
sharpening his claws on my bookcase. “There’s another
woman, too.”

“Oh, really? And who would that be, Dianne Feinstein?”

“Erika Wong.”

Leah’s smile disappeared. Her right hand made a clutch-
ing motion over her heart. “No,” she whispered, “she
wouldn’t...Bob wouldn’t...”

“It’s obvious that she was very close to Bob,” I pointed out.
“God knows she’s distraught over his death.”

“That doesn’t mean anything. She worked for him, and
they were close, but that doesn’t mean...”

“She’s pretty bitter about his affair with Bianca, and it’s
clear that she has some beef with Taylor—"

“But her problems with Bianca have to do with her loy-
alty to me. Erika and I have become friends, for God’s sake!”

[ forced myself to meet her eyes. “When Anatoly and I
were talking to her the other day, Erika dropped a wine cork
that she’s been carrying around in her purse.”

“Yes, she’s been carrying that around for a while,” Leah ex-
plained. “She said that it was from a magical evening with a
special someone.” She squeezed her hands together.““She was
talking about someone else, though, I'm sure of it.”

“The vineyard was Chateau d’Yquem.”

Leah blinked and looked away. “It’s a big coincidence, but
that doesn’t mean—"

“Have you checked out Erika’s jewelry lately?”

She didn’t say anything.

“She’s got a tennis bracelet, and I'm pretty sure it’s from
Tiffany.”
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Leah’s mouth set in a thin straight line. “That back-
stabbing bitch.”

I nodded.“You got that right. And here’s the kicker—she
doesn’t have an alibi for the night Bob died.”

Leah’s entire being looked like it was ready to explode into
an impressive display of fireworks. She walked past me,
grabbed her purse and headed straight out the door.

“Wait!” I shouted after her.“You can’t go see her!” I strug-
gled to get my boots on again, but when I wasn’t able to do
so fast enough I simply held them with my left hand and
raced down the stairs after her.

“Leah!” I screamed as I stepped out onto the sidewalk. She
was almost a block away. How the hell was she able to make
that kind of time in those heels?

She stopped next to her car and pulled her keys out of
her bag.

“Oh, shit,” I moaned. I sprinted forward and caught up
with her as she was turning over the engine. I threw open
the passenger side door and tumbled in just before the car
screeched onto the empty street.

“Leah, you need to rethink this.”

“You should have heard Erika when I told her about Bi-
anca!” Leah took a sharp turn in the direction of California
Street.

“Uh-huh, tell you what, why don’t we find a Starbucks and
you can tell me all about it over a couple of Frappuccinos.”

“At first she started making excuses for Bob, talking about
how the heart works in mysterious ways and I should try to
be more understanding—" Leah made another sharp turn.
She was definitely heading toward the freeway.

“Okay, forget the Frappuccinos. How ’bout we go some-
where and get those cocktails we were talking about? You
want a cocktail, Leah?”

“Then when I told her that the woman he was leaving me
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for was twenty-one, she just freaked out. Erika asked me over
and over again if I was sure I had heard him correctly”

“Hey, I know! We can buy drugs! A little weed and this
whole thing will be funny”

“Are you hearing me?” Leah demanded. “Before I recited
Bob’s description of Bianca, Erika thought he was leaving
me for her! After everything I've done for her, that little
witch tried to break up my family!”

I seriously doubted that Leah had done a lot for Erika, but
that was hardly the issue at the moment. What was impor-
tant was that we were clearly headed straight for Erika’s Daly
City home.

“Leah,” I said carefully, as she merged the car into the
lane that would take us to 280, “Anatoly specifically told
me that we shouldn’t make our theories known to Erika
or Taylor. Right now, we have the upper hand because they
don’t know that we know about the affairs...but if you
confront them—"

“I have no intention of confronting Taylor Blake. I hardly
know the woman. In fact, the only thing I do know about
her is that she wasn’t sleeping with my husband. But Erika,
ooh, she’s going to be sorry she messed with me.”

“Is she, Leah? What exactly are you going to do? Kill her?
The threat of a life in prison isn’t enough for you? You want
to try for the death penalty now?”

“I'm not going to kill her” Leah pulled the car onto the
freeway.“But I am going to give that little hooker what-for.”

“Give her what-for? You’re going to risk everything just
so you can give her what-for?”

“I've made up my mind, Sophie.”

“And what if she’s the killer?” I flinched as Leah cut in
front of a Lexus SUV, barely missing its bumper. “As far as
we know Erika could still have Bob’s gun. She could shoot
us, Leah!”
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“Don’t be silly—Erika’s not the type.”

“Are you serious? Ten minutes ago you didn’t think she
was the type to sleep with your husband!”

Leah narrowed her eyes. “If she did kill him—if she ac-
tually had the nerve to both sleep with Bob and then shoot
him in my house...I swear to God I—I don’t know what
I'll do.”

“Well, you could always give her what-for. I hear that
makes a real impact on the cold-blooded killer.”

Leah fell into an icy silence and put a little more pressure
on the gas pedal. Maybe she’d attract the attention of the Cal-
ifornia Highway Patrol. Then she’d have to stop. On the other
hand, that might not be so great, either. The last thing Leah
needed was for the police to see her at her most insane.

We continued our journey until we finally reached the
Daly City Freeway exit, which I assumed was nearest Erika’s
home. Leah pulled onto a residential street with cookie-
cutter houses in pastel shades. The neighborhood was com-
pletely quiet, the glow coming from behind a few curtained
windows being the only sign of conscious life.

I took a deep breath and tried one more time to stop my
sister. “Leah, if you could just take a moment to calm down
and think about this, you’d see that we would be in a much
better position to make Erika pay for what she’s done if we
bide our time a little. I mean, how much fun would it be to
see her taken away in handcuffs? It would probably make the
news, and you could tape it and re-watch it whenever you
needed a lift.” [ gave her a half smile.

Leah stopped in front of a pale pink house.“Sophie, I am
a woman scorned. You don’t ask a woman scorned to bide
her time.”

“Are you kidding? Have those years of watching All My
Children taught you nothing? The women scorned always
bide their time.”
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Leah got out of the car and stormed up to the front door
of the house. I ran up to her side and grabbed her arm.

“Listen, you’ve done some stupid things in your life but
this could easily take the cake. I mean, this actually tops the
time you agreed to go out with Seymour Dickman....”

Leah yanked her arm away and started to knock on the
door. But when her fist made impact with the wood, the
door creaked open. For a second I forgot that I should be
talking Leah out of destroying her life. Why wasn’t Erika’s
door closed and locked? It looked like a decent neighbor-
hood, but still...

Leah was much less fazed. She pushed the door open and
stepped into the entryway. “Erika,” she called, as I quickly
closed the door behind us.“Erika, I know you’re here. There
are a few things that I'd like to discuss with you.”

There was no answer. I glanced around. The only light was
coming from the street lamp outside. “I think it might be a
good idea if we left now,” I whispered. “You can give her
what-for tomorrow.”

“You know this can’t wait.” Leah marched ahead of me.
“Erika? Where are you?”

She stepped into the living room with me right on her
heels. There was a strange smell that I couldn’t immediately
identify, but that for some odd reason reminded me of the days
[ hung out with Leah during the early part of her pregnancy.

“Oh, for God’s sake,” Leah muttered. “Aren’t there any
lights around here?” She reached over and switched on a large
lamp resting on one of the end tables.

The place was in shambles. There was a roll-top desk in
the corner with every drawer open and papers littered all
around. Pictures had been taken off the wall and the cush-
ions of the love seat and couch had been removed. There
was an empty bottle of Baileys lying horizontally on the cof-
fee table, along with two glasses that looked recently used.
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Someone had thrown up on the couch (which explained the
memories of Leah’s first trimester) and on the floor between
the couch and coftee table lay Erika. She was on her stom-
ach,and her face was hidden by her hair, which also had traces
of vomit clinging to it. But there was something about the
awkward way she was positioned that set her apart from the
average passed-out drunk. She was so still. I couldn’t see her
back rise and fall with breathing. I stepped in front of Leah
and bent over Erika to examine her more carefully.

“Erika?” I whispered.

Behind me I could hear Leah clucking her tongue.

“My God, she’s really fallen apart, hasn’t she,” she said
flatly. “Do you think this little breakdown is due to the fact
that she’s lost the love of her life, otherwise referred to as my
husband?”

From the corner of my eye I could see Leah wandering
around the room.“Look at this place. She must have thrown
quite the party here and now she’s passed out like a com-
mon drunk. I guarantee you Bob never saw this side of her.”

[ was tempted to turn around and slap some sense into
Leah. I don’t know what kind of parties Leah had been
going to, but in my circles people didn’t usually get trashed
and then ransack their host’s file cabinet.

“Oh, damn 1t, I just broke a nail.”

[ didn’t acknowledge Leah’s manicure problem. Instead, I
reached my hand out and pushed aside a few of Erika’s raven
locks so I could see her better. Her eyes were open.

[ shot up and stumbled back, crashing into Leah.

“Ow! You just stepped on my foot!”

“Leah, she’s dead.”

Leah looked at me like I was insane. “Of course she’s not
dead. She just drank herself into unconsciousness.” She
stepped around me and glared at the body. “Erika, wake up!
I’'m not leaving until I speak my mind!”
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The silence that followed her words was unbearable. Leah
hesitated and walked around to the other side of the body.
“Oh, my God.” Leah’s mouth dropped open and she looked
up at me with a new, terrifying comprehension. “But she...
but...I don’t...”

The horror that had paralyzed me disappeared and was re-
placed by a powerful survival instinct. I spotted a box of
Kleenex next to the lamp and gingerly pulled out several
sheets. I handed half of them to Leah.“I’m going to get your
fingerprints oft the lamp—you go work on the door.”

“But—"

“Now, Leah!”

Leah numbly took the Kleenex, but didn’t move. I resisted
the urge to shake her, and carefully wiped oft the part of the
lamp she had touched. I then turned it off and pushed her
toward the front door. I wiped the doorknob and the entire
area around where she had first tried to knock. Then I peered
outside. No one was around to see us.

Unless, of course, the murderer was watching.

The thought spurred me to hurry. I half pulled, half
pushed Leah to the car and shoved her into the passenger
seat before jumping behind the wheel. It took all of my self-
control to obey the speed limit as we drove away from the
scene of yet another crime.



CHAPTER 10

“The problem with telling someone to drop dead is that
there’s always the chance they might comply.”
—Words To Die By

Leah was silent as we rode along on the freeway. Then again,
[ didn’t exactly try to engage her in conversation. The image
of Erika was still vivid enough to make my heart beat an un-
natural rhythm. Someone had been there moments before
we had arrived, and killed her. Or worse yet, they had still
been in the house when we found her.

But fear was only one of the emotions I was experienc-
ing. I was also seriously pissed oft at my sister. All we had
had to do was stay home and wait for Anatoly to give us in-
structions. Had that been so much to ask? Was it really nec-
essary to confront her late husband’s mistress facing an
impending murder charge?

I glanced over at Leah, who was now staring blankly out
the car window. “Leah,” I said a little too sharply.

Her only response was a slight shake of the head.

“Leah, can you abandon your catatonic state for a few min-
utes sO we can go over our story?”
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“All I wanted to do was tell her oft.”

“Yeah, that didn’t work out so well, so let’s come up with
a different strategy.”

“Sophie, do you think I'm a witch?”

[ let out an exasperated sigh.“No, Leah, you're not a bitch.
Although you do have a tendency to fly oft the handle, and
you didn’t think things through—"

“Not a bitch—a witch. You know, the kind that flies around
on a broom.”

I glanced over at her quickly before looking back at the
road. “Please don’t lose it on me right now. In a few weeks
you can go crazy, but not now, okay?”

“I'm not crazy,” Leah said. “It’s just that when Bob told
me he was leaving me I had some horrible thoughts. I wanted
him to sufter. And then I came home and he was dead. And
now, no sooner do I find out about Erika and want to give
her what-for, then she turns up dead.”

“So you think you’re an ethnic version of Carrie?”

“This isn’t funny, Sophie!” Leah pulled her newly high-
lighted hair back with a jerk of her hands.“Two people I was
angry with are dead. Mama always told us that people
thought our grandmother was a witch. Maybe we shouldn’t
have been so quick to laugh those stories oft.”

I took the Sixth Street exit and drove through down-
town. “If every person you disliked automatically died from
violent causes, Cheryl would be decapitated, our elementary
school music teacher would be stabbed to death, and every
hardcore Raiders fan would be lying at the bottom of some
river.”

“You have a point.” She looked over at me, a slight smile
playing on her lips.“And you're still alive, so my powers must
not be that strong.”

“Yeah, but I’'m invincible. After the nuclear holocaust, it’s
gonna be me, Cher and the cockroaches.”
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Leah laughed, but the tone was a tad on the hysterical side.
I gave her a sidelong glance and some of my anger melted
away. Reaching over, I put my hand over hers and gave it a
gentle squeeze. “I know what you're feeling but I need you
to suppress it for a few hours. If you can pull it together, I
would like to take you to Redwood. They should be busy
tonight.”

Leah stopped laughing and shot me a look of disbelief.
“We just found the dead body of my late husband’s mistress,
and you want to go clubbing?”

“It’s a bar,not a club. I think I can get some of the employ-
ees and patrons to remember us without being able to recall
exactly what time they saw us or be able to swear to how long
we were there. It’s a weak alibi, but it’s better than none.”

“I can’t go to some trendy bar right after losing my hus-
band!” Leah said, suddenly concerned about her image. “I
didn’t even go to bars when he was alive! No one will be-
lieve it!”

“Is there anyone who would have believed that you would
go and buy yourself a skintight leather skirt?”

Leah took a moment before answering. “Do you think
we’ll find street parking?”

We did end up going to Redwood. Leah managed to pull
off the role of the depressed widow being dragged to bars by
her well-meaning sister. That didn’t exactly make her Meryl
Streep, but it did help us to establish an alibi without making
it appear that she was celebrating her hubby’s sudden demise.

When we got home around midnight we found Anatoly
sitting on my doorstep.

“Where have you two been? I've been trying to reach you
for over three hours.”

“Really?” I said, checking my watch. “I must not have
we were at Redwood.”

heard my cell ring
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“Redwood—as in the forest?”

“As in the bar”’ I pulled out my keys, opened the door and
ushered in Leah, who was studiously keeping her eyes on the
ground.

“You took her to a bar?” Anatoly scooted in after us be-
fore I had a chance to close the door.“Are you trying to find
a way to make the defense attorney’s job a little more chal-
lenging, or are you both just insane?”

“I prefer the term eccentric.” I looked over at Leah, who was
now ringing her hands again. She was clearly having a flash-
back to our discovery earlier in the evening. I put a hand on
her back and pushed her up the stairs. “I figured she might
as well get some mileage out of her new look.”

I opened the door to my apartment and let Leah in ahead
of me, then stood in the door frame blocking Anatoly’s ad-
mittance. “It was a bad idea,’ I confessed. “She had a miser-
able time and so did I. What we both really need is some
shut-eye. Do you mind if we talk tomorrow?”

Anatoly didn’t look very sympathetic to my fatigue. “Did
you ask Leah about Erika?”

“No!” I said a little too adamantly. “I think we may have
been wrong about that. Let’s just keep our suspicions to our-
selves...no need to smear Erika’s reputation for no reason.”

Anatoly’s brow creased. “What’s going on?”

“Nothing. Why would you ask?”

“You're keeping something from me.”

I rolled my eyes. “Okay, you got me. I didn’t have a hor-
rible time at Redwood. It was actually fun. Are you happy
now?”

Anatoly was beginning to look alarmed.“That was one of
the worst lies you have ever told me.”

I hesitated for a moment.“Was it the lie itself that was bad,
or was the problem in the delivery?”

“Both, and it has been my experience that when patho-
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logical liars falter in their area of expertise, they are hiding
something big.”

[ glanced back at Leah, who was sitting at the dining table
with her head in her hands. “I did take her to Redwood,’ I
said slowly.“We did have a horrible time and I do think that
it’s important that we keep our mouths shut about Erika. Now
please, it’s been a long night, so can’t we just leave it at that?”

Anatoly opened his mouth to answer, but I put a finger to
his lips. “Sometimes it’s better not to know.”

Anatoly looked conflicted as he studied me in the door-
way. “You don’t want me to go to the police with our sus-
picions about Erika.”

“No.”

“You don’t want me to talk about it at all or even look
into it.”

“You’re catching on fast.”

“I don’t like being kept in the dark, Sophie.”

“Then you shouldn’t come over to people’s homes in the
middle of the night” I glanced at the clock behind me.
“Good night, Anatoly.” I shut the door without waiting for
him to walk away. I had dealt with enough for one evening.
Anatoly was going to have to go on tomorrow’s to-do list.

I had nightmares all night long about finding Erika. Every
time I woke up in a cold sweat I would force myself to vis-
ualize something pleasant, like George Clooney. But when I
closed my eyes again, it was Erika’s prone body that I saw. At
four o’clock I gave up on trying to focus on positive imagery
and had a couple of shots of vodka to help me relax. The
one thing about being a writer is that you don’t have to wake
up early in the morning to go to work. Of course, judging
by my level of productivity lately, I didn’t need to wake up
at all. I went back to my bedroom and let my head sink back
onto the pillow. I would first figure out everything for Leah,



194 Kyra Davis

then I would be able to focus on the manuscript I was sup-
posed to be working on. I felt the effects of the alcohol on
my already tired mind. Everything would fall into place. But
for the moment the only thing I needed to concentrate on
was sleep.

Two hours later, Leah woke up. I know this because the
clock read 6:05 a.m. when I awoke to find her shaking me.
“Sophie, Sophie are you awake?”

“No.”

“Sophie, the police aren’t here.”

[ opened one eye.“Did you just say the police aren’t here?”

“That’s right.”

“And you felt the need to wake me up and tell me this?”
I propped myself up on one elbow.*“You know who else isn’t
here? Johnny Depp. So now that we’ve finished stating the
obvious, can I go back to sleep?”

“No.”

“I hate you.”

“Why haven’t the police come to question us about Eri-
ka?” Leah asked. “Don’t you think that I'll be a suspect?”

“Probably.” I yawned.“But my guess is that we’re the only
ones who know she’s dead.”

Leah gasped.“You think she’s just rotting away on her liv-
ing room floor?”

“Well, I wouldn’t have phrased it quite like that but...yes.”

“How long will it take before someone else finds her?”

“What do I look like, Nostradamus? She won’t come into
work, she won’t return her calls, and eventually someone will
go check on her”

Leah shook her head.“I don't like this.”

“Oh, really? Because I'm having the time of my life.”

“There’s no need to be sarcastic.” Leah stood up and threw
my robe on top of me.“Get up. I need to figure this all out
before I have to pick up Jack.”
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[ swung my legs over the side of the bed and pulled on the
robe.“When do you plan on picking him up? Next year?”

“I'm serious, Sophie.” Leah led me out of the room and
into the kitchen, where I immediately made a grab for the
coffee beans. “I'm tired of this cloak-and-dagger nonsense.
I have things to do. I have a memorial service to plan, for
God’s sake. Do you think that’s easy? It’s like planning an-
other wedding! And, well, Erika’s not exactly around to help
anymore—not that I would have let her, considering what I
learned about her...”

“Mmm, so have you been interviewing photographers?”
I ground the beans and threw them in the cofteemaker.

“What? No,but I am putting together an album document-
ing Bob’ life. And I do need to start talking to caterers—"

“And coftee—if Bob’s friends are going to be making
speeches, youre going to need lots of coffee for the rest
of us.”

“And I know exactly where I want the service to be held,”
Leah continued, ignoring my thinly veiled insult.“And while
I don’t need to send out actual invitations, I do need to make
sure that the word gets out to the right people.”

[ froze with my Brita pitcher poised over the cofteemaker.
“Oh, my God, I just realized who the right people are”

“Well, it’s not too difficult to figure out. There’s the Cav-
lins and the VanSambes....”

“And the Whitmans, Leah. You can’t forget Bianca Whit-
man.”

Leah blanched. “You’re not serious.”

“Of course I’'m serious.” I absently poured the water into
the coffeemaker as I planned our next move. “Bianca won'’t
expect to be welcome there, so we’ll have to tell her to
come. Why don’t I call her up right now and invite her to
come on over for brunch?”

“Why don’t you?” Leah mocked. “Other than the little
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issue that she has completely dismantled my life, I don’t have
any real problem with her.”

“Leah, don’t you see? We’ll invite her over to make it clear
that while her actions were hurtful, we don’t bear her any ill
will. To further illustrate that, we’ll ask her to come to the
memorial service.”

“Over my dead body.”

“No, over Bob’s. It’s his memorial.” I pulled a couple of
mugs out of the cupboard and handed one to Leah.“Then,
while she’s here, we’ll subtly inquire about her whereabouts
last night.”

Leah gasped. “You think she’s the one who killed Erika!
She must have found out that she wasn’t his only mistress and
lost it, why didn’t I see it before?”

“At this point I’'m not sure I care all that much who killed
Erika, as long as we’re not blamed.” I leaned my back against
the cream-colored tiles of the counter. “It’s possible Bianca
didn’t know about Erika, but it’s just as possible that she did,
and if she doesn’t have an alibi, then the police will have to
look at her”

“That’s assuming the police find out about Erika’s affair
with Bob.”

“And if they don’t,all the better.”’ I shrugged and watched
as the coftee drizzled into the cofteepot. “Then they won'’t
be able to come up with a motive for you at all. The point
is that if we make nicey-nice with Bianca, then we could get
some useful information out of her, her bulldog of a sister
might lighten up a bit, and you won’t look like a jealous, vin-
dictive wife who 1s capable of murder.”

Leah pressed her lips together and looked down at her
empty cup. “Fine, I'll invite her to the service. But she can’t
sit in the front row and she can’t stand up to speak.” She
peered up at me.“I already shared my husband with her, and
I'll be damned if I’'m going to share the spotlight.”
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I waited until 9:00 a.m. to call Bianca, and as it turned out,
my timing was impeccable. Porsha had stepped out for a
morning jog, so no one was there to tell Bianca that having
a private breakfast with the woman believed to have killed
her lover wasn’t the most prudent thing a girl could do. Bi-
anca had accepted my invitation to brunch without so much
as a hesitation. Once again Bianca’s naiveté didn’t sit well with
me. She just didn’t seem to have the savvy or even the intel-
ligence to pull off a murder without leaving mountains of
evidence behind.

Leah was busy in the kitchen, muttering to herself like the
schizophrenic housewife she had become. I sighed and leaned
against the counter and watched as she chopped up some
fresh fruit to place in what was quickly becoming an elabo-
rate salad.“I don’t get you. If you hate this woman so much,
why are you going to all this trouble?”

“You want this to look good, right?” Leah turned away
from the salad and started arranging the croissants, which she
had picked up a half hour earlier, on what was apparently
my “only presentable serving dish.”“If she’s as polished as you
say she is, she'd suspect something the minute we put an
onion bagel and smoked salmon on the table. Honestly, who
wouldn’t?”

“Me?” I looked behind me to examine the perfectly set din-
ing table.“So are you saying that if we serve her croissants on
good china, she won'’t suspect that we’re trying to poison her?”

“Yes, that’s exactly what I’'m saying— Wait! No, I'm not
trying to poison her!” Leah suddenly shot back. “Which is
why... Besides, I'm serving Perrier as a beverage. Nobody
poisons Perrier.”

The buzzer went off, masking the groan that escaped my
lips. Leah put the finishing touches on the meal and gave me
a nod to indicate that I should press the intercom.
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“Bianca?” I spoke her name with the most positive inflec-
tion I could muster.

“Porsha.”

I pressed my forehead against the wall. “Porsha, will you
be having breakfast with us, too?”

“Bianca’s not coming.”

Of course she wasn’t. That would have made everything
too easy. [ jabbed my finger against the button to allow Por-
sha admittance into the building, while Leah wrinkled her
brow in confusion. She was undoubtedly weighing her dis-
appointment over not being able to show Bianca up with her
gentile domesticity against the thrill of playing socialite with
someone named Porsha.

Porsha managed not to make any noise as she climbed the
stairs, despite the three-inch Manolo Blahniks she was wear-
ing. She walked to my door but didn’t step inside.

“I want you to know that I have informed the police of
my whereabouts.”

I couldn’t help but grin. “And why is that? Are you on
probation?”

“They know I'm here, so if I disappear, they’ll know
where to look.”

“I'm not going to kill you, Porsha. I don’t even want to
see you. I only invited Bianca.”

“Ieinvited Bianca.” Leah stepped forward and peeked over
my shoulder.“I want her to know that I don’t hold any resent-
ment toward her. What’s done is done and now we should all
be focusing on our loss and our mutual love for my husband.”

Now it was really hard not to laugh. Porsha, on the other
hand, just looked sick. Albeit sick in a kind of powerhouse,
sexy way. She was wearing a white dart-seamed top, paired
with a navy knee-length skirt that was a little too tight to be
considered conservative. She narrowed her eyes as she focused
on Leah.
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“So, you're the wife.”

I looked back to see Leah nod uncertainly.“I’m sorry, but
you are...”

“I'm Porsha Whitman, Bianca’s sister and lawyer.”

Leah’s expression hardened and she took a step back.“Well,
[ suppose if I was going to extend my hospitality to your sis-
ter, I can certainly extend it to you.” I could tell she was try-
ing to sound polite, but her words sounded stilted and cold.
“Would you like to come in for some croissants and Perrier?”

“Did you poison it?”

I shook my head. “Nobody poisons Perrier. Only the less
expensive brands like Calistoga.”

Porsha’s chin jutted out but despite her obvious misgiv-
ings she stepped into my apartment. “What do you really
want with my sister?”

“We wanted to feed her,” I said, pulling out a chair at the
dining table. “She’s too thin.”

“Apparently Bob didn’t think so,” Porsha remarked
venomously.

Leah took in a sharp breath, and I bit into my lip. I really
hated this woman.

“My husband,” Leah said slowly, “clearly found your sis-
ter to be...amusing. I'm so disappointed that she won’t be
joining us. I do hope she didn’t stay away because she felt
ashamed or...cheap.”

It was comebacks like that that made me proud to claim
Leah as my sister.

“Bianca stayed away because I told her to,” Porsha said. “If
you have a message for her, you can give it to me.”

“We wanted to invite her to Bob’s memorial service,’ I said.

Porsha cocked her head to the side.“And why would you
want to do that?”

“Because it’s the polite thing to do.” I smiled sweetly.
“Didn’t they teach you anything in finishing school?”
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“Are you trying to prove to the police that youre not
bitter?”

Damn it. Not only was she a bitch, but she was a smart
bitch. Those were the worst kind.“We’re not trying to prove
anything to anyone,” I lied. “We’re honestly trying to do the
right thing.”

“I don’t believe you.”

[ sighed and looked to Leah for help. She had more ex-
perience dealing with the Porshas of the world than I did.

Leah pulled out a chair.“I’'m sorry you doubt us. Why don’t
we all talk about it over breakfast? I made a lovely fruit salad,
so if you’re worried about the calories in the croissants, there’s
an alternative.” She looked pointedly at Porsha’s skintight skirt.

Porsha sat down and crossed her arms in front of her.“T’ll
just have the Perrier.”

Of all the things she could have done, refusing food that
my sister had prepared specifically for her was the one thing
most likely to set Leah oft. I saw Leah’s nostrils flare and
quickly stood up and gave her a gentle shove toward the
kitchen. “I’ll have some fruit and a croissant,”’ I called after
Leah, as she rigidly walked into the kitchen to retrieve our
food. I sat down again and smiled. “You know;, I think I saw
Bianca at Redwood last night.”

“What’s Redwood?” Porsha asked, her eyes following
Leah’s movements.

“A bar downtown. I’'m sure it was her. She was wearing
this cute little pink number—"

“Bianca was home all night.”

“Are you sure? I could have sworn it was her.”

“It wasn’t.”

“Oh.” I leaned back in my chair and smiled as Leah re-
turned to the table with our food and drinks. “In that case,
did the two of you catch Saturday Night Live? ] meant to tape
it but—"
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“I doubt Bianca watches anything that inane.”

“You doubt it? Didn’t you notice if she was watching
television?”

“I was at the movies. However, I know my sister and she’s
not the type to watch late-night TV

[t took a huge effort to keep myself from breaking out into
a grin. “So Bianca spent the night by herself, not watching
Saturday Night Live.” 1 made eye contact with Leah, who
looked incredibly relieved. “How lonely. Maybe if she would
allow us to get to know her, we could provide comfort to
one another.”

“She has friends for that,” Porsha said.

[ poured myself some of the cyanide-free sparkling water.
“So what movie did you see?”

“Why are you so interested in where Bianca and I were
last night?”

I shrugged dismissively.“I’m not. I was just trying to make
conversation.”

“I have no interest in conversing with either of you.” Por-
sha stood up. “I came over to find out what you were up to
and to tell you to stay the hell away from my family. If you
don’t, I'll make sure you’ll regret it.”

[ smiled. “Are you threatening us? My, my, how...violent
of you.”

“I’m not the murderer here.”

“If you say so.” I tore off the end of my croissant and
popped it into my mouth.

“Porsha,” Leah said sweetly,“why does Bianca need a law-
yer? I hope she’s not in any kind of trouble.”

“She needs someone to give her legal advice so she’s bet-
ter equipped to keep psychotics like you at bay.”

“Are you a criminal defense attorney?” Leah asked, her
voice dripping honey.

Porsha shifted her weight from one foot to the other and
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looked toward the door. “No, that’s not my area of expert-
ise.” She walked briskly toward the front door.“Don’t call my
sister again or I'll get a restraining order.”

“Oh, give me a break,’ I called after her. “You can’t get a
restraining order just because we invited her to breakfast. I
would think a lawyer would know that. What kind of law
do you practice again?”

“That’s none of your business,” she said as she exited my
apartment.

[ jumped up and ran after her. “Oh, come on, give me a
hint” I leaned over the banister as Porsha started down the
stairwell. “Civil? Personal injury?”

“Go to hell,” she shouted back, and then stopped as she
realized that her path was being blocked by Anatoly.

“Anatoly!” I said warmly. “You're just in time. Porsha was
just about to tell us that she’s an ambulance chaser.”

“The hell I was!” Porsha craned her neck up to look at
me. “I'll have you know I practice family law!”

“You're a divorce lawyer?” I laughed. “Well, that’s perfect.
If Bob hadn’t died, you could have represented Leah.”

“What are you doing here, Porsha?”” Anatoly asked in a
voice that I found to be entirely too warm. “Has something
happened?”

“These harpies tried to lure my sister here under the pre-
tense of wanting to treat her to tea and crumpets!”

Anatoly’s eyes traveled up to me. “Tea and crumpets?”

“They were croissants!” Leah screamed from inside the
apartment.

“I'm done here.” Porsha pushed past Anatoly and swiftly
walked the rest of the way down the stairs.

Anatoly turned to watch her go before coming up. “It’s
really amazing,” he said as he walked back inside with me.“I
have never seen two women conduct themselves so poorly
during a murder investigation.”
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“There is nothing sinister about croissants,” Leah said,
glaring at the food in front of her. “I can’t believe she had
the nerve to leave without eating one.”

“Yes,” Anatoly said, “clearly that’s the important issue
here” He sat down in Porsha’s vacated chair and dumped
some fruit salad on her empty plate. “I showed Taylor’s pic-
ture to a few employees at the Gatsby. She was definitely the
woman who was seen there with Bob.”

“Bob would never have slept with Taylor,” Leah said.

“Maybe not, but he took her to the hotel,and that can only
help us redirect the police’s attention away from you.” He
pierced a strawberry with his fork. “It would be even more
helptul it we could show that he was having additional aftairs.”

“Anatoly,” I said in a warning voice.

“Did Sophie talk to you about that possibility?” Anatoly
continued, ignoring me.

Leah looked up to meet my eyes.““She told me about your
suspicions regarding Taylor, but that’s it.”

“She didn’t tell—”

Leah stood up abruptly. “I don’t want to talk about this
anymore.” She threw her napkin down on the table and hur-
ried down the hall to the guest room.

Anatoly turned to me.“What the hell is going on?”

“Well, it sounds to me like Taylor was shtooping my
brother-in-law.”

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Let’s pretend it is.” I sat down next to him.“So what’s our
next move?”’

Anatoly shook his head in confusion.“Why are we avoid-
ing the topic of Erika?”

I looked away and took a long drink.

Anatoly made a noise of frustration. “In that case, I think
we should visit Taylor Blake and talk to her about the true
nature of her relationship with Bob.”
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Spectacular. With my luck she’d be hanging from her
showerhead. “Why don’t we call first?”

Anatoly examined me carefully. “Are you trying to avoid
a face-to-face confrontation?”

“It seems prudent.”

“Now I know something’s wrong.”

“You know, maybe we should talk to Erika,” I said slowly.
“Why don’t we pop in on her at work?”

“I thought that was precisely what you didn’t want to do.”

“I just don’t want to spread rumors about something that
may never have happened.” I tore off another piece of crois-
sant.“But if we just ask her directly while she’s at work, then
[ suppose it won’t do any harm.”

Anatoly was watching me carefully. “It’s not the kind of
information most women would want to discuss at their
place of business. Erika might be more forthcoming if we
catch her at home.”

The croissant caught in my throat and I had to make a grab
for my drink to keep from choking.“You know, I’'m not even
sure where she lives. Besides, we might be able to find some-
one at Chalet who has information about Taylor. We could
knock out two birds with one stone.”

“Kill,” he said. ““You kill two birds with the stone.”

“I'd really rather wound them.”

Anatoly stared at me for what felt like an hour. “Fine,” he
said. “We’ll go to Chalet.”

We both stood up, but Anatoly grabbed my arm before I
could go to tell Leah that we were leaving. “Sophie, I know
we haven’t always been honest with each other, but if you’re
in some kind of trouble you need to tell me. If 1 can, I'll
help you.”

“And if you can’t?”

“I'll help you anyway.”
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I broke into my first real smile of the day. “Has anyone
ever told you that you’re a lamb in wolf’s clothing?”

Anatoly grunted and released me. “I give up. Get your
coat—we have an interview to get to.”



CHAPTER I

“You know how some people say that with every step
torward they’re forced to take five steps back?”” he asked.
“Well every time I try to move forward I inevitably step

right oft a clift.”
—Words To Die By

It took us a while to find out that Erika had been reassigned
to James Sawyer’s office and a lot less time to find out she
hadn’t shown up or called in. I made an effort to put on my
best surprised face as James relayed the news.

“Has she done this before?”” Anatoly asked, leaning against
the desk that Erika had just begun to make her own.

“No, the reason I offered her the job as my assistant was
that I knew I could count on her,” James said. “I’'m actually
very worried.”

“Has anyone called her?” I asked innocently.

“I’ve called several times but there’s no answer. I’'m at a loss
as to what to do next.”

Anatoly absently jotted something down on a Post-it on
Erika’s desk before stuffing it into the pocket of his jeans. “If
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you give us her address, we’'d be happy to stop by her house
and check on her.”

“Unfortunately, I don’t think we have the time.” [ kept my
eyes glued on James so that I could better avoid Anatoly’s
questioning stare.“We have a pretty full day ahead of us. But
as long as we're here, perhaps we could ask you about Bob’s
relationship with Taylor Blake.”

“What exactly would you like to know?” James asked
cautiously.

Anatoly shrugged, his eyes shifting from me back to the
items decorating Erika’s desk. “Were they just coworkers, or
did they share a friendship?”

“We're all friends here at Chalet. We strive to maintain a
warm, family atmosphere.”

[ resisted the temptation to puke and instead studied
James’s stance. He had shifted his weight back onto his heels
and his arms were now crossed over his chest. He wasn’t mak-
ing eye contact with me or Anatoly.

“James,” I said, in a purposely familiar tone, “Taylor and
Bob were seen at Hotel Gatsby together on a few occasions.
Why were they there?”

James’s shoulders sagged. “Why don’t you step into my
office”

We followed him inside the double doors, which he
quickly closed behind us. He gestured for Anatoly and me to
use the two available leather upholstered chairs and sat down
behind his desk.“I didn’t want this to become public knowl-
edge. It seems disrespectful of Bob’s memory and it could
only harm Taylor’s flawless reputation as a businesswoman.”

Anatoly’s lips formed into a wry smile. “It’s not going to
look too good for Chalet, either.”

“You must understand, as soon as I found out about them
[ pressured Taylor to resign her position,” James said. “I gave
her a stellar recommendation, of course—she deserves it. She
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was offered an executive position at JVW and will be start-
ing there within the next few days. There’s not a doubt in
my mind that she’ll be a major asset for them. But she broke
company policy. We don’t allow upper management to get
romantically involved with those who report to us.”

Anatoly crossed his ankle over his knee. “What exactly 1s
the wording of your company policy?”

“It’s very clear-cut,” James explained. “Any romantic in-
volvement with a coworker can result in immediate termi-
nation. Employees have to sign a document saying they
understand that,among other things. So, as you can see, Tay-
lor knew the risks.”

“Your corporation seems to have some sexist leanings,”
Anatoly pointed out. “Why else would Taylor be asked to
leave while Bob was oftered a promotion?”

James’s eyes narrowed. “If Bob had oftered his resignation
I would have been content to have Taylor stay. That didn’t
happen, and since Taylor was officially Bob’s supervisor, it
was her actions that left the company open for a possible sex-
ual harassment suit. I assure you, sexism had nothing to do
with it.”

“No need to get defensive.” Anatoly threw up his hands,
as if to surrender the argument. “But hypothetically speak-
ing, you could have fired both Taylor and Bob without the
tear of legal repercussions. Bob did sign the same document.”

James hesitated before nodding his agreement. “I could
have gotten rid of both of them,but then I would have been
left with a royal mess. Taylor and Bob were the two top ex-
ecutives in the financial department. To lose both of them
at once would have been devastating for Chalet”” A pained
look crossed his features. “Unfortunately, that’s exactly what
ended up happening. Thank God our sales are strong, oth-
erwise the stockholders would be fleeing in droves.”

“How did Taylor react to your decision?” Anatoly asked.
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“Taylor accepted her fate fairly graciously. Granted, she did
contact me a few times after all was said and done in hopes
that I might have changed my mind, but when she deter-
mined that I hadn’t, she certainly didn’t make a fuss. And as
soon as she found out about Bob, she offered to come in a
few times to help me figure out which of Bob’s projects
could be delegated to the rest of the accounting staff’ and
which needed to be taken care of by me personally”

[ wrinkled my nose.*“That was excessively generous of her.”

“I suspect Taylor is grateful to me for my discretion.”
James glanced at his watch. “She’s due here any minute to
go over a few things with me and the new comptroller one
last time.”

“If she did ask for her job back, would you give it to her?”

“Perhaps. Unfortunately, I think my chance at wooing her
back has come and gone.” James released a troubled sigh.
“Normally, I don’t like to rehire former employees, but as I
said, it doesn’t look good for a company that just went pub-
lic to lose both its CFO and comptroller in the space of a
month....” James’s voice trailed off and, with a tired smile,
he sat farther back in his chair.“I’'m getting ahead of myself.
Now that Taylor has another job she may not want to come
back. She could simply be helping me today out of the
goodness of her heart.”

Anatoly nodded, although he didn’t look all that con-
vinced of Taylor’s altruism.“Do you have any reason to be-
lieve Bob was carrying on with anyone else here? Perhaps
someone who worked for him?”

I shot Anatoly a warning glance, but he ignored me.

“Of course not,” James said. “Why do you ask?”

“Bob was a married man having an aftair with his boss.”
Anatoly flicked a piece of lint off his jeans. “That had to
speak to a certain moral flexibility that would lend itself to
future misconduct.”
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“Now you sound like one of those right-wing puritans
who made such an issue over Clinton’s affair.” James laughed
as if he had just made a hilarious joke. “Bob had a weak-
ness for women, but he learned from his mistake with Tay-
lor. He was determined to keep his personal and
professional life separate, and that’s all that mattered to me.
It was not my job to punish Bob for the questionable de-
cisions he made with regard to his personal life. My job was
to reward him for the good decisions he made at Chalet. If
he had lived to fill the CFO position, it would have been
his second promotion in as many years. You don’t get that
kind of advancement without being damn good at what
you do. Taylor was a great worker but, truth be told, Bob
was better.”

“James? I—" Taylor stopped short as her eyes fell on An-
atoly and me. “I didn’t realize that you had company. You
haven’t forgotten our meeting, have you?”

Anatoly’s mouth stretched into a satistied smile and he
stood up to face her.“Actually, Ms. Blake, we were just talk-
ing about you.”

Taylor’s posture stiffened. “Do I know you?”

“Taylor, this is Anatoly,” James said. “He’s a family friend
of Bob’s. He’s also a private detective.”

“I' see.” Her voice had a new edge to it.“Are you investi-
gating something?”

James sighed and steepled his fingers. “Close the door,
Taylor.”

Taylor did so but didn’t bother to enter the room.

“They’re looking into Bob’s murder,” James said. “I know
that every one of us wants to do whatever we can to bring
his killer to justice. Unfortunately, that means a lot of things
that we’ve been keeping under wraps are going to become
exposed. Specifically your involvement with Bob.”

If we had been in a 1950s sci-fi flick, laser beams would
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have been shooting out of Taylor’s pupils right now, vapor-
izing James in a flash of cheap special eftects.

“I had to tell them, Taylor.” James’s voice rose to an al-
most whiny pitch.“A man is dead. Surely the search for his
killer is more important than the secrecy surrounding your
short-lived oftice romance.”

“I trusted you—"

By the look on Taylor’ face I'd say she was one step away
from qualifying for a restraining order.

“You tossed me aside in order to accommodate that
middle-class half-wit and yet I still agreed to come in here
and clean up the mess he left behind.”

“Taylor, I had to let you go. You know that.” James’s voice
had gotten stronger but he had also slumped lower in his
chair. “You knew the risk you were taking when you took
up with Bob. You made the choice, and even after you left I
kept my mouth shut—"

“Only because no one asked you the right questions,” Tay-
lor snapped.

[ muftled a cough with my hand and Taylor started as if
she had forgotten that I was there. She recovered quickly and
rolled her shoulders back.

“I suppose you think you’ve found another suspect.”

[ shrugged. “If the silencer fits...”

“What?” James’s Adam’s apple did its bobbing thing a few
more times. “You can’t think that Taylor killed Bob!”

“Of course they do!” Taylor took three advancing steps
toward his desk.“You just told them I had an affair with him
and lost my job because of it!”

“But you would never do that” James quickly looked at
Anatoly and me. “She would never do that,” he repeated.

“And what makes you say that?” Anatoly asked.

“Because she’s not a murderer. And...and...wait. She
couldn’t have done it.” A relieved smile lit up James’ face.“I
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ran into her at the Grand Café the night Bob was killed. I
bought her dinner.”

Anatoly turned his eyes to Taylor. “Is this true?”

“Yes, it’s true.” Taylor never looked away from James.

“And what time did this dinner take place?”

“I got there at around a quarter to seven and she was al-
ready there. She was about to dine alone at the bar, but I in-
vited her to join me instead. So you see—Taylor couldn’t
have killed Bob.”

“When exactly did your affair with Bob end?” Anatoly
asked, apparently unfazed by Taylor’s sudden alibi.

Taylor’s eyes stayed locked on James, and she lifted her chin
a quarter of an inch.“The affair ended several months ago.”

I tried to ignore the throbbing in my head. There
wasn’t enough Valium in the world to prepare Leah for
this confession.

“When exactly did it end?” Anatoly asked smoothly.

“When,” Taylor repeated. “I suppose it ended mid-
November. It was never serious.”

“But you were still working together at that point.”

“I just found out about it last month,” James piped in. Tay-
lor glared at him but didn’t say anything.

“How did you find out?” I asked.

“I went to her office to go over some paperwork. She
wasn'’t there, but next to her wastebasket was a card.”

“And you read it.” Taylor’s voice was cold and steady. “It
was a complete violation of my privacy.”

“What did the card say?” Anatoly asked.

James sighed. “He wanted her back.”

Anatoly was clearly listening to James, but he was watch-
ing Taylor, who remained by the door, radiating anger. “Is
that when James asked for your resignation?” he asked.

[ saw Taylor wince.“It was for the best,” she said testily. “I
don’t like working for spineless chauvinistic pigs.”
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“Yeah.” I nodded empathetically. “That’s got to suck.”

James cleared his throat awkwardly. “Well then, now that
all this unsavory business has been discussed, I suppose it goes
without saying that it would behoove all of us if this con-
versation stays within these walls.”

I clasped my hands together and brought them under my
chin.“I don’t think that behooves me.” I looked up at Ana-
toly. “Does it behoove you?”

Anatoly shook his head. “I'm not behooved.”

“But what’s the point of telling people about this?” James
sat up, clearly alarmed.““You know that Taylor didn’t kill Bob
and this news will obviously upset Leah, not to mention our
stockholders—"

“I understand you’re angry,” Taylor said, cutting James off
and directing her words to me. The funny part was that she
was the one who sounded pissed.“Try to understand—what
Bob and I shared was meaningless. I was newly divorced and
Bob was a comfort. But we were never in love. It was just an
ill-conceived fling.”

“Yes.” I stood up to face her, although I was still forced to
crane my neck to make eye contact. “It seems my brother-
in-law’s life consisted of one ill-conceived fling after another.
What I don’t understand is why you chose Bob. Did it ever
occur to you that the man you were making love to was a
simpering idiot? Or were you unable to reach that conclu-
sion until the affair was over?”

Taylor’s mouth twitched at the corners. “Like I said, I was
just coming out of a relationship with another simpering
idiot. I was simply sticking to what I knew”

James let out a forced laugh.“Very well, now that we have
that straightened out, I would like to get back to the matter
of discretion. Taylor made a mistake, but I fail to see that any
real harm was done. No need to make things worse than they
need to be.”
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Anatoly pulled his keys out of the pocket of his leather
jacket and smiled at James. “You're right, there’s no need to
cause any more embarrassment to the family or Chalet.” He
put his hand on my back and began to guide me toward the
door, but stopped before we got there. “As I said before, we
would be happy to check on Erika if you don’t mind giv-
ing us her address.”

[ felt the muscles in my neck tighten as I struggled to come
up with a reason that we wouldn’t be able to go on that par-
ticular errand.

James’s brow creased and he rubbed the nonexistent
stubble on his chin. “I'm really not supposed to give out
the personal information of our employees, but I suppose
in this case...”

“No, no,” I said quickly.“We don’t want you to break any
rules on our behalf”’ I grabbed Anatoly’s arm.“Come on, we
have other stuff to do.”

Anatoly frowned but allowed me to lead him out of the
office. “Why don’t you want to go to Erika’s?” he asked
when we got onto the elevator.

“She lives too far away.” I jammed my finger against the
button for the lobby a few times, although the elevator was
already on its way down.

“Fine, don’t tell me,” Anatoly grumbled as the elevator
doors opened to the bottom floor. “Let’s try another ques-
tion. If a man had done to you what it seems Bob did to Tay-
lor, how would you feel?”

[ smiled as we stepped out onto the windy streets and
walked over to where he had parked his bike. “If it were me?
I'd want to kill him.”

He nodded and handed me a helmet. “My thoughts ex-
actly”

“But James says she was with him.”

“Yes, but he clearly likes Taylor, or maybe he just felt
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guilty for exposing her. Either way, he has reason to cover
for her.”

[ turned my face away from the wind.“Do you think Tay-
lor and James are involved romantically?”

Anatoly sighed. “I didn’t get that feeling from them. I
know where youre going with this—you’re thinking James
could have killed Bob in a jealous rage, but the fact that he
fired Taylor without firing Bob tells me that James isn’t a man
who would risk everything for the love of a woman.”

“You'’re probably right,” I admitted. “Taylor, on the other
hand, may very well be guilty”’ I zipped up my leather jacket
in preparation for the motorcycle ride ahead.“The problem
is that if we go to the police with this and they question ei-
ther James or Taylor, both are likely to deny it.”

“Of course they will.” Anatoly’s lips curled into a sexy half
smile.“That’s where my spy stuff comes in.” He reached into
his pocket and pulled out a mini tape recorder.

“Anatoly,” I breathed, “I do love it when you’re devious.”

We called the police station to ask for an immediate ap-
pointment with Lorenzo, but he was out of the office. The
woman who I spoke with on the phone wouldn't say if he
was out having lunch or on a case, which made it impossible
for Anatoly or me to guess how long he’d be out of reach.
So Anatoly and I decided to hold on to the tape until we could
give it to him personally. I couldn’t wait to see his expression
when I destroyed his hopes for an open-and-shut case.

[ had Anatoly drop me off at home and I bounded up the
stairs to talk to Leah. I found her humming to herself while
making chocolate chip cookies.

“You’re in a good mood,” I noted, hanging my purse in
the hall before coming into the kitchen.

“I'm in a great mood!” Leah sang. “I got the most won-
derful news today.”
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“Really? Do tell.” I tried to stick my finger in the mixing
bowl, but Leah slapped it away.

“That reporter Jerome called me this morning.” She
stopped stirring and grinned at me.“He wanted me to be the
first to know that the Gatsby caved to public opinion and fired
Cheryl.I called the hotel and confirmed it!”” Leah clapped her
hands together happily. “Tell me how great that is!”

“It’s spectacular,” I agreed. “Does this news somehow tie
in to your urge to bake cookies?”

“I’'m making them for the management at the Gatsby as
a little thank-you, and I think I'll make a few extra for the
staff’ there since they’re the ones who had to put up with her
all these years.”

“They’re probably planning a party.” I peered into the sil-
ver bowl. “Well, I have news, too, but if you want to hear it
it’ll cost you a dough ball.”

“You're not supposed to eat food that has raw eggs in it—
it could give you salmonella or something.”

I shrugged dismissively and held my index finger above
the bowl in preparation. “I like to live dangerously.”

Leah sighed and motioned for me to help myself, which
[ eagerly did. I let the mixture of flour, butter and sugar melt
in my mouth while I figured out how to present everything
to her in the most positive light. “You might want to sit, be-
cause this is pretty big.” I waited, but Leah remained stand-
ing. I took a little more dough and continued. “Taylor Blake
has admitted to sleeping with your husband, and I have it on
tape!” I threw my arms out in a fa-da-like motion.

Leah stood completely still and stared at me. “But...but
there’s no way. He couldn’t have.”

“Oh, but he did,” I said.*“Anatoly has the tape, and as soon
as Lorenzo gets back to his office, ’'m going to hand him an-
other suspect that he can’t ignore. This could be your rea-
sonable doubt, Leah!”
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Leah blinked, and then slumped against the counter.

[ dropped my arms. “You’re not happy.”

“I liked my news better.” She absently ran her dough-
caked fingers through her hair. “I just don’t understand it.
Taylor isn’t Bob’s type at all!”

“Leah, maybe you didn’t know Bob’s type.” I looked down
at the floor. “Maybe you didn’t know Bob.”

[ peeked up at her and noted the beginning of tears in the
corners of her eyes. I reached out to her, but my gesture was
interrupted by the sound of a buzzer.

“It’s probably Anatoly.”I went over to the intercom. “Hola,
como se llama?”

“Me llamo Detective Lorenzo.”

I stepped back from the intercom. Had the people at the
station told him I called? But even if they had, why would
he come here? I pushed the intercom button again. “Just a
minute.” I went into the kitchen.““Okay, Leah, step away from
the mixing bowl and get out that photo album you’ve been
working on—you know, the one featuring Bob in all the
stages of his miserable life. That way you’ll come across as
bereaved.”

“But what about the cookies?”

“We’ll just say that I was making them.” The buzzer went
off again. I threw a dishtowel at Leah.*“Come on now, wipe
off your hands and get the pictures. Hurry”

[ went back to the intercom. “Do you want me to come
down or do you want to come up?”’

“I want to come up—now.”

I looked over my shoulder. Leah had pulled out her album,
along with a Tupperware container full of pictures, and was
tossing them around her to look as if she had recently been
sorting through them.

“Okay, I'll buzz you in,” I sang.

Seconds after pressing the button, Lorenzo was up the stairs
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and standing in front of me.“Hello, Ms. Katz. Am [ mistaken
or were you stalling before letting me in?”

“Oh, ’'m sorry about that. I have a horrible habit of stall-
ing whenever an obnoxious person asks to see me. I've got
to work on that.”

Lorenzo smiled and stepped inside my apartment. He nod-
ded at Leah, and then at the sarongs still hanging on the wall.
“I don’t think you had those up last time I was here.”

I had forgotten that Lorenzo had been here before, way
back before Bob had died and I was mixed up in an entirely
different murder investigation. Actually I hadn’t so much
forgotten as I had purposely suppressed the memory. I fol-
lowed Lorenzo’s gaze to my carefully covered mirrors. “It’s
part of sitting shiva,” I said.“This is how Jews mourn the loss
of loved ones.”

“Is that so?”

“Yep, we hang sarongs over the mirrors.”

Lorenzo nodded as if he had heard this before.

“Leah’s been putting together a photo album with all her
favorite pictures of Bob.” I pointed to the pictures scat-
tered about.

“Great. Mind if Isit?” he asked after making himself com-
fortable in a dining room chair.

I took a seat opposite him.“Did the guys at the station tell
you Anatoly called?”

“I got the message,” Lorenzo said. His eyes never left mine.

[ was being studied but I couldn’t put my finger on why:.

“Anatoly and I had a little talk with Taylor Blake today—
that would be the former CFO at Chalet.com.”

“Really?” Lorenzo’s voice didn’t hint at any interest.

“Yep,” I said, forcing myself to keep my rising nervous-
ness under control. “It seems that Taylor had a thing for her
subordinates. One subordinate in particular. I don’t suppose
you’d like to guess who that was, would you?”
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“If I answer correctly do I get a cigar?”

“No, but you might get a new suspect. She was sleeping
with Bob.”

Lorenzo lifted his chin.“And she admitted this?”

“Yep.’

“And how does this give me a new suspect?”

“What do you mean, how?” I fell back in my chair, con-
fused. “She had an affair with Bob, her boss found out and
asked for her resignation—and guess who was oftered her job
as soon as she relented and quit?”

“I feel certain that youre going to tell me.”

“Damn right! The job was offered to Bob! He screwed
her, both literally and figuratively. Now tell me that doesn’t
give you the perfect motive for murder.”

“Do you have any evidence of this?”

“Ah.” I shook my finger at him teasingly. I was feeling less
nervous now that I was about to play my trump card. “You
think that this is all hearsay. You think that if you ask Tay-
lor about any of this, she’ll deny it and you’ll be back to
square one.”

“I wouldn’t say I'm exactly at square one.” Lorenzo’s eyes
traveled to Leah, who was hunched over a photograph of
Bob standing in front of a Dairy Queen.

“Whatever. It just so happens I have the best evidence of
all. T have Taylor’s confession on tape. Anatoly recorded the
whole thing.”

Lorenzo shook his head.“I hate it when PIs take it upon
themselves to do things like that.”

“You just hate being wrong.”

“No, my main goal is to find the person responsible for kill-
ing Bob Miller. Whomever that person may be.” His eyes went
back to Leah.“I would be very interested in hearing that tape.”

I stood up.“I’ll call Anatoly right now and ask him to bring
it over.”
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Lorenzo held up his hand to stop me.“Before we do that,
let me ask you a question—when’s the last time you talked
to Erika Wong?”

The nervousness came back with a whole new force.“Er-
ika?” I repeated. “I don’t know. Leah, how long has it been
since we’ve seen Erika?”

Leah and I had practiced for this. She looked up from her
pictures and chewed on her lower lip while I fixed Lorenzo
with an inquisitive stare.

“I haven’t talked to her in days,” Leah said truthfully. Of
course we had seen her last night but she hadn’t been talk-
ing. “Why? Is there something wrong?”

“How many days precisely?” Lorenzo pulled out his handy
notebook without bothering to answer Leah’s question.

[ couldn’t help but note that he hadn’t pulled it out when
I was giving him the information about Taylor.

“Um, I don’t know....” Leah pressed her hands together
as she struggled to answer Lorenzo’s question. “Before
Bob’s—before I found him.” She looked down at the pic-
tures and swallowed hard. “I had spoken to her that morn-
ing. [ wanted her to help me figure out a way to win him
back. She was so kind and...” Her voice trailed oft and she
looked away as if to hide her tears.

“I’'ve spoken to Erika since then—a few times,” I volun-
teered. “I went by her work to ask her to help with the me-
morial service, and she called me two days ago and asked if
I could pick up Bob’s personal effects.”

“Did you?” Lorenzo asked without looking up from his
notebook.

“Mmm-hmm, it was just a bunch of photos and stuft.” I
pointed at the large black album that Leah had begun. “I
think Leah’s put some of them in there.”

“How did she seem?”

“Who? Erika? I don’t know, tired, maybe a little stressed.
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She asked after Leah. The two of them are friends—isn’t that
right, Leah?”

Leah nodded but didn’t look up.

“Did she talk about anything else?”

“Not much,’ I said.“James Sawyer and Taylor were there.
She made some comments after they left that implied that
she had a problem with Taylor. Detective Lorenzo, do you
mind telling me what this is all about?”

“What was her problem with Taylor?”

I desperately wanted to look to Leah to see her reaction,
but I didn’t dare. It would be great if Lorenzo thought Tay-
lor was jealous of Erika. That would give her a motive in
both murders. On the other hand, if I let on that I suspected
Erika was romantically involved with Bob, Lorenzo would
assume that I had shared those observations with Leah,
which would give her a motive, as well. I looked up at the
ceiling as if trying to recall the conversation that was so fresh
in my mind.

“I think she said something about—"

The buzzer rang again, giving new meaning to the expres-
sion “‘saved by the bell.” I flashed Lorenzo a grin that I hoped
looked more apologetic than relieved.“Excuse me for a mo-
ment.” I walked over to the intercom. “Who’s there?”

“It’s me.” I felt myself brighten at the sound of Anatoly’s
voice, although there wasn’t a lot he could do for me at the
moment. [ just wanted him there to lean on. I quickly pressed
the buzzer, then I heard his footsteps as he climbed the stairs.

When he arrived he paused inside the foyer the moment
he spotted Lorenzo in the living room.

Lorenzo stood up in greeting. “I got a message that you
wanted to see me.”

“Right,” Anatoly said, as if Lorenzo’s statement somehow
explained his presence in my apartment. “There was some
information that I wanted to share with you. Sophie and I
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spoke with Taylor Blake and James Sawyer.” He stepped in-
side and leaned his shoulder against the wall.

Lorenzo nodded. “Yes, Sophie’s told me all about it. She
also told me you have a tape.”

Anatoly shifted his weight. “Uh, yes...or at least that was
my intention.”

My head snapped in his direction. “Your intention? What
do you mean ‘your intention’?”

Anatoly stuffed his hands in his pocket and looked out the
windows. “It didn’t work. There’s something wrong with my
tape recorder.”

I shook my head, unwilling to accept what I was hearing.
“Maybe it recorded the conversation but it just won’t play it
back. Did you try another tape player?”

The expression on Anatoly’s face told me he had. Lorenzo
let out a heavy sigh.

“But I don’t get it! Tape recorders don't just break for no
reason. What the hell’s wrong with it?”

Anatoly’s chin was jutting out a bit now, but I was pretty
sure that the anger he was feeling was directed at himself
rather than me for once. “I think it needs batteries.”

Lorenzo started laughing so hard I thought he was
going to fall out of his chair. Leah kept her eyes on her
pictures, but she seemed to be inadvertently crushing the
one in her hand.

I sidled up to Anatoly. “You don’t get to make cracks
about my ‘amateur’ detective skills ever again,” I said in a
hushed voice.

Anatoly nodded solemnly.

“Well,” Lorenzo said while wiping a few tears away,‘thanks
for the laugh. But when you came in, Sophie was just about
to tell me why Erika Wong had a problem with Taylor.”

Anatoly raised his eyebrows at me.

“I don’t remember exactly what was said.” I spoke
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quickly, so Anatoly wouldn’t have time to give away the
fact that he knew about the true nature of Erika’s rela-
tionship with her boss. “Just that Erika didn’t think Tay-
lor was very nice to her employees and she kind of
implied that Taylor used to have Bob wrapped around her
finger.”

“Is that where you got the idea that Taylor was involved
with Bob romantically?” Lorenzo asked.

“Yes,” I said firmly, “that and the fact that she’s been seen
with him at the Gatsby. Erika said Taylor used her influence
on Bob to manipulate him. She didn’t offer any details and
[ didn’t ask.”

“You didn’t ask.” Lorenzo looked up from his note-
book. “That seems odd to me, since you’ve been so intent
on launching your own personal investigation into this
case.”

“At the time it didn’t seem relevant,” I said, immediately
defensive.“It wasn’t until I sat down with a cup of coffee and
thought about it that I began to put the pieces together.”

“Right.” Lorenzo made another note.

“Detective Lorenzo.” Leah gently put aside the photos that
were covering her lap and pushed herself to a standing po-
sition. “You’re beginning to scare me. Erika and I are close.
Please tell me she’s not in any kind of trouble.”

[ suppressed my surprise. That had been so perfectly ex-
ecuted! Leah had sounded concerned and poised—not manic
at all. Even Anatoly looked convinced.

Lorenzo straightened in his chair and studied her face.
“Mrs. Miller, have you ever known Erika to use drugs?”

“Drugs?” Leah blinked and looked at me. It wasn’t the
question we were expecting. “She gave herself insulin shots
to control her diabetes, if that’s what you mean. And she had
a heart murmur, I know she takes something for that.”

“Actually I was thinking of illegal narcotics.”
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“No!” Leah took a step back as if the question had been
a physical blow.“Well, I've always been a perfect friend to her
but I suppose it’s possible she was keeping secrets from me.”

“Leah’s a strong advocate for the ‘just say no’ movement,”
[ explained, and shot Leah a warning look.

“So you think it’s possible that she was doing drugs and
not telling anyone about it.” Lorenzo made another note in
his book. “Has her behavior changed at all lately?”

I looked at the floor to avoid revealing my rising level of
panic. Everything depended on how Leah responded to Lor-
enzo’s questions.

There was a long silence before she finally answered.“I’'m
searching my brain for any signs, but for the life of me I can’t
think of one.”

[ bit my lip to suppress a sigh of relief.

“No weight gain or loss?”

Leah shook her head.

“Did she seem paranoid at all?” Lorenzo pressed. “Maybe
she seemed a bit anxious or jittery?”

Anatoly pushed himself off the wall so that he was stand-
ing in a more erect position. “Do you suspect she’s doing
cocaine?”

“You’ve got to be kidding me!” I tried to visualize Erika
wearing one of her homemade crocheted sweaters and
snorting coke in the bathroom of Chalet. The image
wouldn’t come.

“I can’t take this anymore.” Leah stomped her foot against
the hardwood. “Why are you here questioning us about Er-
ika’s possible drug use? What does this have to do with us or
the death of my husband?”

Lorenzo fixed her with a steady gaze.“I hate to have to be
the one to tell you this, but Erika is dead.”

Here was the moment of truth. If Leah’s reaction wasn’t
perfect, we were both in deep shit.
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Her eyes widened and her color actually seemed to fade.
“Dead,” she repeated.

“One of her neighbors discovered her late this morning.
[t appears that she overdosed on cocaine.”

“What?” I said again. Leah and I looked at each other in
complete amazement.““You mean to tell me that Erika’s been
successfully hiding a cocaine addiction, only to up and over-
dose out of the blue?”

“Yes,” Lorenzo said as he sat back in his chair, “it does
seem peculiar. But there was no sign of forced entry or any
other indication that her death was anything other than an
overdose.”

My mouth dropped open. Was he kidding? The door had
been left open, the place had been ransacked...how many
more signs did he need? Unless, of course, he was baiting me.
[ abruptly closed my mouth and lowered myself onto the
armrest of the love seat.“I never would have thought Erika
was the type,” I said finally.

Leah was frozen in place, and for a second I thought she
was returning to a catatonic state. She looked down at her
hands that still clutched the picture of Bob at the DQ, rum-
pled as it now was.“I just...I just can’t believe this.” Her eyes
met mine. “None of this makes sense.”

Lorenzo was staring at her, his expression unreadable. “So
you had no idea.”

Leah shook her head furiously. “None. I would think that
with all her health problems she would have had the com-
mon sense to stay away from drugs.” She looked out the win-
dow as if she expected the incoming sunlight to illuminate
things for her. “She always drank a little bit too much...but
cocaine? That’s just incredible.”

“And when was the last time you saw her again?”

“Um...” Leah squeezed her eyes closed.

Only I knew the image she was trying to block out.
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“It’s been weeks—three weeks, I believe,” she said.

“And where was that?”

“We had lunch at The Flower Market Cafe. Jack was
spending the afternoon with my mother.”

“When was the last time you were in her house?”

“Her house?” Leah was barely keeping it together.“I don’t
know...it’s been a good year or so.”

“I see” Lorenzo stood up.“Well again, 'm sorry for your
loss.” He slipped his notebook back in his pocket. “By the
way, I like the new highlights.”

Leah put her hand up to her hair self-consciously.“Sophie’s
friend Marcus gave them to me. He was trying to make me
teel better.”

“Did 1t work?”

“No.”

“I see. This may seem like an odd request, but would it
be all right if I took a strand of your hair?”

Anatoly stepped forward. “She doesn’t have to give you a
strand of her hair.”

“Of course she doesn’t need to,” Lorenzo said smoothly.
“I'm simply asking.”

Leah looked to me and I shook my head.

“Let’s not play games.” Anatoly walked over to Leah and
put his hand on her shoulder. “It’s no secret Leah’s a suspect
in her husband’s murder. She’'d have to be stupid to hand over
a piece of hair without consulting a lawyer.”

Lorenzo smiled at Leah. “If you have nothing to hide
there shouldn’t be any problem with handing over a strand
of your hair. If youre worried that it would somehow be
used against you in your husband’s murder case, you can rest
assured it won’t be. We know the two of you lived in the
same house and we know you discovered the body. Your hair
found at that crime scene proves nothing but that. So unless
there’s something else...something you don’t want us to
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know, then there should be no reason not to give us a strand
of hair.”

Leah looked at me again, and then at Anatoly. Finally she
cleared her throat.“I’'m sorry, Detective, but I don’t go around
ripping my hair out for people for no reason.” Stepping away
from Anatoly, she beelined to the door and flung it open.“I
believe we’ve answered all your questions, and after every-
thing you’ve just told me, I would really like some time
alone with my sister. So if you don’t mind...”

Lorenzo nodded and walked toward the door, but hesi-
tated when he was less than a foot away from Leah. “I must
say, Mrs. Miller, I find your refusal...interesting.” With that
he walked out of my apartment,and Leah slammed the door
after him.

[ forced myself to peek over in Anatoly’s direction. He was
standing very still. His expression was completely emotion-
less, but for some reason I felt sure that he wanted to stran-
gle me.



CHAPTER 12

“Lies have a habit of catching up with you, but the
truth always gets you right away, so you tell me which
is better.”

—Words To Die By

Anatoly walked to the bay windows and looked out onto
the street.“I’'m guessing that you went to confront Erika, de-
spite the fact that I warned you not to, and in doing so stum-
bled across her dead body.”

Leah let out a little squeak of affirmation.

“So neither of you killed her?”

“No!” Leah and I said in unison.

Anatoly sighed. “I didn’t think so, but I thought I
should ask.”

“But here’s the thing,” I said while I allowed myself to slide
from the armrest of the love seat to the cushions. “Lorenzo
was either baiting us or something really weird is going on.
When Leah and I discovered Erika, there were signs of forced
entry all over the place. Someone had been through her
desk, torn apart her furniture, the works. There’s no way that
was a simple overdose.”
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Anatoly tapped his fingers against the glass. “Lorenzo
agrees with you. If he didn’t think Erika’s death was a hom-
icide, he wouldn’t be questioning us. But my gut tells me he
wasn’t lying about there being no signs of forced entry.”

“So, what are you saying?” I asked. “That he’s either stu-
pid or blind?”

“I’m saying that someone cleaned up the crime scene be-
fore the police got there.”

My mind flashed to that feeling I had back at Erika’s
house—the feeling that Leah and I were not alone. “Okay,’
[ said quietly, “I'm officially freaking out now.”

“You're freaking out?” Leah let out something that vaguely
resembled a laugh. “My husband and one of his many mis-
tresses are dead, and the police were just here asking for a
strand of my hair!”

Anatoly turned and glared at us. “This wouldn’t be a
problem if you two had just been up-front with me earlier.
We could have come up with a story about you guys pay-
ing Erika a visit a week or so ago. Then any DNA evidence
the police came across could easily have been dismissed as
coincidental.”

[ pulled nervously on the edge of my sleeve. “I hadn’t
thought of that.”

“I was under the impression that you were paying me to
be on your side,” Anatoly continued. “How can I help you
if you both refuse to be honest with me?”

“Well, I'm sorry if we didn’t handle things the way you
would have liked us to, but I don’t know how I'm supposed
to act on a day-to-day basis!” Leah put her hands on her hips.
“Do I talk to the press or do I avoid them? Do I go to Bob’s
church and light a candle for him or do I cover my mirrors
with sarongs like some kind of Hebrew Hawaiian freak?
And now you want me to know automatically how to be-
have after finding some dead Jezebel lying in a pool of her
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own vomit? They didn’t exactly cover that one in last
month’s issue of Good Housekeeping!”

“Okay.”’ I held up my hands in a request for peace.“It’s ob-
vious that everyone’s feeling a little overwrought and over-
tired. I think we all know what this situation calls for.”

Anatoly looked away and Leah stared up at the ceiling.
“Please don’t say it,” she moaned.

“I'm sorry but I think I have to. This moment requires
Starbucks.” I put my hand over my heart and assumed an
overly dramatic tone. “Yes, there are people who would call
me a sell-out for my refusal to boycott every national chain
that has the audacity to be profitable but those people don’t
appreciate the pleasures of corporate decadence. Particularly
when the corporate decadence is blended up in a cup and
topped with a generous amount of whipped cream.”

Leah scoffed. “If they ever create a twelve-step program
for Starbuck addicts, I'm signing you up.”

Twenty minutes later we were all seated around a small
round table with our beverages in hand and I was feeling bet-
ter with each sip of whipped cream. However, it was clear
that my companions were having a harder time getting into
the cafteinated spirit.

“You two still look depressed,” I noted.

Anatoly swished his cappuccino around in his mouth be-
fore answering. “I think it’s safe to say that our somber
mood is related to all the killing that has been taking place
recently.”

I looked down at my drink. “Well, 'm going to go with
the cup’s-half-full view of things.”

Leah narrowed her eyes.“How can you say our cup is any-
thing but drained?”

“Well.” I racked my brain for a silver lining. “At least the
murderer is only killing people we dislike. It doesn’t make
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the crimes less repugnant, but you must admit it’s an improve-
ment over the last murderer I had to deal with.”

Leah’s mouth dropped open.“My God, you've become a
sociopath. I have a sociopathic sister. Can my life get any
worse?”

The image of Erika lying dead on the floor flashed be-
fore my eyes and I was suddenly overcome with a fresh sense
of angst and fear. I shook my head fiercely and forced my-
selt to think happy thoughts—Iike running my hand up and
down Anatoly’s thigh while sipping an Irish coftee. I closed
my eyes and tried to make the image clearer in my mind.

“It’s not that 'm without empathy—I’m just very good
at avoidance and denial.”

“Disliking a murder victim 1s only a good thing if you are
beyond suspicion,” Anatoly pointed out,“and neither of you
has that advantage.”

“I liked Erika,” Leah said softly. “She was always sweet to
me. [ think I liked her even more than I liked Bob.”

I did my best to look surprised.

“You know, with everything that’s happened I can’t mus-
ter up any anger for either of them,” Leah said, toying with
the top button on her silk blouse. “Erika and I were friends.
[ actually thought she looked up to me. She always made a
point to remind Bob of my birthday or our anniversary. I'm
sure she picked out most of the gifts Bob gave me, too. Now
I know those gifts were given out of guilt. Not even Bob’s
guilt, but hers!” Leah pounded her fist against the table.“He
couldn’t even take the time to relieve his own damn con-
science—he had to have his mistress do it for him!”

Anatoly smiled wryly. “Well, at least youre not angry
about it.”

“You know;” I said, “the police would have another sus-
pect if a certain detective had remembered to put batteries in
his tape recorder.”
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I heard the hiss of the air Anatoly sucked in through
his clenched teeth. “I made a mistake. There will be other
opportunities.”

“Oh, really?” I cocked my head in his direction. “You
don’t think Taylor will get suspicious if we ask her to repeat
everything she said to us during our last conversation? While
we're at it, we should ask her to confess to both Erika’s and
Bob’s murder. I'm sure she’ll be obliging—"

“Hello, darlings.”

I looked up to see Marcus. On his arm was a sweet young
thing with a head of jet-black curls. He looked a lot closer
to his teens than his thirties.

“Hey, sweetie,” I said, forcing myself to let go of my frus-
tration long enough to offer Marcus a smile. “What are you
doing in this neck of the woods?”

“Looking for you, of course.” Marcus pulled up a couple
of extra chairs and squeezed them between me and Leah. I
tried your house, and when you weren't there I figured I'd
try your place of worship.”

[ giggled and looked over at Marcus’s companion, who had
chosen the seat nearest Leah. In fact, he couldn’t seem to take
his eyes off of her.“Marcus, are you going to introduce us?”

“Of course. Leah and everyone, this is Charlie. Charlie,
this is everyone and Leah.” He smiled at my sister and said,
“Charlie’s your biggest fan.”

“My...fan?" Leah said warily.

“Yes, ohmygawd, I love you!” Charlie put a hand on his
chest for emphasis. “I've been totally following your whole
case. I saw you do that little black pride thing in front of the
police station—that was perfect. You are such a diva.”

Anatoly shook his head and stared into his drink, and
Leah shifted in her seat uncomfortably.“Thank you, I never
really thought of myself as a diva...” A little spark flashed in
her eyes. “I could be a diva, though.” She reached across the
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table and grabbed my hand.“Maybe that’s what I should do!
Everyone in San Francisco loves divas.”

“Totally,” Charlie agreed enthusiastically.

Marcus smiled and leaned back in his seat. “Charlie and I
met last night at Café Fleur.”

Charlie nodded. “Marcus is a Leo and I'm a Pisces.” He
clasped his hands together and gave Marcus a dreamy smile.
“Fire and water, a perfect balance. How could we not hook
up?”’

Marcus sighed dramatically. “Yes, I believe it was fate that
brought us to the men’s room at the same time.” He pulled
a couple of fives out of his wallet. “Charlie, why don’t you
get us a few grande machiatos?” He put his hand on his flat
stomach. “Make mine nonfat—I wouldn’t want to overin-
dulge right before fleet week.”

Charlie nodded obediently and gave Marcus a kiss on the
cheek before he went off to fetch their treats.

“He’s cute,” I noted. “Kind of subservient, though.”

“Yes, and I'm so the alpha male”” Marcus laughed. “He’s
probably nothing more than short-term fling material but he
does have some intriguing qualities.”

I eyed Marcus curiously. “Such as?”

“His job at the Gatsby for one. He works in Room Ser-
vice.” Marcus waved a finger at Leah. “You said that Cheryl
and Bob never spoke, but my boy Charlie spotted them at
the Tonga Room having a little after-work powwow.”

Now even Anatoly looked interested. “What were they
talking about?”

“I'm not entirely sure. What grabbed me was that Char-
lie said the two of them seemed very nervous and conspir-
atorial. But I think Charlie had been popping pills shortly
before we hooked up, because, out of the blue he went all
‘Age of Aquarius’ on me and I couldn’t make heads or tails
out of what he was saying. I figured you and Sophie might
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get more out of him with your little Sherlock-and-Watson
thing.”

“You dragged him over here just because you thought he
might know something that could help me?” Leah beamed.
“That is so thoughtful of you! Isn’t that thoughtful, Sophie?”

I smiled genuinely at Marcus. “You're a regular Mother
Theresa.”

“Mmm, never been a big fan of hers.” Marcus twisted one
of his short dreadlocks. “Sure she helped a lot of kids and
stuff, but so did Princess Di and she did it in Valentino.” He
held his palms up to depict a scale. “Like Charlie said, it’s all
about balance.”

Anatoly smiled as Charlie came back to our table. “So,
Charlie, Marcus was just telling us that you know Cheryl
from the Gatsby.”

“Mmm-hmm.” Charlie gave Marcus one of the two
drinks he had purchased and put a scone down in front of
his own seat. “Did he tell you the whole Bob story?”

“He started to,” Leah said. “He mentioned you saw them
at the Tonga Room.”

Charlie nodded.“They were sitting at the bar together and
[ wasn’t about to pass up the opportunity to give Scary
Cherie a hard time.”

“Scary Cherie?” Leah asked.

“It’s a little nickname that some of us Gatsby folks gave
to your sister-in-law.”

Leah regarded him fondly. Clearly Charlie’s distaste for
Cheryl raised her opinion of him considerably.

“Anyhoo, I walked up to them and they were sitting there
passing a note—"

“Excuse me?”’ I leaned forward.“They were doing what?”

“I know, it’s weird. At first I thought Cheryl was the one
giving the note, but as soon as I walked up, she pocketed it,
so maybe she was on the receiving end.”
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“Did you see what it said?”” Anatoly asked.

“She was too fast for me to see much, but I did get a
glimpse of a name that was written on it—Maria E. Souza.”

Leah wrinkled her brow.*“That name means nothing to me.”

“Well, it meant something to me,” Charlie said.“The Sou-
zas are this cute little Brazilian couple with matching parrot
tattoos. At the time they were honeymooning at the Gatsby.
[ should know since I was the one constantly bringing the
oysters up to their room.”

“Did you talk to them about the note?” Anatoly asked.

“Yes, Bob said the Souzas were acquaintances of his, and
Cheryl was going to deliver a message to them. Of course,
[ didn’t know what Bob’s relationship was to Cheryl at the
time—I just figured he was a poor bloke who suffered from
a mental disability.”

“You thought my husband was mentally disabled?”

Charlie shrugged sheepishly. “Why would a mentally
sound person have drinks with Cheryl?”

Leah paused. “Good point. Continue.”

“Well, the whole thing was just strange,” Charlie contin-
ued.“Why not just call the hotel and talk to the Souzas? But
Scary Cherie got all hufty about my intruding on her pri-
vate time, and she and Bob picked up and left.”

“This doesn’t make sense,” Leah said, pushing her hair be-
hind her ears.“Bob doesn’t know any cute Brazilians. Are you
sure they weren’t cute Germans? He knows lots of Germans.”

“Oh, yeah.” Marcus nodded solemnly. “People are always
getting those Germans and Brazilians confused.”

“I'm just saying that it doesn’t make sense for Bob to be
sending a note to a couple of Brazilians! And ones with par-
rot tattoos?” Leah rolled her eyes. “There’s just no way he
would have befriended people like that.”

Anatoly sat back in his chair. “Other than the parrot tat-
too, what did the woman look like?”
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“Like I said, she was cute,” Charlie looked at the ceiling
as he conjured up the memory. “A little shorter than me—
she was really feminine in a hip kind of way.”

Anatoly nodded as if that meant something to him.“Did
she spend all her time with the man she came with?”

“Not all of it... I remember seeing her in the restaurant
eating alone. But that could have been a one-time deal. I just
remember them because I like the sound of Portuguese. Even
the name of the language has a certain style to it. Porchegez.”
He rolled the rso that he sounded like an exaggerated Ricky
Ricardo.

Leah turned to Anatoly. “I know where you’re heading
with this and you can stop right now. Bob was not romancing
some neglected Portuguese tattooed lady.”

“I never thought of that!” Charlie put his hand on his
cheek.“What a little shit.”

“Major understatement,” I muttered.

“But the Souzas seemed like such nice people,” Charlie
continued. “They were at the hotel for at least a week, and
every time I brought something up to them they took some
time to chitchat with me. One night they tipped me fifty
bucks—that’s the other reason I remember them.”

“Maybe her wealth was part of the attraction,” I sug-
gested. “That could be the common denominator that we'’re
overlooking while comparing the women in Bob’s harem.”

“My husband did not have a harem! And he certainly
wasn’t some kind of male gold digger. After all, I didn’t
come from a lot of wealth, despite the nonsense Cheryl has
been spewing.”

[ put my elbows on the table and leaned forward. “Maybe
his taste for rich chicks is a recent phenomenon.”

“And how would you explain his interest in his secretary?”
Leah spat.

“I don’t know...maybe Bob jumped into bed with Erika
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in order to distract himself from his more important rela-
tionships with you and Bianca...maybe he was having a hard
time deciding if he should honor his marriage vows or pick
Bianca as his new life partner and he was just using Erika
asa...a...”

“A filibuster!” Marcus snapped his fingers in the air.
“Something to do in order to put off a vote!”

[ gave Marcus an appreciative slap on the arm. “That’s
good. Do you mind if I use that in one of my books?”

“Hello?” Leah brushed oft the comforting hand that
Charlie had put on her shoulder and glared at Marcus and
me. “Are you two listening to yourselves?”

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“What she means,” Anatoly said, “is that your theory
doesn’t make any sense. People don’t have affairs in order to
distract themselves from their other affairs. And Erika isn’t
the only hole in your gold-digger theory.”

“Oh, really,” T said defensively. “And what’s the other
problem?”

“If Bob was dating women for their money, why did he
spend all his money on those same women?”

“You got me there” I looked over at Leah. “Did you
guys take out a second mortgage on your house or some-
thing? I mean, how the hell was Bob able to buy Bianca a
fifty-thousand-dollar bracelet?”

Leah gasped. “Fifty thousand dollars? Are you sure?”

“I'm sorry, Leah—I forgot to tell you. Bianca let us know.”

Leah put her head in her hands. “I can’t believe this. No
wonder he balked when I said I wanted enhancements for
my birthday. He had already spent all his money on Bianca.”

“Enhancements?” Charlie shook his head in confusion,
and Marcus just clucked his tongue.

Anatoly finished off the rest of his drink and focused on
Charlie. “Do you remember Maria’s husband’s name?”
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“Yes, it was Mario, or maybe it was Pablo—I remember it
sounded very Latin.”

“Great,” Anatoly muttered. “Do you think you could get
me some more information about this Brazilian couple? Like
a home address or a phone number?”

Charlie shook his head so hard I thought it might come
oft.“The Gatsby has very strict rules about protecting the pri-
vacy of its guests.”

“Just a hometown, then,” Anatoly coaxed. “No one will
ever know.”

“No, no way.”

Charlie started to stand up, but Marcus gently pulled him
back down.“You wouldn’t need to break into the computer
system,” he said as he brushed a lock of hair away from
Charlie’s face.“You could just ask around. You said these Bra-
zilians liked to schmooze with the staft, so they might have
mentioned a hometown to someone, and if they were hand-
ing out Ulysses S. Grants like they were George Washing-
tons, people will remember them.”

Charlie looked at Marcus uncertainly. “I guess I could ask
around.” He smiled at Leah. “It’s the least I can do for my fa-
vorite diva.”

“I can’t tell you how much I would appreciate it.” Leah
beamed at him over her drink. “You’re just—" Her voice
trailed off as she searched for the vocabulary that would
flesh out her diva image. “Fabulous,” she said shyly. “You’re
absolutely fabulous!”

Anatoly and I dropped Leah oft at my place a half hour
before Mama was scheduled to bring Jack back. I suggested
that the two of them spend some private mommy-child
time together. I pretended that I was only thinking of the
best interests of her and her son, but ’'m pretty sure every-
one saw through that facade. The truth was, I was desperate
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for some time away from my family. Anatoly and I walked
down toward North Beach to hash things out.

“Do you think they have DNA evidence that could link
Leah to Erika’s death?” A light breeze caused goose bumps
to materialize up my arms. “Is that why Lorenzo asked for
one of her hairs?”

“If they had that kind of evidence, Lorenzo would have
shown up with a warrant.”

“Then why request a hair sample?”

“Either he’s hoping to get that kind of evidence soon or
he just wanted to see how she would react to the request.”
Anatoly stuffed his hands into his leather jacket.

“So maybe it was just a test.” We paused for a bicycle to
go by before crossing the street. “If that’s the case, how do
you think she scored?”

“Somewhere in the sixty-percent range.”

“That means she gota D.”

Anatoly shrugged. “Possibly a D+.”

I stopped walking and looked up at the wispy white clouds
that covered the sky. “What do we do now?”

“I still think our best bet is to try to ofter the police as
many suspects as possible. We need proof that Taylor was
sleeping with Bob, and that she had reason to hate him.”

“That’s the nice thing about Bob and his sister,” I said.
“They’re both so easy to hate.”

Anatoly laughed. “I can see that.”

“Well, as far as the suspect thing goes, I do have some good
news.” [ started walking again and Anatoly quickly fell in step.
“I tricked Porsha into admitting that Bianca didn’t have an
alibi for the night we found Erika. That’s got to be helpful
for us.”

Anatoly creased his forehead. “You tricked Porsha? That
couldn’t have been easy.”

“What 1s that supposed to mean?” I glared at him. “You
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think Porsha’s some kind of sexy female Einstein and I'm the
frizzy-haired village idiot?”

Anatoly smiled. “No, I don’t think Porsha’s Einstein.”

“Very cute. I'll have you know that not only did I trick
Porsha into giving me the information about Bianca, but she’s
still none the wiser for it.” I glanced at the Muni bus that was
letting some of " its passengers out in front of us.“But if Bi-
anca or Taylor killed Erika, why did they search her place?
Were they looking for the disk?”

“That would be my guess, but I'll be damned if I can fig-
ure out what they think is on it,” Anatoly said. “We can’t
make that our focus, though. Let’s just get the information
that we need to prevent Leah from being arrested and leave
the rest be.”” He glanced at his watch. “Speaking of which,
we should talk to Cheryl again.”

“You think the little téte-a-téte that Charlie walked in on
is significant in some way?”

“Only one way to find out. Care to take a ride to Cow
Hollow with me?”

“What the hell, I might as well put all my pent-up hostil-
ity to good use.” I smiled at Anatoly. “Let’s go nail her ass to
the wall”



CHAPTER 13

“I think I would like children better if they weren’t so
incredibly immature.”

—Words To Die By

Unemployment didn’t seem to be agreeing with Cheryl.
Her hair was stringy and greasy, and there were dark circles
under her eyes. She didn’t even bother flirting with Anatoly
as she wordlessly allowed us entrance into her apartment. Her
place was suftering, too. It had gone from cluttered to down-
right messy. There were dirty dishes on the coffee table and
nylons hanging from her chairs. Either Cheryl was severely
depressed, or heroin chic had come back in a big way.

Anatoly and I waited for her to offer us a seat, and when
she didn’t, he pushed aside some clothes and made himself
comfortable. I remained standing, not wanting to inadver-
tently sit on a leftover piece of pizza.

“We heard about what happened with your job,” Anatoly
said in a voice that oozed sympathy. “You must be incredi-
bly upset.”

Cheryl sank into the armchair behind her. “I didn’t do
anything wrong.” Her eyes sparkled with tears.
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Anatoly shook his head.“They didn’t actually fire you over
those innocent remarks you made about Leah, did they?”

By the blank look on Cheryls face one would have
thought she was having difficulty understanding the question.

“You think...” She faltered. Then she straightened her
posture and used her sleeve to wipe away a tear. “That’s not
the reason the Gatsby gave, but yeah. They said I was late
three times or something like that, but really it was about
Leah. My brother gets killed and then I get fired for insult-
ing his murderer.” Her voice got stronger with each word.
“It’s so not fair. She’s the one who killed him, not me. She
did it.”

Anatoly and I locked eyes. Something was off.

“Cheryl,” Anatoly pressed gently.“Why didn’t Bob listen
to you when you told him how wrong Leah was for him?
You're his sister. Surely he must have respected your opinion.”

“Bob was never a good listener. Leah and Bob together
were like—well, it was like that show The Nanny—you know,
the one where Fran Drescher gets together with her boss?”
Cheryl scornfully blew out a puft of air.“It never should have
happened.”

I wrinkled my nose. “They never should have gotten
together?”

“No, I mean the whole show shouldn’t have happened! It
was a stupid premise and that’s exactly what was wrong with
Leah and Bob’s marriage—the whole premise of their rela-
tionship was stupid.”

“And what would that premise be?” Anatoly asked.

“Simple. Bob wanted someone who would play the role
of a good corporate wife, and of all the women who audi-
tioned for the part—and there weren’t many—~Leah did the
best.” Cheryl leaned farther back into the cushions. “What
Bob never understood is that you don’t marry a woman just
so she can play second fiddle to your career. When you pick
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a spouse, you should think about who they know and where
they come from. Anyone can be a housewife, but only a se-
lect few can get you into the right VIP rooms.”

[ stared at Cheryl, nearly speechless. “You are one of the
most bizarre and twisted individuals I have ever met, and
when you consider my list of acquaintances that’s saying a lot.”

“Don’t talk to me about being twisted,” she snapped. “I
know you lied to me about that interview on Channel Four.”

“Oh, you figured that out, did you?”

Anatoly shot me another warning look.“Cheryl, did Bob
ever introduce you to Taylor Blake?”

Some of the color drained from Cheryl’s face. “I may
have met her once or twice.”

Anatoly leaned forward. “What about Maria E. Souza?
Does that name ring a bell?”

“Maria E. Souza.” Now Cheryl looked like she was going
to run screaming from the room. “That does sound famil-
iar—she was a friend of Bob’s too, wasn’t she?”

“You know the answer to that.”” Anatoly’s tone, while still
gentle, had become firm and confident. “We spoke to Tay-
lor. She confessed to everything.”

There was a scratching noise as Cheryl’s nails scraped
against the upholstery of her chair.“I didn’t know Taylor had
anything to confess to.”

“You don’t have to lie anymore, Cheryl,” Anatoly said
soothingly.“Everyone knows about the affair. Taylor even ad-
mitted to her rendezvous with Bob at the Gatsby.”

Cheryl’s mouth dropped open, giving her the look of an
overwrought guppy. “Taylor admitted to having an aftair
with Bob? I can’t believe that.”

“It was going to come out sooner or later,” Anatoly said,
and crossed his ankle over his knee. “I understand why you
would want to help Bob—he was your brother. But helping
him required some bending of the rules, didn’t it? For the
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women like Maria, there were husbands to consider. Did you
let Bob know when Mr. Souza wasn’t around? Did you act
as a lookout person so that Bob and his mistresses didn’t suf-
fer any surprise interruptions?”

Cheryl’s eyebrows drew together. “Wait a minute—"

“And then his relationship with Taylor presented its own
unique problems. They wouldn’t want to reserve a room
under either of their names. Perhaps they wouldn’t have
wanted to reserve a room at all considering that neither of
them planned to spend the night. Is that the real reason they
fired you, Cheryl? Were you granting your brother unpaid
access to the rooms?”

Cheryl stared at Anatoly, disbelief coloring her features.
“Is that what you think?” She shot to her feet, her voice tak-
ing on a strangled quality. “That I was trying to turn Hotel
Gatsby into my brother’s personal whorehouse? Is that really
what you both think?”

She turned her back on Anatoly and faced me. I looked
at Anatoly, who was nodding his head furiously.

“Yes,” I said slowly. “That is what I think.” Actually the
thought had never occurred to me. Why would Cheryl do
something so stupid for a brother she didn’t even care about?

“No one’s judging you.” Anatoly stood up and held his
hands up for peace.“He was your brother and he was trapped
in an unhappy marriage. Of course you would want to help
him in any way you could.”

Cheryl whirled back around to confront him. “I would
never have allowed him to take advantage of me or the
Gatsby in that way! Maybe I would have done it for some-
one like, I don’t know...Matt Damon, but I would never
bend the rules like that for someone as unimportant as my
brother! What kind of person do you think I am?”

“How many times do I have to say it?” I said. “You’re bi-
zarre and twisted.”
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“Get out of my apartment.”

“Cheryl, I don’t want to accuse you unjustly,” Anatoly said,
“but that’s what Taylor told us. Why would she lie?”

“I said out!”

“Okay, we’ll leave” I stood up and smiled sweetly at
Cheryl. “But you realize that the next person who’s going
to be kicked out of here is you. It’s not like you’re going to
be able to afford the rent on a place like this anymore.”

Cheryl took a step back. “What are you implying?”

“Isn’t it obvious? Judging from the location and size of this
apartment, I think it’s safe to presume that an unemployment
check 1sn’t going to cover a lot more than your utilities.”

Cheryl squeezed her eyes closed.““I want you out of here,”
she said quietly.

Anatoly nodded and gestured for me to follow him. The
minute we stepped out into the hall, Cheryl slammed the
door behind us. We listened to the clicks of the dead bolt
and the chain lock being secured.

“Okay, so what the hell was that about?” I asked Anatoly
as we walked down the stairs.

“I knew she would take oftense at my accusation.” On the
main floor he pushed the heavy glass door of the lobby open
and we stepped outside. “I was hoping that she might let
something slip while defending her innocence.”

“So you don't really think she was renting out the rooms
at the Gatsby by the hour”

Anatoly chuckled.“I think it’s improbable. It’s more likely
that she was allowing Taylor or Bob to check in under a
pseudonym in exchange for a bribe of some kind.”

“Well, she definitely knows more than she’s letting on. Did
you see her face when you mentioned Maria’s and Taylor’s
names? Can you say blanched? She didn’t want to go there at
all”’ T shook my head. “I’'m going back to my first theory.
Cheryl’s the guilty one.”
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“I’m beginning to think you might be right,” Anatoly said.
“But I still can’t figure out what her motive would be.” He
scratched the light stubble on his chin. “Even if she was
breaking the company rules for her brother, that, in and of
itself, isn’t a good reason to kill him.”

I made a little dismissive sound as I zipped up my jacket.
“Maybe she purchased one of Charlton Heston’s old guns
on eBay and she wanted to try it out,” I said sarcastically.

“Somehow I doubt it,” Anatoly said. “Besides, it’s Bob’s
weapon that’s gone missing.”” We paused in front of Anatoly’s
Harley and he handed me one of the helmets. “Do you
think Bob would have told her where he kept his gun?”

“It’s always possible.” I put the helmet on and waited
until Anatoly started up the bike before climbing on behind
him. “Hey, maybe she has a thing for the host of America’s
Most Wanted and she thought killing her brother would get
his attention.”

Anatoly revved the engine and started down the street
without answering.

“Anatoly?” I yelled. “Can you hear me?”

“I'm trying not to,” he yelled back.

I rolled my eyes and wrapped my arms around him partly
to help secure my position but mostly because I liked the way
his abdominal muscles felt when I pressed my hands against
them. I had no idea why Cheryl would want to see her
brother dead, but if Little Miss Hollywood was responsible
for setting my sister up for his murder, I'd make sure that the
only stars she saw were the kind that appear after you’ve been
knocked unconscious.

[ was pretty good at keeping the image of Erika’s lifeless
body out of my conscious mind during the day, but lying in
my bed that night I found that the visual came to me every
time I closed my eyes. If that wasn’t enough, I couldn’t stop
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thinking about all the bizarre information regarding her
cause of death. It wasn’t until sometime after two o’clock in
the morning that I fell asleep. As it turns out I didn’t have to
worry about dreaming, because beginning at 2:25 a.m. Jack
started waking up every ten minutes. And just when I started
to get used to the sounds of his screams, Leah would get frus-
trated with him and start screaming, too. At three I finally
gave up and started working on my next manuscript. I had
an idea for a storyline in which a mother forced her men-
tally unstable sister-in-law to babysit her son, thus driving her
to take her own life.

It was approaching 6:00 a.m. when I finally got back in
bed. I was able to sleep for another three and a half hours
before Mr. Katz started kneading my pillowcase. I opened one
eye and looked at him. “I suppose you want food,” I mut-
tered.

[ interpreted my pet’s angry expression as a yes. I crawled
out of bed and stumbled down the hall. Leah was in the liv-
ing room staring at five different outfits she had laid out on
the couch.

“Hot date?” I asked as I went into the kitchen and re-
trieved the kibble.

“It’s not exactly a date, just a first meeting.”

“Wait a minute!” I rushed back into the living room, kib-
ble in hand. “I was joking. You’re not seriously thinking
about going out on a date with everything that’s going on
in your life, are you?”

“No, of course not.” Leah selected a navy blue sleeveless
sweater and held it up against her torso.“I misspoke. What I
meant was that [ agreed to give an interview today. I thought
it would be a good idea to tell my side of the story to the
press.”

“Oh...okaaay.” I pivoted and went back to my chore of
teeding the cat.“Who’s the interview with?”
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“The man from Flavah Magazine. Jerome.”

[ bit my lip as I felt the beginning of a headache come
on. “I forgot that you had agreed to meet with him.”’

“I did, too. But he called this morning to confirm. He has
such a nice deep voice. Do you think I should wear that plum
sweater that Bob didn’t like?”

“So you do like him!” I slammed my hand against the tile
counter. “Damn it, Leah, this is not good!”

“I told you, it’s just an interview.” She opted for the sleeve-
less number instead, and picked a pair of brown cigarette
pants to go with it.“You know, I've never been with a black
guy before.”

“Leah,” I said in my best warning tone.

“I’ve dated Latinos before, and I went out with that Jap-
anese guy in high school, but I never dated anyone of my
own race. Why do you think that is?”

“I don’t know. Can we examine this issue at a different
time—say, after Bob’s case has been closed?”

Leah smiled and came into the kitchen. “I swear on our
father’s memory that I will not so much as bat an eyelash at
Jerome.”

I let out a sigh. “Thank you.”

“On one condition.”

“One condition? Maybe you’re not getting this, but you're
the one facing prison time. You should be suppressing your
urge to flirt with Jerome for your own sake!”

“It’s just a small favor, Sophie.”

[ threw my hands up in defeat. “Fine, what is it?”

“I need you to babysit Jack today.”

“In what universe is that a small favor?”

“Just while I'm talking to Jerome. He wants me to
show him around my house so he can get a better sense
of the kind of life I shared with Bob. It shouldn’t take
too long.”
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“You know the saying ‘time flies when you’re having
fun’?” I asked. “Well, the reverse is true, too.”

“Don’t be selfish,” Leah reprimanded. “Besides, you
owe me.”

“How do you figure?”

Leah took a step forward and looked me in the eye.“Three
little words. Barbie. Dream. House.”

[ closed my eyes.“Damn it, | knew that would come back
to bite me.”

Less than two hours later, I had drunk an entire pot of
coftee and it still hadn’t given me the lift necessary to deal
with my now awake and inexplicably unhappy nephew. I
bounced him up and down while pacing the living room
singing every kids’song I could think of from “Rock-a-Bye
Baby” to the theme song from The Incredibles. Jack was hav-
ing none of it.

When the phone rang I shifted Jack to my right hip and
tucked the receiver between my ear and shoulder. “Yes,” I
screamed, in hopes of making myself heard over Jack’s howls.

“Hi, um, is Leah there?”

“Does it sound like the mother of this child is here?” I
put Jack down on the floor, which just made him scream
louder.

“Okay, I'm thinking this is a bad time.”

“Wait, who is this?” I sat on the edge of the couch and
desperately started sorting through Leah’s diaper bag to find
a magic toy to pacify Jack.

“It’s Charlie...”

“Marcus’s Charlie?”

“C’est moi.”

“Oh, ’'m so glad you called!” I found a small stuffed clown
hiding under a supply of baby wipes and tossed it in Jack’s
direction. “Did you find anything out?”
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“Sort of”

“Define ‘sort of””

“Well, nobody remembers the name of the husband or
what part of Brazil they were from. But Maria went to our
day spa while she was staying here. Wendy, the masseuse who
worked on her, remembers her.”

“Sounds like you've got a knack for this detective stuff,
Charlie.” I started unzipping pockets in Leah’s bag, looking
for something more effective than the clown. There was a
small outside pocket in which I found a supply of Leah’s
makeup. I put my hand over the mouthpiece of the receiver.
“Here, Jack, try some Estée Lauder.”

“Sophie? Are you still there?”

“I'm here.” I glanced at Jack, who was showing a surpris-
ing interest in his mother’s cosmetics, notably a shiny cylin-
der of lipstick.“Okay, so what did Wendy say about Maria?”

“Basically that Maria was one of those clients who liked
to talk when she was supposed to be relaxing. She spent the
whole time quizzing Wendy about San Francisco’s hidden
treasures—you know;, the cool hangouts that the tourists don’t
know about. But here’s the kicker. She said that it was her first
visit to San Francisco and she didn’t know a soul here.”

“Really?” I tapped my finger against my lips. “She could
have been covering,” I ventured.‘“You know, making a point
of saying that she didn’t know people here so no one would
suspect she was having an aftair with a local.”

“I could see it if the conversation was with her husband
or his family, but why make a point of lying to your mas-
seuse?” Charlie reasoned.

“You're right, that doesn’t make sense.” I sighed. Why
was it that the more information I got, the more confused
I became? “Okay, here’s another question for you. Is there
any chance that Bob was checking into the hotel under a
pseudonym?”
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“Unlikely. We need a credit card to make a reservation.
Celebs sometimes ask us to refer to them by a fake name,
but our records in the computer have their real info.”

I sighed again and then looked down at Jack.“Charlie, I've
got to go.”

“Okay, I'll call you if I get more dirt.”

“Yeah, okay, gotta go.” I hung up the phone and bent down
to Jack’s level. “You ate all the lipstick, didn’t you.”

Jack looked up at me with big innocent eyes and flashed me
a giant smile, his baby teeth now covered with Crystal Rose.

I picked up the canister of lipstick and looked to see if
there were any instructions concerning accidental ingestion.

“I’'m so not cut out to be your guardian.”



CHAPTER

“Of course I don’t own you!” Samantha spat. “I don’t
own the road either, but that doesn’t mean I want to
share it.”

—Words To Die By

Anatoly showed up at my house an hour later. By that time
Jack was screaming again. I hadn’t bothered calling Poison
Control since, judging from the raw waste that he had pushed
into his diaper, it seemed reasonable to assume that there was
nothing left in his stomach to pump. I had gone through Le-
ah’s things, and if something didn’t have a warning label on it,
[ oftered it up. Nonetheless, apart from a brief interlude he had
with a super-absorbent tampon, Jack was not to be appeased.

Rather than help me, Anatoly seemed content to stand in
the corner of the room and passively observe the execution
of my nephew’s diabolical plot to drive me to the brink of
Insanity.

“So, tell me what Charlie said again?” he asked, leaning
his weight against the wall.

“Anatoly, look at me. It’s everything I can do to get a sen-
tence out without this child yanking out another lock of
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my hair, and you actually have the nerve to ask me to re-
peat myself ?”

“I just want to make sure I have everything straight.”
He crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Unless, of
course, you want to be taking care of this child on a full-
time basis.”

[ shot him a lethal glare, then turned my attention to the
phone that had begun to ring again. It occurred to me that
Jack’s screams might have spurred one of my neighbors to
call Child Protective Services. I snatched up the receiver.“Is
this CPS?”

“What?” Leah screeched. “Why would CPS be calling?
‘What have you done to my child?”

“Nothing bad, which speaks to my unbelievable level
of self-restraint.” I mouthed the name Leah for Anatoly’s
benefit.

Anatoly pushed himself off the wall. “Ask her if she has
any of Bob’s old credit card statements.”

“Leah, do you have any of Bob’s credit card statements?”

“No, Bob always shredded the bills after he paid them.
Why is Jack screaming?”

“I don’t know, maybe because he’s Jack.” I shook my head
at Anatoly to indicate that Leah didn’t have what he wanted.

“Have you tried feeding him?” Leah asked.

“Of course I have!” I didn’t bother mentioning that her
lipstick had been one of the items on the menu.

“Has he been sticking his hand in his mouth? He was
doing that a lot last night.”

Anatoly waved his hand in the air to get my attention.*Ask
her if Bob’s job ever required him to meet with out-of-town
business associates.”

I nodded at Anatoly and spoke into the receiver.“I haven’t
noticed Jack putting his hand in his mouth, but he did try to
bite my pinky oft a few minutes ago. Leah, is there any
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chance that anyone Bob worked with would have stayed at
the Gatsby?”

“If that was the case, don’t you think I would have men-
tioned it when Charlie was telling us about the Brazilians?
My husband didn’t have to entertain clients, he was a comp-
troller. The only business people he ever interacted with so-
cially were his superiors who actually worked for Chalet. You
know, maybe he’s teething.”

“Who, Anatoly?”

“No, Sophie—Jack. The pediatrician said that if Jack was
teething I could give him some children’s Advil. I have a bot-
tle in your bathroom but I don’t like to give it to him unless
I'm sure.”

“What are the side effects of the Advil?” I asked as I res-
cued a section of my hair from Jack’s clutches.

“He tends to get rather drowsy and sedentary.”

I covered the mouthpiece and turned to Anatoly.“Go to
the bathroom and find the children’s Advil.” I gave him a
shove down the hall.

“Don’t give it to him now;” Leah continued.“I’ll be home
in a little bit,and if he’s still cranky, then I'll check his gums.”

“Right.” Anatoly came back from the bathroom with the
Advil and I immediately started pouring the purple fluid into
the plastic measuring cup. “Whatever you say, Leah. When
are you coming home, anyway?”

“Well, Jerome and I are at my house.”

[ swallowed hard. “Please, please, please, tell me you’re not
getting to know each other better.”

“Don’t be silly. 'm just walking him through the events
of...that night.”

“Great idea,” I said absently, as I pried Jack’s mouth open
and coaxed him to take the Advil.

“And after that, ’'m going to show him some of the places
Bob used to take me during our courtship. I'm going to walk
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him through our entire relationship so he can accurately
relay the love Bob and I shared to his readers.”

My heart dropped into my stomach.“I thought you were
just going to be gone for the morning.”

“Change of plans.”

“Leah, you can’t do this to me.”

“What? I’'m sorry, but I think there’s something wrong
with my phone—you’re cutting out.”

“Leah...”

“Nope, can’t hear you anymore. I'll check in again in an
hour or so. Ta!”

“Leah!”

At the sound of the dial tone I tore the phone from my
ear and threw it across the room. “I can’t believe this! Leah
doesn’t need to worry about going to prison—because I'm
going to kill her!”

Anatoly nodded distractedly. “So what did she say about
Bob’s clients and colleagues?”

“She has no reason to think that Bob would have been
visiting anyone at the Gatsby, colleague or otherwise.” I used
both hands to lift Jack so that he was eye to eye with me. His
screams had been reduced to a peevish whine.

“Sophie, I have to go,” Anatoly said.

“What?” I put Jack down. “But you can’t leave me alone
with this child! That would be...be...”

“The way the cookie crumbles,” Anatoly finished.“I know
this is difficult to believe, but I have a life outside this case.”

“Excuse me, but twelve thousand dollars of my money
says you don’t!”

“I have errands to do and a few bills to pay. I'll call you
later in the day and we’ll do some more brainstorming.” He
leaned down and gave Jack a playful punch on the arm that
started him screaming again. “See you later, Jack. Have fun
torturing your aunt.”
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[ stood there with smoke coming out of my ears and
watched as he walked out. Jack’s screams went up a notch in
volume and I looked down at him sympathetically. “For
once, I don’t blame you. I feel like screaming, too.”

[ picked the remote oft the top of the television set and
started flipping through the channels. Leah didn’t like Jack
to watch TV, but I was past caring about her parental pref-
erences. Besides, watching television had to be healthier than
digesting cosmetics.

Unfortunately, Jack wasn’t a big fan of Mr. Rogers or Amer-
ica’s Funniest Animals, and after a few other poorly received
programming choices I was about ready to give up. And then
[ found it—the secret to domestic harmony right there on
the Disney Channel. Five hyperactive Australians who called
themselves The Wiggles were jumping around singing about
fruit salad with a giant dog, and Jack was immediately trans-
fixed. I sat down on the edge of a chair and waited for the
spell to be broken—but Jack became more engrossed by the
second.

Mr. Katz peeked into the room to investigate. “I don’t
know why, but he loves this show!” I explained to my clearly
skeptical cat. I looked back at the screen and watched the
brightly dressed men strike up a conversation with their
door. “I wonder if you have to be a kid to really get this.”

Mr. Katz didn’t seem to have an answer, so I let the ques-
tion drop and grabbed a Corona from the refrigerator. I de-
cided this was the perfect opportunity to sort through the
shoe box of Bob’s life. Sitting down on the couch, with Jack
in full view, I examined each dry cleaning receipt and park-
ing stub in hopes of finding something useful. Perhaps he had
parked somewhere unusual, like Brazil, for instance. But no
such luck. I was about ready to give up when I found a torn-
up scrap of paper. The words “Jan Le” and the numbers
“517-8” were written on it. By the way the paper was torn
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it looked like “Le” was the first part of a last name. I rum-
maged through the box again to find the other torn pieces,
but they weren’t there. Jan could be anyone—a mistress, a
prospective employee, an exorcist, the possibilities were end-
less. There was no reason to think that this name had any-
thing to do with the case.

[ got up and ripped out a blank piece of binder paper from
a notebook I had resting by the phone. By the time the cred-
its were rolling on The Wiggles Show, 1 had listed all the facts
[ had collected on the case so far. Despite my deep-seated de-
sire to see Cheryl get her just desserts, my most likely suspects
were still Taylor or Bianca. This Maria person was a possi-
bility, but that piece of the puzzle didn’t fit as nicely as the
others. And I couldn’t figure out how the floppy disk fit in at
all. Mr. Katz was now sitting at my feet, eyeing Jack warily.

“Bianca doesn’t have the temperament of a killer,” I said
aloud. Jack ignored me, but Mr. Katz was all ears. “Maybe I
just haven’t been pushing the right buttons. Maybe if 1 piss
her off, the bad Bianca will rear her ugly head.”

Jack grinned at me.““Piss off I’ he said proudly, then turned
back to the show.

“Shh! You shouldn’t say that,” I chastised while ducking
my head down to hide my barely contained laughter.

Jack giggled but kept his eyes trained to the television set.
[ put my virtually untouched beer down on the table with
a solid thump and punched Bianca’s number into the phone.

She answered on the fourth ring.

“Hey, Bianca, it’s Sophie. Do you have a minute?”

“More questions?” Her voice sounded weary.

“Just a few. I talked to Taylor Blake yesterday and she ad-
mitted to having an affair with Bob.”

“So I've been told.”

[ sat up a little straighter.““You knew? For how long? Who
told you?”
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“I’ve known for approximately fifteen minutes and it was
Anatoly who told me.”

“Anatoly called?”

“He stopped by—you just missed him. I'll tell you what
[ told him. I’ve only met Taylor once and I've never even
heard of anyone named Maria Pizo—"

“Souza.”

“Whatever. All I know is that Bob would never cheat on
me. He wasn’t capable of that kind of betrayal.”

“Are you serious? He cheated on the mother of his son!”

“But he didn’t love Leah. He did love me.”

[ scoffed. What she didn’t know about men could fill a
concert hall. “Is your sister there to hear you spout this
drivel?”

“No, she left with Anatoly.”

[ froze.“Say that again.”

“She left with Anatoly.” Bianca’s voice started to shake.“I
know she—all of you think I'm being naive, but you didn’t
see Bob and me together. We—"

“Why the hell did she leave with Anatoly?” I asked.

“What? Oh, she had some errands to run for work. Make
some copies, send some documents by FedEx, that kind of
thing, and Anatoly offered to give her a ride.”

How fucking thoughtful of him. “How could someone
named Porsha not have a car?”

“The name Porsha is much older than the actual car.
You see...”

[ pressed the base of my palm against my forehead as Bi-
anca droned on about the history of names and the German
automobile industry. It hadn’t been my intention to imply
that someone named Porsha had to drive a Porsche. In fact,
I would assume that good taste would necessitate the oppo-
site. What I meant was that by naming a child Porsha, par-
ents were essentially putting a sign over their daughter’s head
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saying, “My blood’s bluer than a Polo University sport jacket
and I have more money than God.” And such a person
shouldn’t be riding around on the back of a Harley.

“Plus, she doesn’t know how long she’ll be in the city”
Bianca had come back to the matter at hand.“And she pre-
fers taking cabs to dealing with a car rental agency.”

“Okay, I getit.So do you think these will be quick errands?”

“She told Anatoly they would be.”

I sighed in relief.

“But after she’s done, the two of them are going out to
lunch.”

“What?” Now I was on my feet.“Where? Where are they
having lunch?”

“I think they said The Ramp. Is there a problem?”

“Yes, but I'm going to fix it.” I hung up the phone and
called Marcus.

“What’s happening, hot stuff ?”” Marcus cooed into the re-
ceiver, apparently having gotten my name oft his caller ID.

“I need to take you to lunch at The Ramp.”

“You need to take me?”

“Anatoly’s having lunch there with another woman.”

“Are you having one of your jealous fits? Do you want
me to set her up with an appointment at Vladimir’s Salon?
She’s guaranteed to come out with hair worse than The
Donald’s.”

“I don’t have time for that. I need to spy on them.”

“Ooh, I love spying! But wait, I still don’t understand why
you need me.”

“Because I have Jack.I need you to keep him quiet so that
he doesn’t blow my cover.”

There was a moment of silence before Marcus finally re-
sponded. “Honey, I've spent time with Jack. The only thing
that’s going to keep that child quiet is duct tape.”

[ stamped my foot so hard that Jack turned away from the
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television. I held my breath until he turned back. “Are you
going to help me or not?”

“Of course I'm going to help you. When do we rendez-
vous?”

“Immediately.” I hung up and glared at Jack. “If you blow
this for me, there’ll be no more lipstick for a month!”

Jack blinked at me, smiled and shouted, “Piss oft!”

Marcus, Jack and I got to The Ramp before Anatoly and
Porsha. We settled down at an inside table near the bar that
had a perfect view of the outdoor dining area where I as-
sumed they would eventually be seated. Marcus was bounc-
ing Jack up and down on his lap. My eyes were glued to the
outside entrance when I heard something sweet and gurgling.
My head snapped in Marcus’s direction.

“What?”” Marcus asked, noting my expression of shock and
disbelief.

“Did Jack just...laugh?”

“Yes, he did—didn’t you, cutie?”

“So00, he likes you?”

“Mmm-hmm. Jack and I are shopping girlfriends. He
helped Dena and me pick out his mommy’s new leather
skirt.” He turned his attention back to Jack, “Didn’t you,
sweet cakes...didn’t you help Mommy look like a hottie?”

[ watched the two of them in awe. “Would you like to
keep him? Leah will probably want him back eventually, but
I’d say you'd have a good month before that happens.”

“Sorry, but if I had to change a diaper I would never be
able to look at a butt in the same way again. And you can
imagine how devastating that would be to a gay man’s social
life. Speaking of social lives—"" Marcus scooted a little closer
to me “—I didn’t want to drill you with Leah there, but what
was all that talk yesterday about Bob making boom-boom
with his gal Friday?”
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“Ugh, you don’t know the half of it.” I spent the next few
minutes filling Marcus in on everything I had learned about
Taylor. “And then today I found a piece of paper with a
woman’s name and partial phone number on it.”

“Partial?”

“The paper was ripped up.”

“My, my, give him a pipe and some satin pj’s and Bob could
be the next Hefner.”

Jack pointed to a Bloody Mary being held by a woman at
a neighboring table. “Jack want.”

“Good eye.” I waved the waitress over. “Can I get a
Bloody Mary?”

“Um, Sophie?” Marcus leaned in closer to me.“He’s eigh-
teen months old”

“I know that. It’s for me.” I smiled at the waitress. “My
nephew will have a virgin.”

Marcus shook his head at the waitress. “Change the Vir-
gin Mary to a Bloody one and give it to me. The child will
have straight apple juice.” He gave me a pointed look.“I don’t
do virgins.”

The waitress giggled and jotted down our order. “Any-
thing else?”

“Chips and guacamole would be great,” I said.

“So,” Marcus said, picking up where we had left off. “Do
you think Bianca found out about all this and decided that
she’d rather kill Bob than live with him?”

“Stranger things have happened. And of course Taylor had
motive... Oh! Oh! They’re here!”

I scooted down in my chair and held the appetizer menu
in front of my face so that only my eyes were visible. Mar-
cus was considerably less discreet and craned his neck so he
could have a better view when the hostess seated them at one
of the outside tables.

“So that’s the other woman.” Marcus clucked his tongue.
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“I can see why you're worried. Girlfriend’s got great hair. Are
you sure you don’t want me to set her up with Vladimir?”

“Please, 'm not that petty”’ I sat up a little straighter now
that they were seated and less likely to spot us. “Do you see
those long drop earrings? Those are so last year.”

“Yeah, you're not petty at all.”” Marcus smiled at Jack.“Jack,
can you say ‘catty’? Come on boy, you can do it—cat-tee.”
Jack smiled and tried to duplicate the sound. “Khaki.”

Marcus gasped. “Did you hear that? He named the color
of my shirt, and he didn’t even call it tan, he called it khaki.
He’s like a budding Mizrahi!”

“Yeah, that’s great, Marcus. What do you think they’re talk-
ing about?”

“I don’t know, pina coladas? Walks in the rain? Making
love at midnight?”

“Are you trying to tick me off ?”

“Of course not. Trying and succeeding are two very dif-
ferent things.” Marcus gently placed Jack in his high chair.
“They’re probably talking about Bob and his murderer.”

“You think this is a business lunch?”

“Well, it’s not like they’re making out at the table.”

I shook my head dismissively. “The fact that they didn’t
start making out the minute they were seated doesn’t mean
it’s not a date. It just means that neither of them is you.” I
leaned back in my seat as our waitress brought our order.

Marcus took a sip of his cocktail. “For the sake of argu-
ment, if Anatoly was talking about the case, why would he
need to talk to Blondie?”

“I don’t know—TI guess he could be confirming what I
told him about Bianca not having an alibi for the night Erika
was killed.”

Marcus froze. “Come again?”

“Oh, I forgot to tell you—"1 took a long sip of my drink
“—somebody went and ofted gal Friday.”
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“What?” Marcus screeched, then covered his mouth and
scooted down so that Anatoly and Porsha wouldn't join
some of the other patrons in staring at him.

I smacked his leg under the table. “They’re too far away
to hear, but be more careful next time.” I popped a chip in
my mouth and swallowed it before continuing. “It wasn’t in
the papers. Officially she died of an overdose, but I don’t buy
it—and I don’t think the police do, either.”

“What do they say she OD’d on?” Marcus asked.

“Cocaine. Not a good drug for someone who is already
shooting up insulin for her diabetes and has a severe heart
murmur.”

“Huh.” Marcus toyed with one of his locks. “Any chance
it was suicide?”

“You could make a good case for that. She was grieving
over Bob, and the revelation that he had planned on leaving
Leah for a woman who wasn’t her didn’t exactly improve her
mood.” I watched Jack stick his fingers into the bowl of gua-
camole and then proceed to paint his face green. “Erika was
very much the ingenue. I can see her trying to stage a Romeo
and Juliet-like ending, but I don’t think her weapon of
choice would be cocaine.”

“I see,” said Marcus thoughtfully. “And what are inge-
nues killing themselves with these days? Daggers with pearl
handles?”

“I'm just saying that Erika wasn’t the type to go to
Hunter’s Point to buy a vial of coke. Besides, if she were
trying to kill herself, snorting cocaine seems like a very im-
precise way of going about it. What if she hadn’t died? She
could have just ended up in some hospital bed with a
state-appointed twelve-step sponsor.”

“But you just said that she wasn’t the cokehead type,” Mar-
cus replied.“Maybe she didn’t know the odds. Maybe she did
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want to do the Romeo and Juliet ending but the local drug
dealer was fresh out of hemlock.”

[ was suddenly distracted. Anatoly must have said some-
thing clever, because Porsha had just burst out laughing. Bitch.

“One thing I don’t get,” Marcus said. “If Erika’s death
wasn’t in the papers, how do you know about it?”

“She ordered calamari instead of a salad.”

“I'm not following.”

“The waiter just put a plate of calamari in front of Por-
sha. You know what this means, don’t you?”

“That she’s not allergic to shellfish?”

“It means she’s trying to impress him. Look at her. She’s
totally the green-salad type, but she didn’t order the green
salad because if the lettuce isn’t cut into perfect little pieces,
it can be a disastrous first-date faux pas. Stuft falls off your
fork, it gets stuck in your teeth—it’s just a mess. So she or-
dered the more caloric but neater calamari.”

“My God, you're right. Now if she orders scallops for her
entrée, we're cooked!”

“It’s not funny.”

“Sophie, it’s insane. Now how do you know about Erika?”

“The police came over and questioned Leah and me
about it.”

“What? Why? Do they think you forced Erika to ‘just
say yes’?”

“I have no idea what they think.I don’t even know if they
suspect that Erika was sleeping with Bob. All I know is that
either Detective Lorenzo is lying to me or he walked into a
very different scene than Leah and I did.”

“Come again?”

“Oh, did I forget to mention that Leah and I are the ones
who originally found the body?”

“What!”
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“Yeah, but that’s kind of a secret so shh.” I held a finger
up to my lips.

“Oh. My. God. Do you and Leah ever get tired of discov-
ering dead bodies?”

“Absolutely not. Nothing makes my day like a good
corpse sighting.” I sucked the alcohol oft the celery stick in
my drink before handing it over to Jack.

Marcus jabbed his finger into my arm.““Porsha’s getting up.
Oh my God, Sophie, I think she’s going to the ladies room.”

[ turned and cast a desperate glance at the restrooms,
which were less than fifteen feet away from our table. “We
need bigger menus to hide behind!” I squealed.

Porsha turned and started walking in our direction. With-
out another thought, I ducked under the table. Jack started
giggling uncontrollably as I tried to curl my body into an in-
visible little ball. I watched Porsha’s Stuart Weitzmans walk
past and disappear behind the door with the little figure of
a woman on it, then sighed with relief.

“God, that was close.” I climbed back up into my seat and
came face-to-face with Anatoly.

“Did you really think I wouldn’t notice you?”

“I don’t know what you're talking about. Marcus and I just
came here for lunch. I didn’t even know you were here.”

“Then why were you under the table?”

“I...wanted to see Marcus’s shoes.”

“His shoes.”

Marcus kicked a foot out for Anatoly’s examination.
“They’re Prada. I bought them for less than half price on
Fashionbliss.com.”

Anatoly barely glanced at the shoes. “Can I see you for a
minute, Sophie?”

I grimaced and followed Anatoly out to the patio.

“How did you know I was going to be here?” he asked.

“I told you, I didn’t—"
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“Sophie.”

“I called Bianca.”

“Why?”

“I wanted to see if I could make her violently angry.”

Anatoly released a heavy sigh. “Why?”

“Well, you have to be violent in order to commit murder...”

“So you figured if she murdered you it would move her
farther up the suspect list.” Anatoly shook his head. “What’s
more frightening—that you thought that was a good idea,
or that I'm not surprised?”

“Look, this conversation isn’t really relevant because I
barely had a chance to say hello before Bianca told me you
had just taken oft with her sister. So you’re the one who
needs to explain himself.”

“Remind me—why do I owe you an explanation?”

“Because Porsha is related to one of the major players in
this case. It’s a conflict of interest.”

“First of all,I’'m not a police officer. If I want to dine with
the sister of a suspect I can. Second, I would think you
would be happy about this. You were the one who first de-
cided to pump Porsha for information.”

“Me, not you! Under no circumstance should you be
pumping Porsha—!”

“What the hell are you doing here?”

We turned to see Porsha glaring at me.

“I was hungry?” I looked at Anatoly and wondered if he
would challenge me in front of Porsha, but he just shrugged
and looked out at the bay.

“Really?” Porsha asked.“I find it rather curious that of all
the restaurants in San Francisco we both chose the same one
at the same time.”

“It’s just a coincidence,” Anatoly said firmly. “Sophie
comes here all the time. I just didn’t predict that she would
come here today”
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He covered for me! I felt my deviant heart flutter. But my
cell phone started ringing in my purse before I had the
chance to throw myself at him.

“Hello?”

“You’ve kidnapped my child,” Leah said.

“Are you kidding me? I'm trying to give him away!”

“Very funny. Can you two come home now? I need...”
Leah’s voice trailed oft, and when she spoke again her voice
was much softer. “I need Jack. I just need to hold him.”

“Leah, what’s going on?”

“Lorenzo just left. He had a warrant, Sophie.”

There was a tightening in my chest. I pivoted and walked
away from Anatoly and Porsha.*A warrant for what? Are you
under arrest?” I jumped as a hand closed around my shoul-
der. I turned to see Anatoly’s concerned eyes looking down
at me. One glance told me that Porsha was back at their table,
pouting.

“No, not yet...but Sophie—"" Leah’s voice broke oft and
I listened to her attempts to control her ragged breathing.
“He took...he took a strand of my hair. I think they may
have found something to link me to Erika’s death.”



CHAPTER 15

“Jerry brought home some of that edible chocolate
body paint in hopes of spicing up our sex life,” Carol
said with a sigh. “Unfortunately I was PMSing that
night so [ ended up eating everything in the container
before we had a chance to get our clothes oft.”
—Words To Die By

Anatoly made up some excuse for Porsha and offered up
Marcus as a means for her to get home, so that he could fol-
low Jack and me to my place. Normally I would have been
thrilled that he was so willing to ditch my rival, but at that
moment | had bigger things to think about. Since the Har-
ley made parking a two-minute dilemma versus the twenty-
minute headache that I was faced with, Anatoly beat me to
my apartment. When Jack and I entered, Anatoly was seated
at the dining table looking over notes that he had presum-
ably just taken, and Leah was curled into an upright version
of the fetal position. When she saw me she leaped off the
couch and took Jack from my arms.

“Hi, sweetie. Mommy missed you! Did you miss Mommy?”
“Khaki.”
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Leah looked at me quizzically. I shrugged, grateful that of
all the new words he had learned that day he had chosen
khaki to share with his mom.

Anatoly closed his hand around my arm. “Let’s give them
some time alone.”

I did a quick double take. “I can’t leave Leah when she’s
in the middle of a crisis. She’ll have me strung up by my
thumbs!”

“No, Anatoly’s right.” Leah smoothed Jack’s sparse head
of hair with a shaky hand. “This may be the last time I'll be
able to be alone with my child for a long time.”

Now I was really scared. I looked to Anatoly for answers.
“I'll fill you in on what she told me,” he whispered, then
pulled me toward the door. “Leah, we’ll be back in a few
hours. Call Sophie on her cell if you need us.”

Leah didn’t respond. Instead she just pressed her forehead
against Jack’s and whispered his name.

[ swallowed and followed Anatoly out onto the street be-
fore speaking again. “Please tell me what’s going on. What
do the police have on my sister?”

“I'm not exactly sure.” Anatoly tilted his head upward and
squinted at the dark clouds that had begun to gather in the
sky.“Lorenzo gave her some information, and when I walked
in she was on the phone with that reporter from Flavah—I
think his name’s Jerry...”

“Jerome,” I said impatiently. “What does he have to do
with anything?”

“He was with Leah when Lorenzo showed up, so he of-
tered to call a few contacts over at the police station to help
figure out what’s going on.”

“And?” I prodded.

Anatoly gently guided me in the direction of his place.
“It seems that the cocaine Erika OD’d on was injected.”

“So?”
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“So Erika used insulin injections to control her diabetes.”

“Again, so wha—wait a minute!” I almost tripped on the
curb as we started to cross the street. “Erika didn’t know she
was shooting up cocaine. She thought she was taking insulin!”

“Maybe.” Anatoly took hold of my elbow to prevent me
from inadvertently walking in front of a bike messenger.
“The syringe that was used came from the package of nee-
dles that she got with her supply of insulin, but there are
other things to consider. Cocaine needs to be melted down
immediately prior to being injected. It would have been im-
possible for someone to sneak a vial into her medicine cab-
inet hours before the injection without its changing
consistency.”

“So someone would have had to make the switch just
minutes before Erika put the needle in,” I said slowly.

“Yes, assuming Erika gave herself the injection.” We
turned onto Anatoly’s street and started up the hill.“There’s
some question about that, since there were no fingerprints
on the syringe, or even on the box in which it had been
stored.”

“Could the person who gave Erika the shot have been
wearing gloves?”

Anatoly shrugged. “That or they wiped the needle down
after it was used. Either way it doesn’t look good.”

My mind flashed back to the night Leah and I discovered
Erika, and I did a quick mental inventory of all the things I
had wiped down. The lamp, the doorknob...no, I was sure
that if I had stumbled across a syringe or even a box of in-
sulin during my little cleaning session I would have taken spe-
cial notice. “Where did they find the needle?”

“That’s the other thing...they apparently found it at the
bottom of Erika’s toilet. It appears that somebody tried to
flush away the evidence.”

“Okay, hold up.” I raised my hand to stop him.“Some mur-



Passion, Betrayal and Killer Highlights 271

derer was clever enough to kill Erika with an overdose of
crack but they weren’t smart enough to figure out how to
flush a toilet?”

“Apparently Erika has one of those toilets where you have
to hold the handle down in order for it to work properly.”

I wrinkled my nose.“I hate those.”

“Yeah, I think our killer is with you on that point.” We
had reached his building, but he hesitated before putting the
key in the lock.“Sophie, you need to understand something.
They wouldn’t be asking for Leah’s hair if they didn’t have
some kind of DNA evidence to compare it to. If her hair
matches what the police want it to match, she’s going to be
locked away until this whole thing goes to trial.”

“No—"1 shook my head and looked past him “—I don’t
accept that.”

“It doesn’t matter what you accept, those are the facts.”

“Facts are overrated,” I argued. “Just ask any young earth
creationist.”

Anatoly sighed. “So what are you going to do? Hold a
public prayer session and protest the teaching of criminal jus-
tice within our school system?”

“All I'm saying is that I have faith. I have faith in God, I
have faith in my sister, I have faith in myself and I have faith
in you. And between the four of us we should be able to
make everything turn out all right.”

Anatoly smiled. “So you still think the glass is half full.”

“I think it might be down to a quarter full, but it’s still not
empty.” I looked down at the scuft marks on the tips of my
boots. “You're not throwing in the towel or anything, right?
Please tell me you'’re not.”

Anatoly reached forward and lifted my chin.“I can’t guar-
antee that things will work out the way that you want them
to, but I can promise you that I will never throw in the
towel. Not when it comes to you and your family.”
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Our eyes met, and for a moment I was actually speech-
less. It’s not something that happens to me very often. Ana-
toly’s mouth formed into one of those half smiles that I love
so much and he stepped forward.

“What are you thinking?”

I took a deep breath and then forced myself to pull back.
“I’'m thinking that we have a lot of work to do.”

Anatoly shook his head. “At this point there’s nothing to
do but wait. The DNA results should be back within the next
twenty-four hours,and at that point we’ll plan our next move.”

“Yeah, well I'm all for spontaneity, but not when it comes
to my sister’s life. I say we come up with two alternative plans
of action so that when the results come in we're ready.”

Anatoly sighed.“How does the saying go? “There’ll be no
rest for the wicked’?”

“Something like that.”’ I glanced at my watch.“Why don’t
we go upstairs and do a little brainstorming. Do you have
any coffee?”

“Of course,” Anatoly said, and opened the lobby door.

When we got upstairs I did a quick inventory of his apart-
ment. [ had never actually been inside before. It was consid-
erably smaller than mine and the decor was definitely on the
stark side. There was a sofa, a leather La-Z-Boy, a pool table
that had seen better days and a television set that was prob-
ably a few years younger than me.

“So I take it you didn’t spend the advance I gave you on
an interior designer.”

“I spend my money on things that are important to me,”
he said as he took my coat and walked out of the room.

“Like what?” I called after him.

“Like this.”

[ followed his voice to the kitchen, and gasped. The room
was as big as the living room, but unlike the latter, was filled
with state-of-the-art accessories. A food processor with at
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least eight settings sat proudly on the counter next to a bread
machine nice enough to make any Sur La Table connois-
seur jealous. There was a Viking stove and a very impressive
set of cooking knives, but by far the most stunning item in
the kitchen was a gourmet, top-of-the-line Starbucks Barista
Digital Italia Espresso 2000. I was vaguely aware of Anatoly
getting something out of the refrigerator as [ walked over to
the machine and let my hand hover over its top.

“May I touch it?” I asked in an awed whisper.

Anatoly smiled and walked to my side. “Usually when a
woman asks me that she’s not talking about my cofteemaker.”

[ shot him a disgusted look. “How dare you refer to this
miracle of technology as a cofteemaker!”

“Forgive me.” Anatoly moved his hand over mine and
then pressed down until it was sandwiched between the glis-
tening steel of the Espresso 2000 and the slightly rough tex-
ture of his palm.

Images of making love in a field of Arabica coftee beans
filled my head. “Will you...” My voice faltered as I looked
up into his eyes. “Will you work it for me?”

Anatoly broke into a grin.“Sophie, I thought you’d never
ask.”

Without removing his hand, he maneuvered himself be-
hind me. Now my back was pressed against his stomach. He
reached his right hand up to open a cabinet door above my
head and he pulled out a coffee grinder.

[ swallowed. “You use whole beans?”

Anatoly nodded and moved his mouth closer to my ear.
“It’s better when it’s strong.”

Okay—orgasm time. I closed my eyes and tried to resist
the temptation of the moment. What was it that guys did
when they wanted to last longer? Think about sports, right?
But you would have to know something about sports to
think about them, and my knowledge in that area was lim-
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ited to the game of Frisbee. There was no way that a flying
disk was going to distract me from the organ that was be-
ginning to press into the small of my back.

“So...um...should we grind the beans?”

“Shh.” Anatoly’s lips had moved from my ear to my neck.
“We don’t want to rush the process.” His breath tickled my
skin. “It was you who pointed out that we weren’t just talk-
ing about coffee.”

“No.”I breathed, and turned to face him. My breasts pressed
against his pectoral muscles. “We're talking about espresso.”

Anatoly’s hand went up to the back of my head and he
pulled me into a heated kiss. I spread my hands out to either
side of me and grasped the edge of the counter. My arm
brushed against the item Anatoly had retrieved from the
fridge. I opened one eye and saw the brown-and-gold bag.
The label read Special Reserve Estate 2003—Sumatra Lin-
tong Lake Tawar—only the best espresso beans money could
buy. I groaned and moved my hands to his shirt. What difter-
ence did it make if he was an egocentric chauvinistic woman-
izer? Clearly he was my soul mate. His hand moved to my butt
and [ felt myself being lifted up onto the counter next to his
machine. I spread my legs to pull him into an erotic embrace.
Anatoly’s right hand had moved to the top button of my jeans
and I gasped as his left cupped the prize that he coveted. In
the past when Anatoly and I had come this close to having
sex, something had always stopped me. Usually it was the nag-
ging fear that he was actually trying to kill me. But now I had
put all those fears to rest. How could anyone who owned an
Espresso 2000 be capable of something as sordid as murder?

Murder? Wait a minute...another gasp escaped me, but
this one didn’t stem from passion. “Anatoly, what are we
doing? We should be thinking about ways to help Leah.”

“We will—later.” Anatoly had undone the last button of
my Levi’s and was busy trying to maneuver them oft me.
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The temptation to agree was overwhelming, but... “I
don’t think Leah’s problems are something we can aftord to
put oft”

Anatoly pulled back just enough to make eye contact.
“You really want to stop now?”

“Umm...”

“What if I told you that in the drawer directly beneath
you there was a box of chocolate-covered espresso beans?”

“Dark chocolate?”

“What else?”

“Let’s get it on.”

Anatoly grabbed me, his mouth closed over mine once
more and all thoughts of Leah, and Bob’s murder, flew out
of my head. All I could think about was how good it felt to
be pressed against Anatoly and how awesome it was going
to be to eat those espresso beans. As if reading my mind, he
reached behind my legs and pulled the small box out of the
drawer. He took a half step back and slowly rolled a bean
along my lower lip. My tongue flicked out in a desperate at-
tempt to taste the chocolate, but Anatoly was working at a
more leisurely pace. After what seemed like an eternity he
slipped the bean into my mouth, along with his index fin-
ger. Now I could taste espresso, chocolate and Anatoly’s skin
all at the same time. I moaned in pleasure and sucked gently
on his finger as he slowly withdrew it.

“More?” he asked teasingly.

I swallowed the delicacy and nodded. “Lots more.”

Anatoly put another bean in my mouth, but this time his
other hand was at work untying my wrap top. It fell open
and he gazed at me appreciatively. His hand traveled in a
straight line from my throat, to my navel, to the elastic waist-
band of my bikini briefs. His other hand stroked the inside
of my thigh.“We need to get rid of these jeans.”

He didn’t have to ask me twice. I wiggled my hips to help
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Anatoly remove my clothing, then promptly ripped his shirt
right oft him. My God, the man had a beautiful body. His
hands wrapped around my waist. He leaned forward and
gently sucked on the sensitive area at the base of my throat.
I moaned and threw my head back, banging it against the
cabinet behind me.

“Are you all right?”

“Fantastic. Can I have another espresso bean?”

Anatoly laughed. “I feel like I'm using your addiction to
obtain illicit sexual favors.”

“Well, of course you are. You don’t have a moral problem
with that, do you?”

“I think my conscience can take it.”

He fed me another bean and slipped his other hand in-
side my panties. When I felt his finger push inside me, I al-
most exploded. I would have called out his name if I wasn’t
so busy chewing. He leaned forward so that he was closer to
my ear.

“I have wanted you since the moment I saw you.”

“Even when you thought I was a murderess?”

“Even then,” he confessed. “I know it’s twisted, but I
couldn’t help myself.”

“Nothing wrong with being a little twisted—" 1 gasped.
Anatoly had now employed a second finger to his task. It was
only fair that I reciprocate. I moved my hand to the bulge in
his jeans.“Well, it’s not a gun. ..so you must be glad to see me.”

Anatoly chuckled. “You have no idea.”

I closed my eyes as he trailed kisses along my right shoul-
der. “You know you’re going to have to use a filter,” I
whispered.

Anatoly laughed again. “I think I have some in stock.” He
picked me up and threw me over his shoulder.

“Okay, this is so not sexy,” I said as he lugged me potato-
sack style toward the bedroom.
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“Maybe not, but it’s a lot easier on my back than cradling
you in front of me as if you were some kind of fairy-tale
princess.”

“Hey!” I snapped. “It just so happens that I'm Jewish and
I’'m American, which makes me a princess by default—so
carry me the right way!”

Anatoly put me down inside the doorway of his bedroom.
“You don't like being carried over my shoulder?”

“Nothing slips by you, does it?”

“Fine.” He picked me up and threw me onto his bed, then
quickly fell on top of me and pinned my arms down against
the mattress. “Was that better?”

[ smiled. “Actually it was rather fun. Kind of like a roller-
coaster ride.”

“How appropriate.” He kissed me again and I wiggled my
arms free so that I could pull him against me in earnest. An-
atoly moved oft me long enough to remove his own jeans,
and then reached for the bedside table.

“You don’t keep them in the bathroom?”

“My feeling is that the best place to store condoms is by
a bed.”

“But then it looks like you were expecting to get luck-
y....oh!” I sat up with a bolt. “You weren’t planning on
bringing Porsha back here, were you?”

Anatoly shot me a withering look. “I hadn’t expected to
bring anyone back here today—" He tore a condom free
from the others in the pack and pushed me down on the bed
again “—but 'm damn glad that I did.”

[ felt a jolt of electricity shoot through me as he slid his
hand inside my bra and fondled my nipple.“Yeah, this after-
noon is definitely looking up.”

He unhooked my bra and then lowered his mouth to my
left breast, his right hand lifting me so that I was arching to-
ward him. I moaned as the last of my undergarments were
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removed. He caressed me slowly and methodically until it was
all I could do to breathe.

Finally, he sat up and removed his own briefs. My eyes wid-
ened in disbelief. “Oh my God, youre not circumcised!”

Anatoly looked down at his erection. “Nice of you to
notice.”

“I’ve never seen an uncircumcised penis before.”

“Well, you’re welcome to become more acquainted
with mine.”

[ reached out my hand and stroked him slowly. Anatoly’s
breath quickened. I glanced up at him. “It looks different.”

“Sophie, when men say they want women to talk during
sex, this 1s not the kind of conversation they’re thinking of.”

“It’s like it has a little hat.”

Anatoly muttered a Russian curse and gently removed my
hand. “You’re lucky you’re so damn sexy, you know that?”
He hid the object of my fascination beneath a layer of latex.

“Hey, if you don't like what I have to say, then give me
something else to talk about.”

“Happily.” He pulled me up so that we were both sitting
on the bed, my legs wrapped around him once more. He
parted my lips with his tongue. I felt him pressing against my
inner thigh, and then with a slow, deliberate movement he
entered me and I forgot about Mr. Happy’s little hat. At first
our movements were slow and sensual, but they quickly
picked up speed. We fell back on the bed and I clenched the
sheets in my fists as a wave of heat and pleasure spread from
my groin to every other inch of my body. I breathed in, and
the smell of our sweat mingled with his cologne filled my
nostrils. With each thrust he seemed to fill me more com-
pletely, and finally I couldn’t hold out anymore. My body
convulsed and my moans were lost in our kiss. Less than a
minute later [ felt him shudder, then I felt the full weight of
his body on top of mine.
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“That was incredible,” he whispered.

“Yes, it was.”

We lay there for a few minutes savoring the moment, but
eventually I knew that I was going to have to break the si-
lence. There were things that needed to be attended to—
things that couldn’t be taken care of in the bedroom. I ran
my fingers through his hair.

“Anatoly, I don’t want to ruin the mood, but do you think
you could make me that espresso now?”

Less than a half hour later Anatoly and I were dressed and
in his living room sipping a latte that rivaled any of the ones
[ had ever ordered at Starbucks. I thought about asking if he
had whipped cream, but the inevitable innuendos that remark
would elicit made me hold my tongue.

“So, by the look of your kitchen I would say that you
know how to make a lot more than espresso,” I remarked.

Anatoly lifted an eyebrow. “I thought I just demonstrated
that point in the bedroom.”

“Let me rephrase that,” I said quickly.“What dishes do you
like to cook?”

“I can cook almost anything.” Anatoly put his cup down
on a coftee table that was ugly enough to win him a reality
show makeover. He smiled at me and sat down on the equally
hideous sofa. “Italian, French, Mediterranean, even Japa-
nese—you name the culture and I can probably cook you the
corresponding cuisine. I enjoy being a bachelor and I enjoy
good food, so learning to cook was the only logical choice.”

I love him. “So why 1s a nice Jewish boy like yourself lug-
ging around a foreskin?”

“In a country where extreme anti-Semitism 1s the rule
rather than the exception, it is unwise to do something to
your child that would make it easy for people to identify him
as Jewish.”
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“So what are you saying? That people in Russia hang out
in public restrooms checking to see whose penis qualifies
them for harassment?”

Anatoly looked at me and something in his eyes sent a chill
up my spine.

“Trust me when I tell you that Jews born in the States
don’t know how lucky they are.”

[ swallowed hard. Anatoly had always come across as strong
and in control, but at that moment I realized that his bra-
vado might be something he had cultivated for the sake of
survival. I reached my hand out and let my fingers brush
against the stubble that had begun to form on his cheek.
There was so much I didn’t know about this man.

My cell rang and I jumped up, spilling half my drink on
Anatoly’s already stained carpet. I flashed him an apologetic
smile before retrieving the phone from my purse. “Leah?”

“Sophie, you're never going to believe this. Jerome just
called me. One of his sources told him that the police did
find a hair at Erika’s place.”

[ squeezed my eyes shut and crossed my fingers. “The
DNA didn’t match up, did it?”

“No, the hair they found wasn’t mine.”

“Yay! Oh, Leah, that’s spectacular!” I turned around and
gave Anatoly a thumbs-up.

“It gets better.”

“How can it get better than that?”

“The hair was blond.”

“Bianca?”’ [ wrinkled my nose.“But this isn’t making sense.
If the hair was blond they should have known right away that
it wasn’t yours.”

“It was dyed blond.”

I felt my heart flutter. “Dyed?”

“Mmm-hmm, and based on the lab results they know that
whoever it belongs to was closely related to Bob.”
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My mouth dropped open. There was a God and he was
magnificently vengeful. “That little bitch,” I said joyfully.
“Come home. We need to break open the champagne.”

We entered my apartment to find Leah putting several
champagne flutes on my dining table. She looked up at An-
atoly and me and flashed us a huge grin.

[ scanned the apartment and noted that while Mr. Katz
was sitting on the couch in plain view, there was no child
harassing him. “Where’s Jack?”

“He was tired, so I put him down for a nap. He didn’t sleep
well last night.”

“Yeah, I know. He was very vocal about his insomnia.”

“A little early for that, isn’t it?” Anatoly nodded at the
glasses. “All we know is that Cheryl might have been in Eri-
ka’s house. That doesn’t change a lot.”

“It gives me hope,” Leah said quietly, “and that changes
everything.” She looked at Anatoly and her eyes narrowed.
“You know, I think it would be appropriate for you to re-
fund my sister’s money. She’s the one who figured out who
killed my husband. She knew it was Cheryl right from the
beginning.”

“I suspected,” I said. “I didn’t know anything.”

“We still don’t know anything,” Anatoly pointed out again.
“Even if Cheryl is implicated in Erika’s alleged murder, that
still doesn’t mean that she’ll be charged with killing Bob.”

“Now you’re just being a pessimist.” Leah dropped down
into a chair by the table and causally crossed her legs. “Seri-
ously, what are the odds that someone who wasn’t involved
in Bob’s murder would up and kill his secretary days after his
death?”

“About the same as the odds that someone would kill my
brother-in-law weeks after someone else tried to kill me. And
yet, here we are”” I took my place next to my cat and was
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starting to scratch him behind the ears when a horrible
thought came to me. “Leah, you didn’t tell Jerome that we
were the ones to find Erika, did you?”

Anatoly’s shoulders became more rigid and he stared at
Leah, no doubt praying for the same answer I was.

“Of course I didn’t,” Leah said. “But I don’t think he
would tell anyone if he knew.”

“But he doesn’t know;” Anatoly said again for confirmation.

“No, no. He had heard about Erika’s death earlier and he
knew the police thought it might be connected to Bob’s
murder, so he’s asked his sources to keep him updated on any
new developments. I certainly didn’t volunteer anything
about what I knew, and Jerome didn’t ask me to. In fact, dur-
ing the interview almost all his questions were about Bob and
our marriage. Although he did seem interested in what kind
of things I liked to do in my spare time and my views on
parenting and private schools.” Her voice trailed oft and she
smiled. “He’s a fascinating man.”

“How would you know?” Anatoly asked as he sat down
next to me. “You just said that all the two of you talked about
was you.”

[ giggled. “Why do you think she found him so fascinat-
ing?”’

“Very funny,” Leah said, but she didn’t look oftended.“We
talked a little about him, too. He’s different than any of my
other male friends, or Bob’s friends for that matter.”

[ blinked 1in surprise. “Bob had friends?”

“Okay—business associates. Anyway, Jerome is more...ur-
ban. When I first met with him today he was very profes-
sional, but as we spent time together he became more
comfortable and he started using a lot of slang.” She looked
off into the distance as if trying to recall something.“Is that
kind of talk still called ‘jive’?”

“I think the popular term now is ‘talking black,” I said.
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“Right, right, I think he told me that.” She ran her fingers
through her hair. “I showed him a few home movies I had
made of Jack. He said he was ‘a city of a child’ I'm not sure
I know what that means but I kind of like it.”

For some reason the image of a Godzilla-sized Jack
frightening a whole bunch of Japanese people popped into
my mind.

“He should be here any minute. I called and invited him
over since he was the bearer of the good news,” Leah con-
tinued. “This way I'll have the opportunity to kiss the
messenger.”

“What did you just say?” I scooted forward on the couch.

“Kiss the messenger? Really, Sophie, it’s just an expression.”

“Kill,” I corrected.“You're supposed to kill the messenger,
not kiss him.”

“Really?” Leah cocked her head to the side. “That does
sound right. Well, I'm certainly not going to kill him after
he told me that Cheryl’s one step closer to wearing an or-
ange jumpsuit.” She laughed. “Cheryl hates orange. It makes
her look like a demented jack-o’-lantern.”

“Here’s an expression for you,” Anatoly offered. “Don’t
count your chickens before they’re hatched.”

Leah made a face. “And people call me a killjoy.”” The
buzzer went off and she got up to press the intercom.
“Jerome?”

“Hey, girl”

Leah smiled and buzzed him in. She waited impatiently
for him to climb the stairs and then waved him into the apart-
ment. “I’'m so glad you could come.”

She gave him a kiss on the cheek, which, to my eye, he
received with a little too much enthusiasm. Then he ex-
changed greetings with Anatoly and me and quickly turned
his eyes back to Leah.

“Now that we’re all here, I'll get the champagne.” She
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helped him remove his coat before retrieving a bottle of
Cristal from the kitchen.

“What exactly did your source at the police station say?”
Anatoly asked as Leah popped the cork and started pouring
our drinks.

“Just that the police found a hair somewhere around Er-
ika’s body that wasn’t hers,” Leah said, and handed Anatoly
a glass. “For some reason they compared it to Bob’s DNA.
Didn’t match but it was damn close. My man says that it def-
initely belongs to someone related to him.”

“Well, well, that is incriminating.” I shifted slightly in my
seat. “It was nice of you to call Leah and tell her, Jerome.”

He nodded. “Leah and I are cool. I know she isn’t guilty
of any of this shit.”

Jerome leaned against the wall, and I was struck again by
his impeccable physique. Under normal circumstances I
would have advised Leah to go for him in a big way, but
until she was completely cleared of all charges, I was de-
termined to keep her chaste and mournful. I cleared my
throat.

“So now that you have all the information you need for
your article, I guess we won't be seeing you for a while.”

“My article isn’t due for another week and I'll need to
come back to check my facts. If youre worried that 'm
going to be dogging Leah in print, you can relax,” he said,
completely misreading my concern.“I wouldn’t do that, and
even if [ wanted to, Flavah wouldn’t publish it.”

“Why not?” Anatoly asked as he draped his arm over the
back of the couch.

[ wasn’t sure if he was trying to get closer to me, but I
inched toward the crook of his arm just in case.

“Flavah’s a black magazine,” Jerome explained.“And when
this Cheryl chick started talking smack, a lot of the sistahs
and brothas sat up and took notice. Flavah wants to make sure
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the people see this for what it is—just another battle in the
war the police have waged against us.”

“Enough politics.” Leah lifted her glass. “We have things
to celebrate. Let’s toast to Cheryl. May she rot in jail for the
rest of her miserable life.”

“Works for me.” I stood and lifted my glass.

The buzzer rang again, and I looked at Leah questioningly.
“Did you invite anyone else over?”

“No, but it’s not exactly unlike your friends to drop by un-
announced. Honestly, Sophie, I don’t know how you put up
with it.”

[ was tempted to point out that it was a lot easier to put
up with surprise visits from friends than the extended stay
of family members, but I bit my tongue and waited while
Leah inquired over the intercom who was there.

“Detective Lorenzo.”

An uneasy silence fell over the room, Leah turned to me
and Anatoly.“Do you think he’s come to tell me that I'm no
longer a suspect?”

Anatoly stood up, his expression serious. “There’s only
one way to find out.”

Leah pressed the button to release the door, and in the
blink of an eye Lorenzo was standing in my doorway, a uni-
formed ofticer at his side.

“Ms. Leah Miller—" his tone was cool with disdain
you’re under arrest for the murder of Bob Miller.”

“W-what?” Leah stammered. “But I don’t understand...”

The other officer took a pair of handcufts out and started
reading her her rights.

“Wait a minute.” I stepped forward and looked desperately
from Leah to Lorenzo. “You can’t arrest her, she didn’t do
anything!”

“She killed her husband,” Lorenzo said blandly.

I glanced at Leah. She had lost so much color, she could
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have passed as white. “Listen, don’t worry about this,” I said
lamely.“There’s obviously been some kind of mistake. I'll call
a lawyer and we’ll work this whole thing out.”

Jerome stepped up behind me as Leah lowered her head
so that her hair hid her face. “This ain’t gonna hold, Leah,”
Jerome said.“These cops are desperate for an arrest and they
probably dug up some circumstantial shit to get one. It'll be
thrown out of court in no time.”

“But the hair,” Leah whispered to Jerome in a voice I
barely recognized as hers. “You said it was Cheryl’s hair.”

Anatoly stepped forward.“Don’t say anything, Leah. We’ll
go over everything when we have an attorney present.”

Leah looked up, and Jerome smiled at her. “Girl, you're
gonna be fine. You just keep a stift upper lip and these cops
will be unlocking those cufts in no time.”

Leah tried to smile back but she clearly couldn’t manage it.

Lorenzo nodded at the other officer, who had finished
with the rights. “Time to go.”

I stood there,immobilized, as I watched them take my sis-
ter away. The sound of the front door to my building open-
ing and then slamming shut jarred me out of my shock.

“I have to follow them,”I said, reaching for my purse.““She
can’t be alone.”

I was halfway out the door when Anatoly grabbed me by
the arm and stopped me. “You're forgetting something.”

“I'll call a lawyer from my cell on the drive over.” I tried
to pull my arm free but Anatoly’s grip was iron.

“I'm not talking about the lawyer.”

The sound of a cry came from down the hallway. My eyes
widened and I looked at Anatoly in horror.

Anatoly nodded without breaking eye contact. “That’s
right, you have a child to think about now.”



CHAPTER 16

If God only gives us what we can handle, why are there
so many suicides?
—Words To Die By

To say that the next hour was chaotic would be an under-
statement. [ called the police station and found out where I
would need to go to see Leah. Then I did the most difficult
thing of all. I called Mama. Calming her down was a major
challenge because I was far from calm myself. But she did
have the presence of mind to recommend a lawyer that she
knew from her synagogue. Anatoly held my hand and re-
minded me to breathe as I relayed the whole saga to the at-
torney over the phone.

Surprisingly, the person who kept Jack under control
through it all was Jerome. He simply took him into the guest
room with some wooden spoons, pots and pans and taught
him how to be his own one-man band. Normally I wouldn’t
have been thrilled with this noisy child-care technique but
at that moment I was just thankful not to have my nephew
underfoot.

By the time [ was oft the phone, Mama was at my door.
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It took a little eftort but I convinced her to stay at my place
with Jack rather than accompany Anatoly and me to the jail.
Her arguments that Leah might be feeling the need for a lit-
tle maternal love were not completely unfounded, but it was
also unrealistic to assume Leah would be able to deal with
Mama’s hysterics while she was barely keeping it together
herself, and a jail was certainly no place for Jack.

In the end I decided to let Jerome stay with Mama and
help her with Jack, and Anatoly and I left to try to see Leah.
Without argument, I let Anatoly drive my car.

Thankfully he wasn’t overly conservative about the speed
issue. “We're going to figure this out,” he assured me as he
weaved in and out of traffic.

“But this doesn’t make sense!” I said as I searched my
purse for Advil.“They didn’t arrest her before because they
wanted time to build their case, so why arrest her now? Why
would they risk losing in court just so they could rush the
arrest of a woman for what is being described as a crime of
passion? She’s not a flight risk and she’s obviously not a dan-
ger to others.”

“It’s possible they found something new or...’

“Or what?” I gave up on the Advil and threw my purse
on the floor of the Audi.“Are Lorenzo and his fellow offi-
cers just trying to make all our lives miserable? Does he get
oftf on seeing newly widowed mothers in handcufts? What?”

“Maybe they think she is a danger to others.”

“Who would she be a threat to? It’s not like she has other
husbands around town cheating on her, and she’s kept her
distance from Bianca.”

“Sophie, just because the hair didn’t match Leah’s doesn’t
mean that they didn’t find something else in Erika’s house
that linked Leah to the crime scene. A fingerprint, maybe a
broken nail—there are lots of things a forensics team could
have turned up.”

b
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A fresh wave of panic washed over me. “She broke a nail
while we were there. She said so and I totally forgot about it.”

[ turned to Anatoly, hoping that he would tell me my over-
sight wasn’t as earth-shatteringly awful as I suspected. His ex-
pression oftered no such assurances.

[ brought my fingers to my temples and tried to stave oft
the migraine that was forming. Right now Leah was being
treated like a violent criminal. They would put her in a cell
with the other violent criminals. I fought back a sob as I
thought about the body search that she would have to en-
dure. How could any of this be happening? And then there
was Jack to think about! I couldn’t deal with him on a good
day—how was I supposed to manage him full-time while
sorting through all this?

Anatoly glanced over at me. “Don’t overthink the situa-
tion. We need to take this one step at a time.”

“You know when the guys in AA came up with that slo-
gan they were thinking of beating alcohol and drug addic-
tions, not murder raps.”

“Did that lawyer say whether or not he was coming down
to the station?”

“Posthaste.” I sighed.

“Can I ask why you didn’t bring an attorney on board be-
fore this?”

I looked out at the cars in the lane next to us. “l don’t
know—I guess I wanted to take my time researching peo-
ple to make sure I retained the best guy for the job.” That
was another lie. I had postponed hiring a lawyer because I
didn’t want to acknowledge the possibility that Leah would
need one. Here I had been yelling at Leah for not facing the
realities of her situation, while I hadn’t been willing to face
them myself.

Anatoly pulled into a garage and parked his car on the sec-
ond floor. Next to us a tan Mercedes pulled in. The driver
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was a man with a pudgy face, a high forehead and wire-
rimmed glasses. “That’s Timothy Weis, Leah’s lawyer.” I of-
tered him a halthearted smile and wave.

Anatoly blinked. “That was fast.”

“His wife 1s the woman who performed Jack’s bris and she
loves my mom. She’d expect Timothy to go out of his way
to help her daughter.”

“So you think his wife’s expectations are enough to mo-
tivate him to get here less than forty minutes from the time
you called to retain him?”

[ gave Anatoly a withering look.“If your wife was trained
in the art of slicing up penises and she asked you to do some-
thing, would you do it?”

Anatoly paused, then nodded. “Yes. Yes, I believe I would
do it very quickly”

We got out of the car and greeted Timothy. I had met
him on three or four occasions and he had never struck me
as a force to be reckoned with, but his track record was phe-
nomenal. Mama had even told me that he was considered to
be one of the top twenty criminal attorneys in the country.

The three of us slowly walked together to the Civic Cen-
ter jailhouse and went over the important facts about the case
once again.

“The evidence is circumstantial but there’s a lot of it,”
Timothy said as we approached the front steps. “The one
thing she has going for her is Cheryl”

“You mean the hair they found,’ I said, looking around to
make sure no one could overhear us.

“We don’t even know that the hair exists.” Timothy
stopped and pulled from his pocket a small black cloth, which
he used to clean his glasses.“We can’t base a case on the un-
named source of a severely biased reporter.”

[ wrinkled my nose. “Then how is Cheryl a help?”

“The comments she made on television. In two minutes
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of airtime Cheryl changed Leah’s status from villainess to vic-
tim. Leah couldn’t have gotten better results if she had re-
tained a private publicist.”

“But you're talking about public opinion,” I said. “That
won't help Leah in a courtroom.”

“Public opinion can always help, or hurt, as the case may
be. If this Jerome fellow really wants to put out pro-Leah
propaganda, then I say we give him as much ammunition as
possible.” He adjusted his glasses again. “I’'m going to talk to
the police and see what they’ve got.”

Timothy left us with instructions to wait for him in the
lobby, so Anatoly and I found a few chairs and took seats.
For a long time we sat silently side by side. Anatoly seemed
deep in thought. Hopefully he was thinking of a solution
to this mess. Personally all my focus was on repressing a
panic attack. And it I was fighting oft a breakdown I could
only imagine what Leah’s state of mind must be. I turned
to Anatoly.

“What if Leah says or does something to turn the other
inmates against her?”

“She’ll be fine. Remember, she’s going to a holding cell,
not prison—not yet, anyway.”’

I smacked his arm. “Not ever.”

Anatoly sighed and pinched the bridge of his nose. “We
need to provide the police with other likely suspects imme-
diately. We need proof that Taylor was sleeping with Bob.”

“What about Erika—do you think they know about her
relationship with him?”

“I have no idea. Considering what happened to her it
might be better if they don’t. It will just complicate things.”

“Complicate things? Are you kidding?” I let out a hyster-
ical laugh. “How much more complicated can all this get?
Bob’s dead, his gun is missing. We’ve been interviewing
everyone who’s had any kind of relationship with him, and
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the only thing we’ve learned is that while alive Bob had the
libido of a rabbit in heat. In the meantime there are minor-
ity activist groups that are on the brink of rioting, and Jack
is on the brink of losing both his parents.”

“Are you familiar with the expression ‘things can only get
better’?”

“Of course, I’'m familiar with it. Are you saying that things
are going to start looking up?”

“No, I was about to say that the expression 1is a blatant lie.
Things can always get worse, and they can always get more
complicated.”

“That’s your way of cheering me up?” I shook my head,
mystified. “Tell me, Anatoly, have you ever considered writ-
ing one of those Chicken Soup books?”

“I’m just saying that the police’s case against Leah isn’t as
strong as it could be, and if we just dig a little deeper we
might be able to dismantle it altogether.”

“God, I hope you're right,” I whispered.

Anatoly studied me for a beat, then put his arm around
my shoulders and pulled me to him. I rested my head on his
shoulder and closed my eyes.

“You know, Sophie, if you need to...”

“No, I don’t want to cry.”

“All right, then let’s use the time productively”” He
gently stroked my hair. “I’ve been thinking about Cheryl’s
apartment.”

“What about it?”

“You made a comment about how she wouldn’t be able
to aftford it now that she’s unemployed. My question is, how
was she able to afford it in the first place?”

“Well, she was working two jobs for a while there—front
desk at the Ritz and Gatsby and of course the hotel union
wage rates are high.” I tapped my toe against the ground.“On
the other hand she was obviously spending a lot of money
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on knickknacks and her place was pretty nice—it can’t be
much smaller than mine.”

“And the neighborhood is just as nice as ours,” Anatoly
added. “My apartment is a lot smaller and I pay twenty-five
hundred a month.”

“I pay the same, but I've been there for almost ten years
so I have rent control on my side. But Cheryl just moved into
her place, so she must be paying top dollar.”

“So let’s say the rent is around three thousand, and she was
only working part-time at the Gatsby, so even when she was
working two jobs she couldn’t have been making more than
forty-five thousand a year gross.”

[ lifted my head from his shoulder. “Anatoly, maybe Bob
was giving Cheryl hush money. Maybe he was paying her not
to tell people about Taylor. Or maybe Taylor was paying her.
That would explain why she was so shocked when she
learned Taylor had confessed to the affair”

“Maybe,” Anatoly said slowly.“But Cheryl wasn’t the only
one living beyond her means.”

“You're thinking about Bob. Yeah, he was definitely liv-
ing large.”

Anatoly nodded. “Fifty thousand dollars is a lot to blow
on one bracelet.”

“My ex-husband might have splurged on something like
that, but then again, my ex-husband uses the lottery as an al-
ternative to a 401K plan.”

“But then there’s the bracelet he bought for Erika, that was
six thousand, and then the necklace he got Leah—how much
was that worth?”

“It was in the fifty thousand range.”

“So he spent just under a hundred and ten thousand dol-
lars on jewelry in the course of—what, a month? Two? Was
Bob making that kind of money?”

“After he was promoted last year, Leah told me that they
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were making four hundred thousand a year. But they have a
huge mortgage, and then there’s the car payments....”

[ looked up to see Timothy approaching, and I jumped
to my feet. “What took you so long? It’s been like—"" 1
looked at my watch “—thirty-five years!”

Timothy released a heavy sigh. “Allow me to take you
through this slowly.”

“Why in God’s name would I allow you to do that?”’ I asked.

Anatoly pushed himself up to his feet.“Sophie, let the man
speak.”

“Yes, thank you.” Timothy’s smile was a bit on the trem-
ulous side. “There is some good news. As of this moment
the only crime she’s being accused of is the murder of her
husband.”

My mouth dropped open as I gauged the complete lack
of humor in his expression. “Oh,” I managed to say, “well,
that is a relief. I was worried her last jaywalking offense had
finally caught up with her”

“I was thinking of the mysterious death of Erika Wong.”
Timothy looked back over his shoulder nervously. “They
found DNA evidence at Erika’s house that shows Leah was
recently there, and apparently when she was last interviewed,
Leah claimed she hadn’t been to the residence in over a
year.”

“The fingernail,” I whispered.

“Exactly,” Tim said.“I’'m sure the police would have pre-
ferred to wait to arrest Leah until they had more than cir-
cumstantial evidence linking her to Bob’s death, but now
they think she might have had a hand in Erika’s death, all of
which would make her a possible danger to society. And they
questioned Bob’s boss, a Mr....wait, it’s in my notes, some-
thing with an S.”

“Sawyer,” I supplied.

“Yes, that’s it. Sawyer. Mr. Sawyer told the police that
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Erika and Bob were unusually close and that she was, and I
quote, ‘devastated by Bob’s death.”

“So now they suspect the affair and Leah has a motive,”
Anatoly surmised.

He put his arm around me again, but even that didn’t make
me feel better. If I had just had the presence of mind to look
for that stupid fingernail, Leah would be home with her son
right now. How could I be so stupid?

[ met Timothy’s eyes.“But if they think Bob was sleeping
with Erika, they must realize that Bianca has a motive, too.”

“I pointed that out to them. But right now they’re doubt-
ful that Bianca was in the know. There were no phone calls
between Bianca and Erika, or even any records of Bianca
calling Bob’s office. She always contacted him by means of
his cell phone or e-mail. She barely knows any of Bob’s
friends or colleagues, so who would have told her about
Bob’s other affair? Leah, on the other hand, had ample op-
portunity to make the discovery. The phone records show
that Leah called Erika several times just hours before Bob’s
death. And unlike Bianca, Leah knew about Erika’s health
condition.”

[ took in a shuddering breath.“But if Bianca did know...”

“Even if Bianca knew, the police believe it’s unlikely she
would have chosen to kill Bob on the same night he was leav-
ing Leah for her” Timothy pushed his glasses up on his
nose. “Of course, we’ll argue differently.”

I clasped my hands together in an effort to keep them from
shaking. “What does this mean in terms of bail?”

“It will make it harder, but as I indicated before, the po-
lice have yet to charge Leah with killing Erika. If they don’t
do so by the time of the bail hearing, it will help. And even
i they do, a fingernail is not exactly a smoking gun. We can
try to spin it.”

“What about the hair?” Anatoly asked. “Is it Cheryl’s?”
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“Most likely. And the good news is that the hair was ac-
tually on the body. They got a warrant and compared the hair
found at Erika’s to some hairs they took from a hairbrush
found in Cheryl’s apartment, and there was a match. But they
can’t guarantee that the hair in the brush actually belonged
to Cheryl.”

“So then they should yank some hair out of her head and
test that,” I pointed out. “Seems simple enough.”

“It would be simple,” Timothy agreed.“But unfortunately,
Cheryl’s disappeared.”

“Disappeared?” I repeated.

“Yes, her car’s gone and there’s no sign of her purse, so it
looks like she left voluntarily.”

Anatoly gave my shoulder a little squeeze. “That’s a good
thing. It makes her look guilty.”

“Yes, it does,” Timothy agreed. “But now the police are
toying with the theory that Cheryl and Leah were actually
working together.”

For a minute my distress was replaced by complete bewil-
derment. “Come again?”

“They think that they might have had a falling-out or
something after Bob’s murder, which would explain Cheryl’s
disparaging remarks about her. They also are considering the
idea that Cheryl’s comments to the press were a smoke screen
so people wouldn't suspect that she and Leah were capable
of working together.” He smiled at my blatant confusion.“I
know it sounds highly implausible, but right now they’re just
looking at all the possibilities.”

“Have you run any of this by Leah?” Anatoly asked.

“I tried to.” Timothy shifted his briefcase from one hand
to the other. “Your sister’s not well.”

“She’s sick?” My heart pounded against my chest. How
much worse could this get?

“Not in the typical sense.” Timothy cleared his throat.



Passion, Betrayal and Killer Highlights 297

“She’s just a tad on the hysterical side. I tried to talk to her,
[ really did, but she just kept going on about how the jump-
suit she would be forced to wear doesn’t come in earth
tones.”

[t wasn’t the first time that I had sat on the opposite side
of a Plexiglas window to talk to a prisoner, but it was the
first time that I had done so with a prisoner I cared for. Look-
ing at Leah’s messed-up hair and eyes that were brimming
with tears filled me with the urge to take a sledgehammer
to the transparent material that separated us. Instead I put my
hand against the glass and tried to keep my voice calm as I
talked to her over the phone.

“Leah, Timothy thinks that he’ll be able to get you out
on bail. It would be different if they had enough evidence
to charge you with two homicides, but right now the events
that led to Erika’s death are still unclear. So getting a judge
to set a bail shouldn’t be too much of an ordeal.” At least, I
hoped it wouldn’t be.

“All T wanted was to be a wife and mother,” Leah said, her
voice listless and meek. Apparently her hysterics had passed.
“I did everything right. I had a fairy-tale wedding. I helped
Bob find the perfect house for us to live in, and I decorated
it with all the latest styles from Pottery Barn. I dressed Jack
in Baby Ralph Lauren. I read every issue of O Magazine and
Martha Stewart Living. How could all of that have led me to
this?” She eyed the room around her and shook her head in
disgust.

“It’s just one night, Leah. Tomorrow we’ll get you out
of here.”

“They took me away from my child.”

[ felt a lump materialize in my throat.“Leah...”

“They took me away from my child and they put me
in a cell with a bunch of dealers and prostitutes. And, So-
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phie—" Leah’s voice began to tremble “—one of the pros-
titutes has burgundy highlights, too!”

“Oh, honey, it’s going to be okay, really. And I’'m sure that
your highlights are much better than the hooker’.”

Leah was crying so hard now that I had to strain to un-
derstand her.“She said...she said she got them done at Vidal
Sassoon!”

[ paused for a moment. “She gets them done at Vidal?
God, she must be doing well.... You know what, never mind
all that. Just be gracious and try not to draw attention to your-
self. Remember, if Martha can survive incarceration, so can
you. Hey, maybe I'll call my agent and see if I can get you a
book deal. Would you like that?”

“I don’t want a stupid book deal,” she sobbed. “I want to
get out of here!”

I sucked in a sharp breath, tried to keep my own emotions
in check.“Okay, let’s think this through. Now I told you that
in addition to Cheryl’s hair they found your broken finger-
nail at Erika’s. What I haven’t told you i1s that the police are
toying with the possibility that you and Cheryl have been
working together.”

Leah instantly stopped crying. Her mouth dropped open
and she leaned forward so that her forehead was just inches
away from the Plexiglas. “What did you just say?”

“They think the two of you might have killed Bob to-
gether and then afterward had some kind of falling-out be-
cause, well, you know, sometimes murderers get mad at each
other”

“Wait a minute—they think that I had possession of a gun
while I was in the presence of Cheryl and then I turned
around and shot Bob?” Leah’s voice was getting louder by the
second.“Why would I do that? Why would any self-respect-
ing murderess pass up the chance to kill that pretentious lit-
tle groupie?”
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“Oh, come on, Leah, its not like everyone wants to kill
Cheryl”

“I’'m not talking about the people who haven’t met her!”
Leah pounded her fist on the table in front of her. “You
know what, I've had it. It would be one thing if the police
really had a strong case against me, but the fact that they
would even entertain the idea that I would be in cahoots
with Cheryl just proves theyre grasping at straws. Tell my
lawyer I expect him to clear me of all charges by the end
of the week, and when he’s done with that, I want to file a
suit against the city.”

“For false arrest?”

“For slander! For stupidity—for insulting my sensibilities!
My God, there should be a law against even having that
woman’s name mentioned in the same sentence as mine!”

[ smiled and leaned back in my chair. “You know what,
Leah? I think you’re going to be just fine.”



CHAPTER 1T

“I respect a woman who’s able to intimidate her ene-
mies, but when the mere sight of her causes people to
run from the room screaming—that’s a problem.”

—Words To Die By

Anatoly and I parted ways when we got back to our neigh-
borhood. Anatoly had called Jerome while I was visiting with
Leah, and Jerome had given him the contact information for
one of his police sources, so Anatoly was going to try to talk
to him. I, on the other hand, needed to deal with my family.

When I walked into my apartment I found Mama in the
kitchen and Jerome in the living room reading to Jack. He
must have left and come back, because next to him was a pile
of kids’books I had never seen before. The one he was read-
ing at the moment was a board book titled Soul Food. Jack
was curled up in Jerome’s lap, completely engrossed. Rich,
wonderful scents came out of the kitchen, completing the
scene. The sight gave me an unexpected feeling of peace.
Bob had spent so little time with Jack, and he had been so
disdainful of Leah’s ethnicity, and here was Jerome cuddled
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up with him reading a book that clearly was meant to cele-
brate his black heritage.

Jerome looked up as I walked in, and Mama turned away
from her cooking and eyed me anxiously.

[ took a deep breath and smiled at Jack. “Where’d all the
books come from?”

“I brought ’em from home,” Jerome explained.“I have lots
of little nieces and nephews who like their Uncle Jerome to
read to them.”

“So, enough with the suspense already.”” Mama banged
a spatula on the partition. “When are they letting my
Leah out?”

“The bail hearing’s set for tomorrow,” I said, then walked
into the kitchen and peeked at what was on the stove.“Fried
chicken. And Jerome’s reading Soul Food. I'm sensing a
theme here.”

Mama nodded at an open cookbook on the counter. “I
got the recipe from that cookbook I gave you that you
never use.”

I checked the title on the cover. “The Complete American
Jewish Cookbook? So this 1s...”

“Jewish fried chicken.”

“Huh, I didn’t know there was such a thing.” I looked at
the pan again. “If you’re using the chicken that I had in the
freezer, I should warn you I didn’t buy it at a kosher deli.”

“I’m not using dairy, so as far as I'm concerned it’s kosher.”
She flipped the chicken over before covering the pan.

“Well, it smells incredible.”

“How is your sister? Are they feeding her in that place?”

“It’s not a POW camp—they do feed them.”

“My poor mumala” A tear trickled into the folds of skin
around her eyes. “How could such a thing happen?”

“I'm going to fix all this, Mama.” I pulled her into a hug.
“I won’t let Leah go to prison.”
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The four of us sat down that night to a dinner of Jewish
Soul Food, and afterward I sent both Mama and Jerome
home. Jack was as challenging as always, but I found that my
sympathy for his situation gave me more patience. I even took
him into my bed that night rather than put him in the crib
in the guest room where he’'d been staying with his mom.
He slept a little better than he had the night before, and sur-
prisingly his presence gave me some comfort. When he slept,
his little hands went up to his face and I put my hand on his
back so I could feel it rise and fall with each breath. Maybe
I did have a few maternal instincts. But there was no doubt
in my mind that this child didn’t belong with me. He be-
longed with Leah, and it I had to beg, borrow or steal in
order to make that happen, I would.

At five-thirty in the morning my phone rang. At first I
was so disoriented by the sound that I thought it was the fire
alarm and I pulled the covers over my head. It was better to
sleep in and let some sexy fireman come to my rescue. On
the second ring Jack kicked me in his sleep. The feeling of
his foot against my stomach was enough to bring home the
realization that it was the phone, and that if I didn’t get it
immediately, Jack would wake up and make me pay for my
slow response. I slipped out of bed and lunged for the phone.

“Who the hell is this?” I hissed, sneaking out of the
bedroom.

“It’s me,” Anatoly said. “I have a new theory.”

I closed the bedroom door and then slid to a sitting posi-
tion in the hallway. “You have a new theory? I wasn’t even
aware that you had an old one”

“I think Taylor and Bob were doing more than having sex.”

[ yawned and rubbed my eyes.“Are we talking something
kinky?”

“I'm talking about stealing.”
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[ sat up a little straighter. “Stealing?”

“Embezzling, to be precise. What if Taylor and Bob were
having an affair and embezzling money out of Chalet?”

I tried to come to some brilliant conclusion but I was way
too tired for that. “I give up. What if they were?”

“Hear me out. Taylor and Bob were both top executives
in the finance department, so they were in the perfect posi-
tion to take money out of the company without anyone
being the wiser. But they were so focused on covering up
their crime that they didn’t spend enough time covering up
their affair. When James found out about that, he pushed
Taylor out.”

“But at that point James still wouldn’t have known about
the stealing,” I said slowly.

“Right. Now Bob is making more money than he ever
has before and he has a bright future with Chalet, so perhaps
he no longer wants to embezzle money. But he’s afraid that
the theft that’s already taken place will be discovered. So he
figures he’ll just alter a few documents and make it look like
Taylor was acting on her own.”

“That’s not very nice,” I remarked.

“No, it’s not. And if Taylor found out about it she
wouldn’t think it was very nice at all.”

“So we’re back to Taylor being our murderer.”

“And that’s what could have been on the floppy disk.
Some evidence that tied Taylor to the embezzlement.”

[ was feeling more awake now. I got to my feet and started
pacing the floor. “Erika could have known about it, too,”
pointed out. “That’s why Taylor needed her dead. And
maybe that’s why she kept showing up at Chalet, even though
she doesn’t work there anymore. She wants to either get her
job back so she’ll be in a better position to cover her tracks,
or at the very least make sure James isn’t on to her.”

“It all ties together,” Anatoly concluded.
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“Except Cheryl,” I said. “How does she fit into all of 1t?”
“She could have found out about what was going on. If
she did, Bob might have been giving her hush money. Or
maybe not. Maybe Cheryl is just one of the millions of
Americans living beyond her means. But we know she’s
aware of the affair Bob and Taylor were having, so she might
suspect that Taylor’s the person who murdered her brother.”

“Why wouldn’t she just go to the police?”

“Maybe she was going to but someone stopped her.”

[ stopped pacing. “You think she’s dead?” For some rea-
son the thought hadn’t occurred to me. I didn’t want Cheryl
to die. A little suffering and prison time would be okay, but
death was a different story.

“I think we should visit Taylor this morning before she goes
to work,” Anatoly said, leaving my last question unanswered.

“Okay...wait—can I bring Jack?”

“Are you asking if I think it’s a good idea for you to bring
your eighteen-month-old nephew to the home of a possi-
ble murderess?”

“Yeah, that’s got to be on Dr. Spock’s no-no list.”

“I think Taylor’s more likely to talk to me if you're there.
Can you call your mother right now and ask her to babysit?”

[ walked into the living room and looked at the wall clock.
“You're not seriously suggesting that I deal with Mama be-
fore six, are you? Plus, she had Jack all day yesterday.”

“Fine, I'll go alone. Or maybe I'll take Porsha, since she’s
the one that helped me piece this all together.”

“Excuse me?”

“I just got off the phone with her. She claims she was up
all night thinking about the expensive gifts Bob gave Bianca,
and she suggested he might have been involved in some il-
legal activity. After some brainstorming, we came up with the
embezzlement idea.”

[ was so furious I couldn’t even get any words out.
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“Sophie, are you still there?”

“On second thought, I don’t think I like this theory any-
more,’ I replied. “It’s too convenient and neat.”

“You can’t knock a theory because it works too well. I'm
going to call Porsha and—"

“I’'ll get a babysitter. Be here in an hour.”

I hung up the phone and racked my brain about who I
could call. I knew Marcus, Dena and Mary Ann all worked
today, so who did that leave me with? I looked down at a
business card that had been left on the table, smiled and di-
aled the home number Jerome had written on the back.

“Yo, Sophie, what’s up? You hear something about Leah?”

“No, but I need a huge favor. I need a babysitter for Jack
right now.”

“Girl, have you checked out the time?”

“Look, this does concern Leah. There’s something I need
to do that could help her, but I can’t do it with Jack. Please,
Jerome, if you want me to pay—"

“Keep the money. I was up anyhow.”

I let out a sigh of relief. “So you can come right over?”

“I’ll be there in thirty.”

[ managed to get myself showered and dressed in fifteen
minutes. [ move faster when I'm pissed oft. Why was Porsha
suddenly interested in helping Anatoly solve this case? But
I knew the reason even as I applied my burgundy lipliner.
She wanted him. Well, she was going to have to find herself
another Russian Love God, because this one was mine.
Granted, I wasn’t actually in a committed relationship with
him, but we were sleeping together. He was the first guy I had
slept with in two years. Two goddamn years! I had a lot of
time to make up for and there was no way I was going to
stand by and let some Ivy League ice queen receive pleasure
that was meant for me!

True to his word, Jerome arrived at my place at six-thirty.
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I motioned for him to take a seat at the table. “Thank you
so much for coming. Want some coffee?”

Jerome glanced at his watch. “You gotta ask?”

I went to the kitchen to pour both of us a freshly brewed
cup. “Cream and sugar?”

“Just serve it up black. Jack still sleeping?”

“Yes, he is, the lucky bastard.” I walked back into the liv-
ing room with our coffee and joined him at the table.

Jerome waved a rolled-up Chronicle in the air. “You
seen this?”

“Do I want to?”

“Probably not. This copy was in front of your door, but
[ read mine earlier. There’s a front-page story with a picture
of Leah being led into the station in cufts.”

“Shit”’ I took a deep breath.“God help the photographer
it Leah sees that photo.”

“The publicity isn’t such a bad thing. We can use it to
get a protest going. Some kinda grassroots deal. The black
community doesn’t want this to go down the way it went
down for O.J. We need her to be innocent beyond any
doubt, so the people will see that the police really are pull-
ing the racial-profiling crap. You see, this isn’t just about
Leah”

“The hell it isn’t,” I snapped. “You know, I'm sorry if
the black community needs a victory, but my sister is not
an icon, she’s not a pawn and she sure as hell isn’t a mar-
tyr. She’s a person—a mother who has been taken away
from her child. That’s what this is about. Not some damn
cause.”

Jerome hesitated, then put his mug down softly on the
table.“I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to come oft all righteous and
shit. But you gotta know I’'m on Leah’ side. If you fill me
in on more of what’s going on, I might be able to help.”

“And I should just take your word for it that everything
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[ say isn’t going to show up on the cover of your magazine?”
[ scofted. “Sorry, but I can’t do that. Youre a writer and
writers lie.”

Jerome looked at me quizzically. “ You’re a writer.”

“Exactly”

“All right, I feel ya.” Jerome laughed quietly. “Well, how
"bout I tell you what we both already know.”

“I’'m listening.”

“We know that Bob was killed, we think that Erika was
killed, and we don’t know what the fuck happened to
Cheryl.”

[ put my cup down. ““How do you know about Erika and
Cheryl?”

“Like I said, I have my sources.” He paused, then grinned
sheepishly. “In this case, my source is called the San Francisco
Chronicle. It was all in today’s article. They also said Erika
might have been messing around with Leah’s old man, same
as that Bianca chick.”

“Ah. I started massaging my temples. “Well, I'll tell you
this, I never fully believed that Erika’s death was a simple co-
caine overdose. She was a diabetic with a heart condition, so
it seems to me that she would have had the sense to avoid a
drug that often contributes to premature heart attacks. I
think someone else injected her with the drug, hoping it
would kill her. They found Cheryl’s hair on the body, which
means it might have been her, but this evidence 1s certainly
not conclusive.”

“Whoa, hold up. Her hair was on the body? Sounds pretty
damn conclusive to me.”

“There could be another explanation.”

“Like what?”

I toyed with the wristband of my watch, thinking. “She
could have stopped by Erika’s after she was killed, found the
body, freaked out and left.”
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“Doesn’t sound too likely.”

“It’s a possibility,” I snapped. “Anyway, as much as I hate
Cheryl, I can’t figure out why she would want to kill Erika.”

“And you think the person who ofted Erika also took care
of Bob?”

“I'd say there’s a ninety-five percent chance of it.”

“Well, it wasn’t Leah,” Jerome said definitively.

The buzzer rang and I got to my feet. “That would be
Anatoly. You still have my cell number, right?”

“Got it.” Jerome reached into his pocket and waved a
piece of paper in the air. “Where are you two gonna be?”

“We’re going to pay a visit to our new friend, Taylor
Blake”

I grabbed my jacket and went downstairs to meet Ana-
toly, who smiled as I came out the door, his eyes crinkling
in the corners.

“I see you survived an entire night with your nephew.”

“Yeah, and you’ll be happy to know that he survived, too.”
I accepted the helmet he offered me, but hesitated before put-
ting it on my head. “Did you tell Porsha about what we’re
doing?”

Anatoly’s grin widened.“I haven’t spoken to Porsha today.
[ just made all that up so you would be motivated enough
to find a babysitter.”

“You manipulative jerk...” I said, before quickly putting
my helmet on to hide my smile.

While we were riding I closed my eyes and fantasized
about how nice it would be if we could just ride into an al-
ternative universe where Leah was free as a bird, Cheryl, Tay-
lor and Porsha didn’t exist and there were enough lubricated
condoms and chocolate-covered espresso beans to keep An-
atoly and me busy for days on end. But disappointingly, he
took me to Telegraph Hill instead. We parked in front of a
beautifully appointed building.
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When we reached the door, I grabbed Anatoly’s hand just
as he was about to ring her apartment.

“Did you bring a tape recorder?”

Anatoly nodded. “I even put new batteries in it.”

[ let go of his hand and waited to see how long it would
take Taylor to respond to the ring. It took her all of thirty
seconds.

“Hello?”

“Taylor, it’s Sophie Katz—may I talk to you for a moment?”

There was a long pause before she answered. “I was just
about to leave for work.”

“It will just take a minute,” I assured her.

Another pause. “What is this about?”

“Look, I'm sure that you heard Leah’s been arrested. They
think she shot Bob, but personally I think it was his mistress,
Bianca. I was hoping you could tell me a little about your
impressions of Bob and what he was like when he wasn’t
with my sister. The information may help me clear her and
bust Bianca.”

“I can’t help you with that.”

“Well, maybe the media would have better luck nailing
you down for an interview. I'm sure if I told them about your
relationship with Bob—"

The door to the building released, and Anatoly and I en-
tered without another word. We climbed the stairs and found
Taylor waiting at her front door. She was perfectly put to-
gether and wearing a beautifully structured suit that I pegged
as an Armani, giving credence to her claim that she was head-
ing out to work. She narrowed her eyes as she caught sight
of Anatoly.

“You didn’t tell me that you weren’t alone.”

“Him?” [ pointed my thumb in his direction.“Oh, you can
just ignore him. That’s what I always do.”

Not so much as a smile. “I don’t have much time.” She
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stepped away from the doorway and walked back into her
living room without bothering to invite us to follow her,
which we did anyway:.

Taylor’s condo was magnificent. Either she had hired an
interior designer or she had missed her calling. The floors
were a cool marble and the furniture looked like she had
bought it right off the auction block at Christie’s. She crossed
to her bay window and stared out at the view of the Golden
Gate and Bay Bridge.

“Taylor, it’s obvious to me that Leah didn’t see Bob for
who he really was. I'm hoping that you had better insights
into his character, so that I can make sense of his relation-
ship with Bianca.”

“It’s not as if the man was complex.” Taylor turned
around, her face a mask of impatience. “He was a self-
serving opportunist with a taste for womanizing. What else
is there to know?”

“So what was it that attracted you to him?” I asked. “His
opportunism or his womanizing?”

Taylor’s eyes shot daggers in my direction and I fought the
urge to beg her forgiveness and hightail it to the door. I
scanned the room quickly to verify that there were no weap-
ons within lunging distance.

“What Bob and I shared was brief and meaningless. As I
said before, I had just ended a relationship—"

“Yeah, I remember the story,” I said. I heard Anatoly mut-
ter a curse under his breath. I threw him a questioning glance
before I realized I had just screwed up a golden opportunity
to have Taylor repeat her story for the tape recorder. “I'm
sorry,” I said, “I didn’t mean to cut you oft.”

“No, you’re right. I have told you everything there is to
tell, so there’s no real reason for you to be here.”

“Perhaps you could tell us about your professional rela-
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tionship with him,” I urged. “Was he hardworking? Detail
oriented? Ethical?”

[ thought I saw her flinch, but it had been so fleeting that
I couldn’t be sure.“As far as I know, Bob saved his unethical
behavior for his personal life. Why, do you have reason to be-
lieve otherwise?”

“No, but Bob did seem to spend a lot more money than
he made and it’s not like he had a lot of credit card debt, so
it begs the question...”

“Bob told me he dabbled a lot in the stock market, but
I’m certainly not the person to be asking about that.”

“Did Bob spend a lot of money on you during your re-
lationship?” Anatoly asked as he openly admired the flat-
screen TV.

Taylor looked genuinely amused. “If you think I involved
myself with Bob because I wanted a man to spoil me, you not
only don’t know Bob but you've completely misjudged me.”

I chewed on my lip and took another look at the contents
of Taylor’s home. “Did you buy him stuff ?”

“Are you asking if Bob was a kept man?” Taylor shook
her head. “With the exception of those few nights at the
Gatsby I never spent a dime on him.” She placed her hands
on her hips and stared directly into my eyes.“I fail to see how
any of this will help you transfer the blame for Bob’s death
from Leah to this Bianca woman.”

I nodded and let my fingers run over the top of a low ma-
hogany bookcase.““I was just thinking that Bianca has money
and you obviously do well for yourself...”

“I'm a corporate executive,” Taylor said tersely.“Of course
I make a good salary”

Anatoly hooked his thumbs through his belt loops. “I
don’t think Sophie was implying that your affluence wasn’t
earned.”

“I'm sorry.” Taylor’s hand went up to pat her hair, which
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was once again pulled back into a severe French twist.“I just
get tired of defending my lifestyle to the abundant number
of misguided socialists that populate this city.”

“I'm all for capitalism.” I picked up a porcelain candlestick
and verified the Lenox label. “It’s murder that I have a prob-
lem with, which leads me to my next question. Is there any
chance you and Bob earned some of your affluence in a
manner that might have been frowned upon by the rest of
Chalet’s executives?”

Taylor’s jaw set. “What exactly are you suggesting?”

I looked over at Anatoly and he nodded, letting me know
it was okay to proceed. “Is it possible that in addition to
screwing Bob you were also screwing your place of business?”

Taylor took three advancing steps. “Get out of my
home. Now.”

“Just one more question,” Anatoly said.“When you had din-
ner with James on the night Bob died, what did you order?”

“I don’t need to answer your questions.”

“Am I to take that to mean you don’t remember, or that
you were lying about ever being there to begin with.”

“I had the pan-roasted squab.” She walked to the door and
yanked it open. “I’ve had enough of this. If you don’t leave,
I’ll call the police.”

Anatoly gently took my arm. “Thank you for talking to
us, Ms. Blake. It was enlightening.”

The minute we had recrossed the threshold, Taylor
slammed the door behind us. “What do you think?” I asked
as we made our way down the stairs.

“I did some checking. James’s credit card records show that
he did eat at The Grand Café that night.”

I looked up at him, squinting as we stepped into the sun.
“How did you get hold of his credit card records?”

“I have my contacts.”

“But isn’t it illegal to give out that kind of information?”
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“Since when have you been concerned with following the
rules?”

“I’'m not—just curious.” I stuck my hands in my pock-
ets. “You know, there’s a possible suspect that we haven’t
looked at.”

“And who would that be?”

“Porsha.” Anatoly rolled his eyes, but I held my hand up
to stave off his protests. “Listen, what if she found out about
Bianca’s affair and she just lost it? We know she’s fiercely pro-
tective of her sister. Maybe she went a little overboard?”

Anatoly shook his head.“I figured you’d try to pin this on
her at some point, so I did a little research. She has an air-
tight alibi for the night Bob was killed.”

“Oh yeah? What was she doing? Playing croquet?”

“She was at a fund-raiser for her alma mater.”

“I was close,” I muttered. “I still think it could have
been her.”

“The fund-raiser was in Connecticut, Sophie.”

“Yeah, but you know women like Porsha and Taylor are
way too smart to get their own hands dirty. One of them
probably hired a hit man or something.”

“That’s a nice theory but it’s a bit far-fetched.”

“Why’s that? I'm sure they both have the money to pay
for one.”

“Do you have any idea how one goes about hiring a pro-
fessional hit man?”

[ hesitated before answering. It seemed unlikely they
would be listed in the Yellow Pages.“You got me—how does
one go about it?”

“I couldn’t tell you.” He shifted his weight back on his
heels.“In fact, there are very few people who could. I'm sure
if a person was a member of an organized crime family, find-
ing a hit man would be a piece of cake, but neither Porsha
nor Taylor strike me as the Mafia type.”
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“Just because they’re not Italian doesn’t mean they’re not
Mafia,” I pointed out. “There’s a Jewish Mafia, a Chinese
Mafia and a Latino Mafia, so why shouldn’t there be a White
Anglo-Saxon Protestant Mafia?”

“I suppose anything’s possible.” Anatoly’s mouth moved
into a slow sensuous smile. “I never thought that I would be
intimate with a woman who was responsible for getting me
shot, but that didn’t stop me from ravishing you yesterday.”
He stepped closer to me.“It won’t stop me next time, either.”

[ felt a slight tingling in my nether regions. “We’ve come
a long way since I tried to send you to San Quentin.”

“Yes.” Anatoly grabbed both sides of my jacket and pulled
me to him. “Some would say we’ve gone all the way.”

He moved in for a kiss, and for a moment the world
around us melted away. The tingling I had felt morphed into
more of a vibrating sensation. Then I heard music—actual
music. Beethoven’s Fifth, to be precise. I groaned as I backed
away in order to pull the vibrating phone out of my purse.

“What!” I snapped after verifying that the call was com-
ing from my home.

“Yo, Sophie, Leah’s lawyer just called,” Jerome said. “Her
bail hearing’s in two hours. He wants you and your mom to
be there.”



CHAPTER 18

“Yes, there is a light at the end of the tunnel. Unfortu-

nately it’s attached to an oncoming train.”
—Words To Die By

Leah looked the picture of innocence and composure as she
sat next to Timothy. I held Mama’s hand as Timothy argued
for Leah’s right to bail, and I held it tighter when the DA
stated their case for her continued incarceration. Fortunately,
the police had yet to rule Erika’s death a homicide, so the
judge made his decision based on the single charge of
second-degree murder, and he ended up granting her bail.
My relief was quickly quelled when she announced that it
would be set at five hundred thousand dollars. Dollars to
doughnuts crimes of passion were cheaper in France.

“What, are they meshuga?” Mama sputtered. “How am [
supposed to get my hands on that kind of money?”

“We could start by selling Bianca’s bracelet,” I muttered.

“What?”

“Nothing.” I offered her a reassuring smile. “I have the
money in a retirement fund,” I said, helping her to her feet.
“I could use it as collateral for a bail bondman.”
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“I don’t like those bondmen. A bunch of nogoodniks if
you ask me.”

“Have you ever met a bail bondman?”

“I watch TV. You mark my words, those people are noth-
ing but trouble. You empty your retirement fund and bail out
your sister yourself”’

“Do you have any idea what kind of penalties I'll have to
pay for taking the money out early?”

“Listen to you! Your sister’s in prison and you talk to me
about penalties?”

“She’s not in prison. She’s sharing a jail cell with a high-
priced call girl who gets her hair done at Vidal Sassoon.
Somehow I don’t think she’s at risk of becoming anyone’s
bitch.”

Mama’s eyes narrowed. “Leah called me two days ago. She
told me that there was something you needed to tell me. She
said it was about her Barbie Dream House.”

“Oh, come on! That doll house was expensive but it
wasn’t five-hundred-grand expensive. Leah can wait another
day while I get a bondman to verify my assets and advance
me the cash.”

“Fine, fine, so I spend a few more hours wondering what
horrible things are happening to my Leah in that awful place.
The doctor told me that my blood pressure has become dan-
gerously high, but don’t let that worry you. I'm sure if I have
a heart attack I’ll survive it.”

I closed my eyes and took a steadying breath. “I’ll place a
call to Smith Barney and see what I can come up with.”

“You're a good sister.” Mama patted my knee.“Now if we
can just clear Leah and get a ring on your finger, we’ll be in
business.”

After a forty-five-minute conversation with my broker and
a lot of financial maneuvering, I was able to come up with
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the money to bail Leah out by the end of the afternoon. For-
tunately, Jerome was willing and able to stay with Jack while
[ worked everything out.

Leah was silent for the entire drive home. When we got
to my apartment she barely acknowledged Jerome. She just
beelined to Jack and swept him up into her arms.“Mommy’s
home,” she whispered into his ear. “Mommy’s home.”

[ nodded to Jerome. “Thanks for watching him.”

“No sweat,” he said distractedly as he watched Leah rock
back and forth, her son’s head pressed to her shoulder.“What
was the bail set at?”

“Five hundred grand.”

Jerome let out a low whistle.“You two need some down-
time, so I'll split.” He gathered up his coat and turned to Leah.
“When folks read my article the SFPD and DA are gonna
be sorry they ever messed with you.”

Leah turned her head slightly in his direction. “Later,” she
said softly. “We can talk about that later.”

Jerome hesitated, as if he wanted to try to find some other
words that might be of more comfort. Finally he shrugged
in defeat and headed out.

[ waited a few minutes while Leah whispered more en-
dearments into Jack’s ear. He was being surprisingly agree-
able at the moment. Maybe he really had missed his mom.

“Are you okay?”’ I asked finally; sitting down on the love seat.

“Would you be?”

“Point taken.” I sighed and looked up at the ceiling.

“Do those idiots still think I'm working with Cheryl?”

“I think it’s just one of fifty million theories.”

“I bet Cheryl did it on her own,” Leah grumbled. “Tim-
othy said they haven’t been able to locate her. He said she
just took oft without a word to anyone.”

“Who, exactly, would she have left word with? Right now
she’s one of the most hated women in the city.”
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“How do they feel about me?” Leah asked as she carried
Jack over to the window.“Do people still see me as some kind
of ethnic scapegoat or do they think I'm a cold-blooded
murderess?”’

“I think you could find support for both opinions.”

“What about you?”

My eyes widened enough that it felt like the lines in my
forehead popped out.*“Surely you know that I believe in your
innocence.”

“I know that you love me,” she said, blinking back the
tears. “But, Sophie, you must have your doubts.”

I stood up and walked to her side. “Not even one.” And
it was true. All the doubts that had once plagued me were
long gone. “I know you, Leah,” I said firmly. “You’re neu-
rotic, high maintenance, and at times you are a major pain
in the ass. You’re also one of the best people I know. You
didn’t do this.”

“Well, what do you know?”” Leah smiled weakly. “Some-
one finally believes in me.”

“Always.”

“What if the jury doesn’t agree and they convict me?
What will Jack think?” Leah closed her eyes as the tears
began to run down her cheeks. “He’ll spend his life hearing
others talk about how his mother killed his father.”

“Anatoly and I are going to do everything in our power
to clear you before you ever have to set foot in another
courtroom. Right now he’s with Timothy going over a tape
recording he made of Taylor confessing to her affair with
Bob. That tape alone might get you oft.”

“And if it doesn’t?”

“If things start looking that bad we’ll pack your Dooney
& Bourke, buy a passport on eBay and hightail it to some lit-
tle resort town in a third-world country that lacks extradi-
tion laws.”
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“You would lose five hundred thousand dollars if I were
to skip bail.”

“A worthwhile investment.” I put my hand on her shoul-
der. “I'm not going to let you go to prison. No matter
what.”

Jack started to squirm, so Leah put him on the ground and
we watched as he began destroying my blinds.

Leah shook her head.“You know, not all children do this.”

“Yeah, your son 1s kind of...special.” I stepped around
him and went to the kitchen to get us both a soda. I wanted
something stronger, but I needed a clear head.“I need to ask
you a question.”

Leah reached her hand out to accept the diet cola.“What
is 1t?”

“Was Bob...unethical?”

Leah paused for a beat. “Is this a trick question?”

“I mean in his business practices. Is there any chance he
was embezzling money from Chalet?”

“Are you serious?” Apparently my expression answered
her question. “God, I guess it’s possible. He certainly spent
enough money over the past two years.”

“Yet you’re not in major debt. Didn’t you ever wonder
where the money was coming from?”

“No, I just thought we weren’t saving anything.”

“But there were a lot of expenses that you didn’t know
about, like the gifts he was buying for his mistresses.”

“True... Wait a minute! Does this mean those repo peo-
ple are going to start taking my things? Do I need to hide
the Nordstrom bags?”

“Okay, I'm thinking you’re not really grasping the signif-
icance of this. If he was embezzling, it adds a whole new
angle to his murder case.”

“How so?”

“Well, maybe he was embezzling with Taylor and he cut
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her out of the loop, or worse yet, maybe he was setting her
up to take the fall.”

“That does make more sense than his sleeping with her.”

I rolled my eyes but didn’t comment. If Leah didn’t want
to believe Bob was sleeping with the boss, who was I to burst
her bubble?

“If he was embezzling he must have done a great job of
hiding the evidence,” she continued. “James loved him.”

“Well, yeah, I assume that’s why he gave him all the
promotions.”

“And Chalet is doing really well.” Leah popped her drink
open and took a long gulp.“If he was taking money it wasn’t
hurting them much.”

“But that just makes it all the more likely.” I knelt down
and tried to direct Jack’s attention away from my blinds by
handing him a discarded cat toy. “If Chalet was generating a
huge revenue, it would be easy to drain ten thousand dollars
here and twenty there. And Chalet just went public, so until
recently they didn’t have as many checks and balances as
other companies.”

“They must have had some. Three years ago one of Bob’s
subordinates was caught embezzling money. Bob told me she
had taken the money to help her mother with some medi-
cal problem and had been secretly paying it back in small in-
stallments over a period of several months. James found out
and just threw the book at her. It was horrible—she was ar-
rested on Halloween. Her husband and kids were left wait-
ing for her to come home to trick-or-treat with them.”

“Which would make Taylor all the more desperate to
avoid being caught.” I looked down just in time to see Jack
tforce the toy mouse between the blades of my blinds. I
winced but couldn’t find the emotional energy to stop him.
As long as he wasn’t physically torturing me or my cat, |
was okay.
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Leah stifled a yawn. “This whole thing just gets more and
more confusing.”

“Are you as tired as [ am?” [ asked.

She nodded ruefully.“I didn’t sleep a wink last night. I was
up all night talking to Tina.”

“Tina?”

“That call girl I told you about.”

[ did a quick double take.“You spent the night chitchat-
ting with a prostitute?”

“You act like you’ve never talked to a hooker before,” Leah
noted. “You used to go out with that Mitchell Brothers
dancer all the time in college.”

“Well, yeah, but that’s me and you'’re...you.”

“Normally I would agree with you, but as it turns out,
Tina and I have a lot in common.”

“And we're not just talking about highlights?”

“No, we're not just talking about highlights. Tina and I
are both mothers, we’re both single, we both cheated while
on the South Beach Diet, and we both know what it’s like
to have the man you’re most committed to be unfaithful. The
only real difference is that the person who betrayed me was
my husband and her significant other was her pimp.”

“Okay, your exhaustion has obviously led to delirium. I
only wish I was recording this conversation so I could play
it back to you when you’re back to your normal moderately-
sleep-deprived self”

“Mmm, maybe you're right.” She extended her arms into
a stretch. “Maybe Jack will take a nap with me.” She paused
and then looked me in the eye. “Sophie?”

“Yeah?”

“I don’t know how I'll ever be able to thank you for ev-
erything you've done.”

[ smiled and nodded at Jack.“If you can actually get him
to sleep, that will be thanks enough.”
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The next day Leah left early in the morning to take Jack
to the zoo. Despite her lawyer’s insistence that she spend
every spare moment preparing for her case, Leah had decided
that she was going to use the time to do all the things she
might not be able to do in the years to come.

Anatoly called me a few minutes after she left with an up-
date. “I'm going over to the Gatsby to see if anyone there
has theories about where Cheryl disappeared to, but before
I go, let me fill you in on the details of a conversation I just
had with James Sawyer.”

“Okay, fill away.”

“I told him our theory about Taylor and Bob’s possible
embezzlement.”

“How’d he react?”

“Initially he expressed disbelief, but when I started
going over Bob’s recent expenditures, his disbelief
morphed into what I would call outraged suspicion. He’s
going to have an outside auditor go over the books and
get back to me.”

“Any chance James was in on it?”

“I don’t think so. His salary is almost a million a year and
his stock options are considerable. Plus he sincerely seems to
love his company. He built it from the ground up and I think
it’s doubtful that he would undermine it for the sake of a
tew illegal bonus checks.”

“So if there was any corporate monkey business going on
it probably all falls on Bob’s and Taylor’s shoulders.” I sighed
and rubbed my eyes. “Well, this could be a good thing. If
there’s any evidence that Taylor and Bob were taking money
from Chalet, James will undoubtedly find it. Then the po-
lice will be forced to move Taylor to the top of their sus-
pect list.”

“Not necessarily. I had hoped that the mere possibility of
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internal theft would be enough to get James to refuse to be
Taylor’s alibi, but he stuck to his first statement, only amend-
ing it by saying that he wished he had known all this at the
time of the dinner so that he could have taken the oppor-
tunity to stick her with the check.”

“So what you’re saying is...”

“What I’'m saying is that it doesn’t matter how many
crimes Taylor is found guilty of—if she has an alibi for the
night in question it doesn’t help us.”

[ drew in a deep breath.“Surely you have some good news
for me.”

“None that I can think of”

“Well then, make some up! This is one of those times
where a little placating is appropriate. Now I want you to re-
peat after me—‘Sophie, your sister will be cleared of all
charges, everybody will be happy and your next book will
sell better than the Da Vinci Code.”

“I can’t tell you that.”

“Shmuck.” I hung up the phone and stared at Mr. Katz,
who was curled up by the windows. “You think Leah will
come out of this okay, don’t you?”

Mr. Katz blinked, which was clearly his way of saying yes.

“And I'll sell more books than Dan Brown?”

Mr. Katz got up and left the room.

I looked down at the floor. This is why I don’t gamble.
I’'m incapable of quitting when I'm ahead.

[ spent the next two hours pounding out what I hoped
would be blockbuster prose before Mary Ann showed up on
my doorstep bearing gifts.

“A light Java Chip Frappuccino with extra whipped
cream and a box of Neiman’s exclusive chocolate-covered
macaroons.”

“Oh my God, it’s been forever since I've had a maca-
roon!” I took the box from her enthusiastically, then hesi-
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tated. “Theyre low fat right? I'm trying to lose four
pounds.”

Mary Ann pulled nervously on a curl. “Well...”

“Oh, for God’s sake, doesn’t anybody lie anymore?”

“They’re diet macaroons.”

I smiled and popped a cookie in my mouth.

Mary Ann slipped oft her Keds and kicked them under
the coffee table. Her eyes zoomed in on the shoe box that
was already there. “New shoes?”

“Old junk. Those are the personal eftects Bob had at his
office”

“May I?” she asked, gesturing toward the box.

I nodded and she handed me my Frappuccino before tak-
ing the box to the couch.

First she pulled out the family photo encased in the hid-
eous gold frame. Mary Ann pressed her lips together as if try-
ing to resist the urge to gag.“Did...Bob pick this frame out
himself?”

I laughed.“Erika told me it was a gift but we don’t know
from whom.”

She examined the photo with what I took to be morbid
curiosity. “Bob and Leah look so...so...”

“Disgusted with life?” I supplied. “Yeah, they weren’t ex-
actly a Norman Rockwell kind of family”

“Rockwell...is he the guy who built Rockwell Center in
New York?”

I suppressed a grin. “You're thinking of Rockefeller. Bob
wasn’t him, either, although you would never know it from
the way he spent money.”’ I took another cookie before sit-
ting on the love seat with my coffee. “You know what’s
funny? As hard as this whole ordeal has been on Leah, in
some ways | think it’s helped her grow as a person.”

“How so?”

“Well, as long as I have known her she’s always been a
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wannabe something. A wannabe cheerleader, a wannabe
debutante, a wannabe domestic goddess—and Bob just en-
couraged that.”

“Really? In what ways?”

“Oh, in lots of little ways. She used to say ‘oy vey’ a lot,
but Bob said it made her sound low-class, so she stopped. She
bought this cute little plum-colored V-neck sweater, but Bob
thought it made her look slutty, so she didn’t wear it. Basi-
cally he had an idea of how she should be and it had noth-
ing to do with who she was.”

Mary Ann put one hand on her heart. “That’s awful!”

“It is awful. But it seems like in the past few days Leah’s
forgotten to try to be someone else. It’s like she’s been forced
to look at what’s most important to her and she’s discovered
that it’s not a white-picket fence and a lace tablecloth.”

“I didn’t know Leah even had a white-picket fence.”

[ stared at her from over my plastic cup and wondered how
someone could manage to be that dense and still survive.“I’'m
speaking figuratively. What I’'m trying to say is that in a
strange way this horrific situation has forced Leah to come
into her own.”

There was the sound of a key being wiggled in the lock
and a second later Leah slipped in with Jack sleeping in her
arms. She mouthed the word hi and went down the hall into
the guest room.

Mary Ann smiled at me. “I like her highlights.”

“She’s getting rid of those soon,” I grumbled.

When she came back out into the living room and sat
down next to Mary Ann, her eyes fell on the macaroons that
I had put on the coftee table.

“Have one,” Mary Ann urged. “I bought them for both
of you.”

“Are they sugar-free? I'm on a low-carb diet.”

“Sugar-free? No...” Mary Ann saw the pleading look on



326 Kyra Davis

Leah’s face and immediately understood her mistake. “Yes,
they’re sugar-free. No sugar at all.”

“That’s exactly what I wanted to hear”” Leah smiled and
dove in. “So I've made a decision.”

“What kind of decision?” I asked.

“I’'ve decided to have sex with Jerome.”

Mary Ann turned bright red and I nearly choked on my
low-fat/sugar-free cookie. Maybe Leah wasn’t so stable after
all. “Wasn’t it you who told me you should never sleep with
a man on the first date?” I asked.

Leah nodded. I still believe that, which is why I won’t be
dating him. This will strictly be a wham-bam kind of deal.”

“A wham-bam deal?” My voice came out in a strangled
squeak. “Who are you and what have you done with my
sister?”’

“Really, Sophie, what’s the risk?” Leah asked. “It’s not like
anyone will see us holding hands in public. Besides, do you
know how long it’s been since I've had good sex?”

“I don’t know...a month, two...”

“Seven years ago. You remember Steven, don’t you? He
was the man I dated before Bob.”

“Seven years?” Mary Ann’s eyes widened. “What about
Bob?”

“I'said good sex.” Leah must have heard herself because she
suddenly blushed and looked down at the floor.“Bob did try
but...” As her voice trailed oft she held up her hand and
made a small space between her thumb and index finger.

“You mean he had a small penis?” Mary Ann blurted out,
then sank down into the couch, clearly embarrassed by her
own contribution to the conversation. “Well, I guess that’s
not the most important quality in a husband.”

“Yeah,” I said dryly. “There’s honesty, loyalty, moral val-
ues—all things Bob just had in spades.”

“So you understand why I want to sleep with Jerome.”
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“Of course I understand why you want to, but that doesn’t
mean you should do it.”

“And what should I do? If I behave like a nun do you think
the DA will drop the charges? No, he won’t. My life is on
the brink of ruin and it’s all because I married some adul-
terous jerk-off with a small penis!”

And with that she turned around and threw the frame
against the wall. The glass shattered and the backing dis-
lodged, thus displaying a floppy disk that had been hidden
behind the photo. Mary Ann, Leah and I all exchanged quick
looks before dropping to our knees to study it. I carefully
pulled away the shards of glass and picked up the disk.

“Do you know what this 1s?” I asked Leah.

“It’s what that burglar was looking for,” she whispered.

My mind went back to the day Erika called me to Bob’s
office. She had been so adamant that I come get everything
immediately. And then there was the way that she had pre-
sented the framed photo. She hadn’t put it in the box with
the other things. Instead she had made a point of personally
handing it to me and telling me that Leah should reframe
the picture.

“Erika put this here,” I said quietly. “She wanted you to
find this.”

Leah gasped. “You think?” She reached out and touched
the disk. “If that’s true, it would be as if she was speaking to
us from beyond the grave.”

Mary Ann stood up. “I just got a chill.” She looked over
her shoulder as if expecting to see a ghost.

“We have to see what’s on this.” I rushed to my laptop,
which I had left in my bedroom, Leah and Mary Ann on my
heels. When I attached the external floppy drive and stuck
the disk inside, only one file popped up. It was titled “Orders.”
I clicked on it, and in a matter of seconds the purchasing his-
tory of several of Chalet’s customers appeared on the screen.
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I shook my head. “I don’t get it. Why would Erika want
us to have this?”

“Maybe she didn’t.” Leah’s voice was heavy with resigna-
tion. “Maybe she didn’t put it in the frame after all.”

“If she didn’t hide it, someone else did. But why some-
one would want to save the purchasing history of a select
number of Chalet customers on a floppy is beyond me.”
scrolled down the page.“These people weren’t even good cus-
tomers.” I pointed to the screen.“Look, this woman bought
twenty-five thousand dollars’ worth of stuff in June and
then here in July she returned it all.”

Leah bent over so her face was closer to the monitor.“So
she did. Look, this woman did the same thing—except she
only spent seven thousand.”

“I know what this is!” Mary Ann clapped her hands
together. “Its a classic buy-and-return scam. We see it at
Neiman’s all the time. People buy a dress, wear it once and
then try to return it.”

I shook my head and pointed to one of the orders.“A din-
ing room table is not a dress.”

“Maybe they were having a dinner party,” Mary Ann
offered.

Leah squinted at the screen. “Will you look at where this
woman lives? Who buys an eighty-five-hundred dollar table
and then has it delivered to the slums?”

“That is weird,” Mary Ann said, noting the Hunter’s Point
address. “Maybe it was a gift?”

“For who?” I asked. “Her drug dealer? Are they accept-
ing tables and armoires in the place of cash these days?”

Leah tapped the arrow button, scrolling down to expose
more orders and returns. “Okay, so these people like to re-
turn things. How is this relevant to my life?”

[ shook my head. “I have no idea, but it must mean
something.”’
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“That’s great, Sophie,” Leah said sarcastically.

“Hey, we just found this. Give me a few minutes to figure
out—oh my God, Leah,look!” I pointed to the name of one
of the customers.

Leah gasped. “Maria E. Souza! That’s the Portuguese
woman from Hotel Gatsby!”

“Wait a minute.” I quickly scrolled back up.“Jan Levine.”
[ got up and ran to the living room and then came back with
the torn piece of paper. “Jan Le—this must be her!”

Leah looked at the paper. “Where did you get this?”

“I found it in the shoe box!” I jumped up and down ex-
citedly. “Check her phone number—see if it starts with the
numbers 5178

“It says here that her number starts with 4153.” Mary Ann
tapped the screen. “It’s not her address, either.”

Leah studied the screen and then gasped. “Oh. My. God.
It’s her credit card number.”

“Holy shit.” I slapped my hand over my mouth.

Leah scrolled back down to Maria. “There’s something
wrong here. The delivery address for Maria is in San
Francisco.”

“There’s another buy-and-return scam that I know about.”

Leah and I turned to Mary Ann.

“Remember when I used to work at Dawson’s? Well,
sometimes if a department was really close to making their
monthly sales goal the managers would ask the salespeople
to buy merchandise and return it when the month was over.”

I looked at the screen again. “All these purchases were
made in March, June, October and December, and all the re-
turns were made the following month.”

Leah brought her hand to her cheek. “Every three
months.”

I chewed on my thumbnail. “What happens every three
months?”
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“The seasons change?” Mary Ann offered.

“Business quarters,” Leah said quietly. “Business quarters
change every three months.”

My mind flashed back to the conversation we had with
Charlie.“That note that Charlie saw Cheryl handing Bob—
she was using her position at the Gatsby to help Bob com-
mit identity theft.”

“Why would she do that?” Mary Ann asked.

Leah looked at me and I saw my own comprehension mir-
rored in her eyes. “They did it to keep stock prices up. Ar-
tificially inflating stock prices coupled with identity theft...
that’s enough to land someone in prison for quite a while.”

I lunged for the phone and dialed Anatoly’s cell number.

“The subscriber you are trying to reach...”

[ hung up, sat back down at the computer and quickly
saved the information on the disk onto my hard drive.“Mary
Ann, Anatoly should be at the Gatsby. I want you to find him
and give him this disk.”

“Okay,” Mary Ann said uncertainly. “What are you going
to do?”

“I'm going to Cheryls.” I ejected the disk and gave it to
Mary Ann, who took it with some hesitation.

“You’re not going to do anything stupid, are you?”

This seemed like a particularly ironic question coming
from Mary Ann.“I’m not going to do anything stupid. Now
go!” I pushed her toward the door. She slipped the disk in
her purse and took oft to carry out her mission.

“So,” Leah said. “You’re going to break into Cheryl’s
place?”

“You got it. There’s got to be more evidence of Cheryl’s
involvement in all this, and I bet you anything it’s somewhere
in her home. All I need is a few minutes to look around.”

“Jack and I are coming with you.”

“Leah, you can’t bring a baby to a break-in.”
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“I’'m not going to go in with you. I’ll just sit in the car and
make sure no one walks in while you’re there—like a...a
lookout person.”

“I really don’t think that’s a good idea.”

“If you go to jail, I'll have to leave Jack with Mama. Think
about what it would have been like to have been raised by
Mama without Dad around to keep her balanced. I refuse to
sentence my son to a childhood filled with guilt and gefilte
fish!”

[ smiled despite myself.“Okay, you can come, but only be-
cause I know we won'’t be caught.” I squeezed her hand.“It’s
the Katz sisters against the world.”

Leah gave me a curt nod. “The world won’t know what
hit it.”



CHAPTER 19

“You wanna know if she’s a devil worshiper?” Al laughed
bitterly. “That broad’s so evil the devil worships her!”
—Words To Die By

“Just when I thought it wasn’t possible to hate Cheryl any
more than [ already did, she goes oft and kills my husband.”
Leah glared out the front windshield and ran her fingers
through her hair. “I can’t believe she would do this. What
would her hero Arnold Schwarzenegger say?”

“We don’t know that she killed Bob.” I paused at a stop
sign before hitting the gas again. “It could have been James
Sawyer. I know he’s at the center of all this.”

“Don’t even get me started on James Sawyer. It was just a
few months ago that I had his family over for dinner. I made
a souftlé, for God’s sake! And this is the thanks I get?”

[ gave her a sidelong glance. “If it’s any consolation, I'm
sure everything was set in motion long before the whole
souftlé event.”

“Wouldn’t it make more sense for us to go to Chalet? It
seems like that’s where the evidence would be, and the po-
lice have already searched Cheryl’s place.”
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“We’ll never get into Chalet on a Saturday, and even if we
did we wouldn’t get into James’s office. Besides, the police
didn’t know what to look for when they searched Cheryls.
We do.”

“I can’t believe she was actually providing Bob and Tay-
lor with the information to steal people’s identity. Surely one
or two of these people had a credit report done.”

“Think about it. They were probably opening new ac-
counts under these people’s names and every purchase that
was made was credited back within thirty days of the pur-
chase. And I assume Bob, Taylor, or whoever, had the pres-
ence of mind to close the accounts right after crediting
them. If someone did notice it on a credit report they might
have seen it as a computer glitch and decided it wasn’t worth
the effort to pursue the problem with the credit bureaus.”

“It I thought there was even the slightest possibility that
someone was charging things on accounts with my name
on it I would put out the effort to find out who it was and
stop them.”

“Okay, let’s say a few people did report it. How would they
know who got their credit info? Every time we hand our
credit card over to a salesperson we risk being ripped oft.”

“How comforting.” Leah turned and looked at Jack in the
back seat.

“He’s being really good,” I noted.

“I know. I wonder if he’s feeling all right.”

[ pulled onto the sidewalk in front of the garage in
Cheryl’s building. “I'm going to give you one last chance to
back out of this whole lookout-person deal. Keep in mind
that aiding and abetting a break-in is a felony.”

“What are they going to do, throw me in jail with a
bunch of other criminals?” she said scornfully. “Been there,
done that”

“Fine, but I don’t think you should wait in the car. Why
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don’t you pretend to wait at that bus stop across the street.
That way if something goes wrong, you and Jack will be able
to just stroll away.”

“Fine with me.”

We all got out of the car and Leah pulled the stroller out
of the trunk and strapped Jack in.

[ looked up at the building. “Cheryl’s apartment is on the
first floor. I think if I climb on top of the car I should be
able to pull myself up to the fire escape and climb in the
window.”

“Really,” Leah said flatly. “Am I mistaken or are you the
same person who dropped out of gymnastics after three
classes.”

“I was six!”

“Yes, but I don’t remember you signing back up at seven.”

“Do you have a better idea?”

“As a matter of fact I do. I'll climb in the window and
open the door for you.”

Before I could say anything she was on top of the car. She
reached her arm straight up in the air, but there was still about
a foot between her hand and the bottom of the fire escape.

“Leah, you really shouldn’t be doing this.”

She bent her knees and jumped. For a split second I didn’t
think she was going to be able to make it, and I wondered
how I was going to explain my dented roof to the insurance
company. But Leah did grab hold of the bars. Now she was
dangling in the air, holding on for dear life.

A young couple who was walking by, stopped to stare. I
smiled nervously. “We locked ourselves out,” I explained.

They looked at each other, shrugged and kept walking.
That’s what I love about city dwellers. More often than not
they’d rather walk away from a potential crime in progress
than waste their cellular minutes calling the police.

“Anything I can do to help?” I called up to Leah.
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“Climb up on the car and help hoist me up.”

[ was impressed. Leah had only achieved her criminal sta-
tus a short while ago but she had already become pretty
competent in the role. I made sure the wheels on Jack’s
stroller were locked, climbed up on the Audi and, with a
little help and a lot of struggling, got Leah up on the fire
escape.

“The window’s unlocked!” she called down excitedly.

“Great.” I climbed back down as Leah crawled inside the
apartment. My heart pounded as [ waited to see if cops were
going to come rushing out of their unmarked cars to haul
us all in. But that didn’t happen. Instead the buzzer to un-
lock the front door sounded and I quickly opened it and
wheeled Jack inside. I waited for Leah to come down to the
lobby, and when she didn’t, I cursed under my breath. I had
been hoping she would just leave the door to Cheryl’s place
open, take Jack from me and wheel him across the street. In-
stead I was going to have to bring Jack right to the scene of
the crime, which was not only irresponsible from a parent-
ing perspective but also incredibly inconvenient. I was now
going to have to lug him and his stroller up a flight of stairs.

I rubbed my hands against my jeans before undertaking
the endeavor, and when I finally got to Cheryl’s door I was
out of breath and seriously irritated at Leah. But oddly
enough, Jack didn’t seem bothered at all. He was quieter than
I had ever seen him. I rearranged him in his stroller and
opened Cheryl’s door.

Leah was in the middle of the living room looking incred-
ibly pale. Cheryl was standing at her side.

“Oh God.” I stepped forward. “Cheryl, I know this looks
bad but I can explain.”

“No need.”I turned just in time to see James Sawyer clos-
ing the door behind me. The polished metal of a small re-
volver sparkled in his hand.
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“Go stand with the other ladies, please.”

I opened my mouth but words failed me.

“Now.”

[ mutely walked to Leah’s side, pushing Jack along as I did.

James’s eyes traveled down to Jack and I thought I saw a
flicker of regret cross his features.

“That’s Bob’s gun,” Leah whispered. “He was about to use
it on Cheryl when I walked in.”

“I would have thought that would please you,” James said.
His laugh had a slightly hysterical ring to it. Cheryl choked
back a sob.

My hand tightened around the handle of Jack’s stroller.
“You don’t want to do this, James. You don’t want to kill a
mother in front of her child.”

“Of course I don’t want to do this!” James snapped. “I
didn’t want to do any of this! Bob is the one who put me in
this position. If he had had the common sense of a gnat none
of this would be necessary”” James waved his gun at Leah ac-
cusingly. “It was your husband who set all this in motion.”

“What went wrong?” I asked. Jack was whimpering in his
seat. I had never heard the child whimper before—maybe he
sensed the fear in the room. “Did Bob figure out that iden-
tity theft was...you know...immoral and stuft ?”

“So you know about that.” James let out a heavy sigh of
resignation. “It was a temporary game plan and no one was
going to get hurt. Not even the people whose credit infor-
mation we used. Everything we charged to those accounts
was promptly credited back. All Bob had to do was get the
credit information on a few of the more affluent guests at
the Gatsby and wait for his stock options to start paying off””’

I looked over at Cheryl, but she didn’t seem to care about
being exposed as a criminal. She appeared much more con-
cerned with the prospect of her imminent death. For once
she had her priorities straight.
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“What did Bob do?” Leah’s body was shaking. “Why did
you kill him?”

“He got greedy, that’s what he did! He didn’t bide his time
like the rest of us. Instead he immediately started spending
money like he was Bill Gates and he expected me to sup-
port his expensive tastes. He told me that if I didn’t give him
money right away he would act as a whistle-blower. He said
he would cut some kind of deal and give the DA my head
on a platter. He made a floppy disk that illustrated what we
were doing and gave me a copy to show me that he meant
business. He was too stupid to see that even with the best
plea bargain he would still have to deal with felony charges,
and he was too callous to care that his sister would be sent
to prison along with Taylor and me. What kind of man
doesn’t care about his own family?”

“Good question,” Leah muttered.

“You still didn’t have the right to kill him!” Cheryl cried.
“You could have let me talk to him or...or you could have
just given him his stupid money! You didn’t have to murder
my brother!”

“Don’t pretend that you gave a damn about Bob,” James
scoffed. “You have never cared about anyone but yourself.
When I asked you to get close with Erika and shoot her up
with cocaine, you didn’t so much as flinch.”

“But you didn’t tell me she had a heart condition!” Cheryl
protested. “You said that we just needed to make her look
like a drug addict to ruin her credibility. I didn’t know she
was going to die! And then you lied to me again to get me
to come back to the city. You told me that you had a way of
fixing everything. But really you just wanted the chance to
kill me, too!” She turned to Leah.“None of this is my fault!”

“Are you serious?” Leah hissed. “You have been stealing
people’s identities in exchange for money! You told a woman
you were going to administer her insulin and you shot her
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up with crack instead! I can’t believe the depths to which
you’ve sunk!”

“It wasn’t supposed to go this far,” squeaked Cheryl.“I just
wanted to make a little extra money—just enough to get into
the social events with high celebrity attendance, like award
ceremonies and Democratic Party fund-raisers. I never meant
to kill anyone!”

“But you knew James killed Bob,” I said, my anger match-
ing my fear. “Yet you were perfectly happy to tell everyone
Leah was the guilty one.”

“James told me she did it! He told Taylor that, too! He
said that if she wasn’t arrested quickly, everything we had
been doing would come out!”

“You believed what you wanted to believe,” James said.

“That’s also why Taylor came up with that stupid lie about
having an affair with Bob,” Cheryl continued, ignoring James’s
comments.“James told us it was the only way to explain their
being together at the Gatsby, and he promised to be her alibi
for the night Bob was killed so she wouldn't be a suspect!”

“I knew he wasn’t sleeping with her!” Leah cried, then
quickly shut up, apparently realizing that this wasn’t the time
to gloat.

“I don’t get it,” I said slowly.* Anatoly said your credit card
record shows you were at the Grand Café that night.”

“There are advantages to doing charity work.” James’s
Adam’s apple slid up and down.“For instance, if you befriend
the troubled youth, they will help you access drugs when
necessary and they don’t question you when you tell them
to enjoy a gourmet meal on your credit card.”

“My God,” I whispered. “You really are a slimy SOB.”

“No one was supposed to get hurt! When I went to see
Bob that night I wanted to talk some sense into him. Kill-
ing him was a last resort. But what was I supposed to do?”

“Well, you weren’t supposed to kill him!” Leah screamed.

“I don’t expect you to believe this, but I didn’t want any-
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one to die.” He looked down at Jack, and to my utter amaze-
ment, a real tear rolled down his cheek.

Leah moved closer to the stroller.

“It’s just that Bob’s demands kept getting bigger and big-
ger,” he said. “When Erika found out, he told me we could
buy her silence for fifty thousand dollars. When I gave him
the money, he used it to buy some jewelry for his mistress
and bought Erika’s silence by romancing her. He had no
morals, no scruples—he was going to ruin all of us!” He
looked down at the gun in his trembling hand.“I have a son,
too. I've worked so hard to build a legacy for him.I couldn’t
allow Bob to take it all away.”

“What about my son?” Leah pleaded. “I'm the only par-
ent he has now. If you kill me, what will happen to him?”

“And he needs his aunts, too—right, Sophie?” Cheryl
looked at me to back her up.

[ had to bite my tongue to prevent myself from asking
James to kill her first.

James stepped closer so that he was just a foot away from
Leah. “I promise you, Jack will be provided for. I'll pay for
his education. I'll make sure he’s okay.” He bent down so that
he was eye level with Jack.“I’'m so sorry,” he whispered.“Dear
God, I am so incredibly sorry.”

Jack’s eyes widened, and for a moment I thought he was
going to tell James to “piss off”” But instead his little body
convulsed and then lurched forward and before any of us had
a chance to react, an obscene amount of vomit came spew-
ing from his mouth. For a split second the room went silent
as we watched James stagger backward, his face covered in
regurgitated Cheerios. His foot caught on the floor rug,
causing him to lose his balance and fall to the ground. With
one look, Leah and I knew we were on the same page. We
pounced on James. In one fluid movement Leah kicked the
gun out of his sweaty palm and I jumped on top of him,
punching him in the nose and then the chin.
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“Call the cops!” I screamed at Cheryl. But she just stood
in the corner jumping up and down and screaming.

Leah tried to move past me and James so she could get to
the gun, but James recovered from his shock and grabbed her
ankle. Leah went sprawling. I pressed my knee into his groin.
James screamed and pushed me to the side with one arm, his
other hand holding on to Leah’s leg.

“I'm going to kill you both!” he yelled.

“The hell you are!”

We looked up to see Anatoly pointing the gun at James’s
head. James slowly opened the hand that had been clutch-
ing Leah and raised it above his head. His left hand went to
cradle his injured balls.

I squeezed my eyes closed and thanked every one of my
lucky stars.

“Anatoly,” Cheryl cried. “Thank God you’re here!”

If I hadn’t been so giddy with relief I would have stran-
gled her.

Leah rolled away from James and we both got to our feet,
leaving James on the ground. I tried to will my heart to slow
down but it wasn’t cooperating. Leah, on the other hand,
seemed much more composed. She brushed herself oft and
stepped up to Cheryl.

“We both could have been killed just now.”

Cheryl nodded and dabbed her eyes.

“Are you all right?” Leah asked.

“I think so,” Cheryl answered weakly.

Leah punched her in the jaw so hard that Cheryl was
knocked against the wall and slid to the ground.“How "bout
now?” Leah asked sweetly.

[ turned to Anatoly with a huge smile on my face.“Is my
sister awesome or what?”



CHAPTER 20

Sex 1s so much better than Prozac.
—Words To Die By

“This has got to be the most fun I have ever had at a me-
morial service.” Marcus popped a cheese puft in his mouth.

“Leah really did a good job, didn’t she?” I surveyed the
crowd gathered together in Leah’s home. “Plus I think peo-
ple are a little less depressed about Bob’s death than they usu-
ally are when someone they know dies.”

“Leah looks great. That plum-colored sweater is to die for.”

I giggled. “She’s been waiting to wear that for a while.”

Marcus nodded and grabbed one of the mini knishes.“So
give me an insider update on the evil trio.”

“Ah, James, Cheryl and Taylor. Well, Taylor’s faring the
best of the bunch. She still claims that she didn’t know any-
thing about Bob’s or Erika’s murder, and I think I believe her.
She just went along with the whole story about Bob and her
having an affair, to cover up the identity theft and fraud stuft.”

“You know, normally those seem like pretty big oftenses,
but considering everything that’s happened...”

“They don’t seem all that serious?”
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“Not so much.” He smiled at a young man who reached
around him to get to an hors d’oeuvres.

“Nonetheless, she’ll still be doing time. Of course Cheryl
and James are going to be doing a lof of time.”

“Has anyone figured out how James got his hands on
Bob’s gun?”

“Bob usually left his keys in the top drawer of his desk
while he was working. James just waited for him to step away
from his office and then stole the keys long enough to have
a copy made. Then he broke in here when no one was home
and found the safe. He figured out the combo because it’s
the same as all of Bob’s other combinations. I think at the
time he was just looking for the floppy disk, but he saw the
gun, and when James finally did decide to get rid of Bob he
knew exactly where to get the weapon for the job.”

“Mmm.” Marcus nodded thoughtfully. “I have another
question for you. See that gorgeous homeboy over there drink-
ing champagne like it’s beer? I'm getting a straight vibe, but
I’'m fighting a cold so I'm hoping my gay-dar’s on the fritz.”

“Your gay-dar’s working fine, he’s very straight. Besides,
Leah has dibs.”

“Is she dating already? How wonderfully scandalous!”

“She’s not dating—she’s decided that Jerome is going to
be her grief-avoidance sex guy.”

“Excuse me?”

“According to Leah, many high-society widows have sex
within a few months of their husband’s death as a means of
avoidance. Or was it transference? I don’t know—the point
is they get lucky with somebody they’re not serious about.”

“That is so great!” He stomped his foot playfully. “I want
to be a widow!”

“Yeah, well, Jerome’s not getting lucky tonight. Apparently
you have to wait a week or two for the griet avoidance to
really kick in. Otherwise it’s uncouth.”
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“Has your sister ever thought of writing a book? She
would just blow that Emily Post chick out of the water.”

“I don’t think books are her thing. Actually, she’s been
thinking about getting a job as an event coordinator.” I el-
bowed Marcus. “The Gatsby’s hiring—how ironic would
that be?”

“Excuse me, may | have everyone’s attention?” Leah
tapped her glass with a spoon until the room fell silent and
all eyes were on her.

She smiled graciously. “I want to thank you all for com-
ing. As many of you know, it’s been a hard few weeks for me
for a variety of reasons and I really appreciate all the support
everyone has shown me.” She smoothed her hands over the
bottom part of her sweater.“Many of you have commented
on this top I'm wearing. Normally I would say that this
neckline is a little too low to be appropriate for a memorial
service, but when I wear this sweater I remember the look
in Bob’s eyes when he first saw me in it.” She held her glass
up in the air theatrically. “So here’s to you, Bob. Wherever
you are—""she looked pointedly at the ground “—I want you
to know that I will be wearing this sweater frequently, and
whenever I do I will remember that moment and I will
smile.”

“That 1s so sweet!”

I looked to my right to see that Bianca had sidled up next
to me without my noticing. “Did you just get here?” I asked.

She nodded. Her hair was pulled back by a black head-
band that matched her black Wilkes Bashford dress. “I had
to drive Porsha to the airport.”

“Oh, so she’s gone?” My mood matched Leah’s smile.

“Yes, back to practicing law in New Hampshire. Leah was
sweet to invite me to this.”

[ didn’t say anything. Since she was no longer under po-
lice suspicion Leah had seen no need to be anything but dis-
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dainful of Bianca—until we rented Gone with the Wind. After
seeing the scene in which Scarlett shows up at Melanie’s
home in a red dress, Leah decided that Bianca simply had to
attend the service—in hopes that it would bring attention
to Bianca’s transgression and Leah’s overwhelmingly gener-
ous spirit.

“That was some speech.” Anatoly approached our little
group. “May I see you alone for a minute, Sophie?”

I handed Marcus my glass and followed Anatoly into the
kitchen.

“You look good in dresses.” His eyes moved over me ap-
praisingly as I leaned my back up against the counter.

“Thank you. You look...uncomfortable in a suit.”

“Very perceptive of you.” He put his hands on the counter—
one on either side of me, and leaned in so he was only half a
foot away from me.“I was just talking to your sister a few min-
utes ago, and do you know what she told me?”

“That earth tones are the new black?”

“She told me that many people have sex after funerals as
a way of dealing with their grief.”

“Ah, I see. But this is just a memorial service.”

“You’re a writer.” Anatoly leaned in closer. “Use your
imagination.”

He was an inch away now. “I can do that”’ I took a breath
deep enough to make my breasts press up against his chest.“Do
you want to go back to your place and make...espresso?”

Anatoly smiled.“I love a woman with a one-track mind.”
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