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Chapter 1

It was the strangest case I've ever had. Or—and I can
say this without a single reservation—ever will have. And
I guess it really had its inception back in April. . . .

I was sitting in my office, my head buried in the lunch
menu from a local coffee shop. Why, I can’t tell you. I
mean, I could have recited that menu by heart. Anyhow,
I’d just narrowed my choices to a pizza burger or a ham
sandwich when the intercom buzzed.

“Some woman’s on the line; she wants to speak to
you,” my secretary, Jackie, announced. She sounded put-
upon. The thing is, Jackie’s actually only my one-third
secretary—I share her services with the two very nice
lawyers who rent me this cigar box I call an office. So it
was quite possible she was up to her ears in work just
then. Either that, or the phone call had caused a thirty-
second delay in her plans. She was determined, she’d
confided to me that morning, to dash out of here at the
stroke of noon in order to get to the Lord & Taylor
lingerie sale “‘before all the good stuff’s gobbled up.”

“What’s her name?”’ I asked, quite reasonably.

“I didn’t have a chance to find out.”

“I don’t suppose she—"

“Gotta run, Dez,” Jackie said firmly—just before click-
ing off. I checked my watch: twelve-oh-five. The Lord &
Taylor lingerie sale. Definitely.

Seconds later I was talking to a woman who opened
with a hesitant, ““You don’t know me, but . ..”

It turned out that her name was Kathy Grasso. “I'm
phoning to ask you . . . that is, to invite you to be the,
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uh, guest speaker at the Arresting Women’s conference
this July. We really hope you—

“Arresting Women?”’

“Yes, it’s a convention of women mystery writers and
their fans.”

Well, how do you like that! With a name like Arresting
Women, I figured it was some kind of female police offi-
cers’ gathering!

“It’s being held on Saturday and Sunday, July twelfth
and thirteenth, in Green View Lake, Connecticut, which
isn’t far from New Haven,” Kathy recited.

“And you want me to speak at this conference?”

Now, you might have the idea that for someone
whose profession can, on occasion, leave her open to
genuine physical danger, talking to an audience like that
would be a piece of cake. But you’d be wrong. The very
thought shook me to the roots of my glorious hennaed
hair.

“We’d be so pleased if you would.”

“Tell me, how did you get my name?”

Evidently, Kathy wasn’t expecting that question. (Al-
though I can’t understand why not.) “We . . . um .
we’ve heard a lot about you—you’re really pretty
famous.”

“I'm what?”
“Famous. That is, among individuals who know anything
about . . . you know, about your line of work,” she fin-

ished lamely.

“Apparently, no one in your group is familiar with the
name Bo Dietl,” I remarked.

G‘Who?’7

“A private investigator who actually is famous.”

“This person is a man?”

“That’s right.”

“Uh, the thing is, most of our writers have female
sleuths—either amateur or professional—so we felt it
would be more beneficial for them to . . . to hear from
a woman investigator, you know? Of course,” Kathy put
in quickly, “it has to be an individual who’s well re-
spected in her field.”
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I couldn’t suppress a smile. She sounded so earnest,
so forthright. But 1 didn’t believe a word she said.

Listen, do you know how many members of the feminine
gender are listed under “Investigators’ in the Manhattan
yellow pages? Two, the last time I looked—including me.
(And I doubt there’s even that big a choice in any other
city.) The way I figure, there was an excellent possibility
that after my only competition declined to participate,
Kathy went to the telephone directory—and there I was.
Or could be she found us both in the directory, and a
coin toss decided her on which of us to try first.

But it didn’t hurt to be polite. “I thank you for the
invitation, Kathy, only I'm really not comfortable—"

It was as if I hadn’t spoken. “Naturally, we expect to
compensate you for your time—well, somewhat, at least.
Unfortunately, we can’t afford the sort of rate that I'm
sure you earn on your cases, but we can manage a small
fee. And, of course, we’ll take care of your travel ex-
penses and one night’s lodging.

“By the way, we’ve been holding our yearly confer-
ences at the Green View Lake Inn for a few years now,
and everyone just loves the place. The inn itself is so-o
pretty, sort of like a country manor. I understand that
some of the pieces in the lobby there are genuine an-
tiques. It has a fireplace, too—the lobby, I mean—a
beautiful fireplace.”

A beautiful fireplace. How’s that for a selling point
when you’re talking about the middle of July?

“The guests’ rooms are a nice size and really comfort-
able,” Kathy chattered on.

“Sounds lovely,” I slipped in when she paused for
breath, “but—"

“Oh, it is. Quite a few of our attendees stay on until
Monday. You might decide to do the same. We’re not
in a position to pay for that second night, I'm sorry to
say,” she added hastily, “but maybe you’ll like it there
so much you’ll want to do it on your own. Did I mention
that the Green View Lake Inn is actually sifuated on a
lake? So if the weather’s nice you can go swimming or
rowing or even fishing, if you like.”
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I didn’t like. Swimming was absolutely unthinkable. I
won’t tell you how much weight I carry around on my
five-foot-two frame—not even if you pull out all of my
fingernails—but I love to cook, and I love to eat. Plus,
my idea of exercise is walking from the refrigerator to
the kitchen table carrying a dish of H&iagen-Dazs. So
you’re not about to catch me wearing a bathing suit—
not in this lifetime. (For which you can consider yourself
fortunate.) As for the fishing part, just the thought of
sticking a slimy, squiggly little worm on a hook makes
me want to gag. And while I have no real prejudice
against rowing, I can’t say I have any great desire to pick
up an oar, either.

Still, the old inn was beginning to sound inviting. And it
suddenly occurred to me that it might be nice to get away—
even if only overnight. Maybe if I had a little wine before
that talk . . . “Uh, how long would I have to speak? That
is,” I tagged on hurriedly, “if I decide to do this?”

“Only forty minutes—and you’d be surprised at how
fast the time goes.” Then, with an anemic little giggle:
“It really does fly. Oh, and after your talk, you take a
few questions from the audience—and that’s it. By the
way, ours is a very small conference—we don’t get more
than seventy-five, eighty people, tops—and that’s in an
exceptionally good year. And not everyone will be at-
tending your session, either. We’ll schedule another pro-
gram for that same hour—you know, to keep you from
being overwhelmed.”

“I can’t even figure out what I'd say,” I protested—
but weakly now.

“Just talk about whatever you think would, you know,
interest the audience.”

“That’s another sticking point. I have no idea what
would interest them.”

“Okay, let’s see. You could tell them what made you
decide to become a private investigator in the first place,
and I'm sure they’d also enjoy hearing about some of
your cases. I know I would.”

“Are you a mystery writer yourself?”’

Kathy sighed. “No, just a fan, I'm afraid. But maybe
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someday . . .” she murmured wistfully. “Oh, I almost
forgot. We’ll be sending out flyers about the event, and
a couple of the local newspapers have promised to, you
know, give us a nice write-up. Also, we’ll be getting a
mention in a few of the newsletters put out by writers’
groups. Naturally, the name of our guest speaker—your
name, I'm hoping—will be prominently featured in all of
this. A little publicity can’t hurt, can it?”” She lost no
time throwing in, “Not that you need it—not somebody
with your reputation.”

That’s what she thinks! (Or, more likely, what she wants
me to think she thinks.) <1 don’t know. I have real reser-
vations about doing this. What if I suddenly draw a
blank?”

“Oh, you won’t,” the woman assured me blithely. “It’s
not as if you’d have to memorize anything. Practically all
of our speakers have notes with them.”

I turned things over in my mind. Suppose I got the
scary part over with at the beginning of the conference . . .
“I was wondering, Kathy, would it be possible for me
to give my talk fairly early on Saturday? The earlier
the better.”

“I don’t see why not. In fact, I'll make sure of it.”

Well, under those circumstances, I figured I could actu-
ally wind up enjoying myself at this thing. At the very
least, it would be a change of scenery. I might even gain
some perspective with regard to that frustrating, angst-
producing love life of mine. And it wasn’t as if going out
of town for a couple of days would have any impact on
my career. I mean, ask me when I last saw a bunch of
prospective clients queuing up outside my door, clamor-
ing for my services. Never, that’s when.

So in the end I said yes.

As soon as Jackie returned from her descent on
Lord & Taylor, she stopped in my office to display her
impressive haul. After which I told her about the
convention.

She refused to accept my version of how I happened
to be contacted. Gathering up her possessions now, she
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shook her short blondish brown hair. “Listen, they phoned
you because you’re a damn good PIL.”

I blew her a kiss.

“I mean it,” she called out as she headed for the door.
“You’re the best! And it looks like the word’s finally
getting around.”

Is it any wonder I love that woman?

Oh, and by the way, in the highly unlikely event you're
wondering what I finally settled on for lunch that day, it
was the pizza burger.



Chapter 2

Initially, during the three-plus months before the mystery
writers’ conference, my workload was really, really light.
But then things picked up a bit—briefly, anyhow. And
although none of these new cases were what you’d call
major, there was enough activity to cover a decent por-
tion of the bills. I'd just have to forgo all that caviar and
Dom Pérignon (no problem; I’d been forgoing them
since birth) and persuade myself to stay out of Blooming-
dale’s for a while (which wasn’t as easy as it sounds).

At any rate, as the conference drew closer and closer,
I found myself looking forward to it almost eagerly. The
fact that my career was in free fall again wasn’t the over-
riding reason, either—any more than it was what had
prompted me to accept that invitation in the first place.
Uh-uh. Both these things could be attributed to what
was currently a whole lot more troubling: the precarious
state of my love life.

Don’t misunderstand me. I wasn’t under the delusion
that at Green View Lake I'd miraculously gain the in-
sight to come to grips with the problem I was facing. But
at least I'd be forced to focus on something else for a
day or two.

So while my mouth went dry and my hands still shook
a little at the mere thought of speaking to a roomful of
people, 1 considered this a small price to pay for that
opportunity.

July twelfth was a near-perfect summer day. And al-
though the weather mavens had forecast that the temper-
ature would climb well into the eighties, when I started
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out at just past ten a.m., the thermometer hadn’t risen
much above seventy yet.

I have to confess that my nerves had been so jangled
earlier, at breakfast, that I couldn’t even manage my
usual Entenmann’s corn muffin. (Listen, I was lucky I
could swallow the Cheerios.) But as soon as I got onto
I-95, aka the Connecticut Turnpike, I switched on the
radio. After that, I was no longer in any danger of com-
ing apart.

I mean, I simply wouldn’t permit tonight’s little
speech—or anything else that had been giving me agita—
to set up camp in my head. And it was just about impos-
sible for unwanted thoughts to intrude as Elvis and I
harmonized on “Hound Dog.” Ditto when I gave Rod
Stewart a hand with “If I Had You.” And, of course,
the same was true during my duet with Judy (I’'m hoping
you don’t have to ask, ‘“Judy who?”’) on “Over the Rain-
bow.” Even on the occasions I wasn’t familiar with the
lyrics, as, for example, when Britney Spears, Christina
Aguilera and—are you ready?—Busta Rhymes were
singing their little hearts out, I bopped right along any-
way. My fellow drivers on I-95 could consider themselves
in luck. I was able to keep the windows rolled up that
day since, for once, the air conditioner in my ancient
Chevy was actually working.

The one downside to the trip: It was l-0-0-n-g. Appar-
ently, I missed my exit (something I have a real talent
for doing), and the ‘hour-and-a-half, hour-and-three-
quarters, tops”’ drive I'd been led to expect was extended
to nearly three.

I was standing in line at the registration desk when an
attractive, dark-haired young woman descended on me.
“It’s our . . . our VIP!” she squealed. “I am so happy
to meet you, Desiree!”” And with this, she enveloped me
in a bone-crushing hug. I noticed the name tag—KATHY
GRAssO—as soon as [ was able to extricate myself from
her clutches. (How is it that so many smiling, seemingly
friendly ladies greet you with an embrace that’s practi-
cally lethal?)
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“You look exactly like the photo you sent us,” she
gushed. “With that gorgeous red hair, though, it’s, you
know, an awful shame that our program book isn’t in
color.” Forget a broken bone or two; I liked this person!
She checked her watch now. “I was, uh, hoping I could
help you get settled in, Desiree, but I'm supposed to be
at a meeting in five minutes. I’d better get going, too.
The thing is, uh”—her voice dropped precipitously
here—*I have to tinkle first.”” She started to hurry away,
then stopped and whirled around. “Oh, we hope you’ll
join us at the head table for dinner this evening.”

“Thank you. I'd like that.”

“The Blue Room, seven o’clock,” she called out over
her shoulder.

As soon as Kathy left, I glanced around the lobby. I
conceded that my new very dearest friend’s assessment
of the fireplace had been right: This was a thing of
beauty. It was set in the center of a handsome, wood-
paneled wall, an integral part of the architectural design
being a large frame about a foot or so above the opening.
In the middle of this was a small, framed painting of two
almost ethereal-looking women seated in a lush garden.

I didn’t find anything else in the room particularly at-
tractive, though. Certainly nothing here was worthy of
the designation ‘“‘antique.” All I saw was a lot of beat-
up old furniture. The large Oriental rug was faded and
close to threadbare. The badly scarred wooden table
standing on top of it may have been quite handsome in
its day, but it was obvious that day—whenever it was—
had long since passed. And the same could definitely be
said about the four wooden chairs surrounding the table.

Anyhow, I was eventually assigned a room on the sec-
ond floor. It was simply furnished, but fairly large and
super-clean. There was a desk, a couple of comfortable
chairs, and a brass bed with a mattress so thick that at
first I was wondering how I’d manage to climb up there.
I eventually came to learn that the mattress was lower
than it looked—or else I was higher than I realized. The
one disappointment was the view. It didn’t exist—not
from this room, anyway. (Unless, that is, you happen to
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have a thing for parking lots.) Now, with a name like
the Green View Lake Inn, I'd expected to get at least a
glimpse of water. True, I didn’t care to be either in that
lake or on it, but this didn’t mean I wasn’t interested in
looking at it! So much for that VIP status Kathy had
assigned to me.

I quickly (for me) unpacked, then took a nice, long
nap (well over two hours’ worth, in fact). After that, I
sat at the desk and got down to business, practicing my
spiel out loud again and again. Finally, I broke away to
get ready for dinner.

There were ten of us at the table, including a writer
who’d been on one of the two four-o’clock panels that
day—this being the time slot I’d coveted—which, due to
what Kathy referred to as “unforeseen circumstances,”
had at some point become unavailable to me. So there
I sat, a smile pasted on my face, attempting to be conge-
nial while the pressure of that talk continued to hover
over me.

Fortunately, it wasn’t long before the waiter came
around for our beverage orders. And—also fortunately—
half a glass of Merlot later, I'd begun to unwind a little.
(In my case, this is about all that’s required to take the
edge off things.) Anyhow, now I was able to enjoy what
turned out to be pleasant company, along with a really
excellent meal. (Listen, how does this sound to you: Cae-
sar salad, Cornish game hen with cherry sauce and wild
rice, and chocolate fudge cake a la mode?)

Following dinner, I went back upstairs to go over my
notes one final time. Then, after foisting a brief pep talk
on myself, I freshened my makeup, checked out my gray
silk suit in the full-length mirror, and headed for the
elevator.

When I walked into the Colonial Room, I gulped. It
was still early—almost fifteen minutes early—and a num-
ber of people were already seated there. Why can’t they
all attend that panel down the hall—Finding the Humor
in Murder”? 1 wailed. But silently, of course.
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Kathy was already busy adjusting the mike at the lec-
tern to a height appropriate for a short person. “Hi, De-
siree,” she called out when I approached. “Looks like
you’ll be getting a nice turnout, a very nice turnout.”
Then, noting the expression on my face: “Uh, but it’s
still much too early to tell.”

By the time I was scheduled to begin speaking, how-
ever, there were actually people standing in the rear. But,
like the trooper I am, I flicked my tongue over my lower
lip, and, haltingly, I began. . . .

“Hi, everyone, my name is Desiree Shapiro, and I'm
a licensed private investigator with an office in Manhat-
tan. You already knew that from the program book,
though, right?”” This brought a few smiles and even a
welcome little titter.

“Um, I'm really not too sure what you’d be interested
in hearing about. Maybe some of you are curious as to
whatever possessed me to become a private investigator
in the first place.” A girl two rows back—any female
under thirty is a girl to me—was nodding enthusiasti-
cally now.

“Well, when I was too young to know any better,” 1
said, ‘I thought it would be a nifty career for a woman—
really exciting. Then, once I got my license—and I proba-
bly shouldn’t admit this—I could hardly wait for people
to ask me what I did for a living. You’d be surprised at
the kind of impact it made when I said I was a PI. It
still does, actually, but this was especially true in those
days.”

“Just when were those days?”’ some loudmouth in the
back of the room yelled out.

I answered with a straight face: “Around the time
Roosevelt was inaugurated. Naturally, I'm talking about
Theodore Roosevelt.” Here, the audience response was
not only laughter, but a smattering of applause. After a
quick glance at my notes, I went on to say that when I
started out—and for a long while afterward—I wasn’t
involved in the sort of cases that were apt to precipitate a
physical attack. “‘I handled mostly divorce and insurance
matters, along with missing persons, child custody
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disputes—that kind of thing. Um, the truth is, I was
about a thousand percent more likely to get a scratch
from a paper clip than I was to wind up with a bullet
wound. But then came the day I was persuaded to look
into the murder of an old woman. And homicides have
been a part of what I do ever since. As you might expect,
that’s led to a few instances where things have gotten a
little . . . um, hairy.” And now, with some help from my
trusty notes, I gave a brief synopsis of a couple of the
investigations I'd conducted that had nearly cost me
my life.

I wrapped up my presentation by explaining that I try
not to think about the risks involved in my profession.
“Besides,” 1 pointed out, “‘we expose ourselves to risk
every time we get behind the wheel of a car or put on
a pair of skis or even cross the street. None of which are
likely to bring the tremendous satisfaction that every so
often comes with this job of mine: the satisfaction of
bringing a killer to justice.”

An enthusiastic round of applause followed. And then
I took questions from the audience on everything from
what usually enables me to identify the perpetrator
(“mainly lies and inconsistencies”) to how long it takes
me to solve a crime (“too long—no matter how quickly
I manage to do it”).

Finally, Kathy rose from her seat in the front row,
pointed to her watch, and thanked me—which produced
a lot more clapping.

Well, after months of anxiety, it was over. At last |
could breathe a sigh of relief.
And T did.



Chapter 3

I was up at nine a.m. on Sunday, which on a weekend
is practically the equivalent of daybreak for me. But I
had to make up my mind this morning whether to extend
my visit here.

The thing is, since I'd left the city, my super-
aggravating personal life hadn’t so much as entered my
thoughts. True, most of this could no doubt be attributed
to all that anxiety involved in my public speaking debut.
Still, I couldn’t disregard the possibility that simply get-
ting away had also been a factor. And it occurred to me
that maybe—just maybe—if I stayed over another day,
my luck would continue to hold. Anyhow, I planned to
come to a decision at breakfast.

I opted to eat outdoors at the Patio Café, where I
requested a table facing the water. I mean, I figured it
was about time I got a look at the “Lake” part of the
Green View Lake Inn. And while I don’t suppose this
particular lake was any great shakes as far as lakes go,
I found the sight of it sort of relaxing, soothing even.

I'd just had some orange juice and was eagerly
awaiting my eggs Benedict when a pleasant, slightly high-
pitched male voice said, “May we join you?”

I lifted my head to find a slim, boyish-looking individ-
ual smiling down at me. (It was a nice, friendly smile,
too.) I estimated him to be somewhere in his thirties. At
his side was a tall, striking woman, who was maybe just
a tad theatrical-looking. Her carefully made up face was
shielded from the sun by a wide-brimmed straw hat dec-
orated with flowers that matched the flowers on her
flowing cotton print dress. And although her features
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were partially hidden by the hat, I noted that she had a
straight nose and nice, full lips. Plus, her hair—what little
of it was visible—was a very becoming silver. But while
I figured the woman to be older than the man, I couldn’t
so much as take a stab at the age difference. I mean, the
lady’s skin appeared to be taut and virtually unlined.
However, whether this was due to her having inherited
an enviable bunch of genes or whether she’d been the
recipient of some expert snipping and stitching was any-
body’s guess.

At any rate, I was a little taken aback by the couple’s
request, since there were a number of empty tables avail-
able. Naturally, though, I responded that of course they
were welcome to join me.

“This is Belle Simone,” the man informed me once
the two of them were seated. Belle glanced at me and
nodded perfunctorily. “Uh, Belle isn’t up to carrying on
a conversation until she’s had her morning coffee,” he
explained, looking somewhat embarrassed. “Oh, by the
way, I'm Gary Donleavy, Belle’s secretary, companion,
and also very good friend—I hope.” He tittered when
he said this last part.

Before I could introduce myself, our waitress material-
ized at Gary’s elbow, pencil poised. He ordered breakfast
for himself and the mute Belle. Then, as the woman
began to walk away, he added hurriedly, “We’d like the
coffee now, though, please.”

“Uh, I'm Desiree Shapiro,” I announced, finally hav-
ing the chance. This established, Gary and I shook hands.
Belle merely nodded.

“We know who you are,” Gary responded. “Belle and
I attended your presentation yesterday evening. We en-
joyed it immensely, too.” Belle nodded again, this time
favoring me with a little smile, as well. (Although I can’t
swear it wasn’t gas.)

I murmured a thank-you.

“With a profession like yours, you have to be a pretty
brave woman,” Gary commented.

I laughed—actually, it was more like a guffaw.
“‘Brave’ is hardly an adjective that applies to me. The
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truth is, I'm chicken. I never expose myself to danger—
not if I can help it, anyway. You know how in the movies
these female PIs—decked out in their stiletto heels, no
less—are always running after the bad guys? Well, when
there’s danger involved, you can bet I'll be running,
too—only in the opposite direction. What’s more, I don’t
own any stiletto heels. Not a single pair.”

Gary howled at this (I didn’t think it was that funny),
while Belle produced another tepid smile.

It was at this point that my breakfast, along with my
companions’ coffees, was set on the table.

Gary turned to me. “Eat!” he commanded. “Listen, if
my waistline hadn’t expanded two inches this year, I'd
have ordered the eggs Benedict myself. And, trust me, I
wouldn’t have waited for someone else to get served be-
fore digging into those scrumptious things.”

I smiled gratefully at him. “Thank you. Uh, would you
like a bite or two before I get started?”

“And risk adding another eighth of an inch to my
middle? Heavens, no!”

I’d managed to get in a forkful when he asked, “Do
you plan on staying over tonight?”

“I’'m not sure yet. What about you?”

“No, as soon as we’ve finished eating, we’ll settle the
bill and head back to Manhattan.”

“Ah, a fellow New Yorker,” I commented. “Inciden-
tally, are the two of you mystery writers—or readers?”
I glanced from one to the other, immediately following
which a second forkful of eggs Benedict was en route to
my mouth.

Surprisingly, it was Belle—apparently fueled by the
coffee—who responded in a low, resonant voice that was
a perfect complement to her appearance. “Gary is defi-
nitely a reader. And while I don’t have as much free
time as my friend here does”’—she flashed him a playful
grin—*I guess you could place me in the reader category,
too, even though I'm a published author. And many
times over, I might add—but in another genre.” She
shrugged. ““Still, I take it that you’ve never heard of me.”

“Umm ... I'm...uh... sure that’s because I don’t
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do much reading—outside of mysteries, that is. What sort
of books do you write?”

“Romances. Very popular romances. As a matter of
fact, my novels have been making the New York Times
best-seller lists for years. But as you can tell, I'm not
the sort to brag,” she declared, attempting to suppress
a smile.

“That’s quite an achievement!” And now it occurred
to me. “But if you're not an avid mystery fan—and I
gather you’re not—what brought you to Green View
Lake this weekend?”

“You did, sweetie.”

“Me?” 1 practically screeched the word. “I don’t
understand.”

“I wouldn’t expect you to, so I'll explain. About a month
ago, as I was in the process of completing my first mystery,
I received an Arresting Women flyer in the mail. I was
about to toss it into the wastebasket when I noticed a
heading that interested me. It seems that a private
investigator—an experienced private investigator—was to
be the guest speaker at their convention.”

“And you wanted to talk to me because one of the
characters in your new novel is a female PI. Is that it,
Belle?”

“Nope. I wanted to reassure myself that the homicide
in my book can actually be solved. And who better to
confirm this for me than a professional detective like
Desiree Shapiro?”’

“I’d be very happy to read your book. But the fact is,
I don’t do all that well when it comes to figuring out a
crime that exists only on paper. Luckily, I'm more suc-
cessful in real life, probably because I’'m able to question
the suspects.”

“I promise that you’ll be provided with valid clues.
These, by the way, haven’t been included in the text as
yet, simply because I'm still trying to decide where to
insert them. But they should enable you to uncover the
identity of the killer. Presuming, of course,” she added
lightly, “‘that you’re clever enough to figure them out. I
warn you, though, the clues are complex. You see, I
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wanted to write something a lot more intricate than the
average whodunit. But anyhow, if you do succeed in deci-
phering my little puzzler, I'm prepared to pay you the
tidy sum of $24,940.”

I laid down my fork. Did she say $24,940? Then, as
soon as I'd regained the power of speech: “Why would
you want to do something like that?”

Belle smiled fleetingly. “My reasons, Desiree, are my
own. Anyhow,” she went on, “you’ll be receiving the
manuscript in a day or two, along with a copy of the
agreement you’ll have to sign. That is, if you decide to
accept my proposition.” The words had barely left her
lips when she demanded impatiently, “So?”

Well, I ask you, what PI wouldn’t jump at an opportu-
nity like this one? And to a PI who once took on a client
who planned to cover the fee with her babysitting money
(which, of course, Id had no intention of accepting), it
was like a gift from the gods.

“So?” Belle repeated. “Yes or no, which is it?”

“Yes,” I answered.

I mean, wouldn’t you?



Chapter 4

After that astonishing breakfast, I certainly didn’t want
to spend another day in Connecticut. I couldn’t wait to
go home and share my incredible, my unbelievable news.
At a few minutes past one, after saying good-bye to
Kathy Grasso (and subjecting myself to another near-
fatal hug in the process), I got into my car and headed
back to Manhattan.

Almost immediately, I began spending the money I
didn’t have yet.

First off, I'd treat myself to new carpeting—the stuff
presently covering my floors was an embarrassment. 1I’d
replace the sofa, too. Definitely. The way I saw it, the
only faded and lumpy thing that belonged in my living
room was me. And come to think of it, the club chairs
weren’t in such hot shape, either.

Minutes later, however, I had a change of heart. What
I needed most was a new car. “Sorry,” I said aloud,
patting the seat cushion next to me, “‘but it’s about time
you retired, old girl.” I wondered idly how much a BMW
sold for. Too much, 1 supplied at once. All right. So how
about— 1 stopped short. Never mind that I hadn’t re-
ceived that windfall yet. The thing is, I couldn’t be sure
it would happen at all.

I mean, suppose I wasn’t able to solve the murder.
Nah! 1 refused to entertain even the possibility of failure.

Okay, then, what if the proposition wasn’t for real?
Listen, this could be some sort of hoax. How did I know
the woman I'd broken bread with this morning was a
best-selling author? Or, for that matter, whether her
name was actually Belle Simone? Now that I thought
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about it, I’d never even heard of a successful writer by
that name. I reminded myself that there must be hun-
dreds of successful writers I hadn’t heard of. Well, it
should be easy enough to establish whether or not my
prospective client was who she’d represented herself to
be. And I’d look into it first thing tomorrow.

But hold it a minute. Let’s say I was able to verify the
lady’s identity. This was still no guarantee the proposition
was bona fide. After all, simply having a flourishing career
doesn’t prove you’re operating on all four burners. On the
other hand, though, if she was a popular romance author,
there was at least a decent chance this thing was on the
level. At any rate, I wasn’t about to hold off until I'd
checked her out before informing Nick of my (very likely)
good fortune. Never mind that he was the reason I'd just
run away from home—more or less—to begin with.

The traffic on 1-95 had been heavy (and, yes, 1 also
missed my exit again), so I didn’t make it back to East
Eighty-second Street until close to five.

The first thing I noticed when I walked into my apart-
ment was that my answering machine was winking at me.
There was a message from Nick.

“Hi, Dez. I hope everything went well with your
speech and that you enjoyed the conference. I’ll be head-
ing down the shore to my sister’s place in a few
minutes—she’s throwing an engagement party for my
niece. I should probably be too embarrassed to admit
this, but I had the date all screwed up; I was under the
impression the thing was next Sunday. Fortunately, I was
talking to my mom this morning, and she straightened
me out. It’s tonight!

“Anyhow, most likely I'll stay over and drive to work
from there in the morning. I'll call you later if I can
sneak away for a couple of minutes. If not, I’ll give you a
ring tomorrow.” A pause, then softly: “I miss you, Dez.”

My knees turned to jelly. “I miss you, too, Nick,” I
whispered to the machine. I was practically in tears now.
I’d been so pumped up about sharing my big news with
Nick that I was suddenly very depressed. In fact—and
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this is a rarity for me—I even lost my appetite! Fortu-
nately, it returned shortly thereafter, and I was able to
do justice to the eggplant parmigiana that had been bid-
ing its time in the freezer.

Is she or isn’t she?

It was a thought that sprang to mind the instant I
opened my eyes Monday morning.

Now, being a hotshot PI, I was familiar with numerous
methods—some of them pretty esoteric—for confirming
an individual’s identity. But I took a much more pro-
saic route.

Before heading for work, I made a pit stop at a Bor-
ders bookstore not far from my office. They had three
Belle Simone paperbacks (reprinted from the hardcover
editions) in stock. The first one I picked up—Dark Pas-
sions, it was called—had a photograph of the author on
the inside back cover. And yes, that Belle Simone and
my Belle Simone were, praise the powers that be, one
and the same.

“So? How’d it go?” Jackie demanded the instant I
walked through the door.

“Pretty well, actually.”

I was all set to tell her about Belle’s proposition when
she said hurriedly, “I want to hear everything—only it’ll
have to wait until later. First, I've got to finish typing this
brief for Elliot.” (Elliot Gilbert is one half of the two law-
yers who, as I mentioned earlier, rent me my office space.
Incidentally, his partner is Pat Sullivan, hence the firm’s
legendary theatrical name of you-can-guess-what.)

I was already walking away when Jackie called after
me, “Oh a messenger was here a few minutes ago with
a package for you. I put it in your office.”

For one of the very few times in my life, I actually
began running (well, speed walking, anyhow). And by
the time I reached my cubbyhole, which was only a short
distance away, my palms were so slippery I had trouble
turning the doorknob.



MURDER CAN CRASH YOUR PARTY 21

Anyhow, sitting in the middle of the desk was a gray
envelope, a very lightweight gray envelope. I ripped it
open; inside was a manila folder. And inside this was
what appeared to be a manuscript, on top of which were
two copies of a brief agreement, already signed by Belle
and witnessed by Gary Donleavy. The terms of the
agreement were simple:

I was to sign and date both copies and return one of
them to Belle by registered mail. Immediately upon its
receipt, I’d be supplied with the first of three clues neces-
sary to the solution of the mystery. The second clue
would be provided to me only after I'd deciphered the
first. And I'd have the third—and final—clue after solv-
ing the second.

I was given three months to submit my findings to
Belle. Then, within two weeks of successfully identifying
the murderer, I'd receive a cashier’s check for the sweet
little sum of $24,940 dollars. And if I goofed? Hopefully,
I’d at least learn who dunnit.

At any rate, there was no longer any doubt about it:
Belle Simone was in earnest.

I focused on the manuscript itself now, which was sur-
prisingly thin—more the size of a novella than a novel.
(I later saw that there were just eighty-two pages.) Good!
I’d been afraid I might have to deal with something the
size of War and Peace. 1 noted that the title page was
missing, very likely because Belle hadn’t decided on a
title yet. But in its place was a note:

Desivee,

I'm sewding you am abbveviated version of
the actual wovel, since | feel that, this way,
it will be simpler for you to concentvate owm
the mystevy itself. Rest assuved that wothing
velevamt to its solution has been withhelA.

Good luck,
Belle
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It was very tempting to sit there and start reading, but
I was anxious to make this thing official. Even so, I had
to practically coerce myself into getting my bottom out
of that chair and out into the hall, where I grabbed a
passing law clerk to witness my signature. (There was a
space for that purpose on the agreement.) As soon as
he did the honors, I left for the post office with the
executed document.

My luck, the air-conditioning at the post office was on
the blink, and it took more than fifteen minutes for me
to conclude my business there. I mean, the lines in that
place extended practically into New Jersey! Now, after
an ordeal like that, I'd normally have treated myself to
a nice lunch. But not today. Today, I’d just have some-
thing at my desk.

Jackie was still typing away when I came back toting
a little nourishment bag from Burger King. She stopped
and waved a couple of message slips at me. Before
allowing me to take possession, however, she did the
same infuriating thing she usually does: She recited the
contents!

“Nick called. He’ll phone you at home.” She glanced
at the second paper. “About ten minutes after he called,
Ellen checked in.” (Jackie was referring to the other very
special person in my life: the wonderful niece I acquired
when I married my now-deceased husband, Ed Shapiro.)
“She said she was in meetings all morning, and she has
appointments with vendors this afternoon.” (Ellen’s a
buyer at Macy’s.) “But she can’t wait to hear all about
your convention. She’ll talk to you tonight, too.” And
with this, Jackie handed over the message slips.

“Thanks, Jackie,” I muttered. Then, crumpling the
now redundant little papers in my hand, I hurried to my
cubbyhole—and Belle’s manuscript.
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Rob Harwood wasn't handsome, the introduction
began. He wasn't even particularly good-looking. He
hadn't been blessed with high cheekbones. Or a classic
Roman nose. Or a smile so dazzling, one's eyes had to
be shielded from its glare. As to his own eyes, they were
brown. Not a liquid brown. Or even a warm brown.
Just a plain, run-of-the-mill brown. He wasn't very tall,
either—not more than five-eight, at most. And he wasn't
particularly muscular. What's more, a substantial portion
of his once-thick dark hair had years ago separated
from his scalp. Rob Harwood was no longer young, you
see. You might even say that he was on the cloudy side
of middle age. Then what was it about him that, even
now, so many attractive—even beautiful-women found
so compelling?

Certainly his looks didn't appear to be much of a
factor. It is also unlikely that his bank account was the
draw. Granted, he was a successful Realtor. But there
were many wealthier men whose beds were cold at
night.

No doubt some of Rob's appeal could be attributed
to his vitality. He didn't walk into a room; he strode
into it. He was an excellent tennis player, an avid skier,
and he still managed to jog three miles a day. He
laughed easily and often. This zest for living, this enthu-
siasm of his was almost contagious. He had a special
way of listening, too—eyes half-closed, head tilted to
the side, and an understanding nod when called for.
But if the man had a single dominating feature, it was
his voice—deep and soft and as stirring as a caress.



24 Selma Eichler

Oh, yes. There was one thing more: From all accounts, he
was an incredible lover, both tender and passionate,
who inspired the fervent devotion of countless women,
along with the envy of any number of men.

Then, suddenly, it ended.

One summer evening, many years ago, Rob was cele-
brating his sixtieth birthday with family and friends at
a lavish party in his own home—when someone slipped
something into his champagne.

And for Rob Harwood, the party was over.

I had a few bites of my cheeseburger, scarfed down
some fries, and was all set to start part one: “The Sur-
prise Party, August 1983,” when Jackie walked in. She
plopped down on the chair on the other side of my desk,
which was the only vacant seat in this teeny office of
mine. ‘““Tell me about your weekend,” she demanded.

I gave her a quick rundown. Then I got to the part
about Belle Simone’s wild proposition.

At this, Jackie’s eyes almost doubled in size. It
doesn’t sound kosher to me,” she said when I'd finished.
“I don’t care if she is a hotshot author. She’s also some
kind of nut if she’s going to give you all that money just
for sitting on your keister and solving this mystery she
wrote. What reason did she give, anyhow?”

“She didn’t. She said that her reasons were her own.”

“Well, you should have had Elliot or Pat take a look
at that contract before you sent it off. It’s one of the
perks of being in an office with lawyers—nice ones,
anyhow.”

“Why bother either of them? I really have nothing to
lose here, Jackie. The very worst that can happen is that
I'll read Belle’s book and legitimately identify the perp
without getting the money promised to me. Of course,
I’'m not saying I won’t be angry if the woman reneges—
I'll probably be furious. But the document she sent was
pretty straightforward, so I don’t really see that happen-
ing. Besides, I look at it this way: I read mysteries all
the time, and suddenly there’s a possibility—a very good
possibility, I like to think—that I’ll be paid a bundle of
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money for doing what I’ve always done for free. Also,
the monetary gain aside, I like the challenge; this thing
really intrigues me. So I'm willing to take my chances.”
“I bet you’ll solve it,” my loyal secretary and very
good friend responded firmly.
“Thanks. Now get out of here. I have some important
reading to do.”

Part one opened with:

Doubtless, Rob Harwood took great pride in the fact
that his lack of height was no obstacle to his acquiring
the sort of female companions he found it necessary to
look up to—in the literal sense of the words. So it was
not unexpected that, like virtually every other woman
in his life—past and present—the woman he chose for
a wife would be tall and willowy. It was also fairly
predictable that, although close to forty by this time,
Tess Harwood would still turn heads wherever she went.

Today is Rob's sixtieth birthday. And to celebrate this
milestone, Tess is throwing a surprise party for him at
the couple's Manhattan penthouse. A dozen friends and
relatives are gathered in the enormous living room this
evening, two white-jacketed waiters moving among
them. One of the waiters is proffering vintage cham-
pagne, the other such tempting little delicacies as paté
de foie gras, caviar, feuilleté of chanterelles and wild
berries, and filet mignon with béarnaise sauce on toast
points. There is no doubt that both the champagne and
hors d'oeuvres are well received; they repeatedly disap-
pear the moment they're served. Of course, this was not
unanticipated, since tonight the Harwood kitchen is in
the hands of the most highly touted—and expensive—
catering firm in New York.

By now, the majority of the guests have been at the
apartment for close to an hour. And the hostess begins
to glance surreptitiously at her watch: 6:20, it reads,
then 6:25, then 6:29. Rob had assured her he'd be home
by six to shower and change before the pair ostensibly
went out for an intimate little birthday dinner. It isn't
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like him to be late, Tess frets, particularly since she'd
stressed that their reservation was for seven fifteen.

Finally, at six thirty-three, the doorman buzzes the
apartment twice to signal that the guest of honor is on
his way upstairs.

The lights in the living room are hurriedly extinguished.
The crowd turns instantly, almost eerily silent. Soon, there
is the sound of a key turning in the lock, following
which Rob enters the foyer. He is slightly disheveled
and appears to be perturbed. “I'm home!" he calls out.
No answer. He walks into the darkened living room and
switches on the lights.

It is the signal for twelve people to respond with an
almost ear-shattering, "Surprise!"

"Oh, for God's sake,” a stunned Rob murmurs.

Tess hurries over and hugs him. “Happy birthday,
dear,” she says softly, as she leans over to kiss his cheek.
"l was beginning to worry."

"Some drunken idiot rammed into the car, and—" But
the couple is now surrounded by well-wishers.

As soon as he is able to, Rob pulls his wife aside.
"Thanks, honey," he whispers, touched. “This is great.
How did you manage it without my knowing?"

She laughs. "It wasn't easy." With this, she plucks a
flute of champagne from the tray of a passing waiter
and hands it to her husband. "How about some caviar?"
she asks. “There's paté de foie gras, too, and—"

“In a few minutes,” he interrupts. "lI'd better get
cleaned up first; | feel really grungy."” He places the
untouched drink on the end table behind him, then
hurries away.

Tess is soon approached by two of the guests, and
the three of them stand there and chat. At one point,
Tess notices that a waiter is about to remove the unat-
tended champagne from the end table. "That's my hus-
band's, and I've sworn to guard it with my life,” she
tells the man, smiling.

Rob comes downstairs within fifteen minutes, dressed
in a lightweight, beautifully cut tan gabardine suit and
a brown, tan, and yellow striped tie. He takes a brief
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stroll around the room, shaking hands, bussing cheeks,
and exchanging a few quick words with his guests. Then
he joins the group surrounding his wife, which has ex-
panded a bit by this time. “I'll get your champagne,”
Tess volunteers, taking the four or five steps to the end
table behind them. Seconds afterward, she hands her
husband the drink, smiling lovingly at him as their fin-
gers touch.

Rob downs it quickly. "I could use another one of
these," he remarks to Tess, tapping his glass and looking
around for a waiter. "l don't think the jerk did too much
damage, though."” Then, noting his wife's expression, he
laughs. “I'm talking about the accident with the car.”

"Thank God you weren't injured; that's the important
thing," she tells him. “"Rob was in an automobile acci-
dent today,” she explains to the others.

"Nothing serious,” the birthday boy chimes in, pro-
ceeding to relate the details of the minor mishap. A
few minutes later, he whispers to Tess, "I could go for
about a dozen of those hors d'oeuvres right now, too.
I'm starved.” Then, only partially in jest: “When do you
think we'll be eating, anyway—midnight?"

It is at this precise moment that the dining room
doors open. Dinner is about to be served.

Some of those gathered around the table that night
maintained that he'd enjoyed both the humor and
praise of the good friend who stood up to make the
toast. Others insisted that even before the waiters had
finished pouring the champagne, he was flushed and—
in retrospect—appeared to have trouble breathing.

But one thing no one could dispute: Very soon after
twelve glasses were lifted to his "very good health,” Rob
Harwood was dead.

27



Chapter 6

I’d had some paperwork to finish up, which kept me busy
for a couple of hours. Just now, though, I took out the
manuscript again and was giving serious consideration to
going on to part two when Jackie poked her head in my
office. ““For crying out loud! You still at it?”’ she inquired
in her normal sugar-sweet tone.

“Why? What time is it?”

“Almost six.”

“I don’t believe it!”

“Wanna bet?”’

Automatically, I checked my watch: five minutes to
six. “I had no idea it was this late. I guess I'll pack up
and go home. Why are you still here?”

“I’'m meeting a cousin of mine for dinner. In fact, I'd
better get moving. See you in the morning,” she said,
her head disappearing from the doorway.

“Enjoy your dinner!” I called after her. I was about
to transfer the manuscript to my attaché case when Jack-
ie’s head was back.

“Give yourself a break and relax tonight. You’ve had
a hectic few days. That mystery of yours’ll hold until
tomorrow, you know.”

“You’re right. I'll just watch a little TV and go to
bed early.”

She looked at the manila folder in my hand and then
at the open attaché case. “‘Liar!” she accused as the head
vanished again.

Since I wasn’t particularly hungry that evening, I made
what my niece, Ellen, refers to as one of my refrigerator
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omelets, so named because it consists of just about every-
thing in the refrigerator that isn’t soggy, moldy, or hard
as a rock. To be honest, though, tonight the red pepper
was pretty wrinkly, and I wondered whether the ham was
maybe just the tiniest bit slimy. But considering that I
didn’t have a whole lot to choose from, in the end I
decided they both passed muster.

Following what might very generously be termed my
entrée, I had a cup of coffee, accompanied by a good-
size portion of Hidagen-Dazs macadamia brittle, which I
admit is an addiction of mine. You know what, though?
The Héagen-Dazs almost succeeded in earning that pa-
thetic supper a passing grade.

Now, I'd been looking at the clock as I ate—in spite
of giving myself strict orders not to. The phone finally
rang at just before eight. Nick! I thought to myself excit-
edly. It was my niece, Ellen.

Naturally, she wanted to know how my speech went.
I said that I thought it had been fairly well received. The
president—and sole member—of the Desiree Shapiro fan
club bristled. ““Fairly well received? You never give your-
self enough credit, Aunt Dez. I'll bet people—plenty of
people—loved it.”

I couldn’t help smiling. Ellen is so loyal—and so pre-
dictable. ““Maybe. But listen, something strange hap-
pened while I was there. A woman—she’s an author, by
the way—offered to pay me $24,940 if I could solve this
mystery she’s written.”

“You’re kidding, right?”’

“Wrong.”

“How did she come up with an amount like that,
anyway?”’

“Beats me.”

“She must be some kind of wacko.”

“I tend to doubt that. In fact, you may have heard of
her. Belle Simone? She writes romance novels.”

“It doesn’t sound familiar, but then, I never read ro-
mances. Anyhow, I hope you said yes.”

“You do?”

“Certainly I do. You know how much I worry about



30 Selma Eichler

your being in such a dangerous profession. In this in-
stance, though, you’d be going after a killer who only
exists on paper, which is a big relief. I'm assuming, of
course, that the woman’s not some dangerous lunatic.
So? What did you tell her?”

“I said I'd do it.”

“I'm really glad. Oh, I almost forgot the second reason
I called. Mike and I are hoping you can come over for
dinner next week. We’re both off on the same night,
for a change.” (Mike, Ellen’s terrific, recently acquired
husband, is a resident at St. Gregory’s hospital.) “Is a
week from Thursday okay?”

“It’s perfect,” I told her.

“Good. I'd better hang up now; I've got another call.
Talk to you soon.”

I'd already made up my mind to forgo the reading
tonight, so I turned on the TV. I was still flipping through
the channels when I heard from Nick.

He opened with, “How’d everything go this weekend?”

“Not bad at all,” I said. ““At least I didn’t flub it—the
talk, I mean.”

“I didn’t expect you to. Were you very nervous?”’

“I was a wreck all day. But then I had a little wine with
dinner. And you know me: You don’t have to do much
more than wave the cork under my nose. So a few sips of
Merlot and things weren’t quite so scary anymore.”

“Good. I was positive, though, that you’d do just fine.”

“How was the engagement party?”’

“Very nice. Tara—my niece—has herself a great guy
there, too. And she deserves it; she’s pretty great herself.”

“Um, something really wild happened at the confer-
ence on Sunday morning.” I proceeded to fill him in on
what had transpired over my eggs Benedict. His re-
sponse? Silence—a good three or four seconds of it.

“Nick?” I finally ventured.

“I’'m here; I just have no idea what to say. The whole
thing’s so . . . well, bizarre!”

“I know it is.”

“Are you certain this lady’s who she claims to be?”
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“Yep. I checked her out today. She’s Belle Simone,
the author, all right.”

“Even if she is,” he mused, “it’s extremely odd that
she’d want to part with that kind of money to induce
you to solve some mystery she’s written.”

“I admit it’s slightly above the normal fee for my ser-
vices. The truth is, I might have considered taking the
job for, say, a thousand or two less.”

“No kidding,” Nick muttered. “Seriously, though, why
$24,940? That’s a pretty weird figure, don’t you think?
Why not make it a straight twenty-five thousand?”’

“I have no idea. When I asked her why she was willing
to shell out all that money, she refused to say. All she
told me was that she was anxious to reassure herself
that the mystery could be solved. And she felt that a
professional detective would be the person most likely
able to verify this.”

“And you say she’ll even be providing you with clues
to this mystery of hers?”

“That’s right.”

G‘Hmm.’ﬁ

“What?”

“This thing gets curiouser and curiouser. I only hope
the woman’s legitimate and that this isn’t some little
game she’s playing.”

“That makes two of us.”

“I’ll bet,” Nick responded, chuckling. Then: “By the
way, about Saturday night . . .”

I knew it/ My heart plunged straight down to my toes.
Nick and I had made a dinner date for Saturday, but evi-
dently his itinerary had changed. (Surprise, surprise!) I
waited impatiently for him to inform me that something
had come up and that he’d be spending the entire weekend
with Derek—he’s Nick’s just-turned-ten-years-old son.

“Look, Tiffany”’—she’s Nick’s ex-wife—"is taking
Derek to Fire Island on Friday,” he explained, ‘“‘and
they’ll be staying until Tuesday. This being the case, I'm
available on Sunday, too—which is when Derek and I
had made plans to have supper together. Uh, what about
you? Are you free Sunday?”’
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I hadn’t realized I’d been holding my breath until I let
it out. “You’re in luck. As it happens, I just freed up.
Marcello ate tainted caviar last night, and he had to can-
cel our date for next Sunday.” Marcello is my make-
believe admirer.

Playing along with my little joke, Nick clucked his
tongue in faux sympathy. “Poor, poor Marcello,” he
murmured. “But tell me, how would you feel about driv-
ing over to New Jersey? I ran into an old friend the
other day, and he was raving about some little restaurant
that just opened up outside Princeton—in Wheeler. He
also used the word ‘charming’ to describe a bed-and-
breakfast that’s five minutes from the restaurant.”

“Sounds wonderful.”

“Doesn’t it? I'll make the reservations. Is dinner at
eight o’clock all right with you?”

“It’s fine.”

“Uh, Dez?”

“Yes?”

I can’t wait to see you.”

“Ditto,” I murmured.

Now, anyone overhearing this exchange might have
been under the impression that at this point everything
between Nick and me was practically idyllic. WRONG!
I mean, while I happened to be absolutely gaga about
him, Nick was the reason I'd wanted to get away for a
couple of days in the first place. And unhappily, nothing
had changed.

But to give you some background . . .

Many years ago, I was married to—and completely
mad about—a very special man named Ed Shapiro. I had
every expectation of spending the rest of my days with
Ed, but then he choked on a chicken bone and died. I
realize that sounds like a joke, but believe me, there was
nothing comical about it. Anyhow, after a long while, I
started dating—usually with less than positive results. In
fact, a couple of times the outcome was a genuine disas-
ter. Then, over a year ago, Nick Grainger moved into
my building. Also, my life.
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Things didn’t get off the ground all that quickly. Being
a fairly recently divorced father, Nick wasn’t exactly
open to a romantic entanglement.

Me? I was smitten almost as soon as I got a look at
him. Physically, the guy’s perfection—at least, from what
my friends insist is my rather warped point of view. They
claim it’s my nurturing nature that had me responding
so positively to his short, lean (okay, skinny) physique.
And I suppose Nick does look as if he could use some
tender, loving care. Still, how about the fact that I was
also crazy about his receding hairline and that slightly
bucktoothed grin of his? Maybe you can explain what
those things have to do with this purported nurturing
nature of mine!

At any rate, in spite of his initial reluctance, Nick and
I eventually began seeing each other. And I found him
to be intelligent, generous, thoughtful—all sorts of nice
things. Hey, he actually sent me flowers for no reason at
all. And I'm certain he’d have done that even if he didn’t
own a florist shop.

So what more could I want? you might ask. It isn’t
that I wanted more; what 1 longed for was less. Every-
thing would have been ideal if only Derek were out of
the picture. (No, I didn’t want the kid dead. But I defi-
nitely wouldn’t have objected to his being on another
planet.) I know, I know, my attitude with regard to
Derek must have you thinking I'm an A-one bitch. But
that’s because you’ve never been the target of his machi-
nations. I'll fill you in later on the rotten, underhanded,
Machiavellian stuff that darling child’s pulled on me.

Enough about my little nemesis, though. I made up
my mind that for the next four days, I wouldn’t even
think about Derek. I'd restrict my focus to Nick himself
an