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I  WAS  STARING  INTO  THE 

FACE  OF  THE  LAST  PERSON  ON 

EARTH  I  WANTED  TO  SEE.  

‘‘I  have  a  gun  in  my  pocket,’’  the  killer  in

formed  me  in  a  low,  even  voice.  ‘‘And  I  want 

you  to  stand  here  quietly;  don’t  even  move  a 

muscle. If you do exactly what I tell you, you’ll 

be  ﬁne.’’ 

 Yeah   right!    I   am   in   a   whole   lot   of   trouble,   I thought, even as I dutifully obeyed the instruc

tions.  The  perp  was  right  beside  me  now,  jam

ming  something  into  my  ribs.  I  didn’t  have  to 

look  down  to  know  the  gun  was  no  longer  in 

anybody’s  pocket.  My  own  thirty-two,  of 

course,  was  exactly  where  it  would  do  me  no 

good  at  all.  In  my  bedroom,  at  the  bottom  of 

a  drawer. . . . 
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ﬁnd  out  and  get  back  to  you  soon.’’  And  no  matter  how busy  she  was,  Bea  always  did.  And  Joan  Seidman,  who served  as  a  prototype  for  Desiree  and  whose  wit,  humor, and warm-heartedness I attempted to impart to my heroine. Without  Bea  and  Joan,  it’s  quite  possible  there  wouldn’t have been any Desiree or any book, for that matter. I miss them  both. 

No  more  grisly  murders.  No  more  desperate  killers.  No more  life-threatening  encounters.  I’d  had  a  taste  of  the heavy  stuff,  thank  you.  And  I’d  made  myself  a  promise: There  was  no  way  I’d  take  on  any  case  likely  to  cause  me any  injury  more  serious  than  a  paper  cut.  Not  ever again. . . . 

Up until a year and a half ago, being a private investiga

tor  was—for  me,  anyway—a  really  benign  way  to  earn  a living.  I  always  managed  to  pay  the  rent  and  some  pretty sizable  food  bills,  thanks  to  a  small  but  fairly  steady  share of New York’s unfaithful wives, philandering husbands, and phony  insurance  claims—along  with  some  missing  animals here  and  there. 

Okay.  Maybe  they  weren’t  the  kind  of  cases  you  could really  sink  your  teeth  into.  But  they  weren’t  the  kind  of cases  that  were  likely  to  land  you  in  the  morgue,  either. Then  my  niece  Ellen  got  me  involved  in  this  double  ho

micide  that  almost  evolved  into  a  triple—with  my  own amply  proportioned  ﬁve-foot-two  inch  frame  coming   that close  to  occupying  a  third  slab  in  the  city  morgue.  (And I’d  prefer  that  slab  to  revealing  how  really  ample  these proportions  of  mine  are.)  Anyway,  while  I  eventually solved  the  murders,  even  now  I  get  crazy  just  thinking about  that  whole  ﬁasco.  Which  is  why  I  swore  off  the  kind of cases  that could in  any way endanger  either my physical or  mental  well-being. 

And  while  I  admit  that  my  one  and  only  murder  case turned me into a coward, the truth is, I hadn’t been all that brave  to  begin  with. 

Chapter 1 

I  suppose  I  have  a  nurturing  thing  when  it  comes  to  men. It’s  the  only  way  I  can  explain  being  totally  unsusceptible to the good-looking ones and having this penchant, instead, for  the  little  skinny  guys.  You  know,  the  ones  who  look truly   needy.  I  guess  my  maternal  bent  stems,  at  least  in part,  from  the  fact  that  Ed  and  I  never  had  any  children— 

Ed being my late husband, Ed Shapiro, who was also a P.I. Anyway,  when  it  came  to  the  man  who  walked  into  my ofﬁce  that  Wednesday  afternoon,  I  was  prepared  to  make an  exception. 

He  was  over  six  feet  tall  and  well  built,  with  dark  hair, light  eyes,  and  the  most  beautiful  cleft  chin.  He  was,  in fact, good-looking enough for me to consider losing thirty— 

maybe  even  forty—pounds  for.  But  when  he  drew  closer, I noticed, with just a tinge of relief, that the sacriﬁce would not  be  necessary  after  all.  This  guy  was  deﬁnitely  not  a candidate  for  romance.  His  eyes—I  could  see  now  they were  blue—were  red-rimmed  and  dead-looking,  and  there was  a  bleak  expression  on  that  handsome  face.  Besides,  he was  a  couple  of  years  younger  than  I  am.  (All  right.  More than  a  couple.) 

‘‘I’m sorry I didn’t make an appointment,’’ he apologized in  the  sort  of  hushed  tone  most  people  reserve  for  church or,  at  the  very  least,  the  public  library. 

‘‘That’s okay,’’ I said, motioning for him to take the seat alongside  my  desk.  ‘‘There’s  no  line  outside  my  door today.’’ 

‘‘The thing is, I just found out about a half hour ago that you were a private detective here in New York, and I didn’t want  to  waste  any  time  in  coming  to  see  you.’’ 

‘‘Do  I   know  you?’’ 

‘‘You   did.  I’m  Peter  Winters.’’ 
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It  took  a  moment  for  that  to  register.  ‘‘Peter  Winters  . . .’’ 

Came  the  dawn.  ‘‘ Little   Petey  Winters?’’ 

My visitor managed something close to a smile. ‘‘Guilty.’’ 

‘‘My  God!’’  I  could  hardly  believe  it. 

I  jumped  up  and  rushed over  to  him,  and  we  hugged  for a  minute.  ‘‘I  wouldn’t  have  recognized  you  in  a  million years,’’  I  said. 

‘‘I  would  never  have  recognized  you,  either.  You’re  a redhead now.’’ Then, apparently concerned that I might be offended  by  this  reminder  of  the  humble  roots  of  my  most striking  attribute,  he  added  hastily,  ‘‘Looks  good  on  you.’’ 

What a nice, sensitive person Petey’d become, I decided, 

as  I  self-consciously  patted  my  gloriously  hennaed  hair.  I hadn’t  always  been  so  kindly  disposed  to  him  though. . . . Little  Petey  Winters  and  I  had  grown  up  next  door  to each  other  in  Ohio—with  me,  I  confess,  doing  the  growing up  a  long  time  before  Petey  did.  Nevertheless,  because  his sister Maureen and I, born just three days apart, were prac

tically  joined  at  the  hip  since  kindergarten,  I  saw  a  lot  of him  back  then.  Actually,  a  lot  more  than  I  wanted  to. I  can’t  even  count  the  number  of  days  and  nights  I  kept Maureen  company  when  she  had  to  baby-sit  her  little brother;  it  was  really  as  if  he  were  my  little  brother,  too.  I guess  that’s  why  I  often  resented  him  like  hell  just  for being.  (As  you  can  gather,  this  nurturing  nature  of  mine did  not  have  its  beginnings  in  the  teen  years.) 

But,  anyway,  Petey  abruptly  stopped  being  much  of  a factor  in  my  life  at  the  beginning  of  my  senior  year  in high school. Because  that’s when Maureen formed  an even stronger attachment than the one she had to me. His name 

was  Roy  Lindstrom.  And  right  after  graduation,  he  and Maureen  got  married  and  moved  to  California. 

At  ﬁrst  there  were  letters  and  snapshots  and,  of  course, an exchange of birthday and Christmas cards. But gradually it  all  stopped. 

As  for me,  I  went  on to  college  and,  from there,  to  New York—and  a  career,  marriage,  and  eventual  widowhood. But  right  now,  for  a  minute  or  two,  I  was  in  Ashtabula, Ohio,  again  with  my  very  best  friend. 

I  could  picture  with  absolute  clarity  (although  probably not  complete  accuracy)  the  long,  straight  brown  hair;  the tall,  angular  frame;  and  the  tiny  dimples  hovering  at  the 
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corners  of  those  Kewpie  doll  lips.  But  what  I  remembered best  about  Maureen  were  her  wide,  deep-set  blue  eyes. They  were  the  same  color  and  shape  as  the  blue  eyes  that were  ﬁlled  with  so  much  anguish  right  now. 

‘‘How   is  Maureen?’’  I  asked. 

‘‘She’s  doing  okay.  She  moved  back  to  Ashtabula  about six  years  ago,  you  know.  These  days,  she’s  got  ﬁve  kids— 

three of  them still  at home—and  an ex  she can’t  even ﬁnd. But  Maureen’s  a  strong  lady.  She  opened  her  own  travel agency  last  fall,  and  it  seems  to  be  going  pretty  well.  She’s the  one  who  suggested  I  get  in  touch  with  you.’’ 

‘‘I  didn’t  think  she  even  knew  my  married  name  or  that I  was  living  in  New  York.’’ 

‘‘She said an old friend from Ashtabula, Amy somebodyor-other,  had  heard  where  you  were  and  what  you  were doing  and  that  you  were  Desiree  Shapiro  now.’’  He  didn’t smile  when  he  said  the  name;  didn’t  even  look  like  he  was suppressing a smile. So I knew that Petey Winters (I’d have to  stop  thinking  of  him  as  Petey)  had  a  whole  lot  on  his mind.  That  was  veriﬁed  a  second  or  two  later. 

‘‘I need your help, Desiree,’’ he said, leaning toward me. 

‘‘ Really  need  it.’’ 

‘‘What’s  wrong?’’ 

‘‘The  woman  I  was  engaged  to  marry  may  have  been murdered.’’ 

‘‘ May  have  been?’’ 

‘‘Well,  no  one’s  sure  if  she’s  the  one  who’s  dead  or  the one  who’s  in  the  hospital  damned   near  dead.  And  I   have to  know.’’  Then  slowly,  haltingly,  he  began  to  tell  me  this horrifying  story. 

It  seems  that  two  days  earlier  his  ﬁanceé  and  her  twin sister  had  been  shot  in  their  Chelsea  apartment.  And  now one  was  in  the  morgue,  and  the  other  lay  in  a  coma  in  St. Catherine’s  Hospital.  ‘‘And  nobody  can  tell  which  is which,’’  Peter  said,  his  voice  cracking.  ‘‘Because  whoever did  this  shot  them  in  the  face.  Both  of  them.’’ 

‘‘God!  I’m  so  sorry,’’  I  murmured.  I  rummaged  around in my suddenly vacant head for some comforting words and 

came  up  empty.  So  I  just  told  the  truth.  ‘‘I  wish  I  knew what  to  say  to  you,’’  I  admitted  weakly. 

‘‘I  know;  it’s  okay.’’ 

‘‘Do  you  have  any  idea  who  might  have  wanted  to 

harm  them?’’ 
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‘‘None.’’  It  came  out  in  a  whisper. 

‘‘Let  me  put  you  in  touch  with  an  investigator  who—’’ 

‘‘But  I  was  hoping   you’d  take  the  case.’’ 

‘‘I  can’t,  Peter.  I  don’t  take  murder  cases.’’ 

His  voice,  no  doubt  bolstered  by  desperation,  was  sud

denly  stronger.  ‘‘You  don’t  understand.  Finding  out  who committed this . . . this . . . ﬁnding  out who  did it is the last thing  on  my  mind  right  now.  All  I’m  interested  in  is whether  Mary  Ann  is  dead  or  alive.’’ 

‘‘Why  not  wait  just  a  little  while?  Let’s  hope  the  woman in  the  hospital  regains  consciousness  soon.’’ 

‘‘They—the doctors—have no idea when that will be. Or 

even   if  it  will  be.  Please,  Desiree.’’ 

I  shuddered  at  the  thought  of  getting  embroiled  in  an

other  murder  investigation.  But  here  was  Peter,  who  was once  almost  like  family  to  me  and  who  was  now  in  one  of the  most  terrible  situations  I  could  imagine.  I  just  couldn’t bring  myself  to  turn  him  down.  (It  also  didn’t  hurt  that those gorgeous blue eyes were looking at me so pleadingly.) So, in the end, I agreed to handle the investigation. After ﬁrst  warning  myself  I’d  have  to  keep  some  emotional  dis

tance  from  the  proceedings  and  then  stipulating  to  Peter that  my  sole  purpose  would  be  to  establish  the  identities of  the  victims.  ‘‘I  won’t  take  it  any  further  than  that,’’  I said  ﬁrmly. 

‘‘That’s all I’m interested in,’’ my new client assured me. Chapter 2 

It  was  a  little  after  ﬁve,  and  I  was  full  of  questions—and very  little  else.  (I’d  had  a  really   tiny  lunch,  and  that  was hours  ago.)  I  took  a  good  look  at  Peter.  His  cheeks  were deﬁnitely  hollow;  there  was  no  question  about  that.  I  was willing  to  bet  he  hadn’t  had  a  proper  meal  since  the  trag

edy. Or at least what I’d consider proper. (Which has noth

ing  whatever  to  do  with  a  nutritionist’s  deﬁnition  of  the word.  Or  the  dictionary’s,  either,  for  that  matter.) Very  reluctantly,  Peter  agreed  to  join  me  for  an  early supper  at  this  new  deli  which  had  just  opened  two  blocks from my ofﬁce and which I’d been promising myself to try. Now,  from  the  time  my  late  Jewish  New  York  husband introduced  me  to  delicatessen  food  when  we  ﬁrst  started going  out,  I’ve  been  addicted  to  the  stuff.  In  fact,  after  all these years, I consider myself to be something of an author

ity  on  the  subject.  So  I  was  disappointed  when,  as  soon  as we  sat  down,  Peter  let  me  know  that  all  he  could  manage was  a  little  cup  of  mushroom  and  barley  soup. 

Could  I  allow  him  to  deny  himself  this  ambrosia? 

It  took  work,  but  I  ﬁnally  coaxed  him  into  following  up the soup with a sandwich. We both ordered the pastrami— 

overstuffed  portions  and  very  tasty,  but  a  little  too  fatty  as far  as  I  was  concerned.  Along  with  it,  we  had  cole  slaw, french  fries,  sour  tomatoes,  and  a  generous  portion  of kishka—good,  but  not  nearly  as  good  as  the  Second  Ave

nue Deli’s. All in all, though, the meal wasn’t half bad, and when the waiter came to remove our plates, Peter’s looked like  it  had  just  walked  out  of  the  dishwasher. 

‘‘I guess I was hungry, after all,’’ he admitted sheepishly. It was time to get down to business. And since the restau

rant  wasn’t too  crowded,  it seemed  as good  a  place as  any. 

‘‘Tell  me  about  the  twins,’’  I  said.  And,  over  coffee  and three  or  four  reﬁlls,  Peter  obliged. 
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Mary  Ann  and  Meredith  Foster,  he  told  me,  had  moved to  this  country  from  London  about  six  months  ago,  soon after  Meredith’s  husband  died.  ‘‘Meredith  still  uses  her maiden name because she’s an actress and her husband had 

this  long  Italian  name,’’  Peter  explained.  ‘‘It  began  with  a C,   I  think.  Or  maybe  it  was  an   R.’’ 

They  were  only  here  a  short  while,  he  went  on,  when Mary  Ann—his  ﬁanceé—opened  a  gift  shop  in  the  East Village.  Meredith,  meanwhile,  began  getting  some  work  in little  theater  and  off-Broadway  productions.  Most  of  them way  off  Broadway.  But  her  future  looked  promising.  In fact,  in  December  she  got  a  terriﬁc  break:  She  landed  the second lead in a new off-Broadway comedy/drama that, ac

cording  to  Meredith,  was  with  a  really  professional  com

pany.  The  play  was  in  rehearsal  now. 

I  asked  Peter  how  he  and  Mary  Ann  had  met. 

‘‘Through  Meredith,  actually.  I  don’t  know  if  I  men

tioned it, but I’m a casting director—I work for an advertis

ing  agency  down  in  Soho.  Anyway,  one  afternoon  just  a couple  of  weeks  after  she  arrived  in  New  York,  Meredith came  in  to  try  out  for  this  radio  commercial  we  were  cast

ing.  We  needed  a  woman  with  a  British  accent,  but  the account  guy  decided  Meredith’s  sounded  phony.’’  Peter shook  his  head  in  disgust.  ‘‘Can  you  believe  it?’’  he  de

manded  of  no  one  in  particular.  Then,  to  me:  ‘‘I  guess  it’s because  she  mentioned  she  was  American  by  birth;  her  fa

ther  relocated  the  family  when  he  took  this  job  with  the London ofﬁce of Merrill Lynch or maybe it was Smith Bar

ney.  Well,  one  of  them.  But  that  was  when  Meredith  and Mary  Ann  were  little  kids,  for  God’s  sake!  Meredith sounded  as  British  as  . . .  as  the  Queen!’’  He  paused  for  a couple  of  seconds  to  give  me  a  chance  to  let  the  idiocy  of his  co-worker  sink  in. 

‘‘Well,  thanks  to  that  pea-brain,’’  he  continued,  ‘‘Mere

dith  didn’t  get  the  part.  But  I  wound  up  asking  her  out  to dinner.  I  don’t  usually  do  that—date  the  talent,  I  mean. But  there  was  something  about  her.’’ 

They  went  out  a  couple  of  other  times  after  that  ﬁrst evening,  Peter  informed  me,  but,  while  he  genuinely  liked Meredith, it wasn’t long before he concluded that the chem

istry just wasn’t there. Then she invited him to the opening of  this  new  play  she  was  in.  By  that  time,  he  had  pretty much  made  up  his  mind  not  to  call  her  again.  But  she 
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caught  him  off  guard.  And  besides,  he  didn’t  want  to  hurt her  feelings.  So  he  went. 

And  that’s  how  he  met  Mary  Ann. 

‘‘I  was  just  sitting  there  in  the  theater,  waiting  for  the curtain  to  go  up,’’  Peter  said  softly,  a  little  smile  ﬂitting across  his  lips  for  a  moment  as  he  played  back  the  scene he’d  stored  in his  memory.  ‘‘All  of  a  sudden the  woman  in front of me turned sideways, sort of in a three-quarter pro

ﬁle.  I’ve gotta  tell you,  I  was ﬂoored.  She looked  exactly— 

and I mean  exactly—like the woman I was expecting to see onstage.  Or  at  least  I  thought  she  did  at  the  time.  I  really couldn’t  get  over  it.’’ 

‘‘You  didn’t  know  Meredith  had  a  twin  sister?’’ 

‘‘All I knew was that Meredith had a sister and that they were very close; she mentioned it to me when we were out 

together.  But  she  never  said  it  was  a   twin  sister. 

‘‘Anyway,  during  intermission,  Mary  Ann  and  I  started talking.  Mostly  about  how  lousy  the  show  was—it  closed  a couple of days later—and about how Meredith was making 

the most of what was a pretty small part. She—Mary Ann— 

was  genuinely   agonizing  about  her  sister’s  being  in  such  a turkey.  I  was  impressed  right  away  by  what  a  compassion

ate  person  she  was. 

‘‘Then,  later,  when  the  show  was  over,  the  three  of  us went  out  for  something  to  eat.  We  couldn’t  have  been  in that  restaurant  for  even  an  hour.  But  it  was  long  enough for  me  to  realize  that  Mary  Ann  had  all  the  qualities  that had  initially  attracted  me  to  Meredith—plus  so  many more.’’ 

‘‘Like?’’ 

‘‘Well,  she  was  softer  than  Meredith—and  don’t  ask  me to  explain  what  I  mean  by  that;  I  can’t.’’ 

‘‘Less  ambitious?’’  I  suggested. 

‘‘I  guess  that’s  part  of  it,  but  only  part  of  it,’’  Peter  re

plied.  He  thought  for  a  moment.  ‘‘I  really  can’t  put  my ﬁnger  on  it,’’  he  ﬁnished  lamely. 

‘‘I  shouldn’t  have  interrupted.  Go  on.’’ 

‘‘Mary Ann laughed more, too,’’ he said, his voice taking on a dreamy quality and his eyes seeming to focus on some

thing  far  away.  ‘‘And  she  was  a  terriﬁc  listener.  And  we found out we had a lot in common. We both love westerns 

and  stand-up  comedy  and  spy  novels  and  country  music. We  both  enjoy  spending  Sundays  at  museums.  And  we’re 
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both  crazy  about  the  beach.  And  neither  of  us  can  stand Madonna  or  Andrew  Dice  Clay.  Silly  things  like  that,’’  he acknowledged,  smiling  shyly.  ‘‘But  that  night  we  thought we’d  made  the  greatest  discovery  in  the  world.  You  know, by  the  time  we  left  the  restaurant,  I  was  convinced  Mary Ann  and  Meredith  didn’t  even   look  that  much  alike.’’ 

‘‘That’s  love,  I  guess.’’ 

Peter  actually  broke  into  a  broad  grin.  ‘‘Of  course,  they did  look  alike.  Very   much  alike.  But  after  a  while  it  was easy  to  spot  the  differences,  too.  Mary  Ann’s  features aren’t as perfect as Meredith’s; she even has this little bump on  her  nose.  And  their  expressions  aren’t  the  same.  Mary Ann  looks   softer.  Uh-oh,’’  he  put  in  almost  apologetically, 

‘‘there  goes  that  word  again.’’ 

‘‘The  two  of  you  got  serious  right  away?’’ 

‘‘ Right away. We knew immediately this was it. For both of us.  The next  day I called  Mary Ann at  her shop.  I don’t think  Meredith  minded;  I’m  sure  she  wasn’t  romantically interested  in  me,  either.  But  whether  it  was  an  honorable thing  for  me  to  do  or  not  didn’t  even  cross  my  mind.  And it wouldn’t have mattered if it did. I was completely gone.’’ 

‘‘How  soon  did  you  plan  on  being  married?’’ 

‘‘Well,  we  hadn’t  set  a  date,  but  neither  of  us  saw  any point  in  waiting  very  long.  We  were  ofﬁcially  engaged  a few  weeks  ago,  although  I  didn’t  get  around  to  giving  her a ring. Or, I guess I  should say, Mary Ann didn’t get around to  picking  one  out.  I  kept  after  her  to  go  shopping  with me—I  wanted  her  to  choose  something  she  really  liked— 

but every time we made arrangements to meet at the jewel

er’s,  she’d  get  busy  in  the  shop  or  something  and  we  had to cancel. I hoped she’d at least have the ring for her birth

day  on  February  ﬁrst,  but  that  came  and  went,  too.  And now some bastard’s shot her; maybe even  killed her.’’ Peter covered  his  face  with  his  hands  then,  and  when  he  took them  away  a  few  seconds  later,  his  eyes  were  moist.  But he seemed  in control.  ‘‘Would you  like to  see the  face that scum  destroyed?’’  he  asked  evenly,  reaching  into  his  pants pocket  and  producing  a  worn  brown  leather  wallet.  Then he  carefully  removed  a  photograph  from  the  wallet  and placed  it  on  the  table  in  front  of  me. 

I  picked  it  up.  It  was  a  snapshot  of  Peter  hand-in-hand with a tall, willowy blonde about twenty-ﬁve years old. She was  wearing  jeans  and  a  T-shirt  and  a  New  York  Yankees 
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baseball  cap.  And,  if  the  photograph  was  telling  the  truth, she  was  really  extremely  pretty. 

‘‘That  was  at  the  Central  Park  Zoo.’’ 

‘‘She’s  lovely.’’ 

‘‘You should see her now! She—the woman in the hospi

tal,  and  I’m   praying  it’s  Mary  Ann—had  to  have  her  jaw wired  together.  And  her  whole  head  is  covered  with  ban

dages.  She  looks  like  some  Egyptian  mummy,  for  chris

sakes!’’  Then  Peter’s  voice  became  so  low  I  had  to  strain to  hear  him.  ‘‘That  bastard!  That  . . .’’  He  pressed  his  lips together  and  kept  the  rest  of  the  thought  to  himself. We  sat  quietly  for  a  moment,  and  Peter’s  eyes  began  to ﬁll up. Brushing a tear from the corner, he swallowed hard. 

‘‘The  thing  is,’’  he  said  wretchedly,  ‘‘May  Ann  wasn’t  even supposed  to  be  home  that  night.  She  was  supposed  to  go out to dinner with a friend of hers, only the friend canceled at  the  last  minute.’’  He  paused,  and  when  he  spoke  again, it  was  to  say  just  one  word.  ‘‘God,’’  he  whispered. That  ‘‘God’’  held  more  grief  and  pain  and  despair  than I’ve ever heard packed into a single word before. In spite of my very sensible resolution about emotional involvement, I felt  my  own  eyes  beginning  to  well  up,  too. 

Suddenly Peter broke the mood. ‘‘You might want to see 

this,’’  he  said  in  a  normal  tone  as  he  extracted  a  second photograph  from  his  wallet  and  handed  it  to  me.  ‘‘Mary Ann  and  Meredith.’’ 

I  examined  the  head  shot  closely.  The  sisters   were  re

markably  alike. 

‘‘Mary  Ann’s  on  the  left,’’  he  informed  me,  anticipating my  question. 

‘‘Do  you  know  if  the  police  have  checked  out  the  twins’ 

dental  records?’’  I  asked,  returning  the  photos  to  him. 

‘‘That  should  tell  us  something.’’ 

Peter  shook  his  head.  ‘‘The  detective  in  charge  of  the case,  this  Sergeant  Fielding,  asked  me  if  I  knew  the  name of their dentist, but I don’t know if they even  saw a dentist after  they  came  to  New  York.  In  fact,  I  kind  of  doubt  it. Mary  Ann  said  one  time  that  she  really  should  get  a checkup,  and  she  wanted  to  know  who  I  went  to.  I  gave her  his  name,  but  she  never  brought  it  up  again.’’ 

‘‘Maybe  she   did  go  and  just  forgot  to  mention  it,’’  I  of

fered  hopefully. 

‘‘Uh-uh. I told the police about it, and they checked with 
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Dr.  Fischel—that’s  my  dentist.  But  he  told  Fielding  she wasn’t  his  patient.  I  guess  she  never  got  around  to  calling him.’’ 

‘‘There’s  always  their  London  dentist.  Is  there  someone in  the  family  who  could  give  us   his  name?’’ 

‘‘I’m  afraid  not.  Both  parents  were  killed  in  an  automo

bile  accident  a  few  years  ago,  so  there’s  just  the  one brother. He’s in town right now, in fact. On a business trip. We talked on the phone last night about this dentist thing— 

he  said  the  police  had  asked  him  about  it—but  he  has  no idea  who  they  went  to  over  there.’’ 

‘‘Are  there  any  other  relatives?  An  aunt,  maybe?  Or an  uncle?’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  think  so.  Not  that  I  know  of.’’ 

At  this  point,  I  made  up  my  mind  to  get  to  the  question that  had  been  running  around  in  my  head  almost  from  the moment  Peter  ﬁrst  began  telling  me  about  the  crime  back in  my  ofﬁce.  It’s  the  kind  of  thing  I’m  very  uncomfortable talking  about,  and  I  could  feel  myself  blushing  all  the  way from  my  chin  to  my  henna-red  hair.  ‘‘Listen,  when  you were,  um  . . .  together—you  and  Mary  Ann,  I  mean—did you  notice  anything,  anything  at  all,  on  her  . . .  on  her body?  A  mole?  A  birthmark?  Anything  that  might  help with  the  identiﬁcation?’’ 

It  was  Peter’s  turn  to  blush.  ‘‘Mary  Ann’s  very  shy.  We always  made  love  in  the  dark.’’ 

 Leave   it   to   a   client   of   mine   to   wind   up   with   maybe   the only   girl   in   New   York   who   had   a   problem   with   taking   her clothes   off!  

I quickly changed the subject. For both our sakes. ‘‘What do  the  police  suspect?  Do  they  think  it  might  have  been a  burglary?’’ 

‘‘They  seem  pretty  sure  it  wasn’t.  They  said  there  was no  sign  of  a  break-in.’’ 

‘‘You  told  me  before  that  you  didn’t  know  of  anyone who  might  have  wanted  to  harm  them;  but  the  sad  fact  is, someone   did  harm  those  two  girls.’’  (Now,  I  realize  that some  women  might  not  be  too  pleased  with  me  right  at this  moment. But  I  can’t  help it;  I  consider any  member  of the  female  sex  who’s  under  thirty  a  girl.)  ‘‘Think  hard,’’  I instructed.  ‘‘Is  there  anyone  who  might  have  had  a  grudge against  either  of  them?  Somebody  who  caused  some  trou
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ble  in  the  past?  Or  who  had  been  a  problem  to  one  of them—or  to  both  of  them,  for  that  matter?’’ 

‘‘Well,  I  don’t  know  if  you’d  call  it  a  problem. . . .’’  

‘‘What?’’ 

‘‘Meredith  and  her  brother  were  on  the  outs.  But  that goes back years. It was something to do with her marriage. I  don’t  think  her  brother  approved  of  the  guy.’’ 

‘‘Mary  Ann  and  the  brother  got  along  okay?’’ 

‘‘Mary  Ann’s  a  very  family-oriented  person.  She  was  al

ways  hoping  Meredith  and  Eric  would  bury  the  hatchet.  I imagine  one  of  the  reasons  it  was  so  important  to  her  was that  her  parents  were  both  gone.’’ 

‘‘You  said  Mary  Ann  had  a  shop  of  some  kind.  Any business  disagreements  you  know  of?’’ 

‘‘None.  Not  that  she  mentioned  to  me,  anyway.  And  I think  she  would  have  if  there’d  been  something.’’ 

‘‘And  Meredith?’’  I  prodded.  ‘‘Acting  can  be  a  pretty cutthroat  profession.’’ 

‘‘There  were some bad feelings at  ﬁrst. Mary Ann talked about  it  once;  it  just  kind  of  came  up  in  conversation.  But I  didn’t  get  the  impression  it  was  really  serious.’’ 

‘‘What  did  Mary  Ann  tell  you?’’ 

‘‘She  said  that  some  actress  in  Meredith’s  show  resented her.  She—this  actress—had  been  promised  the  part  that Meredith  got.  So  the  other  woman—I  can’t  remember  her name—had  to  settle  for  a  minor  role  in  the  show.’’ 

‘‘You  don’t  happen  to  know  the  name  of  the  show,  do you?’’ 

‘‘Sure.  It’s  called   Love   and   Stuff.  It’s  rehearsing  at  the Berkeley  over  in  the  West  Village.’’ 

‘‘And  Mary  Ann  never  talked  about  anyone  resenting her?’’ 

Peter  shook  his  head.  ‘‘Everyone  liked  . . .  likes  Mary Ann.  She’s  just  so  thoughtful,  so  easy  to  get  along  with.’’ 

Nobody could be that perfect. ‘‘She  never had a disagree

ment  with   anyone?’’ 

‘‘Well  . . .’’ 

I  pounced.  ‘‘Who?’’  I  demanded.  (You’d  be  surprised  at how  often  I  feel  vindicated  for  being  a  pain  in  the  ass.) 

‘‘This ex-ﬁanceóf hers. But they broke off right after she came  to  New  York.  I  can’t  see  him  waiting  all  this  time.’’ 

And  then  Peter  went  on  to  explain. 

Mary  Ann,  he  said,  had  been  engaged  to  a  man  from 
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New  Jersey—Hillside,  Peter  thought  it  was.  The  man’s name  was  Roger  somebody-or-other,  and  he  was  in  real estate  or  maybe  it  was  insurance.  ‘‘That’s  about  all  I  can tell  you  about  him,’’  Peter  said,  embarrassed.  ‘‘I’m  afraid I’m  pretty  terrible  at  names,’’  he  added  unnecessarily. 

‘‘And  I  don’t  know  all  that  much  about  the  relationship, either.  I   do  know  they  met  at  Harrods—the  department store.  Mary  Ann was  working  there,  and this  Roger  was  in London on vacation. I guess he was pretty well off, because he  extended  his  vacation  to  be  with  her,  and  after  that  he ﬂew  back  and  forth  a  lot.’’ 

‘‘When  was  all  this?’’ 

‘‘I  think  they  started  going  together  about  six  or  eight months  before  Mary  Ann  moved  to  New  York,  which  is where  the  family  was  from  originally.’’ 

‘‘Meredith  came  here  at  the  same  time  as  her  sister?’’ 

Peter nodded. ‘‘When Mary Ann ﬁrst started making the 

arrangements,  Meredith’s  husband  was  still  alive,  although he  was  already  pretty  sick.  Mary  Ann  felt  really  guilty about  leaving  her  like  that,  but  Meredith  insisted.  Mary Ann  was  engaged  by  then,  see,  so  she  pretty  much   had  to make  the  move.’’  If  Peter  felt  any  jealousy  about  his  ﬁan

ceé’s  previous involvement  with another  man, you  couldn’t tell  by  his  voice.  He  was  relating  the  information  calmly and impersonally, as though it had all happened in another lifetime.  And  I  suppose,  in  a  way,  it  had. 

‘‘But  then  Meredith’s  husband  died,’’  he  continued. 

‘‘Right before Mary Ann was scheduled to leave. So Mere

dith  got  it  all  together  in  a  hurry  and  came  with  her.’’ 

‘‘Okay,  so  Mary  Ann  comes  to  this  country  intending  to marry  Roger,  but  . . .  ?’’ 

‘‘But  almost  as  soon  as  she  got  here,  she  found  out  the guy  had  had  two  previous  wives  he  never  considered worth  mentioning.’’ 

‘‘So  she  broke  it  off.’’ 

‘‘So  she  broke  it  off,’’  Peter  echoed. 

‘‘I  don’t  suppose  the  breakup  was  very  amicable.’’ 

‘‘No.  I  have  a  pretty  good  idea  this  Roger  got  a  little nasty, although Mary Ann never said much about it. I guess the  only  reason  she  brought  the  whole  thing  up  at  all  was because she thought she should. But I could see she wasn’t anxious  to  go  into  detail,  so  I  didn’t  pursue  it.’’  Peter 
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glanced  at  his  watch  then,  so  quickly  that  I  could  tell  he didn’t  mean  for  me  to  notice. 

‘‘Do  you  have  an  appointment  somewhere  else?’’ 

‘‘It’s not that. It’s just that I’m anxious to get back to the hospital. But if there’s anything else you need to know . . .’’ 

‘‘No,  you  get  going.’’  I  was  pretty  much  questioned  out. Besides,  the  place  was  beginning  to  ﬁll  up,  so  any  minute now  we  could  expect  the  manager  to  start  giving  us  the ﬁsh-eye.  ‘‘I’ll  talk  to  you  soon,’’  I  promised. 

Looking  back,  I  realize  something  that  at  the  time  I wasn’t  ready  to  acknowledge:  The  questions  I  put  to  Peter that  day  were  at  least  as  much  about  uncovering  the  killer as they were about discovering the identities of the victims. Chapter 3 

I  waited  until  after  nine  that  night  to  call  my  niece  Ellen. (Ellen’s  an  assistant  buyer  at  Macy’s  and  she  works  until eight-thirty  some  nights,  but  I  can  never  remember  which ones.) 

The phone rang six times before she picked up, and when 

she did, she was breathing hard. ‘‘Hello?’’ she said, making it  sound  like  a  question. 

‘‘What’s  the  matter?  Did  you  just  get  in?’’ 

‘‘Aunt  Dez?’’  she  asked,  still  trying  to  catch  her  breath. 

‘‘I  heard  the  phone  just  as  I  was  putting  my  key  in  the lock.  I  was  sure  whoever  it  was  would  hang  up  before  I could  get  to  it.’’ 

‘‘I  was  ready  to.  Listen,  I’d  like  to  talk  to  you  about something;  it’s  kind  of  important.  Do  you  want  to  call  me back after you’ve had a chance to take off your coat? Or, if you want to grab a bite ﬁrst, call me when you’re through.’’ 

‘‘No,  no.  I  can  get  out  of  my  coat  while  we  talk,  and  I ate  earlier.  What’s  up?’’  I  was  trying  to  decide  how  to  put things,  so  this  was  followed  by  a  worrisome  pause.  Worri

some  for  Ellen,  that  is,  who  happens  to  be  the  world’s champion  worrywart.  ‘‘There’s  something  wrong,  isn’t there?’’  she  demanded.  God  only  knows  what  she  was  be

ginning  to  conjure  up. 

‘‘Everything’s ﬁne, Ellen, really,’’ I assured her hurriedly. 

‘‘I  just want  to  tell  you about  this  very attractive  man  I—’’ 

It  was  as  far  as  I  got.  ‘‘Ohhh,  Aunt  Dez!’’  she  shrieked. 

‘‘You  met  someone!’’  Her  voice  was  so  piercing  I  had  to hold the receiver away from my ear. Ellen is nothing if not enthusiastic.  When  she  can’t  ﬁnd  anything  to  stew  about, that  is. 

‘‘Well,  there   is  someone.  But  not  for  me.  For  you.  He’s a  young  lawyer  who  started  at  the  ofﬁce  about  three weeks  ago.’’ 
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I  guess  I  should  explain.  By  ‘‘the  ofﬁce,’’  I  was  referring to  the  law  ofﬁces  of  Gilbert  and  Sullivan  (that’s  right,  Gil

bert  and  Sullivan),  where  I  rent  space.  And  Elliot  Gilbert and  Pat  Sullivan  not  only  make  it  possible  for  me  to  con

duct  my  business  in  a  decent  section  of  the  city,  but  these two  very  sweet  guys  also  throw  work  my  way  whenever they  can.  Plus,   under  my  arrangement  with  them,  I  am able  to  avail  myself  of  the  services  of  the  best  secretary  in Manhattan.  But  back  to  Ellen  . . . 

She  wasn’t  quite  as  pleased  with  my  news  as  I’d  hoped she’d be. ‘‘You didn’t!’’ she accused so shrilly that I had to remove  the  receiver  from  my  ear  again.  A  moment  later, she  said  more  calmly,  ‘‘I   know  you  have  my  interests  at heart,  Aunt  Dez,  but  it  is   so  embarrassing  to—’’ 

‘‘Just hold on!’’ I commanded. ‘‘I did  not do what you’re thinking  I  did.  Will  Fitzgerald  approached   me  about  intro

ducing  him  to  someone.  He  hasn’t  been  in  New  York  very long,  and  he’s  busy  studying  for  the  New  York  bar  most of  the  time,  so  he  hasn’t  been  able  to  develop  much  of  a social life. We got into a conversation this morning, and he asked  if  I  knew  any  nice  girls,  and  I  said  no.  The  only  one I  know  jumps  to  all  kinds  of  conclusions  and  has  her  poor old  aunt  on  a  Maalox  diet.’’ 

Ellen  giggled  for  a  second,  then  stopped  abruptly.  ‘‘I’m sorry. Really,’’ she said, chastened. ‘‘I guess I’m overly sen

sitive  sometimes.  Tell  me,  what’s  he  like?’’ 

‘‘Well, this was the ﬁrst time we actually talked—I mean, besides  our  usual  ‘good  mornings’  and  ‘good  nights’—but he’s very personable. And Elliot Gilbert was telling me last week  how  bright  he  is.  And  he’s  really  nice-looking,  too. Not  very  tall,  but  taller  than  you—ﬁve-nine  or  -ten,  I’d say—with  curly  brown  hair,  a  good  build,  and  a  dynamite smile.’’ It was time to close the sale. ‘‘Look, what have you got  to  lose?  I  thought  maybe  the  two  of  you  could  come over  for  dinner  Sunday  night.  I  don’t  think  Will  has  much money; besides, I ﬁgured if it didn’t click, you could excuse yourself  right  after  the  meal  and  cut  out.’’ 

She agreed that the dinner was a pretty good idea. ‘‘You 

know  how  nervous  I  get  when  I  don’t  know  someone,  so your  being  there  should  make  it  a  little  easier.  But  I  hate to  see  you  go  to  any  bother.’’ 

Now,  I  love  to  cook—as  Ellen  is  very  well  aware.  (She’s eaten  at  my  place  often  enough,  for  heaven’s  sake.)  But, 
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at  any  rate,  I  assured  her  I’d  be  happy  to  do  it,  and  she thanked  me  and  said  great  and  that  she’d  come. 

Then  I  told  her  about  my  new  case. 

‘‘Oh, my  God!’’ she exclaimed.  ‘‘I read about  that in the papers.  It  was  just  awful!  They  were  really  beautiful,  too, weren’t  they?  And  even  younger  than  I  am!’’  She  mulled the  whole  thing  over  for  a  moment,  then  said  excitedly, 

‘‘You  know  this  case  could  make  you  famous,  don’t  you, Aunt Dez?’’ Those last words were barely out of her mouth when  she  gave  me  another  ‘‘Oh,  my  God.’’  But  this  time it  came  out  in  a  whisper. 

‘‘What’s  the  matter?’’ 

‘‘You  could  get  yourself  killed;  don’t  you  realize  that? 

You  said  you’d  never  accept  another  murder  case  as  long as you lived. And you had a good reason for saying it, too. Don’t  you  remember  what  happened  the  last  time?’’ 

I  explained  that  a  condition  of  my  taking  the  case  was that  my  involvement  would  be  limited.  ‘‘My  client  just wants  to  know  whether  his  ﬁanceé  is  dead  or  alive.  He doesn’t  even   care  who  the  perpetrator  is—or  at  least  that’s how he feels now. Anyhow, I made it clear that once I ﬁnd out  what  happened  to  his  ﬁanceé,  my  job’s  over.’’ 

Ellen  was  not  the  least  bit  molliﬁed.  ‘‘I  don’t  see  how that’s  possible—restricting  your  investigation  like  that.’’ 

‘‘I think  I know better what’s possible,’’ I retorted in this withering tone I usually reserve for people in the supermar

ket who try to get on the ten-item express line with twenty items. I can only blame my reaction on an unwillingness to admit—particularly  to  myself—that  Ellen  was  right.  And, of course, I felt like a real bitch a second later. Ellen spoke before  I  had  a  chance  to  say  how  sorry  I  was. 

‘‘Well,  I   still  don’t  like  it,’’  she  grumbled.  ‘‘Just  be  very, very  careful.  Promise  me.’’ 

I  promised  her. 

She  got  the  last  word,  though.  ‘‘And  by  the  way,  you’re a  ﬁne  one  to  talk  about  Maalox;  you  should  have   you  for an  aunt.’’ 

When  we  hung  up,  I  was  shaking  my  head  and  smiling to  myself.  Ellen’s  twenty-eight,  but  there  are  times  I  could swear they screwed up on her birth certiﬁcate. She’s usually so  naive  and  open,  so  basically   young,   that  it’s  hard  to believe  she’s  been  around  that  long.  And  in  New  York, too. But then, at other times she’ll come up with something 
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remarkably  perceptive  or  intuitive,  putting  her  ﬁnger  on  a truth  I  hadn’t  considered.  Or,  as  in  this  instance,  hadn’t wanted  to. 

Later  that  night,  right  before  I  drifted  off  to  sleep,  I thought about Ellen and Will Fitzgerald. He really  did seem nice.  I  fervently  hoped  it  would  work  out  between  them. Poor  Ellen  was  due.  Her  last  relationship  had  been  with  a guy  who  turned  out  to  be  raw  sewage. 

I  began  building  a  few  castles  in  the  air.  Wouldn’t  it  be something  if  this  turned  out  to  be   it  for  her.  I  was  even wondering  if  they’d  be  able  to  ﬁnd  a  priest  and  a  rabbi willing  to  perform  a  joint  ceremony.  (I  don’t  know  if  I mentioned it, but Ellen is actually Ed’s niece. She’s Jewish, while—with  a  name  like  Will  Fitzgerald—it  was  fairly  safe to  assume  that  the  prospective  bridegroom  was  not.)  It didn’t  matter,  though;  the  deliriously  happy  couple  could always  be  married  by  a  judge  or  a  justice  of  the  peace or  somebody. 

Suddenly  my  mouth  felt  like  it  was  stuffed  with  cotton batting.  What  would  my  sister-in-law,  Margot,  Ellen’s mother,  have  to  say  about  all  this?  She’d  kill  me,  that’s what she’d do, for ﬁnding her only daughter an Irish Catho

lic  ﬁance´. 

Worse  yet,  she  might  not  invite  me  to  the  wedding. Chapter 4 

First  thing  in  the  morning,  I  called  the  homicide  detective Peter  had  mentioned  as  being  in  charge  of  the  case. It happens that Tim Fielding and I have a kind of special relationship. He and my husband, Ed, had been pretty tight when  they  were  on  the  force  together  years  ago—before Ed  left  and  became  a  P.I.  Before  Ed  and  I  even  met,  in fact.  And,  quite  apart  from  their  friendship  (which  for  the longest  time  I  was  completely  unaware  of),  I  got  to  know Tim  myself,  crossing  paths  with  him  on  any  number  of  oc

casions  during  my  investigations.  He  wasn’t  working  homi

cide  back  then,  of  course.  And  in  my  younger,  smarter days,  I  wasn’t,  either. 

Fielding  sounded  pleased  to  hear  from  me.  Until  I  told him  why  I  wanted  to  talk  to  him. 

‘‘That’s  the  only  thing  this  lousy  case  was  missing,’’  he groused.  ‘‘You.’’ 

Now,  you  have  to  understand  something  about  Tim 

Fielding.  He’s  one  of  the  nicest,  most  good-natured  people you’d  ever  want  to  meet.  From  my  point  of  view,  if  there was  one  lucky  thing  about  this  tragedy  it  was  the  fact  that it  had  taken  place  in  Fielding’s  precinct.  But  you’d  never be  able  to  tell  all  this  by  listening  to  us  rag  each  other. Which  is something  we do  a lot  of.  I think  it’s because,  for some  dumb  reason,  we’re  determined  to  make  sure  our feelings  for  one  another—which,  I  assure  you,  are  as  pla

tonic  as  they  can  get—don’t  show.  I  guess  it’s  become  al

most  a  game  with  us  by  now. 

It  was  my  turn  with  the  needle.  ‘‘It’ll  be  nice  working with   you  again,  too,’’  I  told  him.  ‘‘You  have   such  a  gra

cious  manner.’’ 

‘‘What’s  this  ‘working  with  you’  crap?  Since  when  did you  become  a  member  of  the  force?  And  in  case  you  for

got,  I  already  have  a  partner,  thank  you.’’ 
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Fortunately, I hadn’t eaten much of a breakfast. Even so 

much  as  thinking  about  Walter  Corcoran  turned  my  stom

ach. As Fielding very well knew. ‘‘I realize that,’’ I retorted sweetly,  ‘‘and  you  sound  like  he’s  been  giving  you  some sensitivity  training  lately.’’ 

We  spent  another  minute  or  two  on  more  inane  banter before  I  got  around  to  asking  Fielding  to  meet  with  me. He  gave  me  a  little  bit  of  a  hard  time,  which  ﬁgured.  And then  he  gave  in.  As  I  knew  he  would. 

He  suggested  a  twelve-thirty  lunch  at  this  coffee  shop not  far  from  the  precinct. 

I was almost a block away from the place when I spotted 

Tim  going  in.  Even  from  the  back,  you  couldn’t  miss  that short, muscular, ﬁreplug  body of his, the  close-cropped salt and  pepper  hair.  And  nobody  else  has  a  walk  like  that. Actually,  walk  is  probably  a  misnomer.  It’s  more  like  a strut. 

‘‘I  thought  you  were  through  with  homicides,’’  he  said when  we  were  seated,  making  it  sound  like  a  challenge. 

‘‘I am. I’m looking into something else entirely. Let’s eat ﬁrst;  then  I’ll  explain.’’ 

‘‘You better start explaining as soon as we give the order. I  have  to  be  back  in  an  hour.’’ 

So right after the waiter took our sandwich orders, I told Fielding  about  Peter  and  Ashtabula,  making  it  very  clear that  my  only  interest  was  in  helping  my  client  establish whether  his  ﬁanceé  was  dead  or  alive. 

‘‘That’s  all  you’re  interested  in,  huh?’’ 

‘‘Honestly,  Tim,  it’s  what  I  was  hired  for,  and  it’s  the only  thing  on  my  mind.  Don’t  you  believe  me?’’ 

‘‘I  believe   you  believe  it;  let’s  put  it  that  way.  Or,  I should say, that you’d  like to believe it. But you’re not even as smart as  I thought you were if you really think it’s possi

ble  to  separate  things  out  like  that.’’   Swell.    Just   what   I needed   to   hear.    Again.  ‘‘But  we’ll  leave  that  discussion  for another  time,’’  he  went  on.  ‘‘So  just  what  is  it  you  want from  me?  You  want  to  know  how  it  went  down,  right?’’ 

‘‘Right.’’ 

‘‘Let’s  see,’’  he  ruminated,  screwing  up  his  face  as  he combed  his  memory  for  the  details.  ‘‘One  of  the  twins, Mary  Ann—I’ll  tell  you  later  how  we  know  it  was  her— 

was  found  on  the  living  room  ﬂoor,  a  few  feet  from  the 
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sofa.  There  was  no  sign  of  a  struggle,  nothing  to  indicate forcible  entry.  So  we  have  to  assume  she  was  acquainted with  the  perp.  Anyway,  the  other  sister  . . .  what  was  her name?’’ 

‘‘Meredith.’’ 

‘‘Yeah,  Meredith.  She  was  shot  at  the  end  of  this  long entry  foyer,  right  where  you  turn  the  corner  into  the  living room.  The  doorman’s  pretty  sure  the  ﬁrst  sister  to  come home  that night—that  would  be Mary  Ann—got in  around seven-thirty,  maybe  a  few  minutes  before.  He  told  us  she came  in  at  the  same  time  as  one  of  the  other  tenants;  he remembers  because  the  two  of  ’em  were  joking  around  to

gether.  We  checked  with  the  man—a  Mr.  Milano—and  he veriﬁed the doorman’s information. He says he walked into his apartment at  exactly seven-thirty. Says he was  aware of the  time  because  he  was  so  disappointed  at  not  being  able to  catch  even  the  last  few  minutes  of   Jeopardy!  

‘‘Milano  knew  it  was  Mary  Ann  he’d  been  talking  to?’’ 

‘‘As a  matter of fact, he  didn’t. It was  a casual conversa

tion.  But  that’s  okay.  I  told  you;  we  know  it  was.’’ 

‘‘What  about  Meredith?  When  did  she  get  home?’’ 

‘‘We  can’t  pin  that  down  as  closely.  Doorman   thinks  the second  sister  got  in  around  an  hour  later.  But  he  admits that’s just a guess. And we haven’t been able to ﬁnd anyone else  who  can  nail  down  the  time  for  us.  But  it’s  very  un

likely  Meredith  came  home  before  eight,  at  the  earliest. We  can  be  reasonably  certain  of  that  from  the  facts  we already  have.’’ 

‘‘Which  are?’’ 

‘‘Hold your horses, will you? I’m getting there. Now, the way  we  piece  it  together,  the  perp  was  in  the  living  room with Mary  Ann. Could  be they  even sat  around and  talked for  a  while.  Maybe  waiting  for  Meredith.’’ 

‘‘Then  you  think  Meredith  was  actually  the  intended victim?’’ 

‘‘That’s  certainly  one  possibility.  Did  you  know  Mary Ann  was  supposed  to  be  going  out  to  dinner  straight  from work  that  night?’’ 

‘‘Peter  told  me.’’  Just  then,  our  sandwiches  arrived.  The minute  the  waiter  walked  away,  I  said,  ‘‘You  know,  it  also could  have  happened  the  other  way  around.  I  mean,  who’s to  say  the  killer  knew  about  Mary  Ann’s  dinner  plans? 

Maybe   she  was  the  target.  And  then  Meredith  walked  in 
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right after the shooting and, thanks to her lousy timing, got her  face  practically  blown  off,  too.’’ 

‘‘Sure.  It   could  have  gone  down  like  that,’’  Fielding  con

ceded.  ‘‘The  only  trouble  is,  by  ten  of  eight  at  the  outside, the  perp  was  already  in  the  apartment.’’  I  opened  my mouth,  but  Fielding  anticipated  me.  ‘‘And  don’t  ask  me how  we  know  that.  I’ll—’’ 

This  time,  I  anticipated   him.  ‘‘I’ll  explain  later,  so  hold your  horses,’’  I  cut  in,  mimicking  his  tone. 

He  touched  his  hand  to  his  forehead  and  presented  me with  a  mock  salute  before  going  on.  ‘‘The  point  is,  if  Mary Ann   was  the  target,  why  not  make  the  hit  and  get  the  hell out of there? Why hang around until Meredith came home? 

Unless   she  was  the  intended  victim  or  unless  it  was  sup

posed  to  be  a  doubleheader  all  along.  Right?’’ 

He  didn’t  expect  an  answer.  And  he  didn’t  get  one.  I started  to  ask  about  something  else.  ‘‘Say,  what  do  you—’’ 

‘‘Why don’t you cool it for a couple of minutes and start eating?  Your  sandwich  is  getting  cold.’’ 

‘‘It’s  tuna  ﬁsh,  Tim,’’  I  reminded  him,  picking  up  the sandwich  anyway. 

‘‘Well,  then  let   me  eat,’’  he  said,  taking  a  large  bite  of his grilled Taylor ham. ‘‘And by the way,’’ he informed me after a couple of minutes, ‘‘Meredith wasn’t just shot in the face;  neither  of  them  were.  They  both  sustained  body wounds  ﬁrst;  one  of  them  in  the  thorax—that’s  the  chest area—and—’’ 

‘‘I   know  where  the  thorax  is,’’  I  put  in,  slightly  miffed. 

‘‘—And  the  other,’’  Fielding  continued,  ignoring  the  in

terruption,  ‘‘in  the  abdomen.  Only  we  don’t  know  which one  was  shot  where,’’  he  said,  rolling  his  eyes  back  in  his head,  ‘‘because  EMS  screwed  up.  What  we  got  with  this case,  Dez,’’  he  grumbled,  ‘‘is  a  really  beautiful  example  of Murphy’s law: ‘Anything that  can go wrong  will go wrong’; isn’t  that  how  it  goes?’’ 

A  few  seconds  and  another  bite  of  Taylor  ham  later,  he added characteristically, ‘‘Not that I can really blame those guys.’’  (I   told  you  how  nice  he  is.)  ‘‘Both  women  were  a bloody  mess  but  they  were  both  alive  at  that  point—al

though  barely—and  the  Emergency  people  were  in  a  hel

luva  hurry  to  get  them  to  a  hospital.  So  I  guess  what happened  is  understandable.  But,  damn  it,  it  would  cer
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tainly make it easier on everyone if we knew who was lying in  St.  Catherine’s  right  now.’’ 

‘‘What   did  happen,  anyway?’’ 

‘‘EMS  didn’t  discover  the  body  wounds  until  the  women were  in  the  ambulance;  that’s  what  happened.’’ 

I  have  to  confess  that,  for  a  moment  at  least,  I  had  no idea  what  Fielding  was  getting  at.  And  I  must  have  been wearing  my  stupidity  on  my  face,  because  he  went  ahead and  cleared  things  up  for  me.  ‘‘Look,’’  he  explained  pa

tiently, ‘‘I told you we’re sure Mary Ann was shot near the living  room  sofa  and  that  Meredith  bought  it  at  the  end  of the  foyer.  So  if  the  EMS  guys  had  been  able  to  tell  us where  the  woman  who  had  the  chest  wound  was  lying— 

she  happens  to  be  the  survivor,  incidentally—we’d  know  if it  was  Meredith  or  Mary  Ann  who  made  it.’’ 

 Of   course!    I   should   have   picked   that   up   right   away!  

‘‘Don’t feel so bad,’’ Fielding consoled, aware of my em

barrassment.  ‘‘This  case  is  such  a  ball-buster  it  has  me  bit

ing my nails up to the elbow. A few more days like the ones we’ve  had,  and  I’ll  probably  wind  up  talking  to  myself.’’ 

‘‘I  suppose  you  checked  to  see  if  anyone  in  the  building knows  anything,’’  I  said,  anxious  to  move  on. 

‘‘No,  we  didn’t,’’  Fielding  replied  in  this  deceptively pleasant  voice.  ‘‘That’s  why  I  agreed  to  have  lunch  with you.  I  was  hoping  to  get  some  tips  on  how  to  conduct  a proper  homicide  investigation.’’ 

‘‘I’m  sorry.  Naturally  you  checked;  I  know  that.  It’s  just that  sometimes  my  brain  can’t  catch  up  with  my  mouth.’’ 

‘‘Sometimes  nothing can catch up with that mouth,’’ Fiel

ding  muttered.  But  I  could  see  that  he  was  trying  to smother  a  grin.  ‘‘For  your  information,  we  started  talking to  the  other  tenants  on  Tuesday  morning,  and  we’re  still talking to  them on the  chance that we’ll  ﬁnd someone who saw  something.  We’re   sure  no  one   heard  anything;  that’s one  of  the  few  new  luxury  buildings  around  that’s  really soundproof.  Figures,  doesn’t  it?’’ 

‘‘What  did  the  doorman  say?  About  visitors,  I  mean,’’  I asked  then. 

‘‘Just  what  you  could  predict  he’d  say,  with  the  way things  are  shaking  out.  That  the  twins  didn’t  have  any  visi

tors  that  night—at  least  while  he  was  on  duty.  He  insists no  one  could  have  gotten  past   him.’’ 
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‘‘Incidentally,  how  could  you  tell  it  was  the  second  shot that  was  the  one  in  the  face?’’ 

‘‘Because,  from  the  position  of  the  bullets,  we  know  the perp  was  standing  over  his  victims  when  the  facial  wounds were inﬂicted. Both women were already  ﬂat  on  their  backs when  he  let  them  have  it  in  the  face.’’ 

I shuddered and hoped Fielding—hardened homicide de

tective  that  he  was—hadn’t  noticed.  But  he  had.  ‘‘If  you think  it   sounds  grisly,  you  should  have  seen  those  two.’’ 

‘‘What  did  he  use?’’ 

‘‘A  thirty-eight.  And  we’re  still  looking  for  it.’’ 

‘‘It’s  amazing  that  one  of  those  girls  is  still  with  us.’’ 

‘‘More than amazing. This doctor I was talking to yester

day  morning  called  it  a  miracle.  The  bullet  missed  the  sur

viving  victim’s  heart  by   that   much.’’  He  held  up  his  thumb and foreﬁnger, positioning them so there was barely an inch of  space  between  them.  ‘‘And  then  the  second  bullet—the one  in  the  face—ricocheted  off  the  jaw  and  up  into  her brain.  That  woman  must  have  some  constitution!  All  I  can say is, it’s gotta be the genes, because the other sister lasted until  she  got  on  the  operating  table.  And  with  the  damage she sustained, the doctors consider that an even bigger mir

acle.  But  listen,  I  need  for  you  to  promise  me  something.’’ 

‘‘What?’’ 

‘‘That  business  about  the  twin  with  the  chest  wound being the one who’s hanging on? That’s not for publication. In  fact,  I’d  be  in  big  trouble  if  it  got  out  I  told  you.  We don’t  want  the  perp  to  know  which  of  his  victims  is  still around.  The  hospital  personnel’s  under  strict  orders  not  to discuss  her  condition  with  anyone,  and  there’s  a  twentyfour-hour  guard  in  the  room  to  make  sure  no  one  gets  a close  enough  look  at  her  to  ﬁnd  out.’’ 

‘‘I  won’t  tell  a  soul;  you  have  my  word.’’ 

‘‘That  includes  your  client,  you  know.  We’ve  even  had the  hospital  put  her  in  a  special  gown  to  conceal  the chest  wound.’’ 

‘‘Peter  won’t  ﬁnd  out  about  it  from  me.  Hey,  you  don’t think—’’ 

‘‘No,  I  don’t.  Otherwise  we  wouldn’t  let  him  camp  out in  the  room  like  that,  even   with  a  man  stationed  there. Although, to  be honest, I’m  not too comfortable  about let

ting  anyone  at  all  in  to  see  her.’’ 

‘‘But  you   are  allowing  it.’’ 
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‘‘The  doctors  tell  us  that,  comatose  or  not,  if  the  patient is  Mary  Ann,  Winters’s  presence  could  do  her  a  world  of good.  And  if  it’s  Meredith,  his  being  there  might  still  help some. At any rate, it won’t do any harm. Unless, of course, he’s  our  killer.’’ 

I  was  about  to  protest  when  Fielding  smiled.  ‘‘Look,  if  I considered  that  to  be  a  serious  possibility,  there’s  no  way I’d  let  him  within  a  hundred  feet  of  her,’’  he  said. I  suppose  I  must  have  been  frowning  then  without  even realizing  it,  because  Fielding  broke  into  my  thoughts. 

‘‘What?’’  he  wanted  to  know. 

‘‘This  business  about  their  both  being  shot  in  the  face like  that.  What  do  you  make  of  it?’’ 

‘‘I  wish  I  knew.  All  I  can  say  is  that  there’s  something personal  in  an  act  like  that.  Something   very  personal.’’ 

‘‘I  think  so,  too.’’ 

‘‘That’s  another  reason  I  can’t  buy  this  thing  as  a  bur

glary. Although I gotta admit the pickings in that apartment would  probably  not  be  too  shabby.  You  should  see  the place.’’ 

‘‘I’d  like  to,’’  I  told  him  pointedly. 

Fielding  ignored  the  remark,  commenting  instead  that the  death  of  their  parents  must  have  left  the  twins  ex

tremely  well  off. 

I  tried  again.  ‘‘I’d  really  like  to  have  a  look  at  the apartment.’’ 

‘‘I’ll  think  about  it—after  we’re  through  with  it.  But  I don’t  know  why  you’re  so  anxious.  I’m   telling  you  every

thing  you  could  learn  by  going  up  there,  aren’t  I?’’ 

I  decided  to  drop  it—for  a  while.  ‘‘Who  discovered them,  anyway?’’ 

A neighbor. Man named Charles Springer. He rang their 

doorbell  around  ten  of  eight.  When  no  one  answered,  he couldn’t  understand  it.  Seems  he  called  ten  minutes  earlier and  told  Mary  Ann  he’d  be  by  in  a  few  minutes.’’ 

Well,  we’d  ﬁnally  gotten  around  to  it!  So   that’s  why Fielding  was  so  sure  Mary  Ann  was  the  twin  in  the  living room!  ‘‘Ohhh,  now  I  get  it,’’  I  said,  mostly  to  myself. He grinned. ‘‘See? Didn’t I tell you to be patient and I’d explain?  Anyway,  from  Springer’s  statement  we  know  it was  Mary  Ann  who  came  in  at  seven-thirty.  She  even  said something  to  Springer  on  the  phone  about  her  sister  not being  home  yet.  By  the  way,  Meredith  left  the  theater  a 
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little before seven, and she mentioned to this other woman in  the  cast  who  happened  to  be  leaving  the  theater  at  the same  time  that  she  was  going  to  run  up  to  Macy’s  and return a blouse. So I can’t see how she could possibly have made  it  home  earlier  than  eight  o’clock.  And  that  would be  cutting  it  pretty  damn  close. 

‘‘At  any  rate,  at  some  time  after  eight,  Meredith  opened the  door  to  the  apartment,  hung  up  her  coat  in  the  foyer closet,  and  started  to  walk  into  her  own  living  room.  She never  made  it.’’ 

Something  about  the  sad,  simple  way  Fielding  said  that made my stomach constrict and then drop straight down to 

my  toes.  I  could  picture  Meredith  lying  there,  with  Mary Ann  only  a  few  yards  away,  both  of  them  covered  with blood,  their  beautiful  faces  all  smashed  up. . . . 

‘‘Anything wrong, Dez?’’ Fielding asked anxiously. ‘‘You 

don’t  look  too  hot.’’ 

‘‘It’s  nothing.  I’m  ﬁne.  Tell  me  about  Springer.’’ 

‘‘Yeah. Well, after a while he tried calling the apartment on  the  phone.  No  answer.  Then,  around  nine  o’clock,  for some reason, he went back there again. The door was open 

about  six  or  eight  inches.  He  started  to  walk  in  and  saw Meredith  at  the  end  of  the  foyer.  He  rushed  back  to  his own  place  and  dialed  nine-one-one.’’ 

‘‘So  Mary  Ann  could  have  been  shot  any  time  between seven-forty  and  nine,’’  I  said,  more  or  less  replaying  what Fielding  had  just  laid  out  for  me.  ‘‘And  Meredith  had  to have  been  hit  sometime  after  eight.’’ 

‘‘You  got  it.’’ 

‘‘Which  means  that  when  Springer  rang  the  bell  at  ten of  eight,’’  I  murmured,  thinking  aloud,  ‘‘either  Mary  Ann was  being  restrained  at  gunpoint  or  she’d  already  been shot.’’ 

‘‘Right,’’ Fielding concurred. Then, abruptly: ‘‘Okay, now you know what I know, and, according to that clock in back of  you,  it’s  twenty  after  one  already.  So  let’s  get  the  check and  get  the  hell  out  of  here.’’ 

I  decided,  in  view  of  Tim’s  being  so  forthcoming  with me, that I had to share what I’d learned from Peter. ‘‘Hold on  just  a  few  more  minutes.  I  am  about  to  give   you  some leads,’’ I informed him, trying to sound like Lady Bountiful. 

‘‘Did you know,’’ I asked, ‘‘that one of the other women 
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in  Meredith’s  show  was  jealous  of  her?  Seems  the  other woman  was  promised  the  part  that  went  to  Meredith.’’ 

‘‘That  would  be  Lucille  Collins,’’  Fielding  said,  a  little smugly,  I  thought. 

I  tried  again.  ‘‘Did  you  also  know  Meredith  and  her brother  didn’t  get  along?’’ 

‘‘Yup.  Foster  contacted  us  the  day  after  the  murder.  He had  a  lunch  date  with  Mary  Ann  set  up  for  Tuesday,  and she  was  supposed  to  call  him  in  the  morning  to  conﬁrm. When  he  didn’t  hear  from  her,  he  telephoned  her  store, but  no  one  answered.  He  ﬁnally  went  to  lunch  by  himself, and  after  he  left  the  restaurant  he  stopped  at  a  newsstand. And  there  were  these  pictures  of  his  sisters  plastered  on the front page of the  Post. I can’t even ﬁgure out how they got  ahold  of  them.’’ 

‘‘So  he  called  the  police?’’ 

‘‘As  soon  as  he  saw  the  paper.  Anyhow,  that’s  what  he claims.’’ 

‘‘What  did  he  say  about  the  feud  with  Meredith?’’ 

‘‘The  man   volunteered  that  he  and  his  sister  hadn’t  spo

ken  in  years  because  he  tried  to  interfere  when  she  was going  to  marry  this  drug  addict—the  guy  she  eventually married  anyway.  He—Foster—is  taking  this  thing  pretty badly;  seems  to  be  really  busted  up  over  it.’’ 

‘‘You  haven’t  let  him  see  his  sister  in  the  hospital?’’ 

‘‘Just  the  one  time.  When  we  were  through  questioning him,  he  pleaded  with  us  to  let  him  go  up  there.  So  Walt and  I  went  over  with  him.’’ 

‘‘Apparently,  he  couldn’t  help  with  the  identiﬁcation.’’ 

‘‘C’mon,  Dez.  The  woman’s  face—what’s  left  of  it,  any

way—is  all  bandaged  up.’’ 

‘‘I  wasn’t  thinking  about  his   recognizing  her,’’  I  coun

tered.  ‘‘I was  thinking maybe  he  could  give  you some  familytype  information. Like  one  sister’s having  a  birthmark or  a mole  or  something.’’  As  soon  as  I  said  it,  I  was  reminded of  the  question  I’d  had  so  much  trouble  putting  to  Peter. It  must  have  showed. 

‘‘We  asked  him  about  that.  But  he  didn’t  know  a  thing. And  what’s  with  you,  anyhow?  You’re  red  as  a  beet.’’ 

I didn’t care to explain. ‘‘Any problem with Foster about wanting  to  leave  the  country?’’ 

‘‘None.  In  fact,  he  voluntarily  turned  over  his  passport. 
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Says  he  has  no  intention  of  going  home  until  he  ﬁnds  out what’s  what  with  his  sisters.’’ 

I  could  see  from  the  direction  of  his  gaze  that  Fielding was  checking  the  wall  clock  behind  me  again.  ‘‘Jeez,  it’s one-thirty,’’ he announced, conﬁrming my thoughts. ‘‘ Some of  us  gotta  get  back  to  work—even  if  you  high-priced  P.I.s can  keep  your  own  hours.’’ 

He  was  unsuccessfully  attempting  to  signal  the  waiter when  I  gave  it  one  last  shot.  ‘‘I  suppose  you’re  aware  that Mary  Ann  was  engaged  once—before  Peter,  I  mean—and that  it  ended  very  badly.’’ 

‘‘Now,  that  I  didn’t  know.’’ 

I  relayed  the  meager  information  my  client  had  given me,  and  when  I  was  through,  Fielding  said,  ‘‘Looks  like we’ve  got  another  suspect,  doesn’t  it?  Or  we  will  once  we can  pin  a  name  on  this  guy.’’ 

I  left  Tim  that  day  feeling  somewhat  gratiﬁed.  While  I’d been  on  the  receiving  end  through  most  of  our  lunch,  I’d ﬁnally  been  able  to  come  up  with  a  piece  of  information for  him.  Maybe  it  wasn’t  all  that  much,  but,  as  I  learned  a long  time  ago,  it’s  important  to  have   something  on  the credit  side  of  the  ledger. 

Chapter 5 

From  the  coffee  shop,  I  took  a  cab  to  Greenwich  Village. Finding  the  Berkeley  Theater  was  an  adventure  in  itself.  I don’t  know  if  you’re  familiar  with  that  area,  but  it’s  like  a maze.  It’s  not  unusual  to  ﬁnd  a  street  breaking  off  at  an intersection  and  then  turning  up  a  few  blocks  north  or south  of  where  it  was  before.  Compounding  the  problem was the fact that my young driver, who was Indian or Paki

stani  or  some  Middle  Eastern  nationality,  spoke  almost  no English.  I  guess  the  really  amazing  thing  is  that  we  made it  to  the  Village  at  all. 

We  must  have  circled  the  same  ﬁve  or  six  blocks  for ﬁfteen minutes, with me instructing Ahmed (that’s what the license said) to stop and ask directions at least half a dozen times  and  him  saying  ‘‘Sure,  lady,’’  every  time  and  then tossing  a quick,  beatiﬁc smile  over  his shoulders  as he  con

tinued  to  zip  up  and  down  the  same  damned  streets.  Fi

nally,  just  as  I’d  more  or  less  made  up  my  mind  to  get  out and  see  if  I  could  ﬁnd  the  place  on  foot,  we  stopped  for  a trafﬁc  light  alongside  another  taxi. 

Well,  it  was  worth  a  try. 

I  rolled  down  my  window,  sticking  my  head  out  so  far that  most  of  the  rest  of  me  was  hanging  outside  the  cab, too.  ‘‘Do  you  know  where  the  Berkeley  Theater  is?’’  I yelled. 

The  light  was  changing.  And  it’s  a  rare  New  York  taxi driver  who,  sans  passengers,  will  waste  much  time  being helpful.  ‘‘Two  blocks   mmft, ’’  he  shouted  before  zooming off  in  a  cloud  of  gas  fumes.  I  wasn’t  sure  whether  that  last word  was  ‘‘up,’’  ‘‘down,’’  ‘‘north,’’  ‘‘south,’’  or  what.  But the ﬁnger he dangled out of the window  had been pointing left  when  he  said  whatever  it  was  he  said. 

‘‘Did  you  hear  that?’’  I  asked  Ahmed. 

‘‘Sure,  lady,’’  he  said,  smiling.  Just  before  turning  right. 
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I  told  him  to  pull  over.  He  gave  me  another  of  those beaming  smiles  of  his,  said,  ‘‘Sure,  lady’’  again,  made  one more  turn,  and—astonishingly—we  were  right  in  front  of the  Berkeley  Theater. 

I paid the outrageous amount on the meter (and resented 

it like hell, expense account or no expense account). I even added  what  I  thought  was  a  generous  tip—under  the  cir

cumstances,  that  is.  Just  as  I  was  leaving  the  cab,  Smiley gave  me  one  last,  blinding  smile.  ‘‘It  was  a  true  pleasure driving you, lady,’’ he said in ﬂawless English. ‘‘And please to  have  a  lovely  day.’’ 

The  Berkeley  was  a  small  theater—I  don’t  think  there were more  than a  hundred seats—and  rehearsal was  in full swing when  I got there.  I spotted a  man seated  in the mid

dle of about  the tenth row, so  I tiptoed down the  aisle and entered  the  row  behind  him.  I  leaned  over,  tapped  him  on the  shoulder,  and  very  quietly  explained  who  I  was.  He responded  with  a  long,  loud  snore. 

‘‘Hey,  you  shouldn’t  be  in  here!’’  someone  shouted  at me  from  the  stage,  as  everyone  else  up  there  stopped  in their  tracks  and  turned  to  stare.  ‘‘I’m  going  to  have  to  ask you  to  leave.’’ 

Now,  you  might  think  that,  being  a  P.I.  for  so  long,  I’d be  used  to  getting  thrown  out  of  places  by  this  time.  Well, I  don’t  think  I’ll   ever  get  used  to  it.  I  was  feeling  pretty uncomfortable  right  about  then.  Nevertheless,  I  marched purposefully  up  to  the  stage  and  even  managed  to  speak with  all  the  authority  and  composure  you’d  expect  from  a conﬁdent,  in-control,  Sam  Spade  type  of  investigator.  ‘‘I’d like  to  talk  to  the  cast  about  Meredith  Foster;  my  name’s Desiree Shapiro,’’ I said, addressing the large, sandy-haired man who had so unequivocally requested my departure. ‘‘It won’t  take  long,’’  I  assured  him,  waving  my  license  at  him. He  bent  down  and  reached  over  the  footlights  to  accept  it, then  quickly  returned  it  to  me. 

‘‘The  police  have  already  questioned  the  entire  com

pany,’’  he informed  me,  not unkindly,  ‘‘and  I’m sure  we’ve all  told  them  everything  we  know.  Which  I’m  afraid  isn’t much.’’ 

‘‘I’m  sure  you  have,  too,  but  I’ve  got  some  additional questions.’’  I  could  see  a look  of  apology  begin  to  form  on the  well-lived-in,  fortyish  face,  so  I  quickly  intercepted  it. 
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‘‘It’s  very  important.  And  we’re  all  interested  in  the  same thing,  aren’t  we?  Making  sure  this  murderous  slime  is caught.’’ 

‘‘All right,’’ the man agreed with a sigh. ‘‘C’mon in back. You  can  use  my  ofﬁce.’’ 

‘‘I guess I should introduce myself,’’ he said when he was leading me backstage. ‘‘I’m Larry Shields; I’m directing this play.’’  He  showed  me  into  a  room  so  tiny  it  could  barely contain  its  sparse  furnishings.  Sharing  the  extremely cramped  quarters  were  a  smallish,  badly  scarred  desk, which  was  piled  unbelievably  high  with  papers  of  every sort,  and  a  pair  of  identical  and  extremely  rickety  straightbacked  chairs.  ‘‘Have  a  seat,’’  Shields  said,  indicating  the chair  nearer  the  door.  Then  he  lifted  the  other  chair  from behind  the  desk,  placing  it  a  couple  of  feet  from  where  I now  sat  nervously  shifting  my  buns  and  praying  that  my own  chair  would  not  let  me  down.  (And  I’m  talking   liter

 ally.)  ‘‘I’ll  have  the  company  come  in  one  at  a  time;  I  as

sume  that’s  what  you  want,’’  Shields  told  me. 

‘‘Thanks.  I’d  appreciate  it.’’ 

From  the  ﬁrst  ﬁve  people  to  enter  what  I  now  regarded as  my  interrogation  room,  I  discovered  that   everyone  liked Meredith Foster. Of course, she didn’t really socialize much with  the  other  cast  members,  I  was  told.  But  that  was  be

cause  she  was  so  committed  to  her  craft.  She  was  always sitting  there  studying  her  lines  whenever  she  had  even  a few minutes’ free time, her fellow thespians said admiringly. As  for  Lucille  Collins  originally  having  been  promised Meredith’s role, no one seemed to know a thing about  that. Okay.  So  who  took  over  the  part  after  the  shootings?  I wanted  to  know. 

We-e-ll,  it  was  reluctantly  conceded,  Lucille   was  playing Hope   now.  However,  a  suggestion  from  me  that  there  was some ill-feeling between the two actresses, that even Mere

dith  thought  Collins  resented  her,  was  met  with  ﬁrm  deni

als,  a  couple  of  them  pretty  impassioned.  Everyone,   I  was informed  again  and  again,  liked  Meredith  Foster. 

Then  Tara  Wilde  walked  in.  Small  and  dark,  with  huge brown  eyes  and  a  totally  ingenuous  manner,  she  couldn’t have  been  more  than  nineteen  years  old.  I  immediately pegged  the  young  actress  as  my  best  hope. 

‘‘Someone  mentioned  that  Lucille  Collins  was  all  set  for 
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the  part  of  Hope  before  Meredith  came  along,’’  I  said,  not even  bothering  with  foreplay. 

‘‘I  never  heard  that,’’  the  girl  responded,  eyeing  me warily. 

‘‘From  what  I  understand,  it  was  a  pretty  good  part,  so it  would—’’ 

‘‘ Pretty  good?  Are  you  kidding?  Any  actress  would   kill for  a  part  like  that!’’  Tara’s  hand  ﬂew  to  her  mouth.  ‘‘Oh! 

I  didn’t  mean  it  like  that!  I  would   never  . . .  Lucille  would never—’’ 

I  interrupted  quickly.  ‘‘Oh,  I  don’t  think  either  of  you would,  either.  Still,  if  what  I  heard  about  Lucille’s  losing out is true, it would be understandable if she’d been a little jealous  of  Meredith,  don’t  you  agree?’’ 

‘‘Lucille  liked  Meredith  just  ﬁne,’’  Tara  retorted.  And then  she  added,  almost  as  if  she  were  parroting  the  words, 

‘‘ Everyone  liked  Meredith.’’ 

I  can’t  tell  you  how  fed  up  I  was  with  that  tune.  Also,  I decided  that  a  little  shock  therapy  could  conceivably  do some good here. ‘‘Not  everyone, ’’ I reminded her in a voice dripping  with  irony.  ‘‘Someone  disliked  Meredith  Foster enough to shoot off her face. So if there’s anything you can tell  me—’’ 

‘‘But  there  isn’t!’’  Tara  protested,  her  improbably  large eyes  growing  even  larger  and  her  voice  rising  sharply.  ‘‘If there   was,   don’t  you  think  I   would?’’ 

When  she  rushed  out  of  the  ofﬁce  moments  later,  she was  almost  in  tears.  And  I  was  furious  with  myself,  con

vinced that if I’d just pushed the right buttons, I could have gotten  her  to  open  up.  But  as  it  was,  the  only  thing  I learned from my meeting with Tara Wilde was how it must 

feel  to  kick  a  puppy. 

Two  other  people  came  and  left  after  that,  including  the show’s  snoring  producer,  who  was  still  no  more  than  semi

conscious.  Then  Lucille  Collins  put  in  an  appearance. I hadn’t exactly formed a mental picture of the woman— 

not  that  I  was  aware  of,  anyway.  Still,  what  I  saw  sur

prised  me. 

She  was  well  into  her  thirties,  tall  and  very  thin  and  al

most  plain-looking.  Except  for  her  long,  thick  hair,  which was  this  incredible  shade  of  auburn.  (And,  I  realized  with a  twinge  of  jealousy,  the  color  was  natural,  too.)  But  it was  when  Collins  began  to  speak  that  she  seemed  totally 
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transformed.  Her  voice  was  low  and  husky.  And  she  had this way of turning her complete attention to you and ﬁxing you  with  these  piercing  hazel  eyes  of  hers—eyes  that  an instant  earlier  you  probably  wouldn’t  even  have  noticed. I  didn’t  waste  much  time  before  asking  how  she  felt about  the  part  of  Hope  going  to  Meredith  Foster.  She  said she  was  disappointed;  maybe,  for  the  ﬁrst  week  or  so,  any

way, even angry about it. ‘‘But I didn’t blame Meredith for what  happened.  How could  I  blame   her for  someone  else’s decision?’’  she  pointed  out.  Quite  rationally,  I  thought. Still,  that  didn’t  let  her  off  the  hook.  ‘‘Would  you  mind telling me where you were on Monday night between quar

ter  to  eight  and  nine  o’clock?’’ 

‘‘Home alone with a book. And it was a lousy one, too.’’ 

Collins  stayed  a  couple  of  minutes  more  without  saying much  of  anything  else.  And  soon  afterward  Larry  Shields poked  his  head  in. 

‘‘That  wraps  it  up,’’  he  informed  me.  ‘‘That  was  the  last one—except  for  me.’’  He  came  in  and  set  his  meaty  sixfoot-two-or  -three-inch  body  down  opposite  me.  (And  it was  with  some  kind  of  perverse  satisfaction  that  I  noted that,  with  his  oversized  frame,  Shields’s  little  chair  was  as imperiled  as  mine  was.) 

I  opened  with,  ‘‘How  well  did  you  know  Meredith 

Foster?’’ 

‘‘Very well,’’ he said gravely. ‘‘We were going together.’’ 

It  took  a  few  seconds  to  digest  what—to  me,  at  least— 

was  very  interesting  news.  Then  I  said,  ‘‘How  did  Lucille Collins  feel  about  the  part  she’d  been  promised  going  to Meredith?’’ 

‘‘First  off,  promised  isn’t  exactly  the  right  word.  I’d planned on doing this play for some time, and I mentioned the part of Hope to Lucille quite a while ago. I knew she’d do  a  ﬁne  job.’’  And  then  with  a  trace  of  irony:  ‘‘In  fact, she   is  doing  a  ﬁne  job.  But  at  any  rate,  once  I  saw  Merry, I  realized  I  needed  someone  younger—someone  more  like Merry—although  I wasn’t  thinking  of Merry  herself at  that point.  Not  consciously,  anyway.  All  I  knew  was  that  if  I put  Lucille  in  the  role,  I’d  be  settling.’’ 

‘‘You  said   once   you   saw   Merry.  When  was  that?’’ 

‘‘It  was  the  end  of  September.  I  attended  an  opening night production of  Show  Boat. It was at one of those little theaters  on  the  Lower  East  Side  that’s  so  small  and  dilapi
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dated, it makes this place look like the Shubert.’’ His voice grew  animated  as  he  warmed  to  his  subject.  ‘‘It  was  really like  amateur  night  there,  too.  The  actors  tried  hard,  but most of them were very young, and they just weren’t up to their  parts.  All  except  Merry.’’ 

Shields looked down at his hands then. I looked, too. He 

was  slowly,  almost  rhythmically,  clenching  and  unclenching his  ﬁsts.  Without  stopping,  he  said  quietly,  ‘‘I’d  give  any

thing  for  ﬁve  minutes  alone  with  the  bastard  who  did  this. Five minutes with him, that’s all I’d need.’’ A moment later, he  very  deliberately  folded  his  hands  in  his  lap,  lifted  his head,  and  told  me  sheepishly,  ‘‘Sorry.  I  guess  I  got  carried away.’’ Unexpectedly, he forced a grin. And, forced or not, for an instant his ordinary face wasn’t so ordinary after all. 

‘‘Don’t  apologize.  Please.  This  must  be  very  difﬁcult  for you.’’ 

‘‘It’s  hell,’’  he  replied  simply. 

‘‘You  said  you  ﬁrst  saw  Meredith  in   Show   Boat, ’’  I prodded. 

‘‘Right.  She  was  playing  Julie,  the  second  female  lead. Merry’s voice wasn’t great, but she really knew how to read a  lyric.  Mostly,  though,  I  was  impressed  with  the  way  she delivered  her  lines—her  speaking  lines.  She  even  had  the dialect  down  pat;  you’d  never  know  she’d  been  living  in England  most  of  her  life.  In  fact,  she  was   so  good  that  I went  to  see  the  show  again  just  before  it  closed.’’ 

‘‘So  you  and  Meredith  met  in  September?’’ 

‘‘No.  We  didn’t  even  meet  that  second  time—which  was at  the  beginning  of  November.  After  the  performance,  I was  on  my  way  backstage  when  I  ran  into  an  old  friend, and  by  the  time  I  broke  away,  Merry  had  left  the  theater. I  was  disappointed,  but  I  decided  it  was  probably  just  as well;  I  was  seeing  someone  else  at  the  time,  and  I  had  a feeling  Merry  could  complicate  things  for  me.’’ 

‘‘And  then?’’ 

‘‘And then, less than a week after that, I went to a cock

tail party. And there was Merry. I broke off with the other woman  a  couple  of  days  later.’’ 

‘‘This  other  woman—would  you  mind  telling  me  who 

she  was?’’ 

Shields  hesitated.  ‘‘Lucille  Collins,’’  he  muttered, ﬂushing. 

Somehow,  I  wasn’t  at  all  surprised.  Well,  it  now  seemed 
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that  Ms.  Collins  had  a   couple  of  reasons  for  not  being overly  fond  of  Meredith  Foster.  I  said  as  much  to  Shields. 

‘‘You’re  wrong.  Lucille  isn’t  like  that.  Besides,  by  the time  I  met  Merry,  things  had  already  started  to  cool  be

tween  us.’’ 

‘‘On  your  part  or  hers?’’ 

The  ﬂush  deepened.  ‘‘Both.  We  probably  would  have 

split  up  soon  even  if  Merry  hadn’t  come  into  the  picture.’’ 

I wondered, brieﬂy, if that was true. But I realized it was something  I’d  never  know.  And,  for  that  matter,  Shields and  Collins  probably  wouldn’t,  either.  Right  now,  though, it  was  time  for  me  to  wrestle  with   that   question  again. It  was  not  easy  spitting  it  out.  ‘‘Did  you  ever  notice  . . . uh,  I  mean,  does  she—Meredith  . . .  uh,  Merry—have  any distinguishing  marks  on  her  body?’’  (Believe  me,  practice does  not  always  make  perfect.) 

‘‘The  police  asked  me  the  same  thing.  They  asked  if  I remembered  seeing  a  small  mole  right  next  to  her  navel. But  if  Merry   was  the  one  they  spotted  that  mole  on,  it must  have  been   very  small,  because  I  never  noticed  it.’’ 

Then  his  voice  broke  as  he  added  huskily,  ‘‘God,  I  wish there   was  something.  At  least  I’d   know.’’ 

I  shook  my  head,  commiserating.  Larry  Shields  truly  ap

peared to be suffering, just as Peter was. I reminded myself he  was  a  suspect.  In  fact,  as  far  as  I  was  concerned,  every

 one  was  a  suspect—at  least  for  the  time  being.  My  client excepted,  of  course. 

‘‘They won’t even let me into the hospital room,’’ Shields fumed.  ‘‘I  keep  trying  to  change  their  minds,  but  a  lot  of good  it  does  talking  to   those  assholes.’’  Suddenly  he  stood up.  ‘‘I’d better  snap  out  of it,’’  he  said.  ‘‘I have  a  rehearsal to  direct.  So  if  you’ll  excuse  me  . . .’’ 

‘‘One more question. How did Collins feel about the part 

she  wanted  going  to  Meredith?  You  never   did  say.’’ 

‘‘She  wasn’t  thrilled  about  it—naturally.  But  she  under

stood.  And  she  certainly  didn’t  hold  it  against  Merry.  Lu

cille’s  a  pro.’’ 

‘‘One thing more,’’ I put in hastily. ‘‘Where were you on Monday  night between  quarter  to  eight and  nine  o’clock?’’ 

‘‘In  Brooklyn,  having  dinner  with  my  mother.’’ 

‘‘Can  anyone  verify  that?’’  I  asked. 

‘‘Does  my  mother  count?’’  Shields  asked  back,  almost playfully. 

 MURDER   CAN   RUIN   YOUR   LOOKS 

 43 

‘‘I’m  afraid  not.’’ 

I walked out of the theater a few minutes later, marveling at  how  tight-lipped  that  little  group  had  been.  I  mean,  no one,  other  than  Shields  himself,  had  said  a  thing  about  the director’s  previous  relationship  with  Lucille  Collins  (and  I had  no  doubt  everyone  was  aware  there’d  been  one—the

ater  gossip  being  what  it  is). 

And  wasn’t it  strange  that nobody  had mentioned  Mere

dith’s  involvement  with  Shields?  Or  that—in  a  profession rampant  with  egos—not  one  single  person  had  speculated as  to  this  being  the  real  reason  she’d  wound  up  with  the plum  role  of  Hope? 

Chapter 6 

All  in  all,  it  had  been  a  very  tiring  day.  So  at  a  little  after eight-thirty, I took off my makeup, put on my pajamas, and got  into  my  rattiest-looking,  most  comfortable  bathrobe. (That’s  one  advantage  of  living  alone;  there’s  no  one  to care if you look like the wrath of God. As long as you stay away  from  mirrors,  that  is.) 

I confess that around then I was feeling pretty depressed about what I’d learned from Fielding earlier. (I could forget about that solemn vow I’d made myself to keep my feelings in  check  this  time.  I  should  have  known,  given  my  track record,  that  that  wasn’t  even  a  remote  possibility.) The  truth  was,  I  had  to  admit,  that  there  was  a  damned good  chance—better  than  even,  I  ﬁgured—that  Mary  Ann had  been  shot  before  her  sister  got  home.  Maybe  more than  an  hour  before.  And  that  meant  she  could  have  been lying  there  bleeding  on  the  living  room  ﬂoor  for  a  hell  of a  long  time  before  EMS  rushed  her  to  St.  Catherine’s. Which  didn’t  exactly  put  the  odds  of  being  the  survivor  in her  favor. 

But, hey, what did odds mean, anyway? Didn’t I play the 

lottery?  And  what  were  the  odds  on   that?  And  how  about Publisher’s  Clearing  House?  And  that  other  one,  the  one Ed McMahon was always hawking? I wouldn’t be plunking 

down  all  that  money  for  tickets  and  postage  if  I  didn’t believe  you  could  beat  the  odds.  So  I  was  not  going  to think  terrible  thoughts.  In  fact,  right  now  I  was  not  going to  think  at  all. 

What  I   was  going  to  do  was  plant  myself  in  front  of  the TV  for  the  entire  evening.  Cheers  would  be  on  soon.  And, later,  there  was   L.A.    Law.  Not  a  bad  night  at  all  to  put your  brains  on  hold.  But  ﬁrst  I  thought  it  might  be  a  good idea  to  set  something  up  with  this  Charles  Springer—the neighbor  who’d  discovered  the  victims.  Maybe  I  could  get 

 MURDER   CAN   RUIN   YOUR   LOOKS 

 45 

him  to  see  me  sometime  tomorrow.  I  checked  the  tele

phone  book,  and  there  was  a  listing  for  a  C.  Springer  at the  twins’  address. 

The  man  who  answered  the  phone  sounded  hyper.  He 

spoke in a nasal, high-pitched voice, and the words tumbled out  one  after  the  other  so  quickly  I  wondered  that  he  had time to breathe. When I told him I was a private investiga

tor  and  that  I  was  working  for  Peter  Winters,  Mary  Ann Foster’s ﬁance´, he said I could come over in about an hour. Now,  I’d  really  been  counting  on  a  reprieve  that  night, but what could I do? P.I.s aren’t exactly on everyone’s ‘‘A’’ 

list.  So  if  he  was  willing  to  meet  with  me,  I  wasn’t  about to  quibble. 

I got dressed in record time (for me, anyway), practically jumping  into  my  clothes  and  then  slapping  on  some makeup  and  plopping  on  this  wig  I  have  that  looks  exactly like  my  own  hair  only  it’s  usually  a  lot  easier  to  reason with.  In  less  than  three-quarters  of  an  hour, I  was  in  a  taxi heading  for  West  Fifteenth  Street. 

The twins’ apartment building, with its brand-new hunter 

green  canopy,  white-gloved  doorman,  and  huge,  mirrored lobby,  looked  like  it  had  been  transplanted  from  Sutton Place.  The  elderly  doorman  instructed  me  to  go  right  up; Mr.  Springer  was  expecting  me. 

‘‘Listen,  I’m  a  private  investigator,’’  I  told  him  before heading for the elevator. ‘‘Could we have a little talk when I  come  down?  You   were  on  duty  Monday  night,  weren’t you?’’ 

‘‘That’s  right.  You  want  to  know  about  the  shootings?’’ 

‘‘I  just  want  to  check  a  couple  of  things  with  you.’’ 

‘‘Terrible what happened, wasn’t it? And the two of them 

such  pretty  young  girls.  And  always  so  pleasant,  too.  It’s  a sorry  mess  this  world  of  ours  has  come  to,  isn’t  it?’’ 

‘‘It  sure  is,’’  I  clucked.  ‘‘I  should  be  through  upstairs  in about  half  an  hour.  Okay?’’ 

‘‘No  problem.  I’m  on  till  eleven.’’ 

Charles  Springer  was  a  short,  thin  man  in  his  early  thir

ties  with  a  bad  complexion,  a  friendly,  if  agitated,  manner, and  just  a  few  strands  of  hair  remaining  on  his  domeshaped  little  head.  He  led  me  from  a  small  foyer,  papered in  an  interesting  pink  and  silver  geometric,  into  a  large, elegant  living  room,  which  was  eclectically  furnished  with 
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striking  contemporary  pieces  and  handsome  antiques  (or very  good  reproductions;  I’m  not  sure  which).  The  room was  done  almost  entirely  in  off-white,  the  major  exception being  a  small  turquoise  velvet  sofa  accented  with  off-white and  pink  throw  pillows.  The  pink  was  repeated  in  most  of the soft pastel prints decorating the walls and in a stunning arrangement of silk ﬂowers that was displayed in a contem

porary  crystal  vase  standing  atop  an  antique  cherry sideboard. 

‘‘What  a  beautiful  room!’’  I  exclaimed.  I  was  seated  on the  turquoise  sofa,  with  Springer  sitting  on  the  off-white berge`re  at  right  angles  to  it. 

‘‘Thank  you  so  much,’’  he  said,  his  face  lighting  up  with pleasure.  Then  he  conﬁded,  in  that  rapid-ﬁre  way  he  had, 

‘‘I  love  to  decorate.  I  just  wish  I  could  afford  more  than  a studio.  A  little  more  space  to  work  with,  and  I’d   really  be able  to  let  loose.  I  wouldn’t  need  a  place  anything  like  the twins’,  of  course—’’  He  broke  off  abruptly,  and  the  glow was  gone.  ‘‘How  is  she?  Do  you  know?’’  he  demanded.  ‘‘I just  called  St.  Catherine’s  a  few  minutes  before  you  got here,  but  they  said  her  condition  was  still  critical.’’ 

‘‘I’m  sorry,  but  I  haven’t  heard  anything.’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  suppose  they’ve  ﬁgured  out  if  it’s  Mary  Ann  or Meredith  who  . . .  who’s  in  the  hospital?’’ 

‘‘No.  It  looks  like  that’ll  take  a  while.  I  understand  you were  the  one  who  found  them.’’ 

‘‘Yes.  And  it  was  just  awful,’’  Springer  whispered.  ‘‘I haven’t  been  able  to  get  a  night’s  sleep  since.’’ 

‘‘I don’t think I’d be able to, either,’’ I told him honestly. 

‘‘The police say that the ﬁrst time you called the apartment it  was  twenty  to  eight.’’ 

‘‘That’s  right.’’ 

‘‘You’re  sure  of  the  time?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  yes.  I  had  something  in  the  oven,  and  it  had  ten minutes  to  go.’’  Then  he  added  the  clincher:  ‘‘You  don’t make  a  mistake  with  the  time  when  you’re  baking  a soufﬂe´.’’ 

I  couldn’t  argue  with  that.  I  realize  this  may  sound  im

modest,  but  two  of  the  extremely  few  blemishes  on  my own outstanding  culinary record  were soufﬂe´-induced.  So I accepted  Springer’s  declaration  as  gospel. 

‘‘There’s  no  doubt,  Mr.  Springer,  that  it  was  Mary  Ann who  answered  the  phone?’’ 
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‘‘No.  She  told  me  it  was.  And,  please,  call  me  Chuck.’’ 

‘‘All  right.  And  I’m  Desiree.  Did  Mary  Ann  give  you any  indication  there  might  have  been  somebody  with  her when  you  called?’’ 

‘‘Oh, no. Just the opposite, really. I said I’d just whipped up  a  strawberry  soufﬂeánd  it  would  be  ready  in  ten  mi

nutes,  and  I  asked  if  she  and  Meredith  would  volunteer  to be  my guinea  pigs.  You see,’’  he  explained, ‘‘I’m  expecting company  next  week,  and  it’s  a  new  recipe,  so  I  wanted  to try  it  out  beforehand.’’ 

‘‘What  did  she  say?’’ 

‘‘She  told  me  Meredith  wasn’t  home  yet  but  that  she could be  walking in  any minute.  Then she  laughed and  she said,  ‘And  if  Merry  doesn’t  get  here  on  time,  the  hell  with her.  I’ll  eat   her  portion,  too.’  Those  were  practically  her exact  words.  She   didn’t  say,  ‘So-and-so  is  here,  and  maybe he’ll volunteer, too.’ Well, that certainly didn’t sound to me like  there  was  anybody  else  in  the  apartment.’’ 

It  didn’t  sound  that  way  to  me,  either.  ‘‘What  hap

pened  next?’’ 

‘‘At  ten  minutes  to  eight,  I  rang  the  doorbell,  soufﬂeín hand.  But  nobody  answered.  I  really  didn’t  know  what  to make  of  it,  but  what  could  I  do?  You  have  to  understand that I had no reason to think anything  dire had happened.’’ 

Springer  was  looking  at  me  as  though  begging  for 

reassurance. 

‘‘No,  of  course  you  didn’t,’’  I  obliged. 

‘‘Anyway,  I  went  back  to  my  own  apartment  and  had some  of  the  soufﬂe´  myself.  Naturally,  it  was  ﬂat  as  a  pan

cake  by  then,  but  I  wasn’t  concerned  about  that;  I’d   seen that  it  could  rise  to  magniﬁcent  heights.  I  just  wanted  to ﬁnd  out  how  it   tasted.’’ 

‘‘What  made  you  call  the  Foster  apartment  again?’’  I asked,  trying  to  move  him  along. 

‘‘I  can’t  even  tell  you.  It  just  kept  bugging  me—Mary Ann’s  not  answering.  I  couldn’t  understand  it,  you  know? 

So  after  I  had  the  soufﬂeánd  a  cup  of  coffee  to  go  with it,  I  picked  up  the  phone.’’ 

‘‘It  never  crossed  your  mind  that  something  might  have suddenly  come  up  and  Mary  Ann  had  to  run  out  at  the last  minute?’’ 

‘‘Of course. That was the ﬁrst thing I thought of. But she was  expecting  me.  And,  knowing  Mary  Ann,  she  wouldn’t 
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have  gone  out  without  calling  me  ﬁrst.  Not  unless  it  was  a real  emergency,  anyway.’’ 

‘‘So  you  were  worried.’’ 

‘‘Not  exactly.  At  least,  not  then.  I  think  curious  would be more like it. I was just wondering what could have hap

pened.  I  never   dreamed  . . .’’  He  seemed  to  shrink  from putting  the  rest  of  the  thought  into  words. 

‘‘You  had  no  reason  to  suspect  anything.  None  at  all,’’  I told  him  ﬁrmly. 

Springer  gave  me  a  grateful  little  smile  before  going  on. 

‘‘Anyway, after the phone call, I sat down to do some work that  I’d  brought  home  from  the  ofﬁce,  but  I  just  couldn’t concentrate.  Who  knows?  Maybe  by  then  I   was  getting  a little  worried.  Maybe  it  was  some  sort  of  premonition.’’ 

‘‘So you went back over. The door was open that time?’’ 

‘‘Just  partially.  Six  inches  maybe.  I  stood  there  in  the doorway  and  called  out.  But  nothing.  Not  a  sound.  So, without  even  thinking  about  what  I  was  doing,  I  started  to walk  in.  That’s  when  I  saw  her—Meredith,  the  cops  say  it was. God! She was all covered with blood. . . .’’ He sat there for  a  moment,  recalling  the  horror.  Then  he  asked  softly, almost  fearfully,  ‘‘Do  they  have  any  idea  yet  who  did  it?’’ 

‘‘Not  yet.’’ 

‘‘How’s  Peter  holding  up?’’ 

‘‘He’s  in  a  lot  of  pain.  But  he   is  holding  up.  You  know Peter?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  yes.  I’ve  met  him  a  number  of  times.’’ 

‘‘You  were  very  friendly  with  the  twins,  I  gather.’’ 

‘‘They  were  dear,  dear  friends  of  mine.’’ 

‘‘Can  you  think  of  anyone  who  might  have  wanted  to harm  either  of  them?’’ 

‘‘Good  grief,  no!  They  were  both  wonderful  ladies.’’ 

‘‘Think.  Please.  Is  there  anything  you  can  tell  me  about their relationships with other people that might help? Any

thing  at  all?’’ 

Springer’s  high  forehead  wrinkled  up  like  an  accordion. Then,  closing  his  eyes  and  pursing  his  lips,  he  seemed  to retreat  into  an  almost  trancelike  state.  But  when  he  spoke a few moments later, it was to tell me what I already knew: that,  years  ago,  Meredith  had  had  a  falling  out  with  her brother  over  her  future  husband  and  that  Mary  Ann  had been  engaged  to  some  lowlife  whose  name  he  couldn’t  re
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member.  (In  fact,  he  had  serious  doubts  it  had  ever  even been  mentioned.) 

I  wasn’t  ready  to  give  up  yet.  ‘‘Mary  Ann  never  had problems  with  anyone  else?’’ 

‘‘If  she   did,   she  never  told   me  about  it.’’ 

‘‘And  Meredith?’’ 

‘‘Meredith  was  very  closemouthed.  I  didn’t  even  hear about  this  thing  with  Eric—that’s  the  brother—from  her. Mary  Ann  brought  it  up  after  one  of  Eric’s  trips  to  New York;  she  said  how  bad  she  felt  that  there  was  this  rift  in the  family.’’ 

‘‘Mary  Ann  used  to  conﬁde  in  you?’’ 

‘‘No, not really. As a matter of fact, she didn’t talk much more about personal things than Meredith did. And neither of  them  liked  to  dish,  either.  It  was  very  disappointing sometimes,’’  Springer  declared,  grinning  mischievously, 

‘‘but  I  guess  that’s  one  of  the  things  that  made  them  so nice.’’  In  an  instant,  he  turned  serious  again.  ‘‘I’m  sorry  I can’t  be  more  helpful,’’  he  said  sadly. 

Well,  that  was  that.  I  might  as  well  have  stayed  home and  watched   Cheers  for  all  I’d  found  out  here  tonight. Then,  just  as  I  was  getting  to  my  feet,  Springer  stopped me  cold.  ‘‘Wait!’’  he  commanded  excitedly.  ‘‘I  just  thought of  something!  I  don’t  see  how  it  could  have  slipped  my mind!  It  was  only  about  a  month  ago,  too!’’ 

‘‘What  is it?’’  My heart  was  starting to  thump like  crazy. 

‘‘Well, one night I went over there to see if I could store this  casserole  in  their  freezer;  mine  was  packed,  and  theirs is  always  practically  empty.  Meredith  answered  the  door— 

she  was  home  alone—and  she  said  sure,  no  problem.  But once I got inside, I realized she’d been crying. I didn’t know whether  to  mention  anything  or  let  it  pass.  But  I  didn’t want  her  to  think  I  didn’t  give  a  damn,  you  know?  So  I just  asked  if  there  was  something  wrong.’’ 

‘‘What  did  she  say?’’ 

‘‘She  said  no,  but  the  minute  she  said  it,  she  burst  into tears.  I  stood  there  patting  her  shoulder  like  a  useless turd—I couldn’t think of what else to do; I’m terrible when it  comes  to  things  like  that.  And  after  a  couple  of  minutes she  pulled  herself  together  and  told  me  she’d  just  broken up  with  this  guy  she  started  going  with  recently.  I’ve  never met  the  man,  but  his  name  is  Larry  Shields  and  he  was directing  this  new  show  she  was  in.  Anyway,  she  said  it 
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was  all  her  fault,  that she’d  done  this  terrible,  unforgivable thing—I remember her using that word: ’unforgivable.’ And then  she  said  she  wouldn’t  blame  him  if  he  wanted  to  kick her out of the show. She said that even if he didn’t, though, he’d  probably  never  come  near  her  again.’’ 

‘‘Did  she  tell  you  what  it  was  she’d  done?’’ 

‘‘No.  That  was  all  she  said.’’ 

‘‘Did  she  ever  mention  it  after  that?’’ 

‘‘Well  . . .  no.  The  thing  is,  I  was  really  busy  with  work right  around  then,  so  I  didn’t  see  her  for  maybe  ﬁve  or  six days. But  I  was  concerned,’’ he  put in  quickly. It  was obvi

ous  the  poor  man’s  overactive  guilt  mechanism  was  at  it again. ‘‘Besides,’’ he rationalized, ‘‘she didn’t seem to want to  talk  about  it,  and  I  didn’t  want  to  come  off  like  some kind  of  a  Nosy  Parker,  you  know?’’ 

He waited for my nod before going on. ‘‘And then when 

I   did  see  her,  she  seemed  happy  enough.  So  I  ﬁgured  it had  just  been  a  little  lover’s  spat  that  she’d  blown  out  of proportion—the  way  we  all  do,  you  know?—and  that  they probably got back together again. Which, I later found out, is  exactly  what   did  happen.’’  He  looked  at  me  anxiously. 

‘‘You  can  see  why  it  didn’t  occur  to  me  right  away,  can’t you?  About  the  breakup,  that  is.  I  mean,  it  all  worked out  ﬁne.’’ 

Well,  it  seems  I’d  ﬁnally  learned  something  that  made giving  up  my  nine  P.M.  rendezvous  with  Ted  Danson  a  lot easier  to  take.  (He’s  really  too  good-looking  for  my  taste, anyway.) 

I  stood  up  then.  We’d  covered  everything  I  could  think of;  also,  I  was  anxious  to  talk  to  the  doorman.  But  getting out of there wasn’t easy. I had to call upon all of my really pathetic willpower  to decline  a piece  of the  chocolate torte that,  Chuck  Springer  pronounced,  was  one  of  his  best recipes. 

The  doorman’s  name  was  Harris.  I  don’t  know  if  it  was his  ﬁrst  name  or  his  last,  because  he  just  said,  ‘‘Call  me Harris.’’ 

‘‘I  understand,  Harris,’’  I  put  to  him,  ‘‘that  you  told  the police  the  twins  didn’t  have  any  visitors  Monday  night.’’ 

‘‘That’s   not  what  I  said,’’  he  responded  emphatically. 

‘‘What  did  you  say?’’ 
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‘‘I  said  that nobody  could  have  got up  to  that  apartment while   I  was  on  duty.  Not  without  my  calling  upstairs  ﬁrst.’’ 

‘‘Is  there  another  way  into  the  building?’’ 

‘‘Around the side, but you should get a load of the locks on that door. Anyhow, the police checked to make sure no 

one  broke  in,  and  no  one  did.’’ 

‘‘Then how  could this  have happened?  Do you  think the killer  may  be  someone  living  in  the  building?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  I   hope  not!’’ 

‘‘Well,  what   do  you  think?’’ 

‘‘I think whoever it was did this snuck in during the shift before  mine.  Diaz—he’s  on  seven  a.m.  to  three—walks around  in  a  fog  these  days.  I  guess  it’s  because  his  wife’s expecting  a  baby,  and  it’s  their  ﬁrst.  Don’t  get  me  wrong, Diaz  is  a  good  kid.  But  lately  his  body  may  be  on  West Fifteenth,  but,  most  times,  his  head’s  up  on  Mars.’’ 

I  was  skeptical.  ‘‘If  the  murderer  entered  the  building on  Diaz’s  shift,  that  would  mean  he  had  to  hang  around for  hours.’’ 

‘‘That’s right. But he coulda hid out in the basement. Or a  utility  room,  maybe.  There  are  plenty  of  places  to  hide,’’ 

Harris  said  obstinately. 

‘‘Was there anyone you saw  leaving the building Monday night  that  you  recognized  as  having  visited  the  twins before?’’ 

‘‘Those  two  detectives  already  asked  me  that,  and  I  told them  no.’’ 

‘‘Isn’t  it  possible  someone  got  by  you?’’  I  persisted. 

‘‘After  all,  I  don’t  suppose  it’s  really  crucial  to  screen  peo

ple  once  they’ve  already  been  upstairs.  And  if  you’re  busy with  someone  who’s  on  the  way  in  . . .’’ 

Harris  chewed  that  over  for  a  couple  of  seconds  before conceding reluctantly, ‘‘Well, I guess  that’s possible. I don’t have  eyes  in  the  back  of  my  head,  so  there’s  a   chance  I might’ve  missed  someone  when  they  were  leaving.  Espe

cially  if  I  was  busy  on  the  intercom  or  something.  But  one thing  I’ll  tell  you  for  sure:  Nobody  got   in  without  being announced;  not  on   my  shift.’’ 

I  had  this  strong  conviction  that  Harris  was  having  a pretty  hard  time  accepting  the  fact  that  the  tragedy  had occurred when he was on duty. Maybe he even felt that his job was on the line. At any rate, he’d managed to convince himself  that  poor  Diaz  was  responsible  for  the  killer’s  hav
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ing  gained  access  to  the  building.  Well,  he  hadn’t  con

vinced  me. 

‘‘What if someone had had a lot of packages that night?’’ 

I  asked.  ‘‘Wouldn’t  you  have  lent  a  hand?’’ 

‘‘Sure.  But  nobody  did.  Besides,  I  always  take  care  to lock  the  doors  if  I’m  going  to  help  someone  over  to  the elevator,  even  though  it  doesn’t  take  more  than  a  minute or  two.’’  Then,  with  a  look  that  can  best  be  described  as  a glare, he deﬁned his position on the matter again. ‘‘Listen,’’ 

he  said  irritably,’’  I  keep  telling  you  that  when  Diaz  is  on duty,  he   isn’t  on  duty,  if  you  get  my  meaning.’’ 

For  the  life  of  me,  I  couldn’t  see  the  perpetrator  sitting on  his  hands—or  any  other  part  of  his  anatomy,  for  that matter—from  three  o’clock  or  even  earlier  until  almost eight.  And  I hate  loose  ends.  I  had  to  ﬁnd  out  how he  was able  to  slip  past  Harris.  ‘‘Look,’’  I  said  in  this  nice,  even tone,  ‘‘if  something  demanded  your  attention  for  only  a few  seconds,  that’s  all  the  killer  would  have  needed  to—’’ 

‘‘How  many  times  do  I  have  to  tell  you?’’  Harris  inter

rupted  angrily.  ‘‘No  one  got  past  me.  No  one!’’ 

‘‘Sorry.  Just  one  last  question,  okay?’’ 

‘‘What  is  it?’’  he  said,  his  manner  making  it  clear  that one  was  all  I’d  get. 

‘‘Did  you  have  to  provide  any  special  assistance  of   any kind  that  night?  To  an  older  person?  Or  someone  in  a wheelchair?  Or—’’ 

I  could  see  that  he  was  about  to  break  in  with  another denial  when  suddenly  he  froze,  his  mouth  hanging  open and  his  skin  rapidly  losing  its  color. 

‘‘What  is  it?’’ 

Just then, a young couple entered the building, and Har

ris  held  the  door  for  them.  When  he  turned  back  to  me, the  elderly  doorman’s  face  was  gray.  ‘‘God  help  me,’’  he said  softly,  ‘‘I  guess  it  could  have  happened  when  Mrs. Garvin  came  home.’’ 

‘‘When was that?’’ I asked gently. At that moment, I was 

not  too  pleased  with  myself  for  doing  my  job. 

‘‘Around  seven-thirty.  I  think  it  could  have  been  a  few minutes  after  the  ﬁrst  Foster  twin  came  in;  only  don’t  hold me  to  it.  But  I   do  remember  thinking  how  late  it  was  for Mrs. Garvin; she usually gets in around six. Well,’’ he went on, nervously licking his lips, ‘‘Monday night, she pulled up in  this  big  stretch  limo—she  never  came  home  by  limo  be
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fore—and  the  driver  started  unloading  these  two  huge  car

tons  from  the  trunk.  I  found  out  later  her  ofﬁce  was moving,  and  the  cartons  were  ﬁlled  with  papers  she  was storing  in  her  apartment  for  the  time  being.  But  that’s  not here  or  there,  is  it?  Anyway,  what  happened  was  one  of the  cartons  got  stuck  in  the  trunk,  and  the  driver  started yanking  at  it.  All  of  a  sudden-like,  the  carton  came  loose and it caught the guy off balance. I thought for sure he was going  to  drop  it,  so  I  ran  over  to  give  him  a  hand.  But  by the  time  I  got  to  the  curb,  everything  was  okay;  he  had  a good  grip  on  it.’’ 

Harris  paused  for  a  second  or  two,  then  looked  at  me pleadingly.  ‘‘All  I  did,’’  he  said  shakily,  ‘‘was  to  run  over to  the  limo—just  a  few  yards  away—and  then  turn  right around  and  come  back.  So  how  long  could  I  have  been away  from  the  door?’’ 

And then, in a strangled voice, he answered the question 

himself:  ‘‘Just  long  enough.’’ 

Chapter 7 

Getting  in  touch  with  Peter  wasn’t  easy.  First  thing  in  the morning,  I  tried  reaching  him  at  the  ofﬁce  number  he’d given  me.  His  secretary—or  whoever  it  was  who  answered his phone—informed me that he’d taken a leave of absence. So  I  called  him  at  home.  I  got  the  answering  machine  and left  a  message.  Then  I  waited.  And  waited  . . . 

At  noon,  I  went  out  to  keep  an  appointment  in  connec

tion with one of the two other cases I was working on. And when  I  returned  to  the  ofﬁce  an  hour  and  a  half  later,  I waited  some  more. 

It  was  close  to  four  when  Peter  ﬁnally  got  back  to  me. 

‘‘I’m sorry,’’ he said. ‘‘I’ve been at the hospital all day, and I  just  now  called  home  for  my  messages.’’ 

‘‘How  is  she?’’ 

‘‘About  the  same,’’  he  answered.  But  there  was  a  little lift in his voice that hadn’t been there before. ‘‘I was speak

ing  to  her  neurosurgeon  today,  though.  And  he  says  that every  day  she’s  still  alive,  her  chances  go  up.  It’s  Friday now—that’s   four   days  since  she  was  shot.  And  they  didn’t even  expect  her  to  last  through  the  ﬁrst  night.’’ 

I  wanted  to  respond  with  something  positive  to  keep  his spirits  up,  but  I  couldn’t  ignore  the  possibility  that  at  any moment  the  victim  might  take  a  turn  for  the  worse.  ‘‘She’s a  real  ﬁghter,’’  I  told  him  brightly,  if  a  little  cautiously. 

‘‘She  is,  isn’t  she?’’  Peter  said  with  something  like  awe. And  then  he  went  on  to  talk  about  the  one  thing  I’d  been reluctant  to  even   think  about.  ‘‘You  know,  the  doctors  say it’s still too early to determine the amount of brain damage. But the way I look at it, ﬁrst, I want to know that it’s Mary Ann.  And  second,  I  want  to  see  her  out  of  that  coma. After  that,  I  can  deal  with  whatever  I  have  to  when  the time  comes.’’ 

I  was  very  touched  by  Peter’s  love  and  courage  and  that 
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almost childlike faith he seemed to have. Besides, who was I  to  break  those  rose-colored  glasses  of  his?  ‘‘Maybe  there won’t  be  much  damage,’’  I  offered  encouragingly. 

‘‘That’s  what  I’m  hoping.’’  A  moment  later,  his  tone changed.  ‘‘Anyway,  what  did  you  want  to  grill  me  about today?’’  he  asked,  and  I  could  hear  the  smile. 

‘‘Look,  suppose  I  meet  you  over  by  St.  Catherine’s  and we  grab  some  dinner?  We  can  talk  then.’’ 

I  was  certain  Peter  would  expire  of  malnutrition  if  I didn’t  see  to  it  that  he  got  some  nourishment  once  in  a while.  But  I  was  prepared  for  an  uphill  battle.  I  ﬁgured he’d  try  to  beg  off  with  the  excuse  that  he  didn’t  want  to leave  the  hospital  or  maybe  that  he  just  plain  wasn’t  hun

gry,  so  I  was  both  surprised  and  pleased  when  he  said, 

‘‘Sounds  good.  What  time  do  you  want  to  make  it?’’ 

I  guess  keeping  a  vigil  can  get  pretty  lonely. 

My  taxi  pulled  up  to  the  hospital’s  main  building  at  six on  the  button.  Peter  was  waiting  for  me  outside. 

The  weather  had  turned  bitter  cold  in  the  last  hour  or so,  and  the  wind  was  howling  shrilly.  I  conservatively  put the  wind-chill  factor  at  minus  ﬁfty,  at  best.  It  was  the  kind of night I’d  have loved to spend at home  in my own apart

ment, just sitting in front of the ﬁreplace with a good book. If  I  had  a  ﬁreplace,  that  is. 

My  teeth  were  already  beginning  to  chatter  in  the  brief minute  or  two  since  I’d  left  the  warmth  of  the  cab.  ‘‘It’s f-freezing out!’’ I told Peter. ‘‘Why didn’t you wait inside?’’ 

‘‘Didn’t  anyone  ever  tell  you  that  fresh  air’s  healthy  for you?’’  he  responded,  grinning. 

He  wasn’t  even  wearing  a  hat  or  gloves,  and  it  was  an effort  to  restrain  myself  from  lecturing  him  about  it.  But  I recognized  that  the  last  thing  Peter  needed  at  this  stage  of his  life  was  for  me  to  play  big  sister  again. 

‘‘What  kind  of  food  would  you  like?’’  he  asked. 

‘‘You  choose.’’ 

‘‘There’s  this  little  Italian  restaurant  I  keep  passing.  I’ve never  eaten  there,  but  it  looks  pretty  nice.  And  it’s  close.’’ 

‘‘C-c-close  is  good,’’  I  said,  my  teeth  clicking  together like  castanets. 

Laughing,  Peter  took  my  arm.  It  was  the  ﬁrst  time  I’d heard him laugh since Ashtabula. ‘‘I can’t believe you! How can  you  possibly  be  cold?’’  he  demanded.  ‘‘Just  look  at 

 56 

 Selma   Eichler 

you!  A  coat  almost  all  the  way  to  the  ground,  a  hat  pulled way  down  over  your  ears  and  a  scarf  that’s  up  past  your nose.  It’s  a  wonder  you’re  getting  any  oxygen.’’ 

He  laughed  again,  and  it  was  almost  worth  freezing  my buns  off  to  hear  him  like  that.  I  said  ‘‘almost.’’ 

He was steering me around the corner. ‘‘It’s just a couple of  doors  down,’’  he  let  me  know.  ‘‘We’ll  be  there  in three  minutes.’’ 

And  we  were. 

We walked  into a  lively and  very noisy  bar area;  ‘‘happy hour’’  was  obviously  in  full  swing  here.  Adjacent  to  that room  was  the  dining  room,  which  was  already  pretty crowded  even  at  such  an  early  dinner  hour.  Fortunately, there  was  an  empty  table  toward  the  back,  where  the  peo

ple were less happy and we’d actually be able to hear what each  other  had  to  say. 

As  soon  as  our  waiter  came  over,  I  ordered  a  glass  of red  wine  to  help  me  defrost.  Peter  ordered  a  beer.  I  could barely  stand  it:  a   cold   beer  on  a  night  like  this! 

After  the  waiter  hurried  away,  Peter  looked  at  me  with this  little  smile.  ‘‘Go!’’  he  said. 

Well, I hate to have business interfere with a good meal. But  this  was  deﬁnitely  not  the  kind  of  place  where  you could  put  your  agenda  on  hold  until  coffee  and  then,  over three  or  four  reﬁlls,  sit  around  and  discuss  all  the  things you  were  here  to  discuss.  Every  table  was  occupied  now, and  a  waiting  line  for  dinner  was  already  forming  in  the barroom. So I didn’t waste any time. ‘‘You knew that Mere

dith and Larry Shields—her director—were going together, 

didn’t  you?’’ 

‘‘Yeah,  sure.’’ 

‘‘Well,  did  you  also  know  they’d  split  up  recently?’’ 

‘‘Didn’t  I  . . .  you  mean  I  didn’t  tell  you  about  that?’’ 

Peter  asked,  blushing. 

‘‘No,  you  didn’t.’’ 

‘‘I don’t  know what’s the  matter with me,’’  he said, slap

ping  his  forehead  with  the  palm  of  his  hand.  It’s  a  wonder I  can  remember  my  own  name.’’ 

‘‘It’s  understandable  with  all  you’re  going  through,’’  I assured  him.  ‘‘Tell  me  what  you  know  about  the  ar

gument.’’ 

‘‘Actually, I don’t know  anything about it. All Mary Ann ever  said  was  that  Meredith  and  Larry  had  split  up  and 
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that Meredith was in pretty bad shape over it. But Meredith made her swear not to tell anyone  why they split—not even me.  I  think  she—Meredith,  that  is—felt  guilty  about  some

thing,  but  I’m  not  sure  now  if  Mary  Ann  actually  said  that or  I  just  had  that  impression.  Anyway,  they  got  back  to

gether again  very soon,  so I  guess whatever  it was  couldn’t have  been  that  serious.  Matter  of  fact,  we  all  went  out  to dinner  not  too  long  after  the  ﬁght,  and  they  really  seemed crazy  about  each  other.’’ 

‘‘Maybe  that’s  why  you  didn’t  say  anything  to  me  about it,’’  I  offered. 

‘‘Nice  of  you  to  give  me  an  alibi,’’  Peter  said,  a  sheepish grin  on  his  handsome  face.  ‘‘Listen,  do  you  mind  if  we order  now?  I’d  like  to  go  back  to  the  hospital  for  a  little while  tonight.’’ 

We  picked  up  the  menus  that  were  sitting  in  front  of  us on  the  table  and  quickly  made  our  choices.  Once  we’d passed  them  on  to  the  waiter,  I  was  unable  to  contain  the urge to make like big sister at least one more time. ‘‘Peter, I  hope  you  won’t  mind  my  saying  this,’’  I  began,  realizing that,  chances  were,  he  would.  ‘‘But  do  you  think  it’s  wise spending  all  your  time  at  the  hospital  this  way?  It’s  got  to be a terrible strain, and there’s really not much you can do there  at  this  point.  Going  back  to  work  might  help  take your  mind  off  things.’’ 

‘‘ Nothing  could  take  my  mind  off  things,’’  Peter  retorted sharply.  Then  he  went  on  more  evenly.  ‘‘Look,’’  he  said slowly, struggling to convey his feelings, ‘‘I  have to be there; I  just  can’t  stand  being  anywhere  else.  I’m  even  worried about  something  happening  when  I  go  home  to  sleep.  Or when  I  take  some  time  to  go  out  and  eat—like  now.  Do you  understand  what  I’m  saying?’’ 

‘‘Of course,’’ I muttered contritely. ‘‘I’ve got a big mouth; so  forget  what  I  said,  huh?  But  you   do  have  to  eat,  you know.’’ 

‘‘And  I  intend  to,’’  Peter  promised  lightly. 

‘‘There’s  something  else  I  wanted  to  ask  you  about.’’ 

‘‘What?’’ 

‘‘Did  you  by  any  chance  see  Mary  Ann  sometime  on Monday?’’ 

‘‘No.’’  I  guess  he  read  the  disappointment  on  my  face. 

‘‘Why?  Is  it  important?’’ 

‘‘It  might  be.  But  don’t  sweat  it.  There  shouldn’t  be  any 
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problem  coming  up  with  someone  who  saw  her  that  day. Or,  if  not,  someone  who  saw  Meredith.’’ 

‘‘What’s  this  all  about?’’ 

‘‘You’re aware that the twins were both shot twice, aren’t you?  The  ﬁrst  time  in  the  torso?’’ 

‘‘Sure.  I  thought  I  told   you  that,  but  I  probably  didn’t,’’ 

Peter  admitted  ruefully. 

‘‘As  a  matter  of  fact,  it  was  Sergeant  Fielding  who  told me.  But  anyway,  it  occurred  to  me  last  night  that  if  we could  ﬁnd  out  what  at  least  one  of  them  was  wearing  on Monday  and  if  we  could get  ahold  of  the  clothing,  we’d  be able  to  determine  from  the  position  of  the  bullet  hole  who was  wounded  where.  And  then,  of  course,  we’d  know  the identity  of  the  woman  in  the  hospital.’’ 

‘‘You’re  terriﬁc, Desiree!  You  really are,’’  Peter said  ad

miringly.  ‘‘Why  didn’t  the  police  think  of  that?’’ 

‘‘Whoa.  Don’t  give  me  so  much  credit.  We’re  not  sure they  didn’t.  They  just  may  not  have  been  able  to  get  their hands  on  the  clothes  for  some  reason.  Anyway,  when  we ﬁnish  eating,  I  want  to  see  what  I  can  ﬁnd  out  over  in  the emergency room. Then, if it comes down to it, I can always check at the theater to see if anyone remembers how Mere

dith  was  dressed  that—’’ 

‘‘Say,  it  just  came  to  me!  I  know  what  Mary  Ann  was wearing!’’  Peter  broke  in  excitedly.  ‘‘I  talked  to  her  on  the phone  Monday  morning,  and  she  mentioned  she  had  on this  yellow  cashmere  sweater.  I’d  given  it  to  her  for  her birthday, see—that was on the ﬁrst—and she wanted me to 

know  she  was  wearing  it.’’ 

‘‘Good,’’  I  said.  ‘‘That  is,  it’s  good  if  she  didn’t  change her clothes once she got home that night. But listen, Peter. Do me a favor, huh? Try not to count on something coming 

of  this,’’  I  cautioned.  ‘‘Sergeant  Fielding’s  a  good  friend  of mine, and  I know him  to be a  very competent investigator. So  in  all  likelihood  the  police  have  already  explored  this area.  I  just  don’t  want  to  overlook  anything,  that’s  all.’’ 

‘‘Don’t  worry,  Desiree,  I  take  your  point.  Now  I  have  a question  for  you.’’ 

‘‘Okay,  go  on.’’ 

‘‘Did  Fielding  by  any  chance  happen  to  mention  what kind  of  injury  she  has?  The  woman  in  St.  Catherine’s,  I mean.’’ 

I  wasn’t  about  to  go  back  on  my  promise  to  Tim.  Not 
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just  yet,  at  any  rate.  ‘‘No  he  didn’t,’’  I  answered.  ‘‘But  I’m sure  he  will  if  I  can  come  up  with  the  evidence  to  help  us identify  her.  Any  special  reason  you’re  asking?’’ 

‘‘It’s only that I’d like to know all there is to know about her  condition.  And  everyone’s  being  so  damned  secretive about  it.’’ 

He’d  barely  said  the  words  when  the  waiter  returned with  our  food,  and  for  a  while  both  Peter  and  I  tried  to forget the reason we were having dinner together that eve

ning.  Over  our  entreés  (in  deference  to  Peter’s  time  con

cerns  I’d  skipped  the  appetizer),  we  talked  about  our  lives and  our  work  and  even  told  each  other  some  funny  anec

dotes.  Dessert,  however,  was  cappucino,  cheesecake,  and questions. 

‘‘Can  you  give  me  the  names  of  some  of  the  twins’ 

friends?’’  I  asked.  ‘‘Anyone  you  can  think  of.  And  I  also need  to  know  how  I  can  get  in  touch  with  the  brother.’’ 

‘‘Well,  Eric’s  staying  at  the  Grand  Hyatt  on  East  Fortysecond  Street.  Fielding  asked  me  about  their  friends,  too, by the way—just last night, in fact. And I managed to come up  with  four.  Meredith  may  have  had  other  friends  I’m not  aware  of,  but  I  think  those  are  the  people  they  were closest  to.’’ 

He ticked  off the  four names,  and I  jotted three  of them down  in  my  notebook.  I  didn’t  bother  with  the  fourth;  it was  Chuck  Springer. 

‘‘I  don’t  have  any  of  the  phone  numbers,’’  Peter  apolo

gized, ‘‘but they all live in Manhattan, and I’m sure they’re in  the  book.  Anyway,  I  hope  so.’’ 

‘‘Don’t  worry.  I’ll  get  the  numbers.’’ 

When we left the restaurant about ﬁve minutes later, the 

wind  seemed  to  be  biting  even  harder  than  before,  and  I couldn’t  wait  to  get  indoors  again.  But  on  the  way  back  to St. Catherine’s, we passed one of those little fruit and vege

table  stands—you  know,  the  kind  that  carry  a  million  and one  other  things,  too—and  Peter  suddenly  stopped.  ‘‘Wait here,’’  he  ordered.  ‘‘I’ll  be  right  back.’’ 

I  stood  there  obediently,  shivering  like  crazy,  while  he ran  inside.  He  returned  in  a  couple  of  minutes  with  two little  bouquets  of  roses:  one  pink  and  the  other  yellow.  ‘‘I meant  to  get  to  a  ﬂorist  this  morning  and  pick  up  some ﬂowers  to  take  to  the  hospital,’’  he  said.  ‘‘But  you  know me; I forgot all about it.  They didn’t have much of a selec
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tion  left  in  this  place,  but  anyway,  here.’’  He  held  out  the pink  ﬂowers.  ‘‘These  are  for  you,’’  he  told  me.  ‘‘Happy Valentine’s  Day.’’ 

I  don’t  suppose  I  even  have  to  mention  that,  right  then, it  was  all  I  could  do  to  keep  from  bawling  like  a  baby. St.  Catherine’s  emergency  occupies  its  own  building. When  I  walked  in,  the  entrance  room  was  practically empty.  There  was  a  guard  over  to  my  left,  but  fortunately he  had  his  hands  full  at  the  moment.  A  very  large  middleaged  woman  was  standing  practically  nose-to-nose  with him,  yelling  unpleasant  things  (I’m  sure)  in  Spanish,  a  sob

bing  little  girl  in  tow. 

I  marched  straight  ahead  and  through  the  double  doors marked  NO  ADMITTANCE,  PATIENTS  ONLY.  I  stopped  for  a second  to  slip  off  my  coat  and  drape  it  over  my  arm  to conceal  the  roses  in  my  hand.  (There’s  something  just  a little unprofessional, I think, about conducting an investiga

tion  while  you’re  standing  there  clutching  a  bunch  of  ﬂow

ers  to  your  bosom.)  Then  I  hurried  to  the  end  of  the  short corridor,  where  I  came  to  another  set  of  doors  that  I  also had  no  business  going  through.  So  I  pushed  them  open— 

and  found  myself  in  the  heart  of  the  bustling  emergency room. 

Just  on  the  other  side  of  the  doors  were  two  patients  on stretchers, one  of them  moaning pitifully.  Over to  my right were  the  small,  curtained-off  sections  where  doctors  and nurses provided whatever immediate relief was possible for an  almost  inﬁnite  variety  of  illnesses  and  injuries.  Behind one of the curtains, a woman was screaming intermittently, and  in  the  spaces  between  her  screams  I  could  hear  some

one  else  crying  softly.  Five  or  six  hospital  personnel  were rushing around, scurrying in and out of the curtained areas, one  of  them  shouting  instructions.  They  were  all  too  fraz

zled  to  give  a  damn—or  even  notice—that  I  was  there. I  spotted  a  large  nurse’s  desk  off  to  my  left.  Three women  were  seated  at  the  desk,  two  of  them  talking  on the  phone.  I  approached  the  third  member  of  the  trio,  a buxom  blond  Hispanic-looking  woman  who  was  poring  in

tently  over  a  ledger.  ‘‘Excuse  me,’’  I  said.  My  license  was already  in  the  palm  of  my  hand  in  its  little  leather  case, and  when  the  woman  looked  up,  I  opened  the  case  and passed  it  quickly  in  front  of  her.  Then  I  started  to  stuff  it 
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back  in  my  handbag.  ‘‘I  just  have  a  few  questions;  it  won’t take—’’ 

‘‘Hold  it  a  minute  there,  kiddo.  Let  me  see  that  thing again.’’ 

I  gave  her  the  license. 

‘‘Private  eye,’’  she  sniffed.  ‘‘You’re  not  supposed  to  be in  here,  you  know.  I’m  afraid  I’m  gonna  have  to  ask  you to  leave.’’ 

‘‘Listen,  this  is  very  important,’’  I  said.  ‘‘And  it  won’t take  long.’’ 

‘‘It’s  against  hospital  policy.  You  have  to  get  permission to  come  back  here.’’ 

‘‘Can’t  you  even  spare  me  a  minute  or  two?’’  I  coaxed. She  didn’t  respond  one  way  or  the  other,  but  I  noticed that  some  strange  things  were  happening  with  her  eyes.  I turned around to see what was going on. It only took a split second  for  it  to  register  that  the  woman  was  attempting  to signal  this  guard  across  the  room,  a  skinny,  mean-looking creep  who  was  standing  there  scowling,  arms  folded  across his  chest.  He  got  her  message  almost  immediately.  Drop

ping  his  arms  to  his  sides,  he  began  striding  purposefully toward  us. 

I  talked  fast.  ‘‘It  has  to  do  with  the  Foster  twins,’’  I  told her,  ‘‘those  poor  girls  who  were  shot  in  the  face  Monday night.’’ 

‘‘Problem,  Carmen?’’  asked  a  thin,  raspy  voice  behind me. 

Looking  around,  I  saw  the  guard  glaring  down  at  me with an expression that most people reserve for multilegged little  crawling  creatures. 

I quickly turned back to Carmen. ‘‘I’m trying to get some information  on  those  twins;  it’s  really  vital.’’ 

She  hesitated.  ‘‘Well  . . .’’  And  then,  while  I  held  my breath:  ‘‘It’s  okay,  Mike.’’ 

‘‘You  sure?’’ 

‘‘Yeah.’’ 

As  soon  as  the  guard  made  his  reluctant  departure,  I said,  ‘‘I’d  like  to  speak  to  the  nurse  who  took  care  of  the twins  that  night.’’ 

‘‘What  do  you  want  to  talk  to  me  about?’’ 

‘‘You’re  her?’’ 

‘‘Yeah.  One  of  the  ‘hers,’  anyway.  But  I’m  too  busy  for any  chitchat  right  now.  Look,  you  go  have  a  seat  around 
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the  corner  out  of  the  way,’’  she  ordered,  indicating  with  a toss  of  her  head  the  general  direction  of  the  area  to  which she  was  exiling  me.  ‘‘I’ll  get  to  you  as  soon  as  I  can.’’ 

I  followed  the  head  toss  to  a  short,  walk-through  aisle lined  on  either  side  with  a  row  of  uncomfortable-looking black  and  chrome  chairs.  Taking  a  seat  in  the  middle  of the  row,  I  placed  the  roses  on  the  chair  to  my  right,  care

fully adjusting my coat on the back of the chair so it would cover  the  ﬂowers  without  crushing  them.  I’d  been  sitting there for  only two  or three seconds  when this heavy  hospi

tal  cart  came  zigzagging  down  the  narrow  aisle,  headed straight  for  my  feet.  I  pulled  my  legs  back  just  in  time  to avoid  having  all  my  toes  squashed.  The  attendant  maneu

vering  the  cart  thoughtfully  alerted  me  to  the  danger. 

‘‘Coming  through!  Watch  those  feet!’’  he  yelled.  But  not until  he’d  already  ﬂown  past. 

You  take  your  life  in  your  hands  coming  to  a  place  like this,  I  decided. 

I  glanced  idly  over  at  the  only  other  person  around,  a man  or  a  woman  seated  diagonally  across  the  aisle  from me.  I  have  no  idea  of  the  gender  because  this  person  was wearing  pants  and  lace-up  shoes,  and  all  the  time  I  was sitting  there  his/her  head  was  buried  in  his/her  hands.  The only  thing  I  could  see  was  the  top  of  a  dark  brown  head of  hair. 

Just to give myself something to do, I decided to prepare a  shopping  list  for  Sunday  night’s  dinner  with  Ellen  and her  maybe  future  husband.  I’d  already  made  out  a  list  in my ofﬁce that morning; in fact, it was in my handbag at that very moment. Still, I usually manage to forget  something,  so it wouldn’t hurt to write out another one and double-check myself.  Besides,  it  beat  staring  across  the  way  at  his/her dandruff. 

I was almost through with my little chore when someone 

sat  down  heavily  alongside  me.  I  looked  up,  surprised  to see  Carmen. 

‘‘I  didn’t  expect  you  to  be  able  to  get  to  me  this  soon,’’ 

I  told  her. 

‘‘Well,  there’s  nothing  crucial  waiting  for  me  at  the  mo

ment.  But  I  don’t  have  much  time;  I   am  busy.  So  let’s  get down  to  it.’’ 

I  got  down  to  it.  ‘‘What  happened  to  the  clothes  the 
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Foster  twins  were  wearing  when  they  were  brought  in here?’’ 

There  was  a  moment’s  hesitation  before  the  nurse  re

sponded.  ‘‘We   did  try  to  follow  procedure,’’  she  informed me, sounding defensive. ‘‘But it was like a zoo in this place that  night—I’m  talking  even  worse  than  usual—and—’’ 

‘‘Procedure?’’  I  cut  in. 

She eyed me suspiciously. ‘‘You  do know what the proce

dure  is  in  a  case  of  violence  like  this,  don’t  you?’’ 

‘‘Of  course;  the  word   procedure  threw  me  for  a  second, that’s  all,’’  I  retorted  indignantly,  not  having  the  slightest idea  what  she  was  talking  about  and  not  having  any  inten

tion  of  betraying  my  ignorance,  either.  After  all,  was  it  my fault none of the straying spouse types I usually investigate ever got blasted for their sins? ‘‘So just what happened this time?’’  I  asked,  hoping  things  would  become  clearer  to  me as  we  went  along. 

‘‘Well  . . .’’  Carmen  replied  carefully,  ‘‘I  told  you  how hectic  it  was  here  Monday  night.  There  was  a  bus  acci

dent—a  really  bad  one—at  eighty-thirty  or  so,  and  we  all had  our  hands  full;  we  were  running  around  like  cock

roaches. And when things are that frantic, you gotta realize it’s  possible  to  make  a  mistake.’’  She  took  a  deep  breath, exhaling  slowly  before  going  on.  ‘‘Anyhow,  there  were these  two  young  cops  hanging  around  over  by  the  desk waiting  for  the  clothes—’’ 

‘‘The  police  have  the  clothes,  then?’’  So  much  for  the smarts  Peter  had  so  kindly  credited  me  with.  Checking  the victim’s  effects  was   standard   police   policy,   for  God’s  sake! 

‘‘No.  That’s  what  I’m  trying  to  tell  you,’’  Carmen groused,  looking  none  too  happy.  ‘‘In  all  the  excitement, we  wound  up  giving  them   someone   else’s  property.  By  the time  the  cops  realized  it  and  came  back  a  couple  of  hours later, it was too late. We’d already tossed the twins’ stuff— 

or  what  was  left  of  it,  anyway.  We  had  to  cut  their  clothes away  so’s  we’d  be  able  to  work  on  them,’’  she  explained, 

‘‘and  everything  was  in  shreds,  so  . . .’’  Her  voice  trailed off,  and  she  shrugged  her  shoulders. 

 Fielding   was   right.    I   mean,    talk   about   Murphy’s   law!  

‘‘You  didn’t  by  chance  notice  what  either  of  the  girls had  on?’’ 

‘‘You  gotta  be  outta  your   bird!  They  were  a  real  mess, the  two  of  them,  all  covered  with  blood.  Besides,  who  had 
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time  to  look?  We  had  to  get  them  out  of  those  clothes fast.’’ 

‘‘There’s  a  good  chance  one  of  them  was  wearing  a  yel

low  cashmere  sweater,’’  I  said  in  a  forlorn  attempt  to  prod her  memory. 

‘‘Look,  kiddo,  I  keep  telling  you  it  was  mayhem  here;  I wasn’t  paying  any  attention  to  fashion.  The  only  thing  I was  interested  in—the  only  thing  we  were   all  interested in—was  getting  to  as  many  people  as  we  could  in  as  short a  time  as  possible.’’  She  eyed  me  curiously  then.  ‘‘What’s with  this  yellow  cashmere,  anyhow?’’ 

‘‘Well,  I  don’t  know  if  you’re  aware  of  this,  but  one  of the  twins  died  on  the  operating  table  and  the  other  one’s still  in  a  coma.’’ 

‘‘Yeah,  I  know.  I  was  just  asking  one  of  the  ﬂoor  nurses today  how  she  is,’’  Carmen  responded,  her  tone  softening. 

‘‘I  understand  they  were  very  pretty,  too,  although  there was  no  way  you  could  tell.  Not  after  what  that  son  of  a bitch—whoever  he  is—did  to  those  faces.’’ 

‘‘That’s  why  it’s so  important  to  ﬁnd out  what  they  were wearing. Because of what was done to them, no one knows 

which twin survived and which one died. One of those girls was  my  client’s  ﬁanceé.  And  you  can’t  even  imagine  what he’s  going  through.’’ 

‘‘Poor  man.  That’s  rough,  really  rough,’’  she  murmured, shaking  her  head  sympathetically. 

‘‘But  we’re  almost  certain  the  one  twin—Mary  Ann— 

had  on  a  yellow  cashmere  sweater.’’ 

Carmen caught on fast. ‘‘I see. You want to know where 

the woman in the yellow sweater was wounded, is that it?’’ 

Making  this  little  clucking  sound,  she  said  quietly,  ‘‘I  wish I  could  help  you.  Honest.’’  Then,  obviously  thinking—or hoping—I  was  ﬁnished  with  my  questions,  she  lifted  one cheek  off  the  chair. 

‘‘Listen  Carmen,  I’d  really  appreciate  the  names  of  any of  the  other  emergency  personnel  who  might  have  worked on  the  twins  that  night.’’ 

‘‘It  won’t  do  you  any  good,  kiddo.  That  sergeant  what’s

’is-name already quizzed everyone in E.R. who was on duty then,  even  those  who  didn’t  go  near  those  women.  Believe me,  if  they  knew  anything,  they  would  have  told  him.’’ 

‘‘I  realize  that.  But  I’d  feel  better  if  I  could  speak  to them  myself.  I  just  think  I  owe  it  to  my  client.’’ 
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‘‘I guess I can understand that. All right. Lemme see, the other  R.N.  was  Kirsten  Anderssen.  She’s  off  tonight,  and  I haven’t  got  time  to  look  up  her  phone  number  right  this minute;  I’ve  really  gotta  get  back  to  work.  But  I   will  get it  for  you,’’  she  promised,  lifting  that  same  cheek  off  the chair  again. 

‘‘And  the  doctor?’’ 

‘‘There were two doctors taking care of them, but I can’t remember  for  sure  who  they  were.  I’ll  ﬁnd  out,  though. Tell you what. You leave me your number, and I’ll ask the three  of  them  to  get  in  touch  with  you.  Don’t  worry;  I’ll explain  how  important  it  is.’’  This  time,  Carmen  lifted both  cheeks. 

I  stood  up,  too.  ‘‘Let  me  give  you  a  few  of  my  cards,’’  I told  her.  Propping  myself  against  the  wall,  I  started  ﬁshing around  for  my  wallet  in  the  overstuffed,  suitcase-sized  ac

cessory  I  call  a  handbag. 

Apparently Carmen wasn’t too optimistic about my pros

pects for any immediate success. ‘‘Just drop them off at the desk  for  me,’’  she  instructed.  ‘‘I  gotta  take  off.’’  Before  I could  say  anything,  she  was  walking  briskly  away. 

The  second  she  disappeared  around  the  corner,  I  came up  with  the  wallet. 

‘‘Wait!’’ I called out, running after her while I attempted to  extricate  some  of  my  business  cards.  ‘‘You  didn’t  even give  me  a  chance  to  thank  you,’’  I  said,  catching  up  with her  and  handing  her  ﬁve  or  six  cards.  ‘‘You’ve  been  great, and  I  really  appreciate  all  your  help.’’ 

‘‘That’s okay; no problem,’’ Carmen assured me, shoving 

the  cards  in  her  pocket.  ‘‘I  just  wish  I’d  been  able  to  tell you  more.  Anyway,  I  hope  you  catch  the  son  of  a  bitch.’’ 

She  began  moving  away  again,  and  then  she  stopped. 

‘‘Oh, I just remembered,’’ she said, spinning around, a mis

chievous  grin  on  her  face.  ‘‘Happy  Valentine’s  Day.’’  The grin  widened.  ‘‘And  listen,’’  she  cautioned,  ‘‘don’t  forget your  ﬂowers.’’ 

Chapter 8 

In  a  way,  I  was  relieved.  It’s  true  that  I  hadn’t  really learned  anything  at  St.  Catherine’s.  But  that  also  meant  I hadn’t  learned  anything   bad. 

I  went  to  bed  Friday  night  grateful  that  I  wouldn’t  have to carry any heartbreaking news to Peter—at least, not yet. The  next  morning—Saturday—I  was  at  it  again. 

Just  before  ten,  I  called  the  Hyatt.  There  was  no  answer in Eric Foster’s room, and I didn’t want to leave a message. I’d  try  him  later. 

I  took  a  look  at  the  names  I’d  gotten  from  Peter.  The name at the top of the list was Lydia Brodsky. Her number was  in  the  phone  book,  and,  fortunately,  she  was  home.  I explained  who  I  was  and  asked  when  it  would  be  possible to  talk  to  her.  I  ﬁgured  she’d  probably  put  me  off  until Monday. 

‘‘Where  are  you  calling  from?’’  she  wanted  to  know. 

‘‘My  apartment—on  East  Eighty-second  Street.’’ 

‘‘Let’s  see,’’  she  mused,  ‘‘I  don’t  have  any  appointments until later this afternoon, but there’s this errand I’ve  got to run  up on  East  Eighty-sixth. That’s  right  near you,  though, isn’t  it?  All  right,’’  she  said  slowly,  still  turning  things  over in  her  mind,  ‘‘it’ll  take  me  a  couple  of  hours  to  throw  on some  clothes,  go  up  to  Eighty-sixth  Street,  and  then  do what  I  have  to  do.  But  I  should  be  able  to  get  over  to Eighty-second  by  twelve-thirty.  No,’’  she  concluded  ﬁrmly. 

‘‘Make  that  one.  Would  that  be  okay  for  you?’’ 

‘‘Perfect.’’  I  gave  her  the  address  and  we  hung  up. If  I  didn’t  dawdle  too  much,  there  would  be  time  to straighten  up  the  apartment  for  a  few  minutes,  shower, dress,  and then  run out  and  shop for  Ellen’s dinner  tomor

row  night. 

I managed to ﬁt everything in, getting back from D’Agos
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tino’s  around  quarter  of  one,  ﬁve  minutes  before  Lydia Brodsky  showed  up. 

When  I  opened  the  door,  I  got  the  weirdest  feeling.  It was almost like looking in the mirror. The woman standing there  was  close  to  my  own  age—which,  of  course,  I  have no  intention  of  letting  you  in  on.  And  she  was  as  short  as I am. And as wide. She was dressed in a full, ﬂoor-sweeping coat (even  longer than  mine), a  scarf that  was pulled  up to her  nose,  and  a  hat  that  came  down  over  her  ears. The  similarities,  however,  stopped  when  she  took  off the  coat. 

Lydia Brodsky had on yellow sweatpants with a matching 

top,  which  is  something  I  absolutely  forbid  myself  to  do— 

wear  pants,  I  mean.  From  the  rear—and  in  that  yellow outﬁt—she  bore  a  strong  resemblance  to  the  back  end  of a  taxi.  Then,  when  she  removed  the  hat,  I  noted  that  her hair  was  much  too  short  for  her  very  full  face  and  much too blond to go  that long  without a touch-up. You couldn’t even  compare  this  woman’s  hair  with  my  own  gloriously hennaed  head. 

Nevertheless,  her  physique  was  enough  like  mine  to make  me  swear  to  myself  I’d  go  on  a  diet  as  of  Monday. But  I  was  lying,  and  I  knew  it.  It’s  tough  to  diet  when eating is almost like a religion to you; but it’s damned near impossible  if  you  happen  to  be  crazy  about  cooking,  too. Besides, my one or two successful attempts at losing weight had  not  altered  my  life  in  any  meaningful  way.  What  I’m trying  to  say  is,  Prince  Charming  didn’t  appear  and  carry me  off  into  the  sunset  somewhere.  And  if  he  wasn’t  going to  do  any  carrying,  why  bother  staying  thin? 

Lydia  waddled  over  to  the  sofa  (I  guess  we  both  did  a little  waddling)  and  sat  down.  She  passed  on  my  offer  of coffee,  tea,  or  soda  and  immediately  began  speaking  tear

fully  about  the  twins.  ‘‘Mary  Ann  and  I  were  supposed  to get together Monday night. Did Peter tell you that? If only I  hadn’t  gotten  sick,  Mary  Ann,  at  least,  would  still  be alive.’’ 

‘‘She  still   may  be,’’  I  reminded  her. 

‘‘Yes,  you’re  right,’’  she  mumbled,  a  little  disconcerted. 

‘‘I  meant  that  she  wouldn’t  have  been  shot.  I  hear  . . .  I hear  they  were  both  horribly  mutilated.’’  With  that,  the tears  started  trickling  down  her  cheeks,  and  she  reached 
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into  her  shirt  pocket.  Coming  up  empty,  she  began  rum

maging  around  in  her  spacious  and  overpacked  handbag.  I knew  the  feeling.  I  got  up  and  went  into  the  bathroom, returning  with  a  large  box  of  tissues.  She  took  a  few,  smil

ing  gratefully.  ‘‘Thanks,’’  she  said,  wiping  her  cheeks  and returning  the  box  to  me.  ‘‘I  can  never  ﬁnd  anything  in  this damned  bag  when  I  need  it.’’ 

I  put  the  tissue  box  on  the  cocktail  table  in  front  of  her. I had a very strong premonition that Lydia would be going to  it  again  and  again  before  our  little  talk  was  over. 

‘‘You  weren’t  feeling  well  Monday;  that’s  why  you  had to  cancel  your  plans  with  Mary  Ann?’’  I  put  it  like  a  ques

tion  to  get  her  started  again. 

‘‘Yes.  We  were  supposed  to  go  out  to  eat  and  then  take in  a  movie.  But  when  I  woke  up  that  morning,  I  knew  I was  coming  down  with   something.  I  kept  hoping  until  the last minute that I’d start feeling better and be able to make it, but I just kept on getting worse. At seven, I ﬁnally threw in the towel and gave her a call at the shop. You know, by the  time  I  got  home  that  night  I  had  a  temperature  of  a hundred  and  two.  Oh,  I  just   wish  she’d  listened  to  me!’’ 

‘‘About  what?’’ 

‘‘Well,  since  I  couldn’t  keep  our  date,  I  suggested  to Mary  Ann  that  she  call  Peter;  I  said  maybe  she  could  still get  together  with  him.  I  felt  really  bad  about  waiting  so long  to  cancel.’’ 

‘‘She  didn’t  want  to  call?’’ 

‘‘She  told  me  Peter  was  meeting  this  old  college  friend of  his  for  dinner  and  that  it  was  probably  too  late  to  get in  touch  with  him.  I  said  that  it  wouldn’t  hurt  to  try,  and she  said that  maybe  I was  right. But  two  seconds later,  she changed  her  mind.  She  told  me  that,  on  second  thought, she  was  kind  of  tired,  and  besides,  she  could  use  the  time to  take  care  of  bills  and  things.  I  think  maybe  she  also ﬁgured  that  Peter  and  his  friend  might  have  some  catching up to do, although he  had invited her to join them—before he  knew  she’d  made  plans  with  me,  that  is.  But  Mary  Ann was  . . .  is  . . .  oh,  I  don’t  know  . . .  she’s  like  that.  Really thoughtful.’’ 

Lydia reached for  the tissues again. Scooping up  a hand

ful,  she  dabbed  at  her  eyes,  brushed  the  newest  accumula

tion  of  tears  from  her  cheeks,  and  then  noisily  blew  her nose a few times. ‘‘Damn!’’ she said when she was through. 
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‘‘If  only  she’d  called  Peter.  If  only  she’d  called   someone! 

Why’d I have to pick  that night to come down with the ﬂu, anyway? I’m usually healthy as a horse.’’ She forced a smile and  helped  herself  to  another  handful  of  tissues. 

‘‘Listen,  did  you  mention  to  anyone  else  that  you  were going  out  with  Mary  Ann  Monday  night?’’ 

‘‘Not  that  I  can  recall. . . .  No.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  I’m sure  that  I  didn’t.’’ 

‘‘And  Mary  Ann—would  you  know  if   she  said  anything to  anyone  besides  Peter?’’ 

‘‘I  wouldn’t  have  any  idea  about  that,’’  Lydia  answered regretfully. 

‘‘How  did  you  happen  to  meet  the  twins  in  the  ﬁrst place?’’  I  asked  then. 

‘‘Didn’t Peter tell you? They bought their condo through 

me.  We  got  to  be  really  good  friends,  too.  There’s  a  little difference  in  age,  of  course,’’  she  quickly  put  in,  sounding a  bit  defensive,  ‘‘but  it  didn’t  matter.  I  seem  to  have  more in  common  with  younger  women.’’ 

‘‘Ohhh,  you  were  their  real  estate  agent,’’  I  concluded with that remarkably keen mind of mine. ‘‘I understand it’s quite  a  place,  that  apartment  of  theirs.’’ 

Lydia  nodded  her  agreement.  ‘‘I  wish   I  could  afford  it.’’ 

‘‘Just  how  much  was  it,  anyway?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  I  don’t  think  I  should—’’ 

‘‘Please,’’  I  said.  ‘‘I’m  not  asking  to  be  nosy.  It  could be  important.’’ 

She  thought  it  over  for  a  couple  of  seconds.  ‘‘All  right,’’ 

she  conceded,  ‘‘it  was  one  and  a  half.’’ 

 ‘‘Million?’’  Any  number  with  six  zeros  after  it  really throws  me. 

‘‘Million,’’  an  amused  Lydia  echoed. 

‘‘Who  actually  purchased  the  apartment—Mary  Ann  or 

Meredith?’’ 

‘‘They  both  did;  it  was  in  both  names.  Although  Mere

dith  was  the  one  who  took  most  of  the  initiative  when  it came  to  the  decision  making.’’ 

‘‘The  twins  were  quite  different,  I’m  told.’’ 

‘‘Deﬁnitely.  Mary  Ann  was  more  . . .  laid  back,  I  guess you’d  say.  While  Meredith  was  a  take-charge  kind  of  per

son.  Maybe  it  was  because  she  was  a  month  older.’’ 

I  did  a  sort  of  double-take,  which  must  have  been  the kind of response Lydia was after, because then she grinned 
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and  said,  ‘‘They  were  born  four  minutes  apart,  you  know. Even though they both celebrated their birthday on Febru

ary  1,  Meredith  was  actually  born  on  January  31—just  be

fore  midnight.  And  then  Mary  Ann  came  along  right   after midnight.  Meredith  used  to  refer  to  Mary  Ann  as  her  kid sister.’’ 

She  didn’t  say  anything  more  for  a  few  moments,  but  I watched  the  brief  lightheartedness  evaporate.  And  when she  spoke  again,  it  was  to  speculate  sadly,  ‘‘I  think  maybe the  real  reason  Meredith  was  more  dominant  has  to  do with  all  she  went  through.  I  don’t  know  if  you’re  aware  of it, but she lost her husband just this past year, and a tragedy like  that  can  make  you  grow  up  pretty  damned  fast.’’ 

‘‘I  heard  about  that.’’ 

‘‘He  was  very  ill  for  a  while,  too,  before  he  died.  And Meredith  devoted herself to his care. Not that she ever com

plained;  she  never  even  mentioned  it.  But  Mary  Ann  told me  how  rough  things  had  been  for  Meredith  right  before they  came  to  New  York.’’ 

I  got  around  to  my  standard  question  then:  ‘‘Can  you think  of  any  reason  someone  might  have  wanted  to  harm either  of  them?’’ 

‘‘God, no! Is there any chance it could have been a plain ordinary  robbery?’’  Lydia  asked  hopefully. 

‘‘The  police  more  or  less  ruled  out  that  possibility.’’ 

‘‘This is all so . . . so . . .  unbelievable, ’’ she said, snifﬂing. 

‘‘I  still  can’t  believe  it  happened.’’  That  called  for  another bunch  of  tissues. 

I  gave  her  a  little  time  to  blow  her  nose  before  I  asked, 

‘‘Would  you  happen  to  know  if  either  of  them  had  any other  close  friends?’’ 

‘‘Well,  there’s  Peter,  of  course.  Poor  guy.  I’ve  been  talk

ing  to  him  regularly  to  ﬁnd  out  how  . . .  uh  . . .  she’s  doing in  the  hospital.  He  doesn’t  even  sound  like  the  same  per

son  anymore.’’ 

‘‘Anyone  else?’’ 

‘‘That  director  boyfriend  of  Meredith’s—Larry  some

body;  I  met  him  once  at  the  apartment.  They  were  also pretty  friendly  with  a  couple  of  people  in  the  building. Some  guy  down  the  hall—I’m   positive  he’s  gay—and  a woman  who  lives  upstairs.  I  don’t  remember   his  name,  but hers is Claire. Now, let me think, what was the last name?’’ 
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‘‘I  was  able  to  supply  it,  courtesy  of  Peter’s  list.  Josephs. Claire  Josephs.’’ 

‘‘That’s  it.’’ 

‘‘What  about  Roger,  Mary  Ann’s  ex-ﬁance´?’’ 

Lydia’s  eyes  ﬂew  open.  ‘‘This  is  the  ﬁrst  I’ve  heard  that there   was  an  ex-ﬁance´.’’ 

She  left  a  few  minutes—and  a  few  more  tissues—later.  I got  one  last  view  of  the  Brodsky  rear  end  before  she  put on  her  coat. 

The  sight,  a  living  reminder  of  my  own  ample  dimen

sions,  really  unnerved  me.  As  soon  as  she  walked  out,  I headed  straight  for  the  freezer.  I  wasn’t  myself  again  until my  second  portion  of  Haägen-Dazs  Macadamia  Brittle. Peter  called  around  eight,  just  as  I  was  ﬁnishing  dinner. 

‘‘How  did  you  make  out  at  the  emergency  room  last night?’’  he  asked. 

‘‘Nothing,’’  I  said,  brieﬂy  explaining  what  had  happened to  the  girls’  clothing. 

‘‘I’ve  been  putting  off  this  call  all  day,’’  he  confessed. 

‘‘Even  though  I  kept  checking  my  machine  and  telling  my

self  that  if  you  had  any  news,  good   or  bad,  you’d  have  left a  message.’’ 

‘‘You   know  I’d  have  gotten  in  touch  with  you  if  I  had anything  to  report,’’  I  veriﬁed. 


‘‘Have  you  spoken  to  Eric  yet?’’ 

‘‘Not  yet.  I  tried  him  this  morning  and  again  around  six, but  he  wasn’t  in  his  room.’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  suppose  you’ve  had  a  chance  to  reach  any  of the  friends.’’ 

‘‘As  a  matter  of  fact,  Lydia  Brodsky  was  here  this afternoon.’’ 

‘‘Did  you  ﬁnd  out  anything?’’ 

‘‘I  can’t  really  tell   what  I  found  out  at  this  point.  Cer

tainly nothing dramatic. She mentioned, though, that you’d asked  Mary  Ann  to  join  you  and  a  friend  for  dinner  that night.’’ 

‘‘Uh-huh.  My  old  college  roommate  was  in  from  Maine. But  Mary  Ann  had  already  made  these  arrangements  with Lydia.’’  Then  he  added  poignantly,  ‘‘You  know,  when  the police  told  me  about  her  being  shot  in  her  apartment  like that,  I  thought  at  ﬁrst  that  they’d  made  a  mistake,  that  it 
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wasn’t  Mary  Ann  at  all.  I  was   sure  she  wasn’t  even  home when  it  . . .  happened.’’ 

‘‘So  you  and  your  friend  had  dinner,  just  the  two  of you?’’  I  asked  quickly,  unwilling  to  let  him  dwell  on  that ultimately  tragic  change  of  plans. 

‘‘Right.’’  There  was  a  pause  before  he  whispered: 

‘‘Unfortunately.’’ 

‘‘Peter, do you have any idea if Mary Ann told anyone— 

besides you, I mean—about making that date with Lydia?’’ 

‘‘Just  Eric,  I  think.  He  wanted  to  get  together  with  her that night, too. But when she couldn’t make it, they decided to  have  lunch  on  Tuesday.’’ 

Now,  that  was  interesting. . . . 

‘‘Listen,  Desiree,’’  Peter  was  saying,  ‘‘I  haven’t  had  any

thing  to  eat  all  day.  And  if  I  don’t  grab  a  bite  soon,  I’m going  to  start  chewing  on  the  telephone  wire.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  then  I  won’t  keep  you.’’  But,  of  course,  he  didn’t get  away  that  easily.  ‘‘Are  you  calling  from  the  hospital?’’ 

I  wanted  to  know. 

‘‘No,  I  just  got  home.’’ 

‘‘How  was  she  today?’’ 

‘‘Holding  her  own,  the  doctor  says.’’ 

‘‘Well,  that’s  something  to  be  thankful  for,’’  I  told  him. 

‘‘Now  go  eat,  and  I’ll  talk  to  you  soon.’’ 

We  hung  up,  and  I  spent  a  few  minutes  bracing  myself for  the  exciting  event  I’d  planned  for  the  remainder  of  the evening: tearing my apartment apart. The necessity for this had  evolved  because  Charmaine,  my  every-other-week 

cleaning  woman,  had  failed  to  show  up  for  so  many  weeks that  I’d  lost  track  of  which  week  she  was  due.  And  while I’d  been  ﬁlling  in  for  her  myself  on  a  fairly  regular  basis, I’m  afraid  I  wasn’t  exactly  committed  to  my  work.  That night,  however,  I  made  up my  mind  to  devote  myself  body and  soul  to  dispelling  the  dust,  mopping  the  ﬂoors,  and scrubbing  the  toilet. 

After  all,  it  wouldn’t  do  to  have  Will  think  that  Ellen came  from  a  dirty  family. 

I  got  up  early  on  Sunday  morning  to  prepare  my  doahead  dishes.  By  a  little  past  one,  I  was  out  of  the  kitchen and  just  getting  ready  to  set  up  the  folding  table  in  the living  room.  That’s  when  Ellen  called. 

‘‘I  need  your  help,  Aunt  Dez.’’ 
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‘‘Sure.  What’s  up?’’ 

‘‘I  can’t  decide  what  to  wear  tonight.  I’ve  narrowed  it down  to  the  blue  wool  or  my  black  ribbed  turtleneck  with the  black  leather  skirt.’’ 

‘‘Gee,  I  don’t  know.  You  look  good  in  both.’’ 

‘‘You’re  a  big  help.’’ 

I made up my mind. ‘‘The blue, I think; it’s a great color for  you.’’ 

‘‘I  was  kind  of  leaning  that  way  myself.  Thanks.’’ 

Ellen showed up at seven-ﬁfteen that night—in the black 

leather  outﬁt.  But  that  was  okay.  She  looked  really  cute. Will  Fitzgerald  was  at  my  door  at  seven-thirty,  right  on schedule. He was carrying a large bouquet of ﬂowers which, I  have  to  admit,  really  impressed  me.  But  the  minute  I introduced  him  to  Ellen,  I  could  see  from  his  expression that  they  would  not  be  heading  for  the  altar. 

Now,  as  I  said,  Ellen  looked  very  cute.  But  then,  Ellen is cute: tall (from where I stand, ﬁve-six is tall) and boyishly slim,  with  large  dark  eyes,  silky  brown  hair,  and  a  lovely smile.  I  think  she  resembles  Audrey  Hepburn.  Maybe  not a   lot,   but  a  little,  anyway.  Besides,  all  Will  had  said  was that  he  was  interested  in  meeting  a  nice  girl;  he  didn’t  list any  physical  requirements. 

At that moment, though, I was pretty positive that Will’s idea  of  ‘‘nice’’  was  38-24-36. 

I  served  the  hors  d’oeuvres—a  wonderful  baked  clam dish  and  these  tiny  mushroom  tarts  for  which  just  about everyone  requests  the  recipe.  Then  I  left  it  to  Ellen  to  see to  the  drinks  while  I  went  to  check  on  dinner.  From  the kitchen, I could hear Ellen trying to make conversation and Will  responding  in  monosyllables. 

I  basted  the  rib  roast,  gritting  my  teeth.  I’d  decided  on prime  ribs  because  I  knew  Will  was  a  meat  eater—he  was always  scarﬁng  down  hamburgers  at  his  desk.  With  the meat,  we’d  be  having  Yorkshire  pudding  with  horseradish sauce, a potato and cheese casserole, and a large salad with a  tasty  vinaigrette  dressing.  A  really  nice  menu,  I  thought. Too  nice  for  Will  Fitzgerald. 

When  I  returned  to  the  living  room,  Will  was  devoting himself entirely to the hors d’oeuvres, and Ellen was sitting there  with  this  tiny,  pathetic  smile  plastered  on  her  face, bravely  trying  to  cover  her  feelings  of  rejection. Things  got  even  worse  at  dinner  when  Will  made  an  at
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tempt at humor. ‘‘You should have another helping of pota

toes,’’  he  told  Ellen.  ‘‘The  way  you  are  now,  if  a  man jumped  your  bones,  that’s  what  he’d  get:  bones.’’  (Did  I say   humor?)  His  accompanying  laugh  was  almost  as  offen

sive  as  the  remark. 

Ellen  turned  crimson.  Oh,    God,   I  thought,  how   can   she ever   forgive   me   for   Will.    How   can  I   ever   forgive   me   for Will?  

Did  I  want  to  tell  that  bastard  off!  But  that  would  have made  things  even  worse  for  Ellen  than  they  already  were. So  I  restrained  myself  with  what,  let  me  assure  you,  was  a superhuman  effort. 

The  meal  seemed  interminable.  The  one  break  we  had was that there was no need to even attempt polite conversa

tion.  Will,  you  see,  was interested  only  in  the  food,  shovel

ing  down  almost  mind-boggling  quantities. 

Finally,  the  end  was  in  sight. 

My  delightful  dinner  guest  was  just  ﬁnishing  his  second helping  of  cold  lemon  soufﬂe´—which  is  my   most  special dessert  and  which  I  was  sincerely  hoping  he  would  choke on  (and  there’s   no   way  I’d  have  rendered  the  Heimlich maneuver,  either).  Ellen  was  on  her  third  cup  of  coffee. And  I  was  seriously  contemplating  pouring  a  fourth  for myself. Suddenly there was this loud beep, which, in a room so  heavy  with  silence,  sounded  more  like  a  siren.  Ellen spilled  her  coffee,  and  I,  steel-nerved  soul  that  I  am, damned  near  suffered  a  coronary. 

‘‘My  beeper!’’  Will  exclaimed,  removing  same  from  his pants  pocket.  ‘‘Do  you  mind  if  I  use  your  phone?’’  he asked  politely. 

I  directed  him  to  the  one  in  the  bedroom,  more  to  get him  out  of  my  sight  for  a  few  minutes  than  to  afford  him any  privacy.  But  he  insisted  on  making  the  call  from  the living  room. 

‘‘What’s up?’’ he said into the receiver. This was followed about  two  minutes  later  by  a  disbelieving  ‘‘You’re  kid

ding!’’  and  then,  in  rapid  succession,  by  a  shouted  ‘‘Of course  not!’’  a  strangled  ‘‘Christ!’’  and  an  authoritative 

‘‘Call the cops!’’ He concluded with a brusque ‘‘I’ll be right home,’’  slamming  down  the  phone. 

Now, somewhere between the ‘‘You’re kidding!’’ and the 

‘‘I’ll  be  right  home,’’  it  dawned  on  me  that  this  crisis  of Fitzgerald’s  was  a  little  something  he’d  cooked  up  in  ad
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vance.  You  know,  to  use  as  an  escape  hatch  if  it  should turn  out  he  wanted  one.  I  sneaked  a  look  at  Ellen,  and  I could  tell  that,  unfortunately,  she’d  caught  on,  too. 

‘‘That  was  my  next-door  neighbor,’’  Fitzgerald  was  say

ing.  ‘‘Apparently  someone’s  broken  into  my  apartment. Jules—my  neighbor—heard  a  lot  of  noise  coming  from  the place,  and  he  knew  I  wasn’t  home.  He  wanted  to  check and see if I had someone staying there before he called the police.’’  It  wasn’t  a  bad  performance,  really.  He  was  even managing  to  sound  a  little  breathless,  almost  like  he  was hyperventilating.  A  pretty  nice  touch. 

Without  commenting,  I  quickly  got  him  his  coat. 

‘‘As  much  as  I’d  like  to  stay,’’  he  told  us  as  he  hurriedly put  it  on,  ‘‘I’m  afraid  I  don’t  have  any  choice.’’  A  rueful smile  ﬂitted  across  his  troubled,  lying  face. 

I  glanced  anxiously  over  at  Ellen  again,  hoping  she’d  be able  to  control  her  tears  until  that  S.O.B.  got  the  hell  out of the apartment. I needn’t have worried. My niece rose to the  occasion  magniﬁcently,  handling  her  humiliation  in  a manner  that  I’d  have  sworn  was  not  even  in  her  nature. (But,  as  I  said  before,  with  Ellen,  you  just  never  know.) Jumping  up  from  the  table,  she  rushed  over  to  Will  and held  out  her  hand.  As  soon  as  he  took  it,  she  looked  di

rectly  into  his  eyes.  ‘‘I  just  thought  I  should  tell  you,’’  she said,  sounding  cool  and  sophisticated  and  totally  sincere, 

‘‘how  interesting  it  was  to  meet  you.  I  hope  you  won’t  be offended,  though,  if  I  ask  a  favor  of  you.’’ 

‘‘No, no, of course not,’’ a thoroughly confused Will Fitz

gerald  assured  her. 

‘‘I’d  appreciate  it  if  you  wouldn’t  attempt  to  pursue  this relationship. I know it’s very shallow of me, but I really  do prefer  taller  men.’’ 

Chapter 9 

Miraculously,  Ellen  managed  to  contain  herself  until  Will was  not  only  out  of  the  apartment  but  probably  in  the  ele

vator  on  his  way  downstairs.  Then  came  the  deluge. 

‘‘He c-certainly was anxious to g-get away from me,’’ she gulped  between  sobs.  ‘‘And  what  does  a  lawyer  need  with a  b-b-beeper,  anyway?’’ 

‘‘It’s  for  dire  emergencies  like  tonight,’’  I  said  tartly. 

‘‘And I bet  they come up all  the time.’’ Then I  hugged her awkwardly  and  added  ‘‘The  guy’s  a  pig’’  before  running into  the  bathroom  for  what  was  left  of  the  tissues. For  the  next  ﬁfteen  minutes,  I  was  busy  telling  Ellen what scum Will was and how attractive  she was. ‘‘Any man whose  measure  of  a  woman  is  her  bustline  has  got  to  be the  world’s  foremost  jerk,’’  I  summed  up. 

Ellen’s  comment  was  drowned  out  by  her  snufﬂes,  so  I went  with  an  all-purpose  response.  ‘‘Okay.  Maybe  you’re not  a  forty-D.  But  then,’’  I  reminded  her,  ‘‘neither  is  Au

drey  Hepburn.’’ 

I  think  that  made  her  feel  better.  Anyway,  she  pulled herself  together  a  short  time  later  and,  at  my  insistence, spent  the  night  on  my  sofa. 

I  went  to  bed  as  soon  as  I  got  Ellen  settled,  but  it  took me a long time to fall  asleep. I was too busy making plans. I was going to hire myself a hit man. Of course, I’d have to  ﬁnd  out  ﬁrst  where  to  get  one  and  then  make  a  few inquiries  about  the  going  rate.  Wait  a  minute. . . .  On  sec

ond thought, I’d have Fitzgerald’s kneecaps broken instead. (Would I still need a hit man for that, I wondered, or were kneecaps  a  specialty  ﬁeld?)  But  that  idea  eventually  went by the boards,  too, in favor of  a scheme in which  I person

ally  did  the  slime  in.  The  last  thing  I  remember  before dropping  off  was  this  mental  picture  of  me  behind  the wheel  of  a  sleek,  black  car,  smiling  gleefully  as  I  ran  Fitz
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gerald  down  and  then  slowly  backed  up  over  his  lifeless body. 

I  woke  up  at  seven,  and  the  little  scenarios  I’d  conjured up  at  midnight  seemed  a  lot  more  improbable  and  a  little less  appealing  in  the  light  of  day.  (Although,  to  be  honest, the  idea  of   one  broken  kneecap  still  held  a  very  strong attraction  for  me.)  Anyway,  after  a  large  breakfast,  which a much improved—even if far from cheerful—Ellen insisted 

on  preparing,  I  headed  for  the  ofﬁce. 

Jackie,  my  secretary,  was  on  the  phone  when  I  walked in.  ‘‘This  is  for  you,’’  she  said,  putting  the  call  on  hold,  ‘‘a Dr.  Gail  Schoenfeld.’’ 

Dr.  Schoenfeld,  it  turned  out,  was  one  of  the  emergency room  doctors  who  had  tended  to  the  twins  the  night  they were  shot.  But,  as  Carmen  had  predicted,  she  had  nothing to  add  to  what  ridiculously  little  I  already  knew. I  devoted  most  of  that  morning  to  making  phone  calls, which  is  something  I’m  very  unfond  of  (an  unfortunate aversion  for  a  P.I.).  But  I  didn’t  have  much  choice  if  I wanted  to  make  contact  with  the  outside  world. 

First,  I  tried  the  Hyatt.  Again,  Eric  Foster  was  out.  This time,  though,  I  ﬁgured  I’d  better  leave  word.  It  was  awk

ward  going  through  the  operator,  so  I  limited  the  message to saying that I was a private investigator working for Peter Winters  and  that  it  was  urgent  Mr.  Foster  call  me  back  as soon  as  he  could.  ‘‘You’ll  see  that  he  gets  this?’’  I  asked the  operator  harmlessly—if  unnecessarily. 

‘‘Yes,  of  course,’’  she  retorted  in  a  tone  that  made  it clear  that  what  she  was   really  saying  was:  ‘‘What  do  you think  I’m  here  for,  stupid?’’ 

After  that,  it  was  time  to  take  a  crack  at  the  other  two friends on Peter’s list. I got out the telephone directory and found phone numbers—or, at least,  probable numbers—for both  of  them. 

The  name  I’d  written  down  directly  below  Lydia  Brod

sky’s  was  Charlotte  Bromley.  There  was  a  C.  Bromley  on West  20th  Street,  and  Peter  had  told  me  Charlotte  lived downtown  somewhere. 

The  answering  machine  let  me  know  I’d  come  to  the right  place. 

‘‘Hello,  this  is  Charlotte,’’  a  breathy,  little-girl  voice  in

formed  me.  ‘‘I’m  taking  a  well-deserved  vacation,  but  I’ll 
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be  home  on  March  sixteenth.  Please  leave  a  message,  and I  promise  I’ll  return  your  call  when  I  get  back.  And  don’t forget  to  wait  for  the  beep.’’ 

 The   hell   with   the   beep!    March   sixteenth?    That   was   a month   away!   ‘‘Damn!’’  I  grumbled,  clicking  off. Dialing  Claire  Josephs,  who  lived  in  the  twins’  building, I  was  primed  for  another  conversation  with  a  machine.  It took  a  couple  of  seconds  for  it  to  register  that  there  was  a real  live  person  on  the  other  end  of  the  line. 

The  woman  sounded  totally  frazzled.  And  who  could 

blame  her?  A  baby  was  shrieking  in  the  background,  and the sound  was so  piercing that,  even as  removed from  it as I  was,  it  jangled  every  nerve  in  my  body. 

When I asked  about meeting with her,  Josephs informed 

me  that  her  son  was  suffering  from  a  slight  ear  infection. The pediatrician who had seen him ﬁrst thing that morning assured  her  it  was  nothing  serious,  but  try  telling  Greggie that,  she  said.  Then,  apparently  inspired  by  having  some

one— anyone—over  age  three  to  talk  to,  she  rattled  on about how she was quite used to Greggie’s doing more than his  fair  share  of  squalling—he  was  colicky  right  from  the start—but  these  last  two  days,  he  was  really  driving  her over  the  edge.  She  did  want  to  get  together  with  me, though, she put in quickly. ‘‘Why don’t you come over later in  the  week?’’  she  suggested.  Then  she  added  almost prayerfully,  ‘‘I’m   sure  he’ll  be  better  by  that  time.’’ 

‘‘Whenever  you  say,’’  I  told  her. 

‘‘How’s  Thursday?’’ 

Thursday  was  good. 

‘‘Could you be here in the afternoon? Around two?’’ She 

was  practically  yelling  now  in  an  attempt  to  be  heard  over the  screeches,  which  seemed  to  get  louder  by  the  second. 

‘‘That’s  when  the  baby  has  his  nap,’’  she  shouted  at  top volume,  ‘‘so  it’s  the  best  time  to  come.’’ 

I hurriedly agreed, only too anxious to get out of earshot of  little  whatever-his-name-was. 

I  left  both  my  phone  numbers  in  case  there  was  any change  in  plans,  and  we  hung  up.  For  a  couple  of  minutes, I  did  absolutely  nothing  but  luxuriate  in  the  comparative quiet  of  my  moderately  noisy  surroundings. 

It  was  about  quarter  of  eleven,  when  I  was  on  my  way to  the  water  fountain,  that  I  came  face-to-face  with  Will Fitzgerald. 
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He spoke in the most sincere voice imaginable. ‘‘Hi, De

siree. I was just coming in to see you. That dinner last night was  absolutely  terriﬁc—one  of  the  best  I’ve  ever  had.  I’m only  sorry  I  had  to  run  out  like  that.  I  found  a  real  mess when  I  got  home,  too.’’ 

I  gazed  at  him  stone-faced  as  he  went  on.  ‘‘Those  guys sure  cleaned  me  out.  They  got  away  with  my  TV,  the  new six-hundred-buck  stereo  system  I  bought  when  I  moved  to New  York,  and  the  Omega  watch  my  grandfather  gave  me when  I  graduated  from  law  school.  And  God  knows  what else  they  boosted  that  I’m  not  even  aware  of  yet!’’ 

I suppressed the urge to tell him to drop dead; that would hardly  have  been  ladylike. 

‘‘Immolate  yourself,  huh,  Will?’’  I  suggested  instead  be

fore  turning  my  back  and  walking  briskly  away. 

Right  before  noon,  I  heard  from  the  other  emergency room  doctor.  He  was  very  nice  but  as  uninformative  as  his colleague had been. ‘‘We were terribly busy that night,’’ he said  regretfully.  ‘‘Besides,  those  women  spent  hardly  any time  in  emergency;  we  had  to  rush  them  right  into  O.R.’’ 

Well,  it  was  what  I’d  expected,  wasn’t  it?  Nevertheless, the  morning  had  left  me  so  thoroughly  drained  that  I  de

cided  to  treat  myself  to  pizza  for  lunch.  But  when  I  was sitting  there at  the  counter at  Little  Angie’s, nibbling  away at  the  absolutely  thinnest,  crispiest  crust  in  the  city,  the back  end  of  Lydia  Brodsky  suddenly  ﬂashed  before  my eyes. 

And  I  limited  myself  to  two  slices. 

Chapter 10 

I got home a little after six, and the red light on my answer

ing  machine  was  ﬂashing. 

The ﬁrst message was from Kirsten Anderssen. ‘‘Carmen 

Velez  asked  me  to  call  you,’’  she  said.  ‘‘I’m  the  other  E.R. nurse  who  took  care  of  those  twins  you  wanted  to  know about. But I couldn’t possibly tell you what they were wear

ing.’’  Then  she  went  into  all  these  details  about  how  fren

zied  things  were  in  emergency  that  night,  prattling  on  and on  until  the  machine,  mercifully,  cut  her  off  in  midword. The  second  message  was  from  Eric  Foster.  ‘‘I’m  on  my way  to  a  business  dinner  with  an  associate  just  now,’’  he said, sounding veddy British. ‘‘I’ll ring you when I get back to  my  hotel  if  it  isn’t  too  late.  Otherwise,  you’ll  hear  from me  in  the  morning.’’ 

Peter was next. ‘‘Everything’s status quo at this end,’’ he reported.  ‘‘I’m  calling  because  I  spoke  to  Maureen  the other  day,  and  she  made  me  promise  not  to  forget  to  send you  her  love.  But,  well,  I  forgot.’’ 

I  was  shaking  my  head  in  exasperation  and  grinning  at the  same  time.  That  was   so  Peter. 

I  ate  very  well  that  evening  on  the  leftovers  from  Sun

day’s  disastrous  little  get-together—or  whatever  you  want to call it. Then I turned on the television. I soon found out that  my  tolerance  level  for  Monday  evening’s  sitcoms  was practically  at ground  zero that  night,  and I  kept on  playing with  the  remote  until  I  succeeded  in  getting  myself  nuts.  I ﬁnally  shut  off  the  set,  went  to  the  bookshelf,  and  took down  an  Agatha  Christie.  Sad   Cypress.  That  was  one  I’d only  read  twice—three  times,  tops—so  it  would  be  practi

cally  like  a  new  experience  for  me. 

At ten, I dragged myself away from Hercule to call Ellen. But  she  beat  me  to  it.  The  phone  rang  just  as  I  was  about to  lift  the  receiver. 
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I  wanted  to  ask  if  she  was  okay,  but  if  she   was,   the question  might  remind  her  that  she  had  reason  not  to  be. So I clamped a lid on myself and went to something innocu

ous.  ‘‘When  did  you  get  in?’’ 

‘‘About a half hour ago. And I put your care package to 

good  use.  I  had  a  big  slice  or  roast  beef,  some  Yorkshire pudding,  and  a   huge  portion  of  the  potato  casserole,  and  I polished off  the lemon  soufﬂe´. I  made such  a pig  of myself that  I  am  now  ready  to  barf.’’ 

‘‘Gee,  Ellen,  thanks  so  much  for  sharing  that  with  me.’’ 

We  both  laughed  (although  Ellen  doesn’t  really   laugh; she  giggles),  and  I  decided  that  she  certainly   seemed  to have  recovered  from  her  lovely  evening  at  Aunt  Dez’s. 

‘‘How’s  the  case  coming?’’  she  asked. 

‘‘Damned  if   I  know,’’  I  grumbled. 

I  hadn’t  exactly  made  any  monumental  inroads  in  the investigation  so  far,  and  I  was  beginning  to  feel  a  little discouraged.  (Patience  may  be  a  virtue,  but  it’s  never  been one  of  mine.)  So  it  didn’t  bother  me  to  hear  Ellen—who is  president  and  sole  member  of  my  fan  club—swear  that I  would  deﬁnitely  solve  the  case  and  that  I  was  the   only one  who’d  be  able  to  do  it  because  I  was  so  much  more clever  and  resourceful  than  the  police  or   anyone.  (I  men

tioned  how  exceptionally  wise  Ellen  is  in  some  ways, didn’t  I?) 

Anyway, our conversation boosted my conﬁdence a little, 

and  I  went  back  to  my  mystery,  certain  I  could  even  keep pace  with  the  indomitable  Poirot.  Especially  the  second time  around. 

When  I  walked  into  the  ofﬁce  in  the  morning,  there  was a  message  waiting  on  my  desk.  It  was  from  Eric  Foster, and  he’d  provided  a  number  where  he  could  be  reached.  I didn’t  waste  any  time  in  returning  the  call. 

‘‘Foster  here,’’  said  last  night’s  clipped  British  accent. 

‘‘This  is  Desiree  Shapiro.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  yes,  Ms.  Shapiro.’’  His  tone  grew  solemn.  ‘‘You phoned  me  yesterday.  About  my  sisters,  I  would  guess.’’ 

‘‘That’s  right.  I  wonder  if  I  could  come  over  and  see you—as  soon  as  possible.’’ 

‘‘Well, my ﬁrm just made a furnished ﬂat available to me 

for  as long  as I’m  here  in New  York, and  I’ll  be moving  in later  this  afternoon.  But  it  shouldn’t  take  very  long  to  get 
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myself  settled.  You  could  stop  by  this  evening,  if  you’d like.’’ 

‘‘Thanks,  I’d  appreciate  it.  Just  say  when  and  where.’’ 

‘‘Eight o’clock, if that’s agreeable to you. Three ﬁfty-four East  Forty-ninth  Street.’’ 

‘‘I’ll  be  there.’’ 

I considered calling Larry Shields before heading over to the  theater  but  decided  that  would  give  him  the  option  of telling  me  he  couldn’t  see  me  that  day—an  option  I  was not  willing  to  make  available  to  him.  So  I  occupied  myself with  some  paperwork,  then  took  a  cab  to  the  Berkeley around  eleven-ﬁfteen.  Maybe  I’d  catch  him  right  before  a lunch  break. 

They  were  rehearsing  when  I  got  there.  I  looked  around for  Shields,  but  he  was  nowhere  in  sight.  Then  I  heard  a familiar  voice  bark  some  instructions  at  the  actors.  I  was trying  to  ﬁgure  out  where  the  voice  had  come  from  when there was another bark. This time, I got a ﬁx on the general direction.  I  walked  toward  the  front  of  the  theater,  and there  was  Shields  in  the  audience,  seated  off  to  the  side some  six  or  seven  rows  back.  No  wonder  I  hadn’t  spotted him!  He  was  slumped  so  far  down  in  his  chair  that  only about an inch or two of his head was visible over the back. I  tiptoed  over,  then  bent  down  and  very  softly  said  his name. 

He  damned  near  shot  out  of  his  seat.  ‘‘Jesus!’’  he  bel

lowed.  Onstage,  everything  sort  of  froze. 

‘‘I’m  sorry,’’  I  told  him,  ‘‘I  didn’t  mean  to  startle  you.’’ 

‘‘You’re  here  again,  huh?’’  he  said,  now  sitting  ramrodstraight.  ‘‘You  could  scare  the  crap  out  of  someone  like that,  you  know?’’  Then,  to  the  cast:  ‘‘Okay,  gang,  let’s break  for  lunch.  A  half  hour.  And  I   mean  a  half  hour,  got it?’’ He looked up at me. (But not very far up, since Shields was almost as tall sitting down as I am when I’m standing.) 

‘‘You  got  any  news  for  me?’’ 

‘‘I  wish.  Look,  can  we  talk  for  a  few  minutes?’’ 

‘‘Let’s  go  back  to  my  ofﬁce.’’ 

Remembering  that  ofﬁce—and,  most  particularly,  those tottering  chairs  of  his—I  was  quick  to  offer  an  alternative. 

‘‘How  about  if  I  buy  you  lunch  instead?’’ 

‘‘There’s nothing I like more than having a woman spring 

for  a  meal  for  me,  but  I  don’t  have  much  of  an  appetite 
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lately.  In  fact,  I  haven’t  even  been   eating  lunch.  Thanks, anyway,  though.’’  He  stood  up.  ‘‘But,  hey,  it’s  not   all  bad; I  lost  almost  ten  pounds  this  past  week.’’  With  that,  he turned  around,  making  this  pretense  of  letting  me  admire him.  Then  we  headed  backstage. 

‘‘I  didn’t  see  Lucille  Collins  up  there,’’  I  commented  as we  were  walking. 

‘‘She’s  home  nursing  a  bad  cold,’’  he  informed  me. When  we  got  to  his  ofﬁce,  I  saw  that,  since  my  last  visit, Shields  had  managed  to  accomplish  the  impossible:  almost doubling  the  clutter  in  that  incredibly  cramped  little  space. He  even  had  to  dump  a  huge  stack  of  papers  from  one  of the  two  killer  chairs  so  we’d  both  have  room  to  sit  down. 

‘‘What did you want to see me about?’’ he asked immedi

ately  after  I’d  perched   very   carefully  on  the  cleared-off chair.  I  had  one  cheek  on  the  seat  and  the  other  sort  of hanging  out  there  in  space,  and  Larry  Shields  was  looking at  me  and  trying  very  hard  not  to  smile. 

‘‘Why  didn’t  you  mention  that  you  and  Meredith  had broken  up  for  a  while  not  too  long  ago?’’  It  was  supposed to  be  a  question,  but  somehow  it  came  out  sounding  more like  a  challenge. 

It  put  the  director  on  the  defensive.  ‘‘I  don’t  know  who fed  you  that  garbage,’’  he  countered  testily,  ‘‘but  it’s  not true.’’ 

‘‘I  have  it  on  good  authority  that—’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  care  if  your  authority’s  the  pope,’’  he  broke  in. 

‘‘Merry  and  I  never  split  up.’’  A  moment  later,  he  was calmer. ‘‘Listen,’’ he said with exaggerated patience, ‘‘when we  ﬁrst  started  rehearsals,  I  was  so  wrapped  up  in  getting the  play  under  way  that  things  may  have  cooled  off  a  little between  Merry  and  me.  I  just  didn’t  allow  myself  time  for anything  but  my  work.  But  it  was  only  temporary.’’ 

‘‘Meredith  told  someone  you’d  broken  it  off  because she’d  done  something  unforgivable.  She  didn’t  say  what  it was,  but  she  did  use  the  word   unforgivable.’’ 

Shields’s  forehead  wrinkled  up  and  his  eyebrows  came together,  forming  two  deep  lines  just  above  his  nose.  But very quickly his brow cleared. ‘‘Oh, for God’s sake! I know what  it  was!’’  he  announced.  ‘‘Merry  was  having  a  little difﬁculty with her part in the beginning. She was great with the  more  dramatic  demands  of  the  role,  but  the  part  also called for her to be something of a comedienne, and Merry 
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wasn’t  that  comfortable  with  comedy  yet.  She  hadn’t  done much  of  it,  so  her  timing  was  slightly  off,  that’s  all.  I  kept telling  her  that  that’s  what  rehearsals  are  for.’’  His  tone softened perceptibly. ‘‘But the thing is, Merry was . . .  is . . . such  a  . . .  such  a  damned  perfectionist.’’ 

I  hated  poking  away  at  him  like  this,  but  it   was  what  I’d come  here  for.  ‘‘I  don’t  quite  follow  you,’’  I  told  him. 

‘‘What  does  that  have  to  do  with  her  feeling  that  she’d done  something  unforgivable?’’ 

‘‘You didn’t let me ﬁnish. I knew she’d be just wonderful by  the  time  we  were  ready  to  open,  but  Merry  was  really worried  about  letting  me  down.  And  she  told  me  she  felt guilty because, unconsciously, she might have used our per

sonal  relationship  to  get  me  to  offer  her  the  role.  Which, incidentally,  I  gave  her  for  only  one  reason:  She  was  abso

lutely  right  for  it.  Anyway,  that’s  what  she  was  talking about;  it  had  to  be,’’  Shields  insisted,  his  eyes  fastened  on mine. 

I  must  have  looked  skeptical.  (I  sure  as  hell   was skeptical.) 

‘‘Look,  Merry  has  a  ﬂair  for  the  dramatic—all  actors  do. What  you’d  maybe  consider  a   problem,   an  actor  blows  up into  a   catastrophe.  That’s  what  she  was  referring  to—this business about  our relationship inﬂuencing  my professional decision.  Believe  me,  there’s  never  been  any  trouble  be

tween  Merry  and  me.’’ 

Well, he certainly  sounded convincing enough. And I had to admit it was a nice try. Still, the only thing Larry Shields made  me  believe  that  day  was  that  he  was  a  pretty  good actor  himself. 

Chapter 11 

I came back to the ofﬁce with a crumpled sheet of paper on which Shields had reluctantly scrawled the home telephone numbers  of  the  cast. 

Lucille  Collins  answered  the  phone  with  what  sounded like a death rattle. She was not what you’d call anxious for a  visit  from  me.  But  with  a  little  determination  and  a  lot of  nagging,  I  persuaded  her  to  let  me  drop  by  her  apart

ment for lunch the next day. First, however, I had to prom

ise—twice—that  I’d  be  accompanied  by  a  container  of homemade  chicken  soup. 

It  wasn’t  until  after  ﬁve,  just  as  I  was  about  to  leave work, that I remembered I’d intended to call Stuart Mason that  afternoon. 

I  should  probably  explain  about  Stuart,  just  so  you  un

derstand  what’s  going  on.  I’ll  make  it  brief,  because  it’s really  kind  of  awkward  for  me—discussing  my  sex  life,  I mean  (even  though  there’s  pathetically  little   to  discuss,  es

pecially  lately).  But  anyway,  here  goes. . . . 

Stuart  Mason’s  my  accountant.  He’s  also  my  friendturned-lover-turned-back-to-friend.  I’ve  know  him  about  a hundred  years,  since  before  there  was  even  an  Ed  in  my life.  And  I  liked  him  (I’m  talking  platonically)  from  the ﬁrst  day  he  started  poking  his  nose  in  my  books,  although in  the  beginning  our  contact  was  pretty  much  relegated  to business hours. That changed soon after  Ed and I got mar

ried.  That’s  when  the  four  of  us  started  having  dinner  to

gether pretty regularly—with the fourth party being Stuart’s beautiful  wife,  Lynne.  Then,  quite  suddenly,  beautiful  wife Lynne  took  off  (I  have  no  idea  where  or  why),  and  we became  a  threesome.  Until  Ed  died. 

It  was  more  than  a  year  after  Ed’s  death—and  I  won’t go  into  the  details—when,  somehow,  my  friendship  with Stuart  took  on  the  added  dimension  of   physical  closeness. 
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I  guess  it  happened  because  we’d  both  suffered  a  loss  that hurt us deeply and we were lonely and we liked and trusted each  other.  What  I’m  trying  to  say  is  that  there  was  never a  real  romance  or  anything  like  that  between  us.  Just  a  lot of  pleasant  moments  shared  by  two  very  good  friends. Anyhow, whatever started it, things went on that way for 

a long time. But then these circumstances occurred that I’d rather  not  even  think  about,  and  I  got  to  feeling  guilty about  the  physical  aspect  of  my  relationship  with  Stuart. And  so  we  reverted  to  being  platonic  friends  again.  Which is  where  we  were  now.  Whether  I  liked  it  or  not. But  about  the  phone  call  . . . 

Wednesday  was  Stuart’s  birthday,  and  I  was  taking  him out  to  dinner.  We’d  made  our  plans  so  long  ago,  though, that  I  thought  I’d  better  conﬁrm. 

I  was  a  little  surprised  to  ﬁnd  him  at  his  ofﬁce.  ‘‘I  was hoping  you’d  still  be  there,’’  I  said. 

‘‘Are  you  kidding?  I’ve  got  a  long  night  ahead  of  me here.  April  ﬁfteenth  is  practically  around  the  corner.’’ 

‘‘I  won’t  keep  you.  I  just  wanted  to  be  sure  we’re  still on  for  tomorrow  night.’’ 

‘‘That’s okay, I can talk for a couple of minutes. And yes, we are  deﬁnitely still on. Tell me, how’s everything going?’’ 

I  screwed  up  my  face,  then  realized  that  wouldn’t  com

municate  too  well  over  the  phone.  ‘‘So-so,’’  I  answered. 

‘‘Is  anything  wrong?’’ 

Now,  I  don’t  like  to  complain—not  more  than  two  or three  times  an  hour,  anyway.  Besides,  I’d  already  gotten some  bolstering  from  Ellen  just  the  night  before.  So  I merely said, ‘‘No, nothing’s wrong. It’s only that I’ve taken on  a  new  case—one  that’s  a  real  challenge.  And  once  in  a while I get a little concerned about being up to it, that’s all. I’ll tell you about it when I see you.’’ Then, in an attempt to put  the  topic  to  bed,  I  added  lightly,  ‘‘Whether  you  want to  hear  it  or  not.’’ 

‘‘I  deﬁnitely   do, ’’  Stuart  responded,  chuckling,  after which  he  immediately  turned  serious.  ‘‘Look,  Dez,  you’re an  extremely  competent  investigator.  The  way  you  solved those  murders  in  your  niece’s  building  should  have  proved that to you, if nothing else ever did.’’ There was the briefest pause before he tagged on, to ensure that I was sufﬁciently encouraged,  ‘‘I  have  no  doubt  you’ll  do  the  job  this  time, too;  you’ll  see.’’ 
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I  was  really  touched.  But  not  surprised.  Stuart’s  a  very sensitive, caring person. It’s just too bad he’s so good-looking (and you know how I feel about  that!); otherwise, we might have  had  a  future  together. 

I gave him the address of the restaurant, which had been 

highly  recommended  by  Ellen,  and  told  him  I’d  see  him there  on  Wednesday  at  seven.  Then  we  hung  up,  and  I went  downstairs  to  fortify  myself  with  a  sandwich  for  my eight  o’clock  meeting  with  Eric  Foster. 

I  didn’t  have  the  trouble  I  usually  run  into  in  getting  a cab at that hour, so I arrived at Foster’s building—an older, but  well-kept  high-rise—ten  minutes  early. 

Now, I, personally, am not too thrilled when people show 

up  at  my  place  before  they’re  expected.  Invariably,  it’s while  I’m  in  the  middle  of  doing  battle  with  this  unbeliev

ably perverse hair of mine. Or when I’m trying to clean up the  mess  under  my  eyes  that  I  seem  to  make  more  often than  not  when  I’m  applying  mascara  and  which  leaves  me looking  like  I  play  outﬁeld  for  the  Mets.  So  I  decided  to take  a  nice,  slow  walk  around  the  block.  After  all,  I  didn’t want  to  start  off  on  the  wrong  foot  with  Foster. When  I  ﬁnally  gave  myself  permission  to  go  upstairs,  it was  just  eight  o’clock. 

Eric  Foster  was  a  tall  man,  lean  and  trim,  and,  like  his sisters, he  was fair. Although  at ﬁrst glance  he appeared to be  quite  young,  when  I  looked  again  I  noticed  the  sharp lines  that  ran  from  his  nose  to  his  mouth,  and  I  saw  that his  light  brown  hair  was  liberally  ﬂecked  with  gray.  I  put him in his late thirties somewhere, maybe twelve or thirteen years  older  than  the  twins. 

He  showed  me  into  a  small,  almost  totally  beige  living room,  and  I  sat  down  on  this  ugly  modern  sofa,  which  was obviously  not  built  for  anyone  under  six-foot-three.  It  was so  deep  I  had  to  move  all  the  way  to  the  edge  so  my  feet would touch the ﬂoor. Foster settled into the matching club chair  opposite  me,  and  as  soon  as  I  was  through  squirming around, he apologized at length for not having anything but Diet  Pepsi and  instant coffee  to  offer me.  I really  wouldn’t have  minded  the  coffee,  but  I  decided  to  wait  until  I  got home  so  I  could  pair  the  last  cup  I  was  allotting  myself that  day  with  what  I  had  left  of  the  lemon  soufﬂe´.  I  did think  he  had  perfectly  lovely  manners,  though.  (But  then, 
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the  English  always  appear  to  be  so  much  more  polite  than we  are.  Probably  because  with   that  accent  even  something like  ‘‘You  bastard,  you’’  sounds  like  a  pleasantry.)  It  was hard  to  believe  the  man  was  actually  an  American.  Or  at least  he  was  when  he  started  out  in  life. 

‘‘You  must  have  been  very  young  when  you  moved  to London,’’  I  commented. 

‘‘I was close to ﬁfteen. But the twins weren’t even a year old  yet,’’  he  replied,  smiling  cordially. 

I  ﬁgured  I’d  get  the  heavy  question  out  of  the  way  ﬁrst. 

‘‘Would  you  mind  telling  me  where  you  were  last  Monday night—when  your  sisters  were  shot?  Let’s  say  between seven-forty-ﬁve  and  nine  o’clock.’’ 

End  of  cordial  smile.  ‘‘I’ve  already  given  the  police  a statement  about  that.’’ 

‘‘Yes,  I  know.  This  is  just  for  my  records.’’ 

‘‘And because I’m considered a suspect. That  is the case, isn’t  it?’’ 

‘‘At  this  point,  I  consider  everyone  who  even  said  hello to  your  sisters  a  suspect.’’ 

‘‘Apparently  the  New  York  City  Police  Department 

does,  too,’’  Foster  observed  dryly.  ‘‘Don’t  misunderstand me.  I  appreciate  the  need  to  be  thorough;  I  really  do.  But your  police  here  take  it  to  an  extreme.  Did  you  know  I’m not  allowed  into  the  hospital  room—even  with  a  twentyfour-hour  guard  stationed  there?’’  He  shook  his  head  in disgust.  Then,  looking  at  me  through  narrowed  eyes,  he threw  down  the  gauntlet.  ‘‘Tell  me,  Ms.  Shapiro,’’  he  said in  this  low,  even  voice,  ‘‘if  I  shot  my  sisters,  what  the  hell was  my  motive  supposed  to  be?’’ 

‘‘Well,  you  and  Meredith  weren’t  exactly  on  the  best  of terms,  and—’’ 

‘‘God!  Do  y’know  how  long  that’s  been  going  on?’’  Fos

ter cut in.  ‘‘And Merry’s the one who was  furious with  me; I’ve been trying for years to make things right between us.’’ 

He  sat  there  in  silence  for  a  moment  or  two,  caught  up  in thought.  Then  he  challenged  me  again.  ‘‘But  let’s  put   that aside.  Why  would  I  want  to  harm  Mary  Ann?’’ 

‘‘There’s  evidently  a  lot  of  money  involved  here.  And you   are  the  closest  living  relative.’’ 

‘‘For  all  I  know,  the  money  might  have  been  left  to  the boyfriends. Or to some society for the preservation of onelegged  orangutans.’’ 
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‘‘I  gather,  then,  there  was  a  will.’’ 

‘‘Actually,  I  haven’t  the  vaguest  notion  whether  there was  or  not;  I  said  as  much  to  your  Sergeant  Fielding.  But it’s a moot point, since I’ve quite enough money in my own right,  thank  you.  Plus,  for  those  records  of  yours,  I  have an excellent position—vice president of New Delhi Imports, which  is  a  large  and  very  solid  company  with  ofﬁces  round the  world.’’ 

‘‘I’m  not—’’ 

‘‘But what matters most, Ms. Shapiro,’’ Foster concluded 

almost  ﬁercely,  overriding  my  words,  ‘‘is  that  I  loved  my sisters  very  much.  Both  of  them.’’ 

‘‘Listen,’’  I  told  him  quietly,  ‘‘I’m  not  asking  you  these questions  to  trap  you.  I’m  just  looking  for  information— 

information  that  could  conceivably  even   remove  you  from suspicion.’’ 

‘‘I  doubt  I  can  provide  anything  like  that,’’  Foster  re

sponded  with  a  wry  smile.  ‘‘At  least,  it  didn’t  work  that way  with  the  police.  But  if  I  can  help  you  to  ﬁnd  out  who shot Mary Ann and Merry—although I honestly can’t think 

 how  . . .’’  He  broke  off.  Then,  straightening  his  spine,  he said  decisively,  ‘‘Well,  let’s  have  at  it  anyway.  You  wanted to  know  where  I  was  that  night. 

‘‘We  had  an  ofﬁce  meeting  until  almost  seven.  My  em

ployers  are  very  kindly  allowing  me  to  work  out  of  the New  York  ofﬁce  until  things  are  . . .  resolved,’’  he  ex

plained.  ‘‘It’s  certainly  preferable  to  sitting  around  and thinking  for  twenty-four  hours  a  day.’’  He  paused  before adding  grimly,  ‘‘About  what  some   ﬁend  did  to  my  sisters.’’ 

‘‘And  where  did  you  go  after  you  left  work?’’  I  asked gently. 

‘‘I  went  for  a  bite  of  supper.  This  little  hamburger  place on  Fifty-third,  right  off  Park.  It’s  two  or  three  blocks  from the  ofﬁce.’’ 

‘‘Do  you  think  anyone  there  might  remember  you?’’ 

Foster  shook  his  head.  ‘‘The  police  already  checked; showed  them  a  photo,  but  absolutely  no  one  recognized me.  It  hurt  my  feelings,  too,  that  this  face—which  my mother  had  always  told  me  was  one  in  a  million—left  no impression  whatsoever.’’  Then,  more  seriously:  ‘‘It’s  not surprising,  really.  I’m  not  known  there—it  was  only  the second or third time I’d been in the place. And before you ask,  I  paid  cash.  The  Heavenly  Burger,’’  he  informed  me, 
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smiling,  ‘‘is  not  the  sort  of  establishment  to  accept  Ameri

can  Express.’’ 

‘‘What  time  did  you  ﬁnish  eating?’’ 

‘‘I’m  not  too  certain.  I  would  say  about  twenty  before eight.’’ 

‘‘And  then?’’ 

‘‘I  returned  to  the  hotel—the  Grand  Hyatt  over  on Forty-second  Street.  I’d  had  a  rather  tiring  day,  and  I  de

cided  I’d  do  a  bit  of  reading  and  go  to  bed.’’ 

‘‘You  got  to  the  hotel  a  little  before  eight,  then?’’ 

‘‘I  would  guess  it  was  close  to  eight-ﬁfteen.  I  walked over,  and  I’m  an  awful  dawdler;  I  stopped  and  looked  in every  shop  window  I  passed.’’ 

‘‘Did  anyone  at  the  hotel  see  you  when  you  came  in?’’ 

‘‘It  appears  not.  Or  so  the  police  say.’’ 

‘‘You had asked Mary Ann to have dinner with you that 

night.  Is  that  right?’’ 

‘‘That’s right. But she’d made previous arrangements. My 

fault.  I  hadn’t  let  her  know  what  date  I’d  be  here.’’ 

‘‘Were  you  angry  that  she  didn’t  cancel  her  plans?  After all,  you’re  not  in  town  that  often.’’ 

‘‘She  offered  to.  But  I  insisted  she  go  ahead  and  meet with  her  friend,  and  we  made  it  lunch  on  Tuesday  instead. To  be  honest,  I  wasn’t   too  disappointed  she  couldn’t  come out  with  me  on  Monday.  I  was  a  bit  under  the  weather when  I  got  here  Sunday—that’s  when  I  called  her,  Sunday evening—and  the  way  I  felt  then,  I  wasn’t  at  all  sure  I’d be  able  to  manage  food  the  next  day.’’ 

I was about to say something when Foster made a point. 

‘‘Incidentally,’’  he  said,  ‘‘if  I  intended  to  do  in  both  my sisters, as you suggested, I wouldn’t have chosen that night, when  I  had  every  reason  to  expect  that  Mary  Ann  would be  at  dinner  with  a  friend.’’ 

I’d  have  to  think  about  that.  But  at  the  moment  I couldn’t come up with a response. So I moved on to some

thing  else.  ‘‘Could  you  tell  me  about  your  feud  with  Mere

dith?  You  objected  to  her  marriage;  was  that  it?’’ 

‘‘I objected strenuously. Merry was just twenty when she 

began seeing this Garibaldi punk—that was his name: Gene 

Garibaldi.’’  That  ﬁgured;   according  to  Peter,   the  guy’s  name began   with   a  C   or   an  R.  ‘‘He  was  well  in  his  thirties,’’ 

Foster was explaining, ‘‘and heavily into drugs. At the time they  met,  Merry  was  studying  theater  and  she’d  already 
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been  cast  in  a  few  small  parts  on  the  BBC.  Which  is  quite a  coup  for  a  young  girl,  don’t  y’think?  At  any  rate,  our parents  were  still  alive  then,  and  they  begged  her  to  stop seeing him, to concentrate on her career. Well, Merry made it  clear  she  had  no  intention  of  giving  up  either  her  career or  this  Garibaldi.  She  was  quite  taken  with  him.  He  was 

. . .  uh  . . .  handsome,  I  guess  you’d  say,’’  Foster  admitted grudgingly,  ‘‘and  he  treated  her  like  a  little  queen.  Natu

rally,  he  swore  he  was  quitting  the  drugs,  and  Merry  be

lieved  him.’’ 

‘‘And  did  he?  Quit,  I  mean.’’ 

‘‘Not at ﬁrst, anyway. He may have done later on; I can’t be  certain.’’ 

‘‘So  you  intervened?’’ 

‘‘Yes.  But  not  when  I  should  have—in  the  beginning, when  it  might  have  done  some  good.  I  was  married  and living  in  Dorking  by  that  time,  y’see,  so  I  was  pretty  re

moved  from  things.  I  was  aware  of  how  concerned  my  fa

ther  and  mother  were,  of  course.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  they kept after  me to have  a talk with  her. The  girls had always looked  up  to  me,  y’know,  my  being  so  much  older.  But  at any  rate,  I  was  far  too  wrapped  up  in  my  own  life  to  put myself  out  that  much,’’  he  confessed,  his  voice  ﬁlled  with self-loathing.  ‘‘So  I  convinced  myself  it  wouldn’t  do  any good  for   me  to  badger  her,  too.  Eventually,  though,  my mother  persuaded  me  to  go  and  see  what  I  could  do.  But by  then  Merry  was  hopelessly  infatuated  with  the  man.’’ 

He  looked  so  despondent  that  this  damned  bleeding 

heart  of  mine  went  out  to  him  (just  as  it  seemed  to  be doing  with  practically  everyone  I  talked  to  in  this  case). 

‘‘How  did  Meredith  react?’’  I  made  myself  ask. 

‘‘Not surprisingly, she deeply resented my meddling. And 

then, a short while after our talk, she and Garibaldi became engaged,  and  she  cut  off  all  contact  between  us.’’ 

I  don’t  know  what  I’d  expected—probably  that  the  split between  brother  and  sister  would  have  had  a  more  dra

matic origin.  I found that  I was almost  disappointed. ‘‘And that’s  why  she  hasn’t  spoken  to  you  in  all  these  years?’’ 

‘‘Not quite,’’ Foster admitted, ﬂushing. ‘‘Because of Gari

baldi’s  drug  habit,  I  was  terribly  afraid  for  Merry.’’  He looked  at  me  intently.  ‘‘Please  understand,’’  he  said  softly, 

‘‘I  know  that  I  was  out  of  line.  But  what  I  did,  I  did  for her  sake.  I  was  desperate  for  her  to  be  rid  of  the  man.’’ 
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He  hesitated  for  a  few  seconds,  while  I  sat  there  waiting anxiously. I think I may even have been holding my breath. 

‘‘So  I  went  to  see  him,’’  Foster  ﬁnished,  seeming  to  cringe at  his  own  words,  ‘‘and  offered  him  money  if  he  would  get out  of  Merry’s  life.’’ 

Well,  that  certainly  made  Meredith’s  hatred  of  her brother  a  little  easier  to  understand!  ‘‘And?’’ 

‘‘And  he  told  me  to  go  to  hell.’’ 

‘‘Garibaldi,  I  suppose,  reported  back  to  Meredith?’’ 

Foster nodded. ‘‘And she rang me up and said she would 

never  again  have  anything  to  do  with  me.’’  There  was  a catch  in  his  voice  when  he  added  somberly,  ‘‘And  she never  did.’’ 

‘‘I’m  sorry.’’  It  was  all  I  could  manage  with  that  lump  in my  throat. 

‘‘It’s  the  biggest  regret  of  my  life,’’  he  murmured,  ‘‘what happened  between  Merry  and  me.  My  sisters  are  my  only family,  y’know.  I’m  divorced—close  to  two  years  now,  it’s been—and  Zoe  and  I  never  had  any  children.’’  And  then he  just  sat  there  for  the  better  part  of  a  minute,  staring  at nothing, saying nothing. Finally, he seemed to work his way out  of  the  mood.  Shifting  around  in  his  chair,  he  glanced over  at  me.  I  got  the  idea  he  might  be  getting  impatient. 

‘‘Just one more question,’’ I said before he had a chance to  maybe suggest  (very politely,  of  course) that  it was  time for me to leave. ‘‘How long ago did Meredith and Garibaldi get  married?’’ 

‘‘It  was  that  same  year;  just  a  couple  of  months  after  I went  to  him  about  the  money—1988,  I  think  it  was.’’ 

‘‘His  death—was  it  drug  related?’’ 

Foster  shook  his  head.  ‘‘A  short  while  before  he  died,  I had  lunch  with  Mary  Ann.  I  asked  her  how  Merry  was doing—as  I  always  did—and  she  told  me  that  Garibaldi was gravely ill. An inoperable brain tumor. It was a matter of  months  at  most,  she  said.  And  a  few  months  later,  he was  gone. 

‘‘You  know,  this  is  only  the  second  time  I’ve  been  to New  York  since  my  sisters  moved  here,’’  he  informed  me. 

‘‘And the last time I was in town, back in October, I didn’t see  as  much  of  Mary  Ann  as  I  would  have  liked.  I  was taking  an  extra  three  days  this  trip  just  so  we  could  have a decent visit and so there’d be a chance to meet her ﬁance´. We  planned  on  having  dinner  later  that  week—Mary  Ann 
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and  Peter  and  I.  And  now  . . .’’  Turning  away  from  me, Foster reached into his pocket for a handkerchief and took a  furtive  swipe  at  his  eyes. 

‘‘Peter  and  I  did  have  a  late  supper  together  one  night last week,’’ he  continued, facing me again. ‘‘But,  of course, it was only the two of us.’’ He swallowed hard. ‘‘Nice chap, that Peter, very nice. We talk every day, y’know. He keeps me  advised  on  how  things  . . .  uh  . . .  on  how  things  are.’’ 

I  nodded  before  saying  ‘‘Just  one  more  question’’  one more  time.  ‘‘What  do  you  know  about  the  man  Mary  Ann was  engaged  to?’’  I  asked.  ‘‘Before  Peter,  I  mean.’’ 

‘‘Roger  Hyer?’’ 

At  last!  ‘‘How  do  you  spell  that?’’  I  pounced. 

Foster spelled the name for me. ‘‘I only met Hyer once,’’ 

he went on to say. ‘‘The three of us  had tea at the Savoy.’’ 

‘‘What  did  you  think  of  him?’’ 

‘‘Not  very  much,  I’m  afraid.  Hyer’s  a  weasel.  He’d  been married twice but never mentioned a word about it to Mary Ann.  He’s  also  disgustingly  full  of  himself.  I  guess  I  didn’t approve  of  either  of  my  sisters’  choices.’’  Then  he  put  in hastily,  ‘‘Former  choices,  I  should  say.’’ 

‘‘What  else  can  you  tell  me  about  this  Hyer?’’ 

‘‘Only  that  he  has  money—he’s  an  investment  counselor and  a  very  successful  one,  apparently.  And  I  can  tell  you that  he  considers  himself  something  of  a  Don  Juan  and that  he  doesn’t  look  you  straight  in  the  eye  when  he  talks to  you.’’ 

‘‘You  wouldn’t  happen  to  know  where  he  lives,  would you?’’ This past week had taught me I couldn’t exactly rely on  Peter’s  recollection  of  things. 

‘‘Let  me  think  for  a  moment. . . .’’  

‘‘Was  it  Hillside,  New  Jersey?’’ 

‘‘That  sounds  right.’’ 

I  silently  begged  my  client’s  pardon.  But  I  was 

premature. 

‘‘No, that wasn’t it,’’ Foster amended a couple of seconds later.  ‘‘It  wasn’t  Hillside;  it  was   Hillsdale.  Hillsdale,  New Jersey.’’ 

‘‘Thank  you,  Mr.  Foster;  thank  you  very  much.  You’ve been  very  helpful.’’  I  struggled  to  my  feet.  ‘‘I’ve  just  about run  out  of  questions,  you’ll  be  happy  to  hear.’’  He  started to  protest,  but  I  cut  off  his  gallant  effort,  quickly  covering myself  with:  ‘‘For  now,  anyway.’’ 
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He  got  the  idea.  ‘‘Well,  if  any  other  questions   should occur to you,’’ he said, rising, ‘‘you can ring me either here or  at  the  ofﬁce.’’  He  took  a  business  card  from  his  wallet and  wrote  down  the  phone  numbers. 

‘‘You’ll  be  around  for  a  while,  I  suppose,’’  I  remarked when  he  held  the  card  out  to  me.  It  was  an  offhand  com

ment, but Foster’s face darkened and something frightening suddenly  appeared  in  his  eyes.  When  he  spoke,  however, it  was  in  his  normal  tone  of  voice. 

‘‘That’s  something  you  can  depend  on,  Ms.  Shapiro,’’  he said.  ‘‘Even  if  the  police  should  allow  me  to  leave—which I  very  much  doubt—I  have  no  intention  of  going  home until  I  ﬁnd  out  which  of  my  sisters  is  lying  in  that  hospital. And just who the bastard is who put them  both where they are  today.’’ 

Chapter 12 

About  two  minutes  after  I  walked  in  the  door  that  night,  I called  New  Jersey  information  for  Roger  Hyer’s  number. It  was  a  little  before  nine-thirty. 

The ﬁrst time I dialed, Hyer’s line was busy. So I ﬁgured it  might  be  a  good  time  to  touch  base  with  Peter.  The conversation  was  brief.  I  found  out  there  was  no  news  at the  hospital,  and   he  found  out  there  was  no  news  at  my end,  either. 

Then  I  tried  Hyer  again.  And  got  a  busy  signal  again.  I kept  trying  him  on  and  off  for  the  next  forty-ﬁve  minutes. Finally  I  had  the  bright  idea  of  checking  with  the  opera

tor—something  that  would  have  occurred  to  anyone  with at  least  a  normal  amount  of  intelligence  a  good  half  hour earlier—and  was  informed  that  the  receiver  was  off  the hook. 

Okay.  If  that  was  the  case,  I  might  as  well  relax  for  a while. I decided to do my relaxing at the kitchen table with that cup of coffee I’d promised myself earlier, accompanied, of course, by what was left of the lemon soufﬂe´—which, by the  way,  was  still  so  sensational  I  came  close  to  going  into mourning  when  it  was  gone. 

At  about  ten  of  eleven,  I  took  one  last  stab  at  Hyer. 

‘‘Hello,’’  said  a  deep,  resonant  male  voice.  You  can’t imagine  how  sexy  he  made  that  word  sound. 

‘‘Is  this  Roger  Hyer?’’ 

‘‘It  is.’’ 

I  told  him  who  I  was  and  apologized  for  calling  so  late, explaining  that  I’d  been  trying  to  reach  him  for  over  an hour  but  that  his  phone  had  been  off  the  hook. 

‘‘I  know;  sometimes  I  ﬁnd  that  necessary,’’  Hyer  re

sponded with this salacious little chuckle that left no doubt as  to  his  meaning. 

‘‘Uh, I . . . um . . . suppose you’ve heard about Mary Ann 
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and  Meredith  Foster  being  shot,’’  I  began.  (I   hate  it  when anyone  goes  out  of  their  way  to  get  me  ﬂustered—and succeeds.) 

‘‘I  read  about  it  in  the  papers,’’  he  said  matter-of-factly. 

‘‘Look, let me save you some trouble. I haven’t seen either of  them  since  we—since  Mary  Ann—called  off  our 

engagement.’’ 

‘‘I’d  still  like  to  come  out  and  talk  to  you.  Maybe—’’ 

‘‘There’s  really  no  point  in  it,’’  he  interrupted.  ‘‘There’s absolutely  nothing  I  can  tell  you.’’ 

‘‘That’s  what  everyone  always  thinks,  but  you’d  be  sur

prised  at  what  you  know  that  you  don’t—’’ 

‘‘The  answer  is  no,’’  Hyer  said  decisively.  And  quite rudely,  too. 

I  tried  appealing  to  the  man’s  sense  of  morality.  ‘‘I’m aware  that  you  and  Mary  Ann  didn’t  part  on  the  best  of terms,’’  I  told  him,  ‘‘but  I’m  sure  you  wouldn’t  want  the person  who  shot  her—maybe  even   killed  her—to  get  off scot-free.’’ 

‘‘I’d  rather  that  didn’t  happen,  of  course.  But  to  be  bru

tally  honest,  catching  whoever  it  was  who  attacked  my  exﬁanceé  and  her  sister  isn’t  really  a  top  priority  of  mine.  In other  words,  Miz  . . .  ?’’ 

‘‘Shapiro.  Desiree  Shapiro.’’ 

‘‘In  other  words,  Miz  Desiree  Shapiro,  since  I  can’t  help you—and  you’ll  just  have  to  take  my  word  that  that’s true—I’m not about to waste my time and yours on a meet

ing  that  will,  believe  me,  prove  fruitless.’’ 

‘‘Look,  Mr.  Hyer,  since  I’m  a   private  investigator,  you don’t   have  to  meet  with  me.  But  the  police  are  anxious  to talk to you, too; in fact, they’ll be getting in touch with you soon.’’  (I  had  my  ﬁngers  crossed  that  they  hadn’t  already tracked him down and questioned him.) ‘‘And I’m working 

very closely with the homicide detective who’s in charge of this  case,’’  I  said  in  this  quasi-conﬁdential  tone.  ‘‘If  I’m satisﬁed  you  had  nothing  to  do  with  the  shootings,  it  could make  a  difference  in  the  way  the  police  view  you.’’ 

I steeled myself for an explosion, but, unexpectedly, Hyer laughed.  ‘‘Well,  well,’’  he  said,  ‘‘it  seems  that  the  lady  P.I. isn’t  above  a  little  blackmail,  now,  is  she?’’ 

‘‘Wait  just  a—’’ 

‘‘It’s okay,’’ he assured me pleasantly. ‘‘I like your spunk. I  happen  to  have  a  dinner  date  in  Manhattan  Friday  eve
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ning.  Suppose  I  meet  you  for  a  drink  beforehand.  Around seven.’’  He  wasn’t   asking.  ‘‘Let’s  make  it  the  Plaza.  The Oak Room. I’ll be wearing a navy suit with a navy and red polka dot tie.’’ Before I had a chance to mention  my ward

robe,  he  concluded  with,  ‘‘And  be  on  time.’’  Then  the phone  went  dead. 

On  Wednesday  morning,  I  called  New  Delhi  Imports 

and,  after  being  transferred  four  times,  was  ﬁnally  put through to a Mr. Selby in personnel who had an annoyingly unctuous  manner  and  talked  through  his  nose.  I  told  Selby I  was  with  Cosgrove,  Ltd.  (a  classy  name,  I  thought),  and that  I  was  verifying  the  employment  of  a  Mr.  Eric  Foster in  connection  with  a  purchase  he  intended  making  at  our store.  I  was  informed  that  not  only  was  Mr.  Foster  a  vice president  of  the  ﬁrm,  but  an  extremely  valued  employee who  had  been  with  New  Delhi  for  almost  ﬁfteen  years. 

‘‘Uh,  just  what  did  you  say  was  the  nature  of  the  pur

chase that Mr. Foster is contemplating?’’ Selby asked nosily in  his  oil-slick  voice. 

I was sorely tempted to say ‘‘A Concorde jet’’ but settled for ‘‘I’m sorry, but I’m not at liberty to give out that infor

mation’’  and  clicked  off. 

Actually,  I  could  have  predicted  what  I’d  ﬁnd  out  from New  Delhi.  Eric  Foster  was  too  smart  to  lie  about  a  thing like  his  employment.  Still,  it  was  something  I  couldn’t   not follow  up  on,  if  you  know  what  I  mean. 

At about twenty after eleven, I left the ofﬁce and stopped in  at  this  little  grocery  store  on  the  next  street,  which  is famous  in  at  least  a  two-block  radius  for  its  homemade chicken  soup.  (I  never  promised  Collins  I’d  be  the  one  at home  doing  the  making,  did  I?)  I  picked  up  two  quarts  of the soup, a quarter of a pound each of roast beef and sliced turkey, half a pound of potato salad, a rye bread with cara

way seeds, and a half dozen pieces of the most  unbelievable apple strudel. After all, even if Collins turned out to be too sick  for  dessert,  there  was  nothing  wrong  with   my  health. I  arrived  at  the  actress’s  Soho  loft  at  ten  of  twelve,  but that  day  my  being  early  worked  out  just  ﬁne.  Collins  lived on  the  fourth  ﬂoor,  and  I  had  only  one  way  of  reaching her:  on  foot  (although  by  the  time  I  made  it  up  those  four long,  long  ﬂights  to  her  apartment,  I  was  practically  on  my 
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hands and knees). And I don’t have to tell you that I didn’t break  any  speed  records  negotiating  all  those  stairs,  do  I? 

Especially  since  I  had  to  sit  down  and  rest  three  times  be

tween  the  third  and  fourth  landings. 

As  soon  as  she  opened  the  door,  you  could  tell  the woman  was  not  exactly  in  the  pink—except  for  her  nose, that  is,  which  was  closer  to  crimson.  Her  skin  was  chalky, her eyes vacant and watery. Even the beautiful auburn hair I’d  so  shamelessly  coveted  during  our  last  meeting  was stringy  and  disheveled.  And,  to  add  to  this  lovely  picture, she  had  on  a  soiled  gray  ﬂannel  robe  that  was  just  begging for  a  spin  in  the  washing  machine.  All  in  all,  just  then, Lucille  Collins  was  not  a  beautiful  thing  to  behold. 

‘‘Come  on  in,’’  she  said.  This  was  punctuated  by  a  hack

ing cough that absolutely ruined the impact of her wonder

fully husky voice. I quickly accepted the invitation, literally falling  into  a  chair. 

‘‘I  dropped  off  to  sleep  again,’’  she  explained.  ‘‘I  think I’d  better  go  and  repair  the  damage.’’  With  that,  she  re

treated  to  the  bathroom. 

While  I  was  struggling  to  catch  my  breath,  I  glanced around the huge space that served  as Collins’s living room, bedroom,  and  kitchen.  The  white  brick  walls  were  covered with  photographs—many  of  them  of  the  actress  herself— 

along with playbills and other theater memorabilia. I would have  liked  a  closer  look,  but  that  would  have  required  lift

ing  myself  out  of  the  chair,  which  I  was  deﬁnitely  not  up to at the moment. I contented myself with taking an inven

tory  of  the  rest  of  the  loft. 

The  scarred  wooden  ﬂoor  was  bare  (and  in  dire  need  of a sweeping, too). And there was surprisingly little furniture, a  fact  made  even  more  apparent  by  the  room’s  impres

sive  dimensions. 

Hugging  one  wall  was  a  dark  blue  sofa  bed,  now  open and covered with rumpled white sheets topped with a dingy yellow  blanket  that  was  strewn  with  crumpled  tissues. There  was  a  large  wicker  wastebasket  in  front  of  the  sofa, a  sizable  portion  of  its  contents—mostly  used  tissues,  from what  I  could  see—overﬂowing  onto  the  ﬂoor.  Adjacent  to the  sofa  was  a  battered  wooden  end  table  which  hosted a  tall,  chipped,  blue  china  lamp—and  still   more  tissues. Completing  this  unattractive  grouping  was  a  single 

Queen  Anne–style  chair—which  I  was  extremely  grateful 
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to  at  present—upholstered  in  a  grungy  tweed  that  might have  originally  been  beige  but  whose  color  was  now  any

body’s  guess. 

On  the  long  wall  opposite  the  sofa,  there  was  only  a small  chrome  and  Formica  kitchen  table  that  stood  in  the corner  along  with  two  chrome  chairs  that  had  torn  vinyl seats.  A  tiny  Pullman  kitchen  with  grimy,  discolored  ﬁx

tures  was  recessed  into  the  short  wall  next  to  the  table and  chairs. 

I  took  a  look  behind  me  at  the  only  other  items  in  the place.  In  front  of  a  large  triple  window  at  the  far  end  of the  loft  was  a  shiny  new  exercise  bike  surrounded  by  ﬁve or  six  bulging  cartons.  The  cartons  had  me  wondering whether  Ms.  Collins  was  coming  or  going. 

The  sound  of  footsteps  interrupted  my  speculations,  and I  turned  back  around  to  face  a  much  more  presentable Lucille  Collins. 

She had changed to a fresh, clean robe, and her long hair was  pulled  neatly  back  and  tied  with  a  ribbon.  Her  eyes seemed  clearer,  too.  She’d  even  applied  some  lipstick  and, if  I  wasn’t  mistaken,  a  little  something  to  her  cheeks.  Only the  scarlet  nose  remained  to  attest  to  her  debilitated  state. Obviously,  Collins  had  noticed  I’d  been  staring  at  the cartons.  Either  that  or  she  always  felt  that  an  explanation was necessary for new visitors. ‘‘I  haven’t gotten around to unpacking  yet,’’  she  said. 

‘‘Oh,  did  you  just  move  in?’’ 

‘‘About  eight  months  ago,’’  she  answered  without  even blushing. 

There was no resistance when I suggested she relax while 

I got our lunch ready. ‘‘Thanks, I’d appreciate it; I feel like shit.’’  A  loud  honk  into  a  crinkled  tissue  followed  by  a prolonged  and  wracking  cough  attested  to  the  words.  ‘‘I don’t  know  when  I’ve  had  a  worse  cold,’’  she  complained, crawling  back  into  bed. 

From  her  horizontal  position,  she  provided  instructions on  where  everything  could  be  found,  and  I  went  about heating  the  soup,  putting  up  the  teakettle,  and  setting  the table.  Then,  while  I  was  waiting  for  the  water  to  boil,  I attacked—over  the  mildest  of  protests  from  my  hostess— 

what looked like a week’s worth of dirty dishes in the sink. But  don’t  give  me  credit  for  being  a  good  Samaritan  or anything.  I  only  did  it  because,  frankly,  that  greasy,  food
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encrusted mess had the potential to ruin my appetite. (And if  you  saw   my  apartment,  you’d  know  that  I’m  not  exactly a  fanatic  about  cleanliness,  either.) 

We  sat  down  to  lunch  a  few  minutes  later,  and  Collins managed to do justice to everything—including the strudel. (Anyone  who  could  pack  in  food  the  way  she  did,  I  de

cided,  could  have  found  the  strength  to  rinse  off  a  few dishes.) 

Anyway,  I  let  the  woman  eat  in  peace,  but  after  I’d poured us both a second cup of tea, her immunity was over. 

‘‘Let’s  talk  about  the  night  the  twins  were  shot,’’  I  said. Collins  nodded. 

‘‘What  time  did  you  get  home?’’ 

‘‘After seven sometime. I can’t tell you just when.’’ With that, she began to cough. And cough. It was so intense and went  on  for  so  long  that  I  started  to  get  nervous. 

‘‘Would  you  like  some  water?’’ 

Shaking  her  head,  she  continued  hacking  away.  By  the time the cough subsided, the color of Collins’s face matched her  nose  to  a  T. 

‘‘Have you seen a doctor?’’ I asked. I mean, it was possi

ble  the  woman  had  TB  or  something. 

‘‘Oh,  no.  I  don’t  need  a  doctor.  I’m  a   lot  better  than  I was,’’  she  assured  me.  ‘‘But  I  hope  I  don’t  give   you anything.’’ 

 Amen,   I  thought  fervently. 

‘‘What  else  did  you  want  to  know?’’  Collins  was  saying, apparently  attempting  to  get  things  moving  again. 

I  was  happy  to  oblige.  ‘‘You  stayed  in  all  evening?’’ 

‘‘Uh-huh.  With  a  book.  Just  as  I  told  you  before.’’ 

‘‘Can  anyone  verify  that?’’ 

‘‘Well,  a  friend  called  me  a  few  minutes  after  ten.  But  I guess  that’s  too  late  to  provide  me  with  an  alibi,  isn’t  it?’’ 

Then,  looking  at  me  earnestly:  ‘‘I  had  no  reason  to  kill Meredith—much  less  her  sister.  Can’t  you  see  that?  After all,  Meredith  didn’t  give   herself  that  part.’’  Even  when  not in top mesmerizing form, those eyes of Collins’s were com

pelling  enough  to  swear  to  her  sincerity. 

It  was  time  I  let  her  know  that   I  knew.  ‘‘I  understand you  and  Larry  Shields  had  been  going  together  before  he met  Meredith,’’  I  said  meaningfully. 

‘‘Yes,  but  it  had  actually  been  over  for  quite  a  while  by that  time.  We  just  hadn’t  bothered  making  it  ofﬁcial.’’ 
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‘‘Were you surprised that Shields and Meredith got back 

together  again  after   their  breakup?’’ 

‘‘I  have  no  idea  what  you’re  talking  about,’’  Collins  an

swered  ﬂatly. 

‘‘You  don’t  know  that  they  split  up  for  about  a  week?’’ 

‘‘No.  And  I’m  sure  I   would  have  known  about  it  if  they had.  Listen,  Larry  gets  tied  up  in  knots  when  one  of  his plays  ﬁrst  goes  into  rehearsal.  So  maybe  they  didn’t  see each  other  for  a  few  days.  Or  a  week.  It’s  the  way  he  is.’’ 

Then  she  added  with  this  wistful  little  smile,  ‘‘I  should know,  shouldn’t  I?’’ 

At  that  point,  she  began  to  cough  again,  even  more  vio

lently  than  she  had  earlier.  We  sat  at  the  table  until  the coughing  stopped  and  she  was  able  to  swallow  a  couple  of spoonfuls  of  cough  medicine.  After  that,  she  went  back  to bed.  I  stayed  around  just  long  enough  to  clean  up  our lunch  dishes. 

Walking down those four ﬂights of stairs, I had plenty of time  to  think.  And  the  ﬁrst  thing  that  occurred  to  me  was that I hadn’t said anything about Shields and Meredith Fos

ter  breaking  up  when  the  play   ﬁrst   went   into   rehearsal. It sounded  very  much  to  me  as  though  Lucille  Collins  had been  coached. 

You know, the woman was really something. I mean, for 

her to be so protective of the man who dumped her.  Unless, of  course,  she  was  hoping  to  get  him  back. 

But what   really got to  me was that  she actually expected me  to  believe  she  didn’t  resent  Meredith  Foster  one  little bit for walking off with the part—and the guy—she wanted. (I  didn’t  give  any  credence to  that  junk  about  the  relation

ship  with Shields  having  cooled before  Meredith came  into the  picture—at  least,  not  as  far  as  Collins  was  concerned.) Hey,  if  I  accepted  what  Lucille  Collins  was  trying  to  sell me,  I’d  have  to  regard  her  as  some  kind  of  saint.  And  I just couldn’t picture a saint living in such a dirty apartment. Chapter 13 

By  the  time  I  made  it  down  to  street  level,  I  was  bone tired.  No  doubt  due  to  all  that  enforced  exercise.  So  even though  it  wasn’t  much  after  two-thirty,  I  ﬁgured  I’d  forget about  going  back  to  the  ofﬁce  and  knock  off  work  early, for  a  change. 

There  was  no  trouble  at  all  getting  a  cab.  It  was  an  off hour;  besides,  the  day  was  sunny  and  not  too  cold,  unsea

sonably  warm  for  February,  in  fact.  I  was  home  by  three and  in  bed  ten  minutes  later,  determined  to  take  a  nap before my seven o’clock dinner with Stuart. The alarm was set  for  four-thirty,  which  would  give  me  plenty  of  time  to get  ready. 

I  woke  up  with  a  start  to  the  insistent  ringing  of  the telephone. 

‘‘Yo,  sweet  li’l  baby,’’  a  young  male  voice  said. Unfortunately,  I  had  not  been  anyone’s  sweet  li’l  baby for quite a while, and I politely told Romeo as much. After we  said  our  good-byes—or,  at  least,  after  I’d  said  mine—I looked  over  at  the  clock.  It  was  ﬁve  forty-ﬁve.  God  bless Romeo,  whoever  he  was! 

I  bolted  out  of  bed,  cursing  myself  for  forgetting  to  pull out  that  little  plug  on  the  alarm  clock. 

Well,  there’d  be  no  leisurely  bubble  bath  tonight.  I  set

tled  for  a  quick  shower  and  then  set  some  kind  of  speed record for applying my makeup. Naturally, I wound up with even  more  smudges  than  usual  under  my  eyes,  and  it  took me  longer  to  get  through  with  my  face  than  if  I’d  taken the  time  to  do  it  right  in  the  ﬁrst  place. 

I  devoted  the  next  ﬁfteen  minutes  to  fussing  with  my hair.  But,  for  me,  ﬁfteen  minutes  wasn’t  that  terrible;  I’ve been  known  to  wrestle  with  this  hair  of  mine—which  deﬁ

nitely has a mind of its own—for close to an hour. Anyway, when  I  was  satisﬁed  that  the  results  weren’t  god-awful,  I 
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let  loose  with  half  a  dozen  extremely  liberal  spritzes  of extra-extra-hold. By the time I was ﬁnished, even a tornado couldn’t  have  coaxed  a  single  strand  out  of  place. Now  I  was  ready  to  get  dressed. 

I was planning on wearing this almost-new royal blue silk that  the  saleslady  had  insisted  made  me  look  practically sylphlike. Of course, I didn’t believe  that for a minute. Still, I  did  love  the  dress. 

I  stepped  into  it  carefully,  buttoned  a  couple  of  buttons, and checked myself out in the full-length mirror. As I stood there admiring my reﬂection, I saw it: a spot just below my left  breast! 

It  was  only  a  small  spot,  really;  I  doubt  that  anyone would have noticed it. The trouble was, though, that  I knew it  was  there.  You  see,  I’ve  got  this   thing  about  neatness— 

when  it  comes  to  personal  grooming,  that  is.  I  guess  it’s because  of  my  weight.  I  mean,  there’s  nothing  I  can  do about  someone  referring  to  me  as  fat  (although  I  much prefer  ‘‘full  ﬁgured’’  or  ‘‘well  rounded’’  or  even  ‘‘amply proportioned’’).  But  I  refuse  to  give  anyone  a  reason  for calling  me  fat  and   sloppy. 

Well,  I  did  have  another  choice—the  pale  gray  wool. Which  was  really  very  pretty  and  very  appropriate.  But which  went  on  over  my  head. 

I  can’t  tell  you  how  slowly  and  painstakingly  I  eased myself  into  that  dress.  And  when  I  was  through,  there wasn’t  a  wisp  of  hair  out  of  place.  There  was  an  entire section  standing  straight  on  end!  And,  what  was  worse,  I couldn’t  even  run  a  comb  through  that  sticky  mess! 

By  then  it  was  ten  of  seven,  so  I  knew  Stuart—who’s ridiculously  prompt—would  already  have  left  the  ofﬁce.  I called  the  restaurant  with  the  message  for  him  that  I’d  be a   little  late.  Which  was  deﬁnitely  a  case  of  optimism  tri

umphing  over  experience. 

After that, I got out my wig and was relieved to ﬁnd that it  was  actually  quite  presentable.  I  only  had  to  expend  ten minutes  or  so  of  really  concerted  effort  to  make  it  look almost as good as it had when I’d taken it out of the closet. When I ﬁnally left the apartment, it was past seven-thirty. And  I  was  in  so  much  of  a  hurry  I  forgot  to  put  on  the new gold-plated earrings with the faux pearl stones that I’d bought  especially  for  the  occasion. 

*

*

* 
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Ennio  and  Michael’s,  Ellen’s  excellent  recommendation, is all the way downtown in Greenwich Village, so I showed up more than an hour late. Which really unnerved me. But 

in  spite  of  that,  it  turned  out  to  be  a  really  lovely  evening. The restaurant itself was attractive and comfortable. And I  can  say  the  same  about  Stuart.  Not  only  is  he  tall  and blond  and  good-looking  and  one  of  the  most  considerate people  you’d  ever  want  to  meet,  he’s  also  great  company. I’m  really  amazed  that  no  one’s  snapped  him  up  in  all  this time  since  his  divorce.  (But  don’t  get  me  wrong,  I’m  not complaining.) 

We  started  off  by  toasting  his  birthday  with  a  very  nice burgundy. (Stuart rarely indulges in anything alcoholic, but he ﬁnally  gave in  to my  completely spurious  argument that no  one  over  eighteen  has  any  business  celebrating  a  birth

day  without  a  good  bottle  of  wine.)  With  the  wine,  we ordered  some  fried  zucchini,  and  it  was  as  crispy  and  deli

cious  as  Ellen  had  assured  me  it  would  be.  My  entreé  was the  veal  Sorrentino,  which  Ellen  had  just  about  insisted  I try, while Stuart had the veal parmigiana, and we were both extremely  pleased  with  our  choices. 

As  always  with  Stuart,  conversation  was  easy  and  ani

mated.  He  didn’t  even  mention  my  getting  my  papers  to

gether  so  he  could  start  on  my  taxes,  something  he’d  been after me about practically since the ﬁrst of the year. (Maybe he ﬁgured it was unsportsmanlike to badger someone who’s 

picking  up  the  tab  for  your  birthday  dinner.)  Anyway,  we were having this heated argument about a best-selling mys

tery  we’d  both  read  recently.  I  was  going  on  and  on  about how  much  I’d  enjoyed  it,  while  Stuart  was  contending  that it  was  highly  overrated.  That discussion  ended  abruptly  when he  proclaimed,  not  too  softly  and  with  a  straight  face,  ‘‘You know,  it  doesn’t  make  you  an  authority  on  murder  just  be

cause  you’ve  got  one  or  two  of  your  own  under  your  belt.’’ 

The  woman  at  the  next  table,  who  had  been  listening intently  to  our  conversation  (and  don’t  ask  me  why;  it wasn’t all that interesting), stared at me with an expression I  can’t  possibly describe  but  which  sent Stuart  and  me  into prolonged  spasms  of  laughter. 

When we’d both sufﬁciently recovered, Stuart said, ‘‘That reminds  me.  You  haven’t  told  me  about  this  new  case  of yours.’’ 

I  ﬁlled  him  in,  very  brieﬂy,  and  when  I  was  through,  he 
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whistled  softly  under  his  breath.  ‘‘You’ve  sure  got  yourself a  weird  one  this  time,’’  he  remarked. 

Since  I  really  needed  a  break  from  things,  even  if  it  was only for a few hours, I wasn’t anxious to get into any big dis

cussions just then. So when he started to comment further, I quickly asked—because I couldn’t think of anything else to say—‘‘Have you been to any good movies lately?’’ The minute it was out of my mouth, I  couldn’t believe I’d said it. I mean, talk about inane—to say nothing of obvious—remarks! 

I  began  to  apologize,  but  Stuart  cut  me  off.  ‘‘Listen,  I know  how  you  feel.  You  don’t  hear  me  talking  about Schedule  Cs  tonight,  do  you?  But  I   would  like  to  say  one thing,  if  it’s  okay.’’  He  was  looking  at  me  for  permission, and  I  felt  like  a  prize  jackass. 

‘‘Please.  Go  ahead.’’ 

‘‘I  was  just  wondering  if  you  ever  checked  out  your  cli

ent’s  alibi.’’ 

 Peter’s?   If  Stuart  had  spent  just  two  minutes  talking  to Peter,  he  couldn’t  possibly  have  even   thought  of  anything like  that!  And  I  was  about  to  say  as  much,  but  just  then an acquaintance of Stuart’s walked in and came over to the table  to  say  hello.  And  right  after  that,  we  got  busy  with  a couple  of  very  generous  portions  of  tartuffo. 

When  we’d  done  justice  to  the  desserts,  I  suggested  we stop off somewhere for a drink. We found a quiet little bar a  couple  of  blocks  from  the  restaurant,  where  I  had  a B&B  and  I  could  not  dissuade  Stuart—birthday  or  no birthday—from  reverting  back  to  his  designer  water. We  spent  almost  an  hour  in  the  place,  doing  a  lot  more talking than drinking. But the subject of Peter’s alibi didn’t come up again. Before too much time would pass, however, 

I’d  remember  my  friend’s  words.  And  wish  I’d  taken them  seriously. 

Going  home,  Stuart  and  I  shared  a  cab  uptown.  And  all the way over to my apartment, I kept wondering if I should invite  him  in,  what  I’d  say  if  he  turned  me  down,  and whether  it  would  even  be  wise  to  try  to  get  things  back  to the  way  they  used  to  be. . . . 

Suddenly  we  were  in  front  of  my  building,  and  Stuart was  telling  me  he’d  see  me  upstairs.  Then,  with  his  hand on  the  door  handle,  he  turned  back  to  the  driver.  ‘‘Wait for  me,’’  he  instructed.  ‘‘I’ll  be  right  down.’’ 

And   that  was  the  end  of  that. 

Chapter 14 

Claire Josephs’s two-bedroom condo was on the sixth ﬂoor, two  ﬂoors  above  the  twins’.  The  apartment  had  very  little furniture—not  much  more,  in  fact,  than  Lucille  Collins’s loft. But the few items that were here looked attractive and appeared—to  me,  anyway—to  be  of  really  good  quality. Claire,  a  pretty,  obviously  harried  blonde  in  her  twenties, had been anxious to explain the austere surroundings. ‘‘We spent  so  much  on  the  place—it  was  much  more  than  we could  afford,  actually—that  we  had  practically  nothing  left for  furniture.  So  we’re  ﬁlling  in  one  or  two  pieces  at  a time.’’ 

We  were  sitting  at  the  kitchen  table,  and  Claire  had  just poured  us  some  coffee  when  she  warned  me  that  her  nap

ping son might wake up at any moment. ‘‘He usually sleeps for  an  hour  at  least,  but  these  last  couple  of  days  . . .’’ 

Looking  a  lot  like  someone  condemned  to  purgatory,  she shrugged  her  shoulders. 

‘‘Still  that  infection?’’  I  asked,  trying  to  sound  sympa

thetic but cringing inwardly at the remembrance of the last earful  I’d  had  of  little  whatever-his-name-was. 

‘‘I don’t think so,’’ Claire replied, looking anxious never

theless. ‘‘At least I hope not. I had him to the doctor’s this morning,  and  the  doctor  tells  me  the  infection’s  pretty much  cleared  up.’’  She  made  a  try  for  optimism.  ‘‘Well, let’s  wait  and  see.  Maybe  he’ll  sleep  right  through  until three  today.’’ 

Then,  without  any  prompting  from  me—probably  be

cause  she  ﬁgured  she  might  be  on  borrowed  time—the young mother started to talk about her long friendship with the  victims.  She  spoke  quietly,  often  nervously  licking  her lips  and  occasionally  ﬁghting  back  tears. 

‘‘I  met  them  when  I  was  only  ten  years  old,’’  she  said. 

‘‘My father had just been transferred to the American Em
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bassy over there, and we went to the same school, the twins and I. We got to be really close; we were best friends prac

tically  from  the  ﬁrst  day  we  met.  Maybe  because  we  had  a common  bond,  you  know,  being  American.’’ 

‘‘How  long  did  you  live  in  London?’’ 

‘‘Until  I  was  fourteen.  But  we  still  kept  in  touch  after  I moved back here. We wrote each other regularly, and once 

in  a  while,  like  on  a  special  occasion,  we’d  even  spring  for a  phone  call.  And  then,  when  I  was  seventeen,  my  parents gave me a trip to London as a graduation present. I stayed with  some  friends  of  the  family’s  for  a  month,  and  I  saw Mary  Ann  and  Merry  practically  every  day.  It’s  funny.  Ev

eryone’s  always  saying  you  can  never  pick  up  where  you left  off,  but  we  didn’t  have  any  trouble  at  all.’’ 

‘‘I’ve  been  told  the  twins  were  very  different.  I  mean,  as far  as  personality.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  yes.  Mary  Ann  was  very  warm  and,  well,  gentle,  I guess  you’d  say.  She  had a  great  sense  of  humor,  too.  And she  was  friendly  to  everyone.  Merry  was  more  reserved. Not  that  she  was  standofﬁsh,’’  Claire  hastily  clariﬁed.  ‘‘It’s just  that  she  wasn’t  quite  as  outgoing.  Merry  was  the  one with the guts and the backbone, though; she’s the one you’d go  to  if  you  needed  someone  on  your  side.  And  she  was very  goal-oriented,  too.’’  Claire  paused  then  and  smiled sadly, remembering. ‘‘Even as a little girl, Merry wanted to be  an  actress.  And  she  was  really  caught  up  in  it.  More than  caught  up,  dedicated.  Like  when  she  played  the  lead in   Annie  at  school.  I  suppose  you  know  the  play.’’  She looked  at  me  questioningly. 

‘‘Oh,  sure.’’ 

‘‘Then you know that Annie had a headful of these little 

red curls. Well, at the school, they expected Merry to wear this  wig.  She  tried  it  on  without  saying  a  word.  But  the next  day  she  went  out  and  got  one  of  those  home  perm kits  and  some  hair  dye,  and  Mary  Ann  and  I  did  her  hair for  her.’’  Claire  had  a  smile  now  that  seemed  to  cover  her entire  face.  ‘‘The  things  you  do  when  you’re  kids,’’  she remarked,  shaking her  head  wonderingly from  side to  side. 

‘‘Anyway,  we—Mary  Ann  and  I—cut  off  all  of  Merry’s beautiful  long  hair,  and  then  we  gave  her  this  perm—the worst  perm  you  ever  saw!  It  looked  like  she’d  stuck  her ﬁnger  into  an  electric  socket!  And  that  was  our   best  work. The   color  was  what  was  really  not  to  be  believed.  It  came 
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out  bright  orange!  I  got  so  scared  when  I  took  a  look  that I  was  out  of  their  house  like  a  shot.  I  was  terriﬁed  for days  that  Mrs.  Foster  would  call  and  tell  my  mother  what we’d  done.’’ 

‘‘And  did  she?’’  I  asked,  laughing. 

‘‘No.  But  do  you  want  to  hear  the  funniest  part?  Merry couldn’t  have  been  happier.  That’s  what  I  mean  about  her being  dedicated.  She  never  cared  one  bit  about  how  she looked—as  long  as  she  looked  right  for  the  part.  She  still doesn’t.  Just  a  couple  of  years  ago,  she  was  playing  Joan of  Arc,  and  off  went  the  hair  again.  She  wrote  me  that  a lot  of  people  even  mistook  her  for  a  boy  that  time.  But that  didn’t  bother  Merry!  Anyway,’’  Claire  informed  me, 

‘‘one  good  thing  came  out  of  the   Annie  business.’’ 

‘‘What  was  that?’’ 

‘‘They  used  to  play  these  tricks  on  me  once  in  a  while. I’d  think  I  was  with  Merry,  and  it  would  turn  out  to  be Mary  Ann.  Or  the  other  way  around.  They  thought  that was  hilarious,  but  after  a  while  I  didn’t  ﬁnd  it  so  funny. But, of course, with Merry’s hair so different, they couldn’t pull  that  on  me  anymore.  And  by  the  time  her  hair  grew out,  they  seemed  to  have  forgotten  all  about  that  little game.’’ 

‘‘They  were  pretty  much  identical,  I  gather.’’ 

‘‘Pretty much, but not exactly. Mary Ann’s nose had this 

tiny  bump  in  it.  And Merry  had  a  stronger  chin,  I  thought. And  there  was  something  different  about  their  eyes,  too. But  I  think  the  differences  were  more  pronounced  once they  grew  up.  Or  maybe  I  just  got  a  little  smarter—more perceptive—when  I  got  older.  But  they  were—’’  Suddenly, Claire  broke  off.  ‘‘Oh,’’  she  whispered,  looking  stricken. 

‘‘What’s  wrong?’’ 

‘‘Do you realize that all this time I’ve been talking in the past  tense  . . .  about  my  two  closest  friends  in  the  world? 

And   one  of  them,  at  least,  is  still  alive.’’ 

‘‘It’s  only  natural  under  the  circumstances,’’  I  assured her.  ‘‘Besides,  mostly  you’ve  been  telling  me  about  what happened  in  your  childhood,  and  that   is  the  past  tense.’’  I saw  that  the  girl’s  eyes  were  moist  now.  Uh-oh,   I  thought, bracing for a good, long cry. But she surprised me. ‘‘I prom

ised myself I’d control myself today,’’ she said with an obvi

ous  effort.  ‘‘So  where  were  we?’’ 
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‘‘I  was  about  to  ask  what  you  could  tell  me  about  their brother.’’ 

‘‘Eric?  I  hardly  knew  him.  He  was  a  lot  older  than  we were; he was already out of the house by the time I moved to  London.  So  I  didn’t  see  very  much  of  him  while  I  was living  over  there.  And  I  haven’t  seen  him  at  all  since  the twins  came  back  to  New  York.’’ 

‘‘You do know that there was some trouble between him 

and  Meredith.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  sure.  They  had  this  colossal  ﬁght  because  Merry’s future  husband  was  on  drugs.’’ 

‘‘Just  what  did  Meredith  say  about  the  ﬁght?’’ 

‘‘Only that Eric  tried to break them up and  that she was never  going  to  speak  to  him  again.  I  wasn’t  around  when it  was  all  going  on,  of  course,  so  that’s  all  I  know.’’  Then Claire  had  a  thought.  ‘‘Listen,  have  you  spoken  to  Helen Ward?’’ 

Now,  there  was  a  name  I  hadn’t  even  heard  yet.  ‘‘Who’s Helen  Ward?’’ 

‘‘Another  friend  of  Merry’s.  An  actress.  They  were  in  a play  together  when  Merry  ﬁrst  moved  back  here.  The  play didn’t  last  very  long,  but  they  hit  it  off  right  away  and  I know  they  kept  in  contact.  Merry  wasn’t  much  of  a  talker, though,  so  I  wouldn’t  count  on  anything.  But  it’s  always possible  she  mentioned  something  to  Helen.’’ 

‘‘Do  you  know  how  I  can  get  in  touch  with  Helen?’’ 

‘‘I’m pretty sure she lives on the Upper West Side some

where.  In  the  nineties,  I  think.’’ 

‘‘Just  one  more  thing,’’  I  said—not  altogether  truthfully. 

‘‘Have  you  ever  met  Larry  Shields?’’ 

‘‘Only once, when Merry brought him up here for coffee. 

He  seemed  like  a  really  nice  guy;  Merry  was  pretty  crazy about  him,  too.’’ 

‘‘So  I’ve  heard.  Were  you  aware  they  split  up  for  a while?’’ 

‘‘Yes.  But  I  don’t  think  it  lasted  a  week.’’ 

‘‘You wouldn’t happen to know the reason for the split?’’ 

Claire  shook  her  head.  ‘‘Merry  said  she  couldn’t  talk about  it,  so  I  didn’t  ask  any  questions.’’ 

‘‘How  about  Roger  Hyer?  What  can  you  tell  me  about him?’’ 

Our  peaceful  little  talk  was  interrupted  at  that  moment by  the  most  ungodly,  high-pitched  shriek.  Claire  leaped  up 
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as  if  someone  had  just  put  a  tack  on  her  chair.  ‘‘Excuse me,’’  she  called  over  her  shoulder  as  she  ran  from  the room. 

In  a  couple  of  minutes  she  was  back,  carrying  this  fat, pajama-clad  Buddha  who  was  maybe  six  months  old  (but then  again,  maybe  not  even—my  experience  with  babies being  what  it  is).  As  young  as  he  was,  though,  this  kid  had the  smuggest  expression  on  his  face. 

‘‘I’m  really  not  supposed  to  do  this—pick  him  up  when he cries,’’ Claire confessed. She sat down at the table again, wiping away the one or two tears she’d allowed to accumu

late  on  her  son’s  puffy  little  cheeks.  ‘‘But  all  I  can  say,’’ 

she continued deﬁantly, ‘‘is let Dr. Fink see what Greggie’s lungs  do  to   his  nerves.’’  She  scowled  malevolently  at  her ﬁrstborn.  ‘‘Now  where  were  we?’’  she  asked  as  she  began to  bounce  him  up  and  down  on  her  lap  while  keeping  up a  dialogue  of  widely  spaced  little  clucking  sounds. 

‘‘Roger  Hyer,’’  I  reminded  her. 

‘‘Right.’’  Then,  between  bounces  and  clucks,  Claire pretty  much  restated  what  I’d  already  heard  from  the others. 

‘‘Did  you  ever  meet  Hyer  personally?’’ 

‘‘A  couple  of  times.  I  thought  he  was  a  real  slimeball, too, but, of course, I never said anything to Mary Ann. Do you  think  Roger  might  have  had  something  to  do  with this?’’ 

‘‘I  haven’t  got  the  vaguest  idea  yet   who  was  responsible. I  was  hoping  that  you  might.’’ 

‘‘ Me?   Oh,  no!  I  still  keep  expecting  to  wake  up  and  ﬁnd that  it’s  just  some  terrible  nightmare!’’  Giving  herself  over to  the  horror  of  it  all,  for  a  brief  moment  Claire  neglected to  jiggle  the  Buddha,  and  he  immediately  made  himself heard. 

It  seemed  like  a  good  time  for  an  exit. 

Chapter 15 

Since  she  was  an  actress,  there  was  a  better  than  even chance  that  Helen  Ward  (the  girl  Claire  Josephs  had  sug

gested  I  talk  to)  wasn’t  working.  Also,  that  I’d  be  able  to reach  her  at  home  in  the  morning.  So  as  soon  as  I  got  to the  ofﬁce  on  Friday,  I  looked  up  Ward’s  phone  number. Then  I  waited  until  ten-thirty  to  call,  ﬁguring  it  was  a  rea

sonable  hour  even  for  someone  in  the  theater  to  be  up.  I ﬁgured  wrong. 

‘‘Yes?  Hello?’’  said  a  sleepy  female  voice,  following which  there  was  this  terrible  racket  in  my  ear  signifying  a monumental  catastrophe  at  the  other  end  of  the  receiver. In  a  moment  the  girl  was  back  on  the  line.  ‘‘I’m  sorry.  I dropped  the  phone,’’  she  explained,  yawning. 

‘‘No,  I’m  sorry.  I  woke  you,  didn’t  I?’’ 

‘‘That’s  okay.  I  had  to  get  up  early  today  anyway,’’  she said  graciously. 

I  told  her  who  I  was  and  why  I  was  so  anxious  to  meet with  her.  When  I  was  through,  she  asked  groggily,  ‘‘Uh, just  who  did  you  say  it  was  that  got  shot?’’ 

‘‘Your   friend,   Meredith  Foster,  along  with  her  twin  sis

ter.’’  I’m  afraid  my  tone  was  a  little  sharp,  but,  after  all, we  were  talking  life  and  death  here. 

‘‘Meredith  Foster?’’ 

That’s  when  it  ﬁnally  dawned  on  me,  quick  study  that  I am.  ‘‘This   is  Helen  Ward,  isn’t  it?’’ 

‘‘No.  It’s  her  roommate.’’ 

I  soon  learned  that  Ward  was  on  location  shooting  a movie in the middle of the jungle somewhere and that there was  absolutely no  way I  could get  in touch  with her.  (Con

sidering how my luck was running, it was probably the ﬁrst job she’d had in months, too.) She’d already been gone ﬁve weeks,  and,  according  to  the  roommate,  my  guess  was  as good  as  any  as  to  when  she’d  be  back.  ‘‘To  tell  you  the 
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truth,’’  the  girl  said,  ‘‘I  thought  she’d  be  back  by   now.’’ 

After  which  she  conﬁded  cattily,  ‘‘She  doesn’t  have  much of  a  part.’’ 

‘‘Well, if you should happen to hear from her, please ask her  to  call  me—any  time  of  the  day  or  night.’’  I  provided both my home and ofﬁce numbers, then added, ‘‘You won’t 

forget,  will  you?  It’s  very,  very  important.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  I  won’t  forget,’’  she  replied  pleasantly.  ‘‘I  wrote down  the  numbers  in  Helen’s  message  book.  But  don’t count  on  her  calling  me  from  over  there.  She’s  been  gone all  this  time,  and  she  hasn’t  yet.’’ 

‘‘Well, when she comes home, then, have her get in touch 

with  me  right  away.  Will  you  do  that?’’ 

‘‘Sure.’’ 

‘‘It’s really  vital.’’ (As you’ve no doubt already gathered, I  have  this  tendency  to  resort  to  overkill  to  make  a  point.) 

‘‘And  thanks  very  much,  Ms. . . .  ?’’  

‘‘Shakira.  Just  Shakira.  You  know,  like  Madonna.  And Kenny  G.’’ 

 Kenny   G.?  

The  Plaza  Hotel’s  venerable  Oak  Room,  with  its  dark wood  paneling  and  lovely  subdued  murals,  its  comfortable leather  armchairs  and  worn  oak  plank  ﬂoors,  has  a  kind  of faded  and  genteel  charm  you won’t  ﬁnd  in  any  other  room in  New  York.  Or  anywhere  else  I’ve  ever  been  to,  for  that matter.  I  had  to  admit  I  approved  of  Roger  Hyer’s  choice. Just  from  our  phone  conversation,  I  swear  I  could  have picked  Hyer  out  of  the  crowd.  But  the  navy  suit  with  the navy  and  red  polka  dot  tie   did  clinch  things. A  dapper,  dark-haired  man  in  his  late  thirties,  he  was staring  absently  at  the  drink  in  his  hand  when  I  walked over  to  his  table. 

‘‘You’re—’’ 

‘‘Roger  Hyer,’’  he  ﬁnished  for  me.  ‘‘And  you  must  be Desiree.’’  Then  he  ﬂashed  these  large,  even  teeth  that— 

particularly  against  his  George  Hamilton  suntan—were  so startlingly  white  I  practically  had  to  blink. 

Getting to his feet, he came around to hold out my chair 

(with  what I  thought  was an  exaggerated  politeness), and  I realized he was only an inch or two taller than I was in my heels. Which would put him at ﬁve-six or maybe ﬁve-seven, at most. But he was well built, with a slender yet substantial 
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frame  that  displayed  his  expensively  cut  suit  to  good advantage. 

The  waiter  appeared  at  our  table  the  instant  we  were both  seated.  ‘‘You’ll  have  to  drink  fast  to  catch  up  with me,’’  Hyer told  me. ‘‘My  second,’’ he  added,  indicating the empty  glass  in  front  of  him. 

I  asked  for  a  Perrier  with  a  twist  of  lime,  and  Hyer  or

dered  another  Chivas—neat.  As  soon  as  were  alone  again, he said, ‘‘You wouldn’t believe me when I told you I didn’t know  anything  that  could  help  you.’’  His  lips  curved  in  a faint,  lopsided  smile.  ‘‘But  it’s  your  party.  Go  ahead.  What did you want to ask me?’’ There was something really con

temptuous about that smile. Also, I saw now that Eric Fos

ter  was  absolutely  right:  The  man  didn’t  look  you  in  the eye  when  he  talked  to  you. 

But I  had no  intention of  letting Hyer’s  manner unnerve me.  ‘‘You  and  Mary  Ann  Foster  were  engaged  for  about six  months,  I  hear.’’ 

‘‘That’s  right.  And  I’m  sure  you  also  heard  we  split  up months  ago—back  in  August.’’ 

‘‘Yes,  I  did.  But  everyone’s  given  me  a  different  reason for  the  breakup,’’  I  lied. 

‘‘Then  let  me  enlighten  you  as  to  the   real  reason  Miz Foster  called  it  off,’’  Hyer  snapped.  ‘‘It’s  because  she  was still  a  child.’’ 

I  should  have  known  this  guy  would  justify  his  behavior. 

‘‘In  what  way?’’ 

It  was  at  this  moment  that  our  drinks  arrived,  and  as soon  as  the  waiter  walked  away,  Hyer  took  a  few  deep swallows.  Then,  looking  in  my  general  direction,  he  said bitterly, ‘‘Mary Ann had herself a ﬁt because she found out that I’d been married—never mind that it was years before I  even  met  her!’’ 

‘‘Married   twice.  And  hadn’t  told  her,’’  I  reminded  him. 

‘‘All  right,  twice, ’’  he  conceded,  glowering  at  me. 

‘‘Where’d  you  hear  about  it,  anyway,  her  stuffed-shirt brother? Never mind. Listen, if you can suspend your obvi

ous damn bias for a minute, it’s possible you’ll even under

stand   why  I  didn’t  tell  her.’’ 

‘‘You’re  right;  I  apologize.  I  had  no  business  prejudging you,’’  I  admitted. 

Hyer  nodded.  ‘‘The  fact  is,’’  he  continued,  ‘‘when  Mary Ann  and  I  ﬁrst  met,  there  wasn’t  any  reason  to  bring  up 
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anything  like  that;  I  had  no  idea  it  would  ever  get  serious between us. And later, when things  did get serious, it didn’t make any sense to ruin things by going into ancient history. 

‘‘I  was  married  the  ﬁrst  time  when  I  was  only  eighteen years old. Did anyone bother telling you  that? Eighteen! A baby!  We  were  divorced  two  years  later.  The  second  time was  when  I  was  twenty-seven;  that  lasted  less  than  a  year. There were no children from either marriage, so how could it  possibly  affect  my  relationship  with  Mary  Ann?’’ 

Hyer  stopped  talking  just  long  enough  to  take  another healthy  swallow  of  the  Chivas.  Then  he  resumed  his  ratio

nalization. ‘‘Well, once we were engaged, I ﬁgured, why go into it now? What does it have to do with today, with us— 

Mary  Ann  and  me?  So  I  put  it  behind  me.  I  didn’t  think there was much chance she’d ever ﬁnd out. But if and when she  did,  there’d  be  plenty  of  time  for  explanations  then.’’ 

Suddenly there  was something  vulnerable in  Hyer’s face, and the hand reaching for the scotch wasn’t any too steady now.  Draining  the  rest  of  the  drink  in  one  large  gulp,  he signaled  for  a  reﬁll  before  saying  softly,  ‘‘It  seems,  though, that I underestimated the spitefulness of some people. And I   overestimated  my  ﬁanceé.’’ 

I knew it wouldn’t help to point out anything about hon

esty  and  trust.  Besides,  I  didn’t  want  to  rub  it  in.  I’m ashamed  to  admit  this,  but,  much  to  my  own  annoyance— 

and  notwithstanding  my  less  than  terriﬁc  opinion  of  the man—I  found  myself  feeling  a  little  sorry  for  Hyer  right then.  (Of  course,  I  didn’t know  if  he  was  suffering  because he’d lost the woman he loved  or because he was just a guy who  hated  losing.)  Anyway,  I  moved  on.  ‘‘Someone  told Mary  Ann  about  your  ex-wives  out  of   spite?’’  I  asked. 

‘‘Probably.  I’ve  made  a  few  enemies  in  my  life.’’ 

‘‘Do  you  know  who  it  was?’’ 

‘‘No.  I  wish  I  did,’’  he  said  in  this  low  quiet  voice  that made  it  sound  pretty  ominous.  Even  through  the  tan,  I could  see  the dark  ﬂush  that  was beginning  to  spread  from his  neck  to  his  forehead.  ‘‘But  whoever  it  was  made  sure she  heard  about  it  as  soon  as  she  set  foot  in  the  States.’’ 

‘‘Did  you  tell  her  why  you  hadn’t  said  anything  to  her before?’’ 

‘‘Put  it  this  way:  I  tried  to.  But  she  let  me  have  it  with both barrels.  Threw a  two-and-a-half-carat ring in  my face! 

No  matter  what  I  said,  all   she’d  say  was  that  I  lied  to  her. 
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Which is a lie in itself. I never  lied about having been mar

ried; I just didn’t volunteer the information.’’ He picked up his  drink  and  rolled  the  glass  around  in  his  hands.  ‘‘Mary Ann,’’  he  muttered,  ‘‘was  hardly  the  most  understanding woman  in  the  world.  Or  the  most  forgiving.’’ 

‘‘Was  that  the  last  time  you  saw  her—when  she  threw the  ring  at  you?’’ 

‘‘More  or  less.’’ 

‘‘Which  means?’’ 

‘‘Well, I called  her half a dozen times after  that, and she kept  hanging  up  on  me.  But  I  still  felt  I  had  to  give  it  one last  try.  So  early  one  morning  I  drove  into  New  York  and parked  in  front  of  her  building,  waiting  for  her  to  come out. I sat there for over two hours until she ﬁnally showed. But  the  minute  she  spotted me,  she  jumped  into  a  cab  and took  off.’’ It  was  time  for another  swig  of the  scotch.  Then Hyer  said,  ‘‘I  ask  you,  is  that  any  way  for  a  grown  woman to  act?’’ 

I  refrained  from  telling  him  no,  that  that  was  the  action of  a  naive  young  girl  who  expected  the  man  she  was  plan

ning  to  marry  to  play  it  straight  with  her. 

‘‘Do you know she wouldn’t even move in with me when 

she  came  to  the  States?’’  Hyer  demanded,  working  up steam. ‘‘Insisted on living in New York with her sister until we  got  married.  Some  crap  about  not  wanting  people  to talk.  Incredible,  isn’t  it,  in  this  day  and  age!  She  was  such a  damn  little  prig  she  wouldn’t  even  make  love  with  the lights  on,  for  crying  out  loud!  To  tell  the  truth,  when  I think  about  it  now,  I’m  wondering  what  I  ever  saw  in  an immature  little  kid  like  that.’’ 

‘‘The  time  you  drove  into  the  city  to  talk  to  her—when was  that?’’ 

‘‘The  end  of  August.’’ 

‘‘I  gather  you  were  pretty  upset  when  she  broke  it  off.’’ 

‘‘I  won’t  deny  it.  I  was  crazy  about  her,  and  I  took  it hard—until  I  realized  how  infantile  she  was.  And  once  I realized  that  . . .  well,  I  haven’t  exactly  been  lonesome  for company since then. I found out there are plenty of women out  there  who  are  a  little  more  grown-up.  And,  I  might add,  a   lot  more  giving.’’  If  there’d  been  any  question  as  to what  Hyer  meant  by  that,  his  smarmy  grin  made  it  clear. I  must  be  just  pure,  unadulterated  mush,  I  decided,  to have allowed myself to feel any sympathy at all for a sleaze 
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like this. I tried to keep my aversion to the man from creep

ing  into  my  voice.  ‘‘When  did  you  learn  that  Mary  Ann had  gotten  engaged  again?’’ 

There was total silence. Then Hyer, looking stunned, said quietly,  ‘‘She got  engaged  again?’’ (Was  it my  imagination, or  did  his  tan  actually  fade  for  a  moment  or  two  there?) I  nodded. 

‘‘Didn’t take her very long, did it? Who’s the lucky guy?’’ 

he asked sardonically, at the same time signaling the waiter for  still  another  reﬁll. 

‘‘A  casting  director  for  an  advertising  agency  here  in New  York.’’ 

‘‘When  were  they  engaged?’’ 

‘‘Just a few weeks before she was shot. You didn’t know 

about  it?’’ 

‘‘Would  I  be  asking  if  I  did?’’ 

‘‘Look,  just  for  my  records,  I’d  appreciate  your  telling me  where  you  were  the  night  of  the  murder.’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  have  to  answer  that,  you  know;  you’re  not  the police.’’  But  Hyer’s  tone  was  a  lot  less  argumentative  than his words would indicate. I guess the news (assuming it  was news)  had  knocked  a  little  of  the  attitude  out  of  him. 

‘‘That’s  true,’’  I  agreed.  ‘‘But  the  police  will  be  con

tacting  you  any  day  now  to  ask  you  the  same  question. And  if   I’m  satisﬁed  you—’’ 

‘‘Don’t  start   that  again,’’  he  groused,  picking  up  his  ﬁfth glass  of  scotch—or  was  it  his  sixth?—which  had  just  now been unobtrusively placed in front of him. I was amazed at how  unaffected  he  seemed  to  be  by  the  alcohol  he’d  been consuming  in  such  impressive  quantities.  Even  his  speech was  clear.  ‘‘What  night  was  that,  anyway?’’  he  was  asking. 

‘‘Monday.  February  tenth.’’ 

He screwed up his face and, pressing his left palm against his  temple,  sat  there  staring  intently  into  the  drink  he  was holding  in  his  right  hand.  It  was  as  though  he  were  gazing into  a  crystal  ball  for  the  answer. 

 Oh,    come   on,   I  wanted  to  say—but  didn’t.  You   knew   I was   going   to   ask   you   this,    and   you   know   very   well   where you   were   that   night. 

‘‘I just remembered,’’ Hyer told me at last, a self-satisﬁed expression  on  his  face.  ‘‘That’s  the  weekend  I  was  in  Ver

mont.  I  didn’t  get  back  until  almost  eleven  Monday  morn
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ing, and  I stayed at  work a little  later than  usual that night to catch up. Until a few minutes past seven, I guess it was.’’ 

‘‘Was  anyone  with  you?’’ 

‘‘No. Everyone  else had left  at least a  half hour earlier.’’ 

‘‘Any  phone  calls?  Anything  that  can  help  conﬁrm  you were  there?’’ 

‘‘No.  Not  as  far  as  I  remember,  anyway.’’  Then,  impa

tiently:  ‘‘But  is  this  necessary?  I  can’t   really  be  a  suspect. It  wouldn’t  make  sense  for  me  to  suddenly  try  and  kill Mary  Ann  after  all  these  months.’’  He  came  close  to  actu

ally  looking  me  in  the  eye.  ‘‘Use  your  head.  What  motive could  I  possibly  have?’’ 

‘‘Could  be  you’d  just  heard  she  was  engaged  to  another man,’’  I  speculated. 

‘‘I  didn’t  have  any  idea  Mary  Ann  was  seeing  anyone else until you told me a few minutes ago,’’ he informed me testily. ‘‘Besides, if you think I’ve been pining away for her all  this  time,  you  haven’t  listened  to  one  damn  thing  I’ve been  telling  you.’’ 

I  wasn’t  through  with  my  questions  yet,  so  I  wanted  to get  things  back  on  a  friendlier  basis.  ‘‘Look,’’  I  responded in the most placating voice I own, ‘‘I’ve been asking every

one who knew the twins the same kind of things I’m asking you.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  between  the  two  of  us,  I  don’t even  think  Mary  Ann  was  the  target;  I  think  she  just  hap

pened  to  be  there  when  the  killer  came  to  pay  Meredith  a visit. But I have to cover everything anyway, for my rec—’’ 

‘‘Okay, okay. But let’s get this over with, huh? I  do have a  date  tonight.’’  He  checked  his  watch.  ‘‘Ten  of  eight! 

Christ!  I’m  supposed  to  be  all  the  way  across  town  by eight!’’ 

‘‘Why  don’t  you  give  the  lady  a  call  and  tell  her  you’ll be  a  few  minutes  late?’’ 

‘‘That’s  not  necessary.  She  won’t  mind  waiting  for  me.’’ 

I  refused  to  let  that  get  to  me.  ‘‘Well,  we’re  almost through  here,’’  I  informed  him  pleasantly.  ‘‘You  were  just about  to  say  where  you  went  after  work.’’ 

‘‘Was  I?’’  Another  of  those  nasty  smiles  of  his.  Then: 

‘‘All  right.  When  I  left  the  ofﬁce,  I  stopped  off  for  a  quick bite  at  Burger  King,  or  maybe  it  was  McDonald’s  or  Roy Rogers,  for  all  I  know.  Anyway,  it  was  one  of  those  fast food  joints.  And  don’t  ask  me  if  anyone  there  would  re

member  me.’’ 
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I  took  his  advice.  ‘‘Where  did  you  go  afterward?’’ 

‘‘To this bar in town—the Screaming Red Eagle. Burgers 

make  me  thirsty.’’ 

‘‘What  time  was  that?’’ 

‘‘Maybe eight. Or even a little before. And I didn’t leave until  twelve-thirty,  when  the  place  closed.  Look,  why  don’t you  talk  to  Carl?  He’s  the  bartender  there.  I  wouldn’t  be surprised  if  he  remembers;  the  guy’s  got  a  phenomenal memory.  Now,  if  I’m  excused  . . .’’ 

With  that,  Hyer  stood  up  and  motioned  to  the  waiter. 

‘‘The  lady  would  like  the  check,’’  he  announced  when  the man hurried over. Then he bent down and said slyly in the vicinity  of  my  ear,  ‘‘I   told  you  it  was  your  party.’’ 

When  he  walked  away,  I  was  happy  to  see  I’d  been wrong;  the  liquor   had  had  an  effect  on  him.  He  was  deﬁ

nitely  listing  to  one  side. 

This  was  one  night,  I  thought  smugly,  that  Roger  Hyer would not ﬁnd it necessary to take the phone off the hook. Chapter 16 

I  slept  until  almost  ten  Saturday  morning.  Before  I  even had  my  coffee,  I  phoned  Peter  and  left  a  message  on  his machine.  ‘‘I  haven’t  talked  to  you  in  a  few  days,  and  I  was anxious  to  know  how  everything  is,’’  I  informed  the  ma

chine.  ‘‘Also,  I  wanted  to  give  you  an  update.  But  don’t expect  much,’’  I  added  quickly.  ‘‘Anyway,  call  me  when you  get  a  chance.’’ 

As  soon  as  I  hung  up,  I  plugged  in  the  coffee  and  ﬁxed myself some breakfast. When I was ﬁnished, I typed up the notes  I’d  made  the  night  before.  And  then  I  read  over   all my  notes  on  the  case—and  I  had  a  fairly  hefty  folder  by now.  I  was  pretty  discouraged  when  I  was  through.  I’d learned  a  few  little  things,  of  course.  But  nothing  that  re

ally  mattered. 

The  telephone  interrupted  my  thoughts—or,  more  accu

rately,  my  lack  of  them. 

‘‘Desiree?  It’s  Peter.  I  just  called  the  apartment,  and  I got your message.’’ The voice was dull, almost a monotone. There  wasn’t  even  a  trace  of  his  recent  optimism. 

‘‘What’s  wrong,  Peter?’’  I  asked,  a  little  fearful  of  what he  might  be  about  to  tell  me. 

‘‘Nothing.  Not  really.’’ 

‘‘But?’’ 

‘‘But,  well,  sometimes  it  just  gets  to  me.’’ 

‘‘Listen,  Peter,’’  I  said  gently,  ‘‘the  doctors  told  you—’’ 

‘‘Yeah,  I  know  what  the  doctors   told  me.  But  there doesn’t  seem  to  be  any  change  at  all.’’ 

‘‘Well,  it’s—’’  I  began. 

‘‘You  know  what  the  worst  of  it  is,  though?’’  he  went on,  caught  up  in  his  own  thoughts.  ‘‘Not  knowing  how  to talk  to  her.’’ 

‘‘What  do  you—’’ 

He  wasn’t  even  listening.  ‘‘The  thing  is,’’  he  said  misera
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bly,  ‘‘I’m  hoping  that  on  some  level  she  can  hear  me.  But, as much as I don’t want to think about it, I’ve got to accept the possibility that the woman I’m talking to could be Mer

edith.’’  His  voice  grew  sharper  now,  more  intense,  honed by his  pain and  frustration. ‘‘That  even restricts  what I  can say  to  her,  don’t  you  see?  It’s  not  even  right  to  tell  her  I love  her.  So  most  of  the  time  I  just  sit  there  holding  her hand  and  telling  her  that  she  has  to  get  better,  that  every

one’s  praying  for  her.’’  He  choked  up  before  conﬁding softly,  ‘‘But  if  it’s  Mary  Ann,  that’s  not  what  she  wants  to hear.’’  A  pause.  ‘‘And,  God  knows,  it  isn’t  what  I  want  to say  to  her.’’ 

Well, what could  I say to Peter? Fortunately, I didn’t get the chance to come up with something entirely meaningless and  inappropriate. 

‘‘I’m  acting  like  a  dumb,  self-pitying  wimp  this  morning, aren’t I?’’ he put in with an embarrassed little laugh. ‘‘And you  called   me  in  the  ﬁrst  place,  didn’t  you?  What  did  you want  to  tell  me?’’ 

Now I was the one who was embarrassed. ‘‘I just wanted 

to  check  in  with  you,  that’s  all.  I’m  afraid  I  don’t  have  a whole  lot  to  report,  though.  I  wish  I  did.  Anyway,  here’s what’s  been  happening. . . .’’  

I  gave  him  a  brief  synopsis  of  what  had  transpired  since our last  talk. But  it all  sounded so  ﬂimsy, so   nothing to  my own ears that I just couldn’t leave things like that. ‘‘I know there  still  isn’t  anything  we  can  hang  our  hats  on,’’  I  con

ceded,  ‘‘but  don’t  worry.  I  promise  you  that  before  too much  longer  you’ll  know  for  sure  whether  the  girl  in  St. Catherine’s  is  Mary  Ann.’’ 

‘‘Thanks,  Desiree,’’  he  murmured.  And,  a  moment  later, 

‘‘Thanks,’’  he  said  again.  ‘‘Uh,  the  police  don’t  have  any idea  yet  who  was  responsible,  do  they?’’ 

‘‘No,  not  yet.  Not  as  far  as  I  know.  But  whoever  it  was won’t  be  getting  away  with  it.  You  have  my  word  on that,  too.’’ 

I  wasn’t  aware  until  several  minutes  after  the  phone  call was  over  that  I’d  ﬁnally  admitted  to  myself—and  out loud—that  I  was  actively  hunting  for  the  killer.  And,  in spite  of  our  agreement  to  the  contrary,  even  Peter  didn’t seem  surprised. 

Maybe,  like  everyone  else,  he  knew  from  the  beginning that  it  just  wasn’t  possible  to  handle  things  any  other  way. 
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Well, that bit of bravado I’d displayed on the phone had 

resulted  in  my  putting  even  more  pressure  on  myself.  I’d actually   promised  to  have  some  answers  soon. Wishing  passionately  that  I’d  ripped  my  tongue  out  be

fore  Peter’s  call,  I  went  back  over  my  notes  again.  And again.  But  I  still  wasn’t  able  to  make  a  whole  lot  out  of them. Either there wasn’t anything important in there—or I didn’t  recognize that there was anything important in there, which  was  a  lot  worse. 

And  just  how  frustrated  was  I  by  the  end  of  my  second reread?  So  frustrated  that  I  actually  decided  to  engage  in a  little  physical  activity  to  unload  some  of  my  angst.  And since I consider even a brisk walk a little too exotic for me, I  settled  on  cleaning  my  apartment.  (At  least  I  didn’t  have to  go  outside  to  do   that.) 

Of  course,  with  Charmaine,  my  phantom  cleaning 

woman, a  no-show again  that Saturday,  there wasn’t  a soul to  stand  in  the  way  of  my  ambition.  (And  in  case  you’re wondering  why  I  don’t  just  ﬁre  her,  it’s  because  whenever Charmaine   does  deign  to  come  to  work,  I’m  always  so grateful  I  forget  that  I  ever  made  up  my  mind  to  get  rid of  her.)  Anyway,  that  day  I  was  actually  glad  to  stand  in for  her. 

I dragged half a dozen assorted cleansers out of the cabi

net,  after  which  I  got  out  the  broom,  the  mop,  the  squee

gee, the brushes, the rags and my new vacuum with its four separate—and  totally  useless—attachments.  Then,  com

pletely  ignoring  the  fact  that  I’d  turned  the  apartment  in

side  out  the  week  before,  I  tore  through  the  place  like  a dynamo—scrubbing  and  polishing  and  dusting  and  sweep

ing  and  mopping  and  vacuuming.  You  wouldn’t  believe how  enthusiastically  I  tackled  all  those  nasty  little  jobs  I usually  try  not  to  even  think  about. 

When  I  was  through,  I’d  surpassed  even  the  previous week’s  efforts,  and  I  had  this  tremendous  sense  of  accom

plishment.  The  apartment  looked  so  . . .  so   clean.  On  the downside,  though,  I  could  barely  make  it  over  to  the  sofa to  sit  down.  I  had  a  seven  o’clock  appointment  for  dinner and  a  movie  with  my  neighbor,  Barbara  Gleason,  but  that was  over  three  hours  away.  And  I  wasn’t   so  decrepit  that I  wouldn’t  bounce  back  after  I  had  a  couple  of  minutes  to catch my breath. Come to think of it, maybe I’d even throw 
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a few things in the washing machine downstairs later. In the meantime,  I’d  just  sit  here  and  relax  for  a  little  while. . . . The  doorbell  prodded  me  into  consciousness.  I  looked around. The room was dark now. For a minute or so, I was 

fogbound;  then  I  remembered  my  sudden,  draining  spurt of  domesticity.  Switching  on  the  lamp  next  to  the  sofa,  I went  to  the  door.  I  had  to  stand  on  tiptoe  to  see  out  of the  peephole.  And  what  I  saw  was  Barbara  Gleason  all bundled  up  in  her  coat,  her  hand  on  the  buzzer,  a  very agitated  expression  on  her  long,  thin  face. 

‘‘You really had me worried!’’ she scolded when I let her in.  ‘‘I’ve  been  ringing  and  ringing.  I  thought  you  might  be dead  or  something.’’  She  took  in  my  attire—this  ugly  print thing that’s at  least a hundred years old and  that I hate for anyone  to  see  me  in  even  when  I’m  just  going  out  to  the incinerator.  ‘‘You  don’t  plan  on  wearing   that  tonight!’’  she said,  which  was  very  perceptive  of  her. 

‘‘Of  course  not,’’  I  told  her  indignantly.  ‘‘What  time  is it,  anyway?’’ 

‘‘Five  of.’’ 

‘‘Five  of  what?’’ 

‘‘Seven.  Five  of   seven.’’ 

I  couldn’t  believe  it!  ‘‘God!  I’m  sorry!  I  fell  asleep  on the  sofa.  I  must  have  slept  for  hours!’’ 

‘‘Well,  we  can  have  dinner  and  make  the  late  show—it goes  on  at  ten-thirty.  That  is,  if  you  don’t  spend  forever getting  dressed.’’ 

‘‘Listen,  would  it  be  more  convenient  for  you  if  we  put off  the  movie  till  tomorrow  night?’’  I  asked  hopefully,  not exactly  loving  the  idea  of  going  out  at  that  point. 

‘‘I  told  this  woman  I  work  with  that  I  couldn’t  have  din

ner  with   her  tonight  because  I’d  already  made  plans  with you.’’ 

What  could  I  say? 

Barbara  went  back  to  her  own  apartment,  and  I  franti

cally  went  about  getting  ready.  It  was  another  fast  shower, another slapdash makeup job, and another intense—but, of 

necessity,  brief—battle  with  my  hair.  I  was  at  Barbara’s door  in  less  than  an  hour. 

‘‘You  look  like  a  raccoon,’’  were  her  ﬁrst  words  when she  came  out  in  the  hall  to  join  me.  ‘‘Better  ﬁx  your  eye makeup  in  the  cab,’’  she  told  me  in  that  decisive  way  she has.  (Barbara  doesn’t  really  talk  to  you—she   mandates. 
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Which  I  always  put  down  to  an  occupational  hazard;  she teaches  third  grade.) 

We  went  to  a  seafood  restaurant  in  midtown,  not  far from  the movie  theater. I  was  really primed  for the  shrimp scampi,  but  Barbara  was  aghast.  ‘‘For  God’s  sake!  Do  you have  any  idea  how  much  cholesterol  there  is  in  scampi? 

And  the  calories!  You  know,  Dez,  I  don’t  like  to  say  any

thing  . . .’’  She  said  it  anyway.  ‘‘But  you  should  really  do something  about  your  weight.  It’s  a  shame  you’ve  allowed yourself  to  get  so  heavy—especially  since  you  have   such  a pretty face.’’ (Have  you ever noticed that all  heavy women have one thing in common? I mean, you could look like the Creature  from  the  Black  Lagoon,  but  if  you’re  overweight, everyone  else  in  this  skinny  world  we  live  in  insists  that you’ve  got  ‘‘ such  a  pretty  face.’’) 

I  wanted  to  clue  Barbara  in  to  the  fact  that  there’s  life after  size  ten.  Still,  my  cholesterol   was  286  the  last  time  it was  checked.  Besides,  why  get  bitchy;  I  liked  the  woman. Okay. So sometimes she was a little grating—and that night she  was  really  outdoing  herself—but  she  was  also  interest

ing  and  intelligent.  Plus,  ever  since  she  moved  next  door to  me  a  few  months  back,  I’d  felt  beholden  to  her.  You see, the walls in my building are paper-thin. And the previ

ous  tenants  in  4A  were  two  no-talent,  piano-playing  idiots who  had  been  driving  me  crazy  for  years.  The  truth  is,  I was so delighted when Barbara replaced them, I was practi

cally  ready  to  function  as  her  handmaiden. 

Anyway,  what  I’m  trying  to  say  is  that  I  wound  up  con

vincing  myself  to  have  the  poached  salmon  with  dill  sauce. And  it  really  wasn’t  bad.  But  it  wasn’t  the  scampi,  either. We  ﬁnished  our  dinner  in  ample  time  to  make  the  tenthirty  showing  of   Beauty   and   the   Beast,   which  was  abso

lutely  the  most  charming  movie  I’d  seen  in  years.  I  came out  of  the  theater  dabbing  at  my  eyes.  Barbara  laughed at  me. 

‘‘Now,  that  was  a  nice  movie  if  you’re  under  twelve,’’ 

she commented dryly when we were going home in the cab. 

‘‘I  have  no  idea  why  I  wanted  to  see  it.’’ 

‘‘I  loved  it,’’  I  countered. 

‘‘How  old  are  you,  Desiree?’’  I  could  feel  the  ﬂush  rap

idly  coloring  my  face.  Barbara  didn’t  miss  it,  either.  ‘‘All right. Never mind, if you’re so sensitive about it.  I’m forty
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three,  and  I  outgrew  that  kind  of  thing  years  ago.  I  ﬁnd  it very  surprising  that  you  didn’t.’’ 

‘‘Don’t  be  such  a  cynic;  it  was  a  beautiful  love  story,’’ 

I  protested. 

‘‘It  was  a   cartoon,   for  Christ’s  sake!’’ 

Well,  I  just  couldn’t  understand  how  anyone  could  not like   Beauty   and   the   Beast.  But  I  told  Barbara  that,  of course,  she  was  entitled  to  her  opinion.  Which,  to  be  hon

est,  isn’t  what  I  thought  at  all.  But  maybe  a  lot  of  my intolerance  had  to  do  with  the  scampi. 

Chapter 17 

On  Sunday,  I  met  Ellen  for  brunch  at  a  little  restaurant in  the  forties  that’s  about  halfway  between  her  apartment and  mine. 

I thought she looked very chic in her brown pants, white 

turtleneck,  and  Harris  tweed  jacket.  In  fact,  I  thought  she was  having  an  exceptionally  Hepburnish—as  in  Audrey— 

day.  She  seemed  to  be  in  good  spirits,  too. 

We  had  mimosas  and  then  Ellen  ordered  the  apple 

crepes, while I chose the eggs Benedict, which is one of my very  favorite  things  (and  which,  that  morning,  offered  the added 

satisfaction 

of 

defying 

Barbara 

Gleason’s 

admonitions). 

By  tacit  agreement,  we  postponed  our  discussion  of  the crime  until  after  we’d  eaten.  In  the  meantime,  I  told  Ellen about   Beauty   and   the   Beast,   and  then  she  talked  about  her job  at  Macy’s,  sounding  a  little  more  optimistic  than  usual about  her  prospects  at  the  store.  After  that,  she  provided me  with  an  update  on  her  parents,  who’d  been  living  in Florida for the past four or ﬁve years. I was more than half expecting  that  any  minute  she’d  ask  if  I’d  spoken  to  Will Fitzgerald,  but  his  name  never  came  up.  Which  was  good. I didn’t want Ellen to even  think about that insensitive slob. It  wasn’t  until  we  were  having  coffee  that  she  brought up  the  case.  ‘‘Have  you  made  any  progress  yet?’’ 

‘‘None,’’  I  told  her  glumly.  ‘‘I  have  no  more  idea  now which  of  those  girls  survived  than  I  did  that  ﬁrst  day  Peter came  to  see  me.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  you’ll  ﬁnd  out,’’  she  assured  me  blithely.  ‘‘It  just takes  a  little  time,  that’s  all.’’ 

‘‘I  hope  you’re  right.’’  I  would  be  one  very  happy  P.I.  if I  had  the  same  conﬁdence  in  me  that  Ellen  does. 

‘‘I  am;  you’ll  see.  Not  that  I’m  exactly  thrilled  that  you even  got  involved  in  this  thing,’’  she  reminded  me. 
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I  gave  her  what  I  intended  to  be  an  intimidating  look. 

‘‘Well, I’m  not, ’’ she grumbled. It took a full two seconds before  she  asked  (and  with  what  seemed  to  me  was  a  cer

tain  amount  of  eagerness,  too),  ‘‘Anyway,  have  you  got any  suspects?’’ 

‘‘Now,  that’s  the  one  thing  I   do  have.’’ 

I  proceeded  to  ﬁll  her  in  on  Eric  Foster’s  feud  with  his sister.  After  that,  I  told  her  about  Larry  Shields  and   his argument  with  Meredith.  ‘‘I’m  still  trying  to  ﬁnd  out  what that one was about,’’ I said. ‘‘And then there’s Lucille Col

lins. She had a small part  in the new play Meredith was in, but  it  seems  she  lost  this  really   terriﬁc  part  in  the  show  to Meredith. And besides that, Collins was Shields’s girlfriend before  Meredith  came  along.’’ 

‘‘So  you  think  it  was  Meredith  the  killer  was  after?’’ 

‘‘Not  necessarily.  There’s  at  least  one  person  I  know  of who had a grudge against Mary Ann—Roger Hyer, her exﬁance´.  She  broke  off  with  him  not  too  long  before  she met  Peter.’’ 

‘‘When  was  that?’’ 

‘‘The  breakup?  In  August.  But  her  engagement  could have  set  him  off.’’ 

‘‘He  knew  about  the  engagement?’’ 

‘‘He   says  he  didn’t.’’ 

‘‘It  doesn’t  sound  like  you  believe  him.’’ 

I  hunched  my  shoulders.  ‘‘Right  now,  I  don’t  believe anyone.’’ 

‘‘Have  you  questioned  them  all  yet?’’ 

‘‘I  have.  And  so  far  I  don’t  see  where  any  one  of  them looks  guiltier  than  the  next  one.  But  I  also  haven’t  been able  to  eliminate  anybody, either.  Eric—he’s  the  brother— 

and  Lucille  Collins  don’t  have  an  alibi  for  the  time  of  the murder.  Roger  Hyer  claims  to  have  been  in  a  bar  in  New Jersey  that  night—I’ll  be  driving  out  there  to  check  it  out in  the  next  day  or  two.  And  Larry  Shields  says  he  was  in Brooklyn  having  dinner  with  his  mother.’’ 

‘‘What  does  his  mother  say?’’ 

‘‘I  didn’t  bother  to  ask.  Let  me  put  it  this  way:  Under those  circumstances,  what  would   your  mother  say?’’ 

Ellen  giggled.  It  was  a  giggle  that  was  vintage  Ellen. 

‘‘The same thing  his would, I’ll bet.’’ Then: ‘‘Do you really think  their  brother  would  have  waited  all  this  time  to  kill 
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Meredith?  And  why  would  he  have  wanted  to  kill  Mary Ann,  anyway?’’ 

‘‘He  more  or  less  put  those  same  questions  to  me.  The answer  is:  I  don’t  know.  But  there’s  another  angle  to  this thing  we  haven’t  even  talked  about  yet.’’ 

‘‘I  know.’’ 

I  was  sure  she  didn’t.  ‘‘ What  do  you  know?’’ 

‘‘It’s the way they were both . . . ugh . . .  where they were both  . . .  ugh  . . .  shot,  isn’t  it?’’  she  ﬁnally  managed  to  get out. They don’t come much more squeamish than my niece. 

‘‘That  wasn’t  what  I  was  going  to  say.  Although  it’s  the thing  that  bothers  me  the  most  about  this  case.  I  mean, why in God’s name would anyone want to do a horrendous 

thing  like  that?  They  were  both  shot  in  the  torso  ﬁrst,  you know, and afterward the perp stood over them and deliber

ately  destroyed  their  faces.’’ 

Ellen  shivered.  ‘‘It  sounds  like  someone  really  had  it  in for  them,  doesn’t  it?’’  she  said  softly. 

‘‘ Both  of  them?’’ 

She  pondered  that.  But  only  brieﬂy.  ‘‘Maybe  the  mur

derer  hated  the  one  sister  so  much  he  couldn’t  even  look at  the  same  face  on  the  other  sister.’’ 

‘‘Maybe,’’ I agreed without much conviction. It was really pretty  far-fetched.  Still,  if  what  we  had  here  was  a  crime of  passion,  it  wasn’t  entirely  out  of  the  question.  ‘‘I  hadn’t considered  that,’’  I  admitted. 

Ellen  looked  delighted.  ‘‘Or,’’  she  went  on,  ﬁguring  she was on a roll, ‘‘whoever did it might have had two  different motives,  one  for  killing  Meredith  and  another  for  killing Mary Ann. And one of those motives is something no one’s 

even  come  up  with.’’  In  deference  to  my  sensibilities  and also because of that inexplicable faith of hers, she hurriedly added,  ‘‘Yet.’’ 

Now, this theory I wasn’t quite ready to buy. But I didn’t have  to  tell  Ellen  that.  ‘‘Mmmm,’’  I  responded  vaguely. 

‘‘Oh,’’  Ellen  said,  suddenly  remembering,  ‘‘I  think  I  in

terrupted  you  before,  didn’t  I?  You  were  going  to  talk about  something  else,  and  I  kind  of  sidetracked  you.’’ 

‘‘I was, wasn’t I? But I have no idea what I had in mind.’’ 

‘‘You  mentioned  something  about  there  being  another angle  to  the  case.’’ 

I  drew  a  blank  for  a  second  or  two.  And  then  it  came back  to  me.  ‘‘Money,’’  I  told  her. 
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‘‘Money?’’  Ellen  parroted. 

‘‘Listen,’’  I  said,  ‘‘judging  from  the  way  the  twins  lived, they weren’t exactly paupers. Their parents had been killed in a car crash, and it seems they were left pretty well-ﬁxed. The  apartment  alone  set  them  back  a  million  and  a  half.’’ 

Ellen  made  this  weird  sound,  which  I  realized  (since  the same sound occasionally comes out of my own mouth) was 

a  truly  pathetic  attempt  at  a  whistle.  ‘‘And  who  gets  all that  if  they  die?’’  she  wanted  to  know. 

‘‘Well,  if  neither  of  them  made  a  will,  the  brother, apparently.’’ 

‘‘But  wouldn’t  he  have  inherited  from  his  parents,  too?’’ 

‘‘Most  likely.  But  some  people   never  have  enough money.’’  Ellen  is  probably  the  only  person  living  in  the twentieth century who would have to have that pointed out to her. ‘‘Of course, if there’s a will involved, it could change everything.  That’s  something  else  I’ve  got  to  ﬁnd  out about.’’ 

By  that  time  we  were  on  our  third  cup  of  coffee.  ‘‘You know  what  I  think?’’  Ellen  asked.  She  looked  at  me expectantly. 

I  didn’t  let  her  down.  ‘‘What?’’ 

‘‘I  think,’’  she  stated  with  conviction,  ‘‘that  if  we  could ﬁnd  out  why  they  were  shot  in  the  . . .  you  know  . . .  we’d know  who  shot  them.’’ 

I  couldn’t  argue  with  that. 

Chapter 18 

The  instant  my  head  hit  the  pillow  that  night,  my  mind went into overdrive. I kept thinking and thinking about my conversation  with  Ellen.  It’s  possible  there  was  something in that  crime of  passion business, I  decided. The only  trou

ble  was  I  just  couldn’t  seem  to  get  anywhere  with  it.  Until I  suddenly  remembered  what  Claire  Josephs  told  me. The twins liked to fool around and switch identities when they  were  kids,  she’d  said.  Well,  suppose,  for  some  reason, that  Monday  evening  Mary  Ann  had  pulled  that  childhood prank  of  theirs  one  last,  fatal  time.  Even  if  the  girls  didn’t look   exactly  alike  anymore,  there  was  still  a  remarkable resemblance. And if Mary Ann had  said she was Meredith, would the perp have bothered examining her features? And 

who  knows  how  good  the  lighting  was  in  that  place  any

how?  (Which  reminded  me,  I  was  going  to  get  Fielding  to let  me  into  that  apartment  if  it  killed  me.  Or  him.) I  visualized  the  story  line  playing  out. . . . 

The  killer—a  faceless,  sexless  ﬁgure—goes  to  the  Foster apartment.  Mary  Ann,  home  alone,  pretends  to  the  visitor that she’s  her sister.  I could  picture the  two of  them sitting in  the  living  room  and  talking  for  a  few  minutes.  Then Mary Ann gets to her feet (maybe because Chuck Springer 

is ringing the doorbell). And—before she ever has a chance to  say,  ‘‘Ha-ha,  fooled  you!’’—the  perp,  still  under  the  im

pression  she’s  Meredith,  takes  aim  and  ﬁres  at  her. Now  I  could  see  her  on  the  ﬂoor,  her  shadowy  attacker standing over her. And that’s when he (or she) gets a really good  look  and  realizes  that  it’s  not  Meredith  who’s  lying there  but  her  twin.  He  makes  up  his  mind  that  he’s  not going  to leave  until  he  does what  he  came  there for.  So  he waits  around  until  the   real  Meredith  comes  home. So  far,  so  good.  But  why  blast  the  girls  in  the  face  like that? 
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Well,  where  Meredith  was  concerned,  I  ﬁnally  had  a plausible  answer.  (Not  necessarily  correct,  you  understand, or  even  probable—but  plausible.)  Assuming  that  what  we had  here   was  a  crime  of  passion,  I  didn’t  see  it  as  too  off the  wall  for  the  murderer  to  want  to  destroy  his  intended victim’s  face. 

I  was  still  stymied,  though,  as  to  why  he’d  deliberately shoot  the   wrong   victim  in  the  face. It took a good ﬁfteen minutes’ worth of tossing and turn

ing  and  a  few  healthy  punches  to  the  pillow  before  I  came up with something  that would let me off the  hook. And, in the  end,  my  explanation  was  simplicity  itself:  The  perp could  just  have  been   that   furious  at  having  been  deceived. Of  course,  I  was  aware  that  my  theory  needed  some work.  I  hadn’t  even   tried  to  apply  it  to  a  particular  suspect yet.  The  basic  idea,  though,  seemed  to  make  sense. But  so  many  things  do  at  one  A.M.,  don’t  they? 

The  next  morning,  before  leaving  for  the  ofﬁce,  I  called Peter. 

‘‘I  won’t  keep  you,’’  I  informed  him.  ‘‘Just  two  things. First:  What  night  this  week  are  you  coming  to  dinner?’’ 

Anticipating his protest—since it was already the third time I’d extended the  invitation—I told him quickly,  ‘‘And your excuses  won’t  mean  beans  to  me  this  time.  We  can  make it  a  late  as  you  want,  too.’’ 

I  guess  I’d  worn  him  down.  ‘‘Thanks,’’  he  responded. 

‘‘That  would  be  great—if  you’re  sure  you  wouldn’t  mind eating  at  around  nine.’’ 

We  set  it  up  for  Thursday. 

‘‘One  thing  more,’’  I  said  then.  ‘‘Just  tell  me  this:  Did Mary  Ann  have  a  will?’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  think  so,  Desiree.’’ 

 Nothing   about   this   case   was   easy.    Nothing. I  brought  my  car  to  work  that  day,  hoping  to  drive  out to  the  Screaming  Red  Eagle  in  the  early  evening.  I  started calling  the  place  as  soon  as  I  came  back  from  lunch,  just to  make  sure  that  the  bartender  I  needed  to  talk  to  would be  there  that  night.  Someone  ﬁnally  picked  up  at  a  few minutes  of  four. 

‘‘Screaming  Red  Eagle,’’  this  deep,  raspy  voice 

announced. 
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‘‘What  time  do  you  open  today?’’ 

‘‘We’re  open  now,  lady.’’ 

‘‘Is  Carl  working  tonight?’’ 

‘‘You’re  talkin’  to  him.  Who’s  this?’’ 

‘‘I’ll  surprise  you,’’  I  said. 

As  soon  as  I  clicked  off,  I  dialed  the  coffee  shop  on  the next  block  and  ordered  a  burger  and  some  fries.  Then  I did  a  little  research  on  this  other  case  that,  like  everything else, had been getting pretty short shrift since the day Peter reentered  my  life.  I  ate  between  a  brief,  gossipy  chat  with Jackie and phone calls  to my gynecologist and ophthalmol

ogist,  both  of  whom  had  sent  me  postcards  at  least  three months  back  notifying  me  that  I  was  now  due  for  my  an

nual  checkup. 

At  around  quarter  after  ﬁve,  I  left  the  ofﬁce  to  pick  up my  Chevy  at  the  garage  around  the  corner. 

The  second  I  got  downstairs,  it  started  to  pour.  And  I mean   pour.  The  weatherman  on  WNBC  that  morning  had predicted  cloudy  and  cold  with  the  chance  of  a  few  light, intermittent  showers.  I  would  very  much  have  enjoyed seeing  that  man  hang  by  his  nose. 

I ran  back up  to the  ofﬁce for  the spare  umbrella I  keep in  my  desk  and  then  made  for  the  garage.  Even  with  the umbrella,  I  was  soaked  by  the  time  I  got  there.  My  hair, which  was  loaded  down  with  the  usual  quarter  can  of  hair spray,  was  plastered  ﬂat  against  my  head  and  looked  like red  mucilage.  (I  knew  in  my  heart  that  I  would  never  be able  to  run  a  comb  through  it  again.)  My  two-week-old suede  pumps  were  ﬁlled  with  so  much  water  I  squished when  I  walked.  And  what  was  worst  of  all,  the  rain  had gone  right  through  my  coat  and  baptized  my  beautiful  tur

quoise  silk  blouse. 

The  drive  to  Hillsdale  was  a  nightmare.  Visibility  was  so poor,  I  had  to  pull  over  to  the  side  of  the  road  I  don’t know how many times to wait for the rain to let up a little. Naturally,  the  minute  it  did  and  I’d  get  back  on  the  high

way,  there’d  be  another  deluge.  Under  normal  circum

stances,  the  ride  shouldn’t  have  taken  me  more  than  an hour,  tops.  That  night,  it  took  closer  to  three.  I  swear,  I could’ve  made  it  faster  if  I’d  crawled  there  on  my  hands and  knees. 

By  the  time  I  walked  into  the  Screaming  Red  Eagle,  I was tired and cold and very, very wet. I had to shake myself 
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vigorously  before  I  could  even  get  out  of  my  coat.  I  must have  looked  like  something  that  escaped  from  a  kennel. I  took  a  seat  at  one  end  of  the  long,  circular  bar,  sepa

rated by about ten stools from the only two other customers in  the  place.  Evidently,  most  people  have  the  good  sense to  stay  home  on  a  night  like  this. 

The bartender was a tall, heavyset man of about ﬁfty with sparse graying hair and fewer teeth. I ordered a blackberry brandy,  which  was  deﬁnitely  therapeutic  in  view  of  the shape  I was  in. ‘‘Are  you Carl?’’  I asked,  when he  brought the  drink  over. 

‘‘Yeah,  that’s  right.’’ 

‘‘I’m  your  surprise.’’  He  stared  at  me  blankly.  ‘‘You know,  the  phone  call  this  afternoon,  remember?’’ 

He  nodded,  but  he  didn’t  smile.  The  man  didn’t  seem overly  fond  of  surprises. 

I  brought  out  my  identiﬁcation,  which  he  barely  glanced at.  ‘‘So?’’  he  said. 

Now,  I  have  no  idea  what  possessed  me  to  tell  him  this absurd  story.  It  certainly  wasn’t  anything  I’d  planned  on. But  all  of  a  sudden  there  it  was,  coming  out  of  my  mouth. And  then  I  just  kept  on  improvising  as  I  went  along. 

‘‘I’ve  been  engaged  by  an  attorney  who’s  anxious  to  lo

cate a customer of yours, a Mr. Roger Hyer,’’ I began. ‘‘Mr. Hyer’s  come  into  some  money—not  a  fortune,  but  nothing to  sneeze  at,  either—and  we  haven’t  been  able  to  reach him.’’ 

I  want  you  to  know  that  I  realized  Carl  had  almost  cer

tainly  been  prepped  for  my  visit.  And  all  I  can  say  in  my own  defense  is  that  on  the  off  chance  he   wasn’t  expecting me,  I  had  a  much  better  shot  at  getting  him  to  cooperate than  if  I  told  him  one  of  his  customers  was  a  murder  sus

pect.  And  after  all,  what  did  I  have  to  lose?  If  he  knew  I was  lying,  he’d  call  me  on  it. 

‘‘I’ve  left half  a dozen  messages  at Mr.  Hyer’s ofﬁce  and on  his  answering  machine  at  home,’’  I  went  on,  ‘‘but  he never  got  back  to  me.’’  Carl  was  staring  at  me  with  icecold  eyes,  making  it extremely  nerve-wracking  to  continue. But  it  was  too  late  to  stop  now.  ‘‘I  even  went  to  his  house a  few  times.  I  guess  he  doesn’t  stay  home  much,  though, huh?’’  I  concluded  lamely. 

‘‘How  come  you’re  lookin’  for  him  here?’’ 

‘‘Well . . . um . . . I had a talk with this cousin of Hyer’s— 
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he’s  mentioned  in  the  same  will  that  Hyer  is—and  he  told me he came in here with him once. Says Hyer’s a regular.’’ 

‘‘Drops in maybe twice a week,’’ the bartender said with

out inﬂection. Then his eyes narrowed. ‘‘And you came out in  this  kinda  weather  just  in  case  he  showed  up?’’ 

‘‘I  drove  in  from  New  York,  and  it  wasn’t  even  raining when  I  left  my  ofﬁce.  Besides,  I  was  hoping  that  if  I  didn’t catch  him,  I  could  leave  a  message  with  you  explaining what  this  is  all  about.’’ 

Carl  was  no  dope.  ‘‘Ever  thought  of  sendin’  him  a letter?’’ 

‘‘I  did—or  anyway  the  attorney  did,  asking  Hyer  to  get in touch with him. But Hyer never called. Maybe the letter got  lost  in  the  mail.  So  is  it  okay  if  I  just  give  you  a  note for  him?’’ 

Carl  shrugged.  ‘‘Suit  yourself.’’ 

I  rummaged  around  in  my  attache´  for  a  piece  of  paper and,  with  my  back  to  the  bar,  pretended  to  write  on  it. Then I put the blank sheet in an envelope, scribbled Hyer’s name  on  the  front,  and  sealed  it. 

‘‘Uh,  I  was  just  thinking,’’  I  said,  handing  the  bartender the  envelope.  ‘‘The last  time  I  was in  Hillsdale—on  Febru

ary  tenth,  it  was,  sometime  in  the  evening—I  was  parked in  front  of  Hyer’s  house  for  three  hours,  waiting  for  him to  come  home.  That  was  a  Monday,  by  the  way.  Anyhow, it  would  be  ironic  if  he  was  right  in  here  all  that  while, wouldn’t  it?’’  I  asked  with  this  insipid  little  laugh. Purposefully  putting  the  envelope  down on  the  bar,  Carl leaned  toward  me.  His  eyes  were  mere  slits  now,  and  his face  was  so  close  to  mine,  I  could  almost  taste  his  stale breath.  ‘‘I  was  wondering  when  you’d  get  around  to  that,’’ 

he  said  in  an  unnaturally  quiet  voice.  For  a  moment,  I  felt afraid.  Then  he  straightened  up.  ‘‘Look,  lady,  I   know  what this  is  really  about,’’  he  informed  me. 

My  cheeks  felt  as  if  they  were  catching  ﬁre.  ‘‘What  do you  mean?’’  I  asked  weakly. 

‘‘I  mean  that  Roger  told  me  days  ago  that  I  should  ex

pect  to  hear  from  you.  He  asked  me  to  tell  you  whatever you  wanted  to  know.’’ 

‘‘Well,  why  didn’t  you  say  so  in  the  beginning?’’  I  actu

ally  had  the  nerve  to  be  indignant.  (It’s  really  humiliating being  on  the  losing  end  of  a  cat-and-mouse  game.  Even  if you  did  it  to  yourself.) 
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‘‘I  hated  to  spoil  the  fun,’’  was  the  man’s  response.  But he  didn’t  appear  the  least  bit  amused. 

‘‘Look,  I’m sorry.  I  just thought  it might  be  easier to  get you to level  with me if you didn’t know  I was investigating a crime. Hyer says he was here the night of February tenth and  that  you  might  be  able  to  verify  it.’’ 

‘‘He  was  here.’’ 

‘‘That  was  two  weeks  ago.  How  can  you  be  sure?’’ 

‘‘Because  my  daughter  got  married  the  day  before,  and it  was  Roger  who  recommended  the  ﬂorist.  So  the  night after  the  wedding—that  Monday—he  wanted  to  know  if the  guy  did  a  good  job  for  me.’’ 

‘‘It  was  deﬁnitely  the  very  next  night?  It  couldn’t  have been  two  nights  later?’’ 

‘‘No,  it  couldn’t.’’ 

‘‘What  time  did  he  come  in?  Do  you  have  any  idea?’’ 

‘‘Around  eight.’’ 

‘‘You’re  sure  of  the  time?’’ 

Carl  gave  this  exasperated  sigh.  ‘‘Listen,  Roger  always comes  in  around  eight,  give  or  take  a  few  minutes.  It woulda registered on me if he came in at a different time.’’ 

‘‘All right. But I hope you’re being straight with me. Two young  girls—one  of  them  Hyer’s  former  ﬁanceé—got  their faces  blown  off  that  night,  and  I  know  you  wouldn’t  want to  cover  for  the  person  responsible.’’  The  bartender’s  eyes began  to  narrow  again.  ‘‘Of  course  you  wouldn’t,’’  I  told him  quickly. 

I  was  out  of  there  three  minutes  later. 

Chapter 19 

At  a  little  after  ten  on  Tuesday  morning,  I  stopped  off  at the  Twelfth  Precinct,  hoping  to  catch  Tim  Fielding.  Fortu

nately, he was in, sitting at his desk. What’s more, he didn’t grumble  for  more  than  three  or  four  minutes  about  people who  expect  you  to  be  at  their  beck  and  call  whenever  it suits  them.  He  wasn’t  even  all  that  unpleasant  when  he said, ‘‘I don’t suppose you thought of picking up the phone to see if I was available before you came bursting in here.’’ 

Now,  considering  how  I  just  about  managed  to  drag  my

self  over  there  that  morning,  I  deﬁnitely  did  not  ‘‘burst.’’ 

However,  I  appreciated  that  this  was  not  the  time  to  get involved  in  semantics. 

‘‘I  know  I  should  have  called,’’  I  admitted,  ‘‘but  I  was on  my  way  to  the  ofﬁce  when  I  decided  to  drop  in  here ﬁrst.  If  you  could  spare  me  just  a  few  minutes—’’ 

‘‘Who  are  you  kiddin’?  Remember  me?  I   know  your few  minutes.’’ 

I  took  two  containers  of  coffee  and  half  a  dozen  donuts from the  brown paper  bag I  was carrying.  I had  this plead

ing  look  on  my  face  when  I  set  them  on  Fielding’s  desk. I  can’t  say  for  sure  whether  it  was  the  look  or  the  do

nuts—eight  to  one  it  was  the  donuts—but  Fielding  mut

tered, ‘‘Okay, sit down.’’ Then he reached for the chocolate donut  with  the  walnut  sprinkles.  ‘‘But  don’t  get  too  com

fortable;  you  won’t  be  staying  long.’’ 

I  sat  on  the  chair  alongside  his  desk  and  slipped  off  my coat—which produced an immediate frown. ‘‘Here,’’ I said, handing  him  the  container  marked  with  a   B,   ‘‘black,  no sugar.’’  I  opened  my  own  coffee  and  picked  out  a  jelly donut,  getting  in  a  few  quick  bites  while  Fielding  was  busy doing  the  same. 

‘‘Well?’’  he  said  about  ten  seconds  later,  drumming  his ﬁngers  on  the  desk. 
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‘‘I  just  thought  it  was  time  we  compared  notes.’’ 

‘‘Which,  judging  from  your  past  performances,  means you’re  here  to  ﬁnd  out  what   I  know.’’ 

‘‘Absolutely  untrue,’’  I  responded  hufﬁly.  ‘‘I  have  plenty to  tell  you  this  morning;  you’ll  see.’’ 

‘‘Fine.  I’m  waiting.’’ 

This  was  not  the  way  I’d  arranged  the  agenda  in  my head,  but  I  was  on  shaky  ground.  ‘‘Well,  I  thought  maybe we  could  start  with  the  twins’  ﬁnances.’’ 

‘‘Really?  And  just  what  information  do   you  have  on their  ﬁnances?’’ 

‘‘For  one  thing,  I  can  tell  you  they  paid  over  a  million for  the  apartment.’’ 

‘‘A  million  and  a  half,  to  be  exact.  Cash.’’ 

‘‘Cash?’’ 

‘‘You  heard  me.  They  handed  over  a  certiﬁed  check  for one  and  a  half  big  ones.  What  else  have  you  got  for  me?’’ 

‘‘Peter  doesn’t  think  Mary  Ann  made  a  will.’’ 

‘‘He told me that almost two weeks ago. Anything else?’’ 


‘‘Look,  Tim,  I   do  have  some  news  for  you,  I  swear,  and I’ll  ﬁll  you  in  in  just  a  couple  of  minutes.  But  right  now can  we  talk  about  who  would  proﬁt  from  their  deaths?  Do you  have  any  idea  yet?’’ 

I  braced  myself  for  a  hard  time.  Instead,  Fielding sounded  almost  apologetic.  ‘‘I  really  wish  I  had  something to  tell  you,  Dez.  Besides  your  client,  I’ve  checked  with  the brother  and  Meredith’s  boyfriend—Shields.  No  one  admits to  knowing  anything  about  a  will.’’ 

‘‘Maybe  the  girls  didn’t  have  one;  they  were  pretty young.’’ 

‘‘That’s  certainly  possible.  But  for  the  time  being,  I’m going  to  go  under  the  assumption  there   are  a  couple  of wills  out  there  someplace.’’ 

‘‘If  they  exist,  they’d  probably  be  in  a  safe-deposit  box, wouldn’t  they?  Would  the  police  even  be  able  to  get  into the  box?  I  mean,  since  neither  of  the  victims  can  be  de

clared  legally  dead.’’ 

‘‘Not  without  showing  probable  cause,  most  likely.  But you’re  way  ahead  of  yourself.  The  ﬁrst  thing  to  ﬁnd  out  is if  either  of  them  even  had  a  box.  We  checked  with  every bank  in  New  York  City,  and  guess  what?’’ 

‘‘No  box.’’ 

‘‘You got it. Not only that—and this is the really strange 
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part—the  only  record  we  could  ﬁnd  of  a  bank  account  for either  of them  is  a  joint checking  account  with a  little  over three  thousand  bucks  and  a  business  account  of  Mary Ann’s  with  a  couple  hundred  in  it.  Doesn’t  add  up,  does it?’’  Fielding  mused.  ‘‘The  way  I  see  it,  anyone  who  can afford  one  and  a  half  big  ones  for  an  apartment  should have  some  other  assets,  too.’’ 

‘‘Maybe  the  rest  of  their  money  is  in  stocks  and  bonds,’’ 

I  suggested.  ‘‘Their  father  was  a  broker.’’ 

We looked at every piece of paper in that apartment, and 

we couldn’t ﬁnd a damn thing—no statements, no record of 

anything  like  that.  Nothing.’’ 

‘‘Wait a minute. That certiﬁed check for the apartment . . . ?’’ 

‘‘Drawn  on  a  checking  account  at  Chase.  They  opened it  in  September,  right  before  they  bought  the  place,  and once  the  sale  was  completed,  they  closed  the  account.’’ 

‘‘Maybe  they  ﬁgured  the  apartment  was  a  great  invest

ment,  so  they  sunk  every  penny  they  had  into  it.’’ 

‘‘Yeah,  could  be,  I  guess.  But  I  dunno,  something  just doesn’t   feel  right.’’  Fielding  reached  for  another  donut. 

‘‘Okay,  now  before  you  have  to  leave,  I  think  there  was something  you  wanted  to  pass  along  to  me.’’ 

‘‘It’s  about  Mary  Ann’s  ﬁance´.  His  name’s—’’ 

‘‘Roger Hyer,’’ Fielding said before I could. ‘‘Foster told us. In fact, Corcoran spoke to Hyer on the phone yesterday. He’s  going  to  be  in  town  tomorrow,  and  he  agreed  to  stop in  and  talk  to  us  for  a  few  minutes.  Oh,  and  incidentally,’’ 

he  deadpanned,  ‘‘Walt’s  off  today;  I  hope  you’re  not  too sorry  you  missed  him.’’ 

I  assured  him  there  was  no  way  Walter  Corcoran,  his asshole  of  a  partner,  would  ever  be  missed.  Then  I  told him about my meeting with Hyer  on Friday. ‘‘He claims to have been in a bar in New Jersey the night of the shootings. I  went  out  there  last  night  to  see  the  bartender,  and  it seems  to  check  out.’’ 

‘‘Seems  to?’’ 

‘‘There’s  always  the  chance  the  bartender’s  a  friend  of Hyer’s—he  calls  him  Roger,  by  the  way.  There’s  also  the possibility  that  Hyer  paid  him  to  conﬁrm  the  alibi  or  even that  he  blackmailed  him.’’ 

‘‘Okay.  We’ll  see  what  we  can  get  out  of  this  bartender after  we’re  through  with  Hyer.  Now,  what  else?’’ 

‘‘Well, I wanted to bounce something off you. I was talk

 138 

 Selma   Eichler 

ing  to  my  niece  Ellen  the  other  day—you  remember 

Ellen—and  she  had  this  idea—’’ 

‘‘Swell.  Now  I’m  gonna  get  a  lesson  in  police  work  from a  saleslady  at  Bloomingdale’s.’’ 

‘‘Assistant buyer—and it’s Macy’s,’’ I corrected, scowling at  him.  ‘‘And  you  didn’t  let  me  ﬁnish.  Ellen’s  idea  got  me thinking,  that’s  all.  Besides,’’  I  added,  just  for  his  informa

tion,  ‘‘Ellen  happens  to  be  very  bright.  Very.’’ 

With that off my chest, I told him how I came to remem

ber  the  twins’  childhood  prank  and  how  regarding  the shootings  as  a  crime  of  passion  might  very  well  explain their  bizarre  nature. 

‘‘Let’s  start  with  Larry  Shields,’’  I  said  when  I  was through  laying  the  groundwork.  ‘‘He  could  have  been  mad enough  at  Meredith  to  blast  her  in  the  face.  I  mean,  who knows  with  these  lovers’  quarrels?  And  once  he  realized that  Mary  Ann  had  put  one  over  on  him—’’ 

‘‘Hold it right there. What’s this about a lover’s quarrel?’’ 

Fielding  asked,  coming  to  attention. 

‘‘You  didn’t  know?’’ 

‘‘Me? I’m only a dumb cop. It’s you hotshot P.I.s and your helpers from Macy’s who manage to dig up all the juicy stuff.’’ 

I  proceeded  to  impart  the  next-to-nothing  I  knew  about Meredith’s  argument  with  Shields.  ‘‘But  I  haven’t  ﬁnished nosing  around  yet.  I’ll  keep  you  posted,’’  I  promised. Fielding  nodded  and  mumbled  something.  It  might  even have  been  ‘‘Thanks.’’  Then  he  said,  ‘‘I  guess  I  can  ﬁgure out for  myself how this  crime of passion  thing would apply to  Collins,  so  spare  me.  And  incidentally,  in  case  you’re not  aware  of  it,  Collins  not  only  lost  her  part,  she  also  lost her  boyfriend  to  Meredith  Foster.’’ 

‘‘I  heard.’’ 

‘‘I should have ﬁgured,’’ he responded tartly. ‘‘One hitch occurs  to  me  right  away,  though.  If  the  idea  was  to  off Meredith,  it  would  make  sense  to  try  and  get  at  her  when she  was  alone.  And  neither  of  those  two  knew  the  sister was  supposed  to  be  out  that  night.’’ 

‘‘You’re  just  assuming  that.  Maybe  Meredith  said  to Shields  at  the  theater  on  Monday—you  know,  casually,  in conversation—‘Mary  Ann’s  got  these  plans  with  her  friend tonight, so it looks like I’m going to be all by my lonesome.’ 

Maybe  she  even  said,  ‘Why  don’t  you  come  over  later  and keep  me  company?’  And  maybe  Lucille  Collins  overheard 
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that  little  invitation  and  also  overheard  Shields  saying  he couldn’t  make  it,  that  he  was  going  to  his  mother’s.’’ 

‘‘I’ve  never  heard  so  many  ‘maybes’  in  my  life.  But  go on.  How  does  this  crime  of  passion/mistaken  identity  busi

ness  work  with  Hyer—or  doesn’t  it?’’ 

‘‘Oh, it does. But in his case it works a little differently.’’ 

‘‘I’m  listening.’’ 

‘‘Okay, suppose Hyer ﬁnds out the girl he’s been carrying a torch for these past six months just got engaged to some

one  else.  Well,  he  rushes  over  there  out  for  blood—in  his frame  of  mind,  he  wouldn’t  care   who  else  was  around— 

and let’s say he gets Mary  Ann to open the door by telling her  he’s  a  delivery  man  or  a  maintenance  man  or  some

thing,  and  then  he  forces  his  way  inside.  Now,  we  know Mary  Ann would  deﬁnitely not  want  to see  this guy,  right? 

So  what  does  she  do?’’ 

Fielding  recognized  a  cue  when  he  was  fed  one.  ‘‘Pre

tends  to  be  her  sister  so  she  can  get  rid  of  the  guy.’’ 

‘‘Exactly.  Only  Hyer  doesn’t  leave.  They  go  into  the  liv

ing  room,  and  Mary  Ann—as  Meredith—says  something 

that  sets  him  off;  it  wouldn’t  take  much.  And  besides,  the man  drinks—I  mean   really  drinks—which  would  only  have aggravated the situation. At any rate, he lets the real Mary Ann  have  it,  and  then  he  waits  for  the  woman  he   thinks  is Mary  Ann  to  come  home.’’ 

‘‘For  argument’s  sake,  I’ll  go  along  with  you  so  far,’’ 

Fielding said, ‘‘not wholeheartedly, you understand, but I’ll go  along.  Here’s  where  you  lose  me,  though.  Why  in  hell would  he  blast  them   both  in  the  face?’’ 

‘‘Well,  I’m  not  really  sure,  of  course—’’ 

‘‘Big  of  you  to  admit  it,’’  he  commented  wryly. 

‘‘But  anyway,’’  I  went  on,  ignoring  the  remark,  ‘‘maybe he  just  couldn’t  bear  looking  at  that  face,  so  he  destroyed it.  Twice.  Or  maybe  with  all  the  alcohol  he  consumed,  he just  got  muddled.  Who  knows?’’ 

‘‘Well,  I certainly don’t,’’ Fielding responded, shaking his head. ‘‘This theory of yours has so many goddamn ‘maybes’ 

and ‘ifs’ and  ‘possibles’ that you gotta forgive me  if I don’t jump  up  and  down.  Anyway,  I  imagine  a  crime  of  passion would  let  Foster  off  the  hook.  Or  am  I  just  jumping  to conclusions?’’ 

‘‘Don’t  be  so  cute.  It   would  let  him  off  the  hook.  I’m inclined  to  think  that  if Eric  Foster  killed  his  sisters,  it  was 
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because, as their next of kin, he stood to inherit a minimum of  one and  a half  million  dollars—the value  of the  condo.’’ 

‘‘Assuming,’’  Fielding  said  pointedly,  ‘‘there’s  no  will around  to  change  all  that.  Because  if  there  is,  we’ve  got ourselves a whole different ball game. But tell me—and I’ll probably  hate  myself  for  asking—you  got  any  theories  to explain  those  shots  in  the  face  if  money’s  the  motive?’’ 

‘‘No. At least not yet. But there’s also another possibility with  Foster.  Maybe  there  was  more  to  his  feud  with  Mere

dith  than  anyone’s  aware  of.  And  maybe   that  had  some

thing  to  do  with  his  blasting  them  in  the  face.’’ 

Abruptly,  Fielding  got  up.  ‘‘I  can’t  take  any  more  ‘may

bes.’  Thanks  for  the  donuts,  Dez,  and  let  me  give  you  a hand  with  your  coat.’’ 

‘‘Just  two  more  minutes;  I’m  not  quite  through  yet.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  yes,  you  are,’’  he  informed  me,  helping  me  to  my feet  and  draping  the  coat  around  my  shoulders. 

‘‘The  gun,’’  I  put  in  quickly,  ‘‘I  don’t  suppose  you found  it?’’ 

‘‘We  did  not.’’ 

‘‘And  when  am  I  going  to  be  able  to  see  that  apartment?’’ 

‘‘I’ll let you  know. Now go to work, will  you? I’m gonna go  take  a  couple  of  Tylenols.  And  listen,’’  he  called  out  as I  reluctantly  walked  away,  ‘‘if  you  and  Ellen  come  up  with any  more  little  theories  like  that,  please,  don’t  feel  obli

gated  to  share  them.’’ 

That  night,  I  met  a  friend  of  mine  for  dinner. 

Pat  Martucci,  formerly  Altmann  formerly  Greene  for

merly Anderson, had just broken off with her most recent sig

niﬁcant other, and she was as down in the dumps as I’d ever seen her. (As you can probably gather just from all those sur

names she’s accumulated, Pat has a big problem functioning without a man in her life.) Well, under the circumstances, I felt it incumbent upon me, her close friend and conﬁdante, to spend a little time with her to try to cheer her up. It didn’t work out as well as I’d hoped—for either of us. 

The truth is, it had been a long time since I’d had anyone special in my  own life. And once  in a while I  couldn’t help letting it get to me. But by and large I handled things pretty well,  I  thought.  That  is, until  that  two-hour  dose  of  a  man

less  Pat  Martucci. 

By the time we said good night in front of the restaurant, 
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I  was  practically  suicidal.  Pat,  however,  thanked  me  for being there for her, assuring me that she felt  so much better after  our  talk. I  have  to  tell  you,  though, that  she  was  wip

ing  away  a  few  tears  when  she  said  it. 

It  wasn’t  even  nine-thirty  when  I  left  Pat  and,  between feeling  bad  for  her  and  worse  for  myself,  I  just  couldn’t bring  myself  to  go  straight  home.  Which  was  probably  a fortunate  thing;  it  might  not  have  been  wise  for  me  to  be anyplace I’d have access to sharp knives and/or a gas oven. So,  on  the  spur  of  the  moment,  I  went  to  the  movies.  I don’t  even  recall  what  picture I  saw.  But  I  do  remember  it was a comedy  and that when I  got out of there,  it was safe for  me  to  go  into  the  kitchen. 

As  soon  as  I  came  home,  I  checked  the  answering  ma

chine for messages. There was only one. But it was the one we’d  all  been  waiting  for. 

At  ﬁrst  I  didn’t  even realize  I  was  listening  to  Peter.  His voice was about an octave higher than normal and just this side  of  hysterical.  And  the  words  spilled  out  in  quick  time. 

‘‘Desiree? Peter. Big news! Finally! I stayed at the hospi

tal  a  little  later  tonight—I  don’t  know  why.  Anyway,  I  was there  when  it  happened!  I  still  can’t  believe  it!  She  came out  of  the  coma!  Isn’t  that  the  greatest—the  most  sensa

tional—news  you’ve  ever  heard?  You  can’t  call  me  back; I’m  not  home.  I’m  at  a  bar  near  the  hospital,  and  I  was hoping  you’d  be  able  to  meet  me  here  and  celebrate  with me.  But  you’re  not  home,  either.  But  I  guess  you  realize that, don’t you?’’ Then came this silly laugh that was a true soulmate to Ellen’s giggle. ‘‘Listen, if I sound high to you,’’ 

he rushed  on, ‘‘I  want you  to know  this is  no cheap  drunk; it’s  champagne.  Moe¨t  something-or-other.  Anyway,  wish you were here.’’ Another Ellenish laugh. ‘‘I’ll speak to you in  the  morning.  Good  n—’’ 

Even  talking  at  that  rate,  he  couldn’t  beat  out  my  impa

tient little machine. But he’d already told me the only thing that  mattered: 

She  was  out  of  her  coma! 

Wait  a  minute. . . .  Who  was  out  of  her  coma?  I  played the message again. Peter hadn’t said that it was Mary Ann; he  hadn’t  even  mentioned  her  name.  But  that  was  because he  was  so  excited,  I  told  myself.  After  all,  would  he  be celebrating  like  that  if  it  was  Meredith? 

Still,  I  was  a  little  uneasy. 

Chapter 20 

On  Wednesday  I  woke  up  before  seven,  but,  as  crazy  as  I was to talk to Peter, I didn’t have the heart to call him that early. From the sound of him on the phone last night, it was no stretch to assume he’d be pretty hungover this morning. I  got  out  of  bed,  made  myself  some  coffee,  and  then  sat in  the  kitchen  and  stared  at  the  wall  clock  until  seventhirty. At which point I couldn’t restrain myself any longer. Rationalizing  that  he  might  be  leaving  for  the  hospital  any minute  now,  I  dialed  Peter’s  number. 

As  soon  as  he  picked  up,  I  knew  that  I’d  dragged  him out of a sound sleep. ‘‘Any news?’’ he asked when he real

ized  who  it  was. 

‘‘You’re  the  one  with  the  news—the   fantastic  news!’’  I reminded  him. 

‘‘Geez, how did you ﬁnd out so soon?’’ he asked groggily, attempting,  not  too  successfully,  to  stiﬂe  a  yawn. Welcome  to   The   Twilight   Zone. 

‘‘You  called  me;  don’t  you  remember?’’ 

For  a  couple  of  seconds,  I  thought  the  line  had  gone dead.  Then  Peter  admitted  sheepishly,  ‘‘I  guess  I  don’t.  I did  a  little  celebrating  after  I  left  the  hospital,  and  every

thing’s  sort  of  hazy.’’ 

‘‘I  found  a  message  from  you  on  my  machine  when  I came  home  last  night,’’  I  prompted. 

‘‘I’ll  take  your  word  for  it,’’  he  responded  with  this  difﬁ

dent little chuckle. Then, abruptly, he seemed to come fully awake,  and  there  was  excitement  in  his  voice.  ‘‘Did  the message  say  that  she  regained  consciousness?’’ 

‘‘Yes!  And  I  can’t  tell  you  how  thrilled  I  am!  How  did it  happen?’’ 

‘‘Uhh  . . .  look,  Desiree,  is  it  okay  if  I  call  you  back  in  a few  minutes?  All  of  a  sudden  I  feel  a  little  queasy.’’ 

I didn’t hear from Peter for about twenty minutes. In the 
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meantime,  I  was  so  intent on  waiting  for  the  phone  to  ring that  I  couldn’t  even  muster  the  concentration  to  open  a box  of  cornﬂakes. 

When  Peter  ﬁnally  got  back  to  me,  he  insisted  he  was feeling better, although he still sounded a little funny—like he’d  lost  his  salivary  glands. 

‘‘Sorry  about  hanging  up  on  you.  I’m  not  one  of  the world’s  great  drinkers,  I’m  afraid.  But  I  just   had  to celebrate.’’ 

‘‘So  tell  me!’’ 

‘‘It  was  really  a  miracle,  Desiree,’’  he  began,  eager  to talk now. ‘‘At a little after  seven, I was getting ready to go home.  I  had  this  terrible  headache,  so  I  decided  I’d  make an  early  night  of  it,  maybe  grab  a  quick  sandwich  and  go right  to  bed  after  that  and  see  if  I  could  sleep  it  off. 

‘‘Then  the  strangest  thing  happened.  I  put  on  my  coat, even  buttoned  it.  But  something  just  wouldn’t  let  me leave—I  can’t  explain  it.  So,  anyway,  I  took  off  the  coat and  sat  down  next  to  the  bed  again.  I  was  sitting  there looking  at  her  when  I  noticed  that  her  eyes  . . .  well,  they seemed  to  be  open  a  little.  Only  a  crack,  really,  and  I couldn’t  be  positive—it  was  hard to  tell  with  all  those  ban

dages  and  everything.  Even  so,  I  went  a  little  nuts.  I  ran outside and dragged this resident in. He took her hand and started talking to her. He kept asking if she could hear him, but  with  her  jaw  wired  shut  like  that,  it  was  hard  for  her to  answer.  Or  maybe  she  just  didn’t  have  the  strength.  So then  he  told  her  that  if  she  could  hear  him,  she  should wiggle  her  ﬁnger.  And  she  did!’’ 

‘‘I  can’t  believe  it!  It’s  what  we’ve  been  praying  for!’’  I screeched  into  the  phone.  Poor  Peter.  With  that  hangover of  his,  my  soothing  tone  was  undoubtedly  just  what  he needed.  ‘‘So  then  what?’’  I  demanded. 

‘‘Then he had me walk over to the bed, and he said, ‘Do 

you know who this man is?’ She looked straight at me, but she  didn’t  seem  to  show  any  recognition;  her  ﬁnger  didn’t move  at  all.’’ 

‘‘It  could  be  she  was  a  little  disoriented,’’  I  offered. 

‘‘What  happened  after  that?’’ 

‘‘Well,  a  couple  of  seconds  later  she  shut  her  eyes  and drifted  off  to  sleep.  And  then  right  away  all  these  doctors started pouring into the room, and they had me wait in the hall  for  a  while.  Finally  one  of  the  doctors  came  out  and 
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said  there  was  a  little  problem.  She  was  awake  now,  but she  didn’t  seem  to  know  who  she  was.’’ 

 God!    Doesn’t   it   ever   end?  

‘‘They  had  me  go  back  in,’’  Peter  continued,  ‘‘and  they tried  again.  Told  her  to  wiggle  her  ﬁnger  if  she  recognized me.  But  nothing  happened.  Anyway,  the  doctors  more  or less  threw  me  out  then  and  told  me  to  come  back  this morning.  But  one  of  them  said  not  to  worry,  that  at  least she  was  conscious  now,  which  was  the  big  thing.’’ 

‘‘It sure is,’’ I agreed, my voice beginning to quiver. Sud

denly  I  seemed  to  be  overwhelmed  by  so  many  different emotions  at  once:  joy,  relief,  thankfulness,  and  a  gnawing fear of what might be in store for Peter next. But somehow I  managed  to  stem  the  tears  that  were  on  the  brink  of splashing  all  over  the  telephone  receiver.  ‘‘Well,  that  ex

plains  one  thing,  anyway,’’  I  murmured,  more  or  less  talk

ing  to  myself  out  loud. 

‘‘Explains  what?’’ 

‘‘Why  you  haven’t  mentioned  Mary  Ann’s  name  at  all. When  I  got  your  message  last  night,  I  wondered  about that.’’ 

Peter  was  quick  to  respond.  ‘‘If  I  haven’t  mentioned  her name,’’  he  asserted,  ‘‘it’s  only  because  I’m  afraid  I’ll  jinx things.  The  truth  is,  I  still  can’t  get  over  how  lucky  I  am she’s  recovering.  It  doesn’t  even  matter  to  me  what   she knows—things’ll  come  to  her  in  time.  All  that’s  important is that  since last night,  I’ve known for  sure that  she’s Mary Ann.’’  Then  he  added,  a  note  of  triumph  in  his  voice, 

‘‘There,  I’ve  said  it:  She’s  Mary  Ann!’’ 

‘‘Oh, I hope so!’’ I told him softly, succeeding in another brief  struggle  to  turn  back  the  tears. 

‘‘She really is; I’m positive of it,’’ Peter insisted fervently. 

‘‘Look,  I  don’t  want  to  sound  mystical  or  anything,  but something   made  me  take  off  my  coat  last  night  so  that  I’d be  there  when  Mary  Ann  came  out  of  her  coma.  That wouldn’t  have  happened  if  it  was  Meredith;  I’m  convinced of  it.’’  Then,  a  little  hesitantly:  ‘‘I  suppose  I  sound  like  a real  kook,  don’t  I?’’ 

‘‘Not  to  me,  you  don’t.  How  does  that  line  in   Hamlet go—I  think  it  was   Hamlet—about  there  being  more  things in  heaven  and  earth  than  we  can  explain?  Well,  I  believe that’s  true.’’ 

And I really  do believe it.  Oh, maybe I should have told 
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Peter to go easy, not to count on anything yet. But the way I  looked  at  it,  after  all  these  terrible  weeks  he  rated  some happiness.  Even  if  it  should  turn  out  to  be  for  just  a  little while. 

That  afternoon,  I  began  thinking  about  wills  again.  I didn’t  seem  to  be  able  to  help  it,  although  I  was  sure  that all  I  was  doing  was  spinning  my  wheels.  I  mean,  Fielding had  been  looking  into  that  area  pretty  intensively.  If  the damned  things   did  exist—and  that  seemed  to  be  a  big  ‘‘if’’ 

at  this  point—he’d  eventually  manage  to  turn  them  up. Still,  for  the  hell  of  it,  I  found  myself  approaching  the subject  as  though,  like  the twins,  I’d  just  arrived  here  from London. Now, let’s say I wanted to make out a will. (Natu

rally,  it  was  necessary  to  start  with  the  premise  it  hadn’t already  been  taken  care  of  over  there.)  Well,  ﬁrst  off,  I’d have  to  get  myself  a  lawyer.  Okay,  how  would  I  go  about ﬁnding  one? 

There  were  the  Yellow  Pages,  of  course,  which  would certainly make sense if I didn’t know anyone in New York. But  suppose  I  did?  Suppose  that  one  of  my  closest  child

hood  friends  was  living  right  in  this  city? 

Maybe  it  was  a  carryover  from  my  conversation  with Peter,  but  in  spite  of  myself  I  was  actually  optimistic  when I  dialed  Claire  Josephs’s  number. 

‘‘Yes,  as  a  matter  of  fact,  Merry   did  ask  me  if  I  knew  a lawyer  who  could  help  with  a  will,’’  Claire  said  when  I  put the  question  to  her. 

‘‘And  did  you  recommend  anybody?’’  I  think  my  heart stopped pumping for the split second it took her to answer. 

‘‘I  talked  to  Rick—my  husband—and  he  suggested  this law  ﬁrm  in  the  building  where  he  works.  We’ve  never  had occasion  to  use  a  lawyer  ourselves—although  I  guess  we should  make  out  a  will,  too,  now  that  we’re  parents.’’  (I’ll bet  she  shuddered  when  she  said  that.)  ‘‘But  anyway,’’  she went  on,  ‘‘Rick  said  that  ﬁrm  had  a  pretty  good 

reputation.’’ 

‘‘What  was  the  name  of  the  ﬁrm?’’ 

‘‘Let  me  see  . . .  was  it  Lefkowitz?  No,  not  Lefkowitz, but  something  close  to  it.  Wait. . . .’’  

Claire’s  mind  search  was  rudely  interrupted  by  her  little Buddha,  who,  I  can  report,  was  in  his  usual  ﬁne,  robust voice. 
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‘‘I’ll  call  you  back  in  a  few  minutes,’’  she  told  me hurriedly. 

After we hung up, I couldn’t sit still. I began pacing back and  forth  in  my  ofﬁce,  which,  since  the  room  is  only  about seven-by-nine,  had  the  effect  of  making  me  feel  like  I  was walking  in  place.  When  I  heard  from  Claire  ten  minutes later,  I  was  still  on  my  feet. 

‘‘I just checked with my husband,’’ she said. ‘‘It’s Leibow

itz, Leibowitz and O’Donnell.’’ She even provided me with the  phone  number. 

I  gave  her  my  genuine,  heartfelt,  enthusiastic  thanks  for her  help  and  was  about  to  say  good-bye  when  she  stopped me.  ‘‘You  know,  I  was  going  to  call  you.’’ 

‘‘About  what,  Claire?’’ 

‘‘Remember when you were here last week, and we were 

talking  about  Roger  Hyer?’’ 

I  told  her  that  of  course  I  remembered. 

‘‘It’s probably not that important or anything, but I don’t think I mentioned that my brother ran into Roger a couple of  months  ago  at  Le  Cirque.  Simon—that’s  my  brother—is a  doctor,  so  he  can  afford  Le  Cirque,’’  she  put  in  sourly. 

‘‘And?’’ 

‘‘Well,  Roger  made  a  point  of  stopping  off  at  Simon’s table.  They  met  this  one  time  at  my  apartment  when  the twins  ﬁrst  moved  to  New  York,’’  she  explained.  ‘‘Anyhow, Roger  said  he  just  wanted  to  say  hello,  but  right  away  he asked  about  Mary  Ann.  Simon  said  she  was  ﬁne.  So  then Roger  asked  if  she  was  seeing  anyone  and  Simon  said  that yes,  she  was,  and  that  she  was  getting  engaged  soon.’’ 

I  was  practically  hyperventilating  by  now.  (I  don’t  think I’m constitutionally capable of handling more than one rev

elation  at  a  time.)  ‘‘Is  that  it?’’  I  asked,  just  to  make  sure she  had  nothing  more  to  add. 

‘‘That’s  it,’’  Claire  said  regretfully.  ‘‘I  told  you  it  wasn’t much.’’ 

Chapter 21 

I  quashed  the  very  strong  impulse  to  get  in  touch  with  the lawyers myself, deciding that I’d play it smart for once and let  Tim  do  the  honors.  Partly  that  was  because  I  realized that, in his ofﬁcial capacity, it would probably be easier for him  to  get  the  information  we  both  wanted.  But  mostly  it was  because  I  still  didn’t  have  much  on  the  credit  side  of my  Fielding  ledger.  I’ve  got  to  admit,  though,  that  I  called the  precinct  reluctantly. 

Fielding—wouldn’t you know it?—was out. And I practi

cally had to sit on my hands to keep from dialing Leibowitz, Leibowitz  and  O’Donnell  next.  A  brief  visit  with  Jackie and  a  lengthy  phone  call  to  Ellen  made  it  easier.  By  the time  I  was  through  talking  to  the  two  of  them,  the  digital clock  on  my  desk  read  5:37.  Leibowitz,  Leibowitz  and O’Donnell  were  most  likely  all  on  their  way  home  now anyway.  So  temptation  was  behind  me. 

But the next morning I didn’t take any chances. As soon 

as  I  left  the  apartment,  I  headed  straight  for  the  Twelfth Precinct.  The  cab  deposited  me  there  at  a  little  after  nine, and  right  away  I  ran  into  Walter  Corcoran—literally.  He was coming out of the front door just as I was entering the building.  In  view  of  my  feelings  toward  the  man,  I  chose to  blame  him  for  our  small  collision. 

‘‘For God’s sake,Corcoran! Why don’t you watch it! You 

almost  knocked  me  over!’’ 

‘‘It would take a bulldozer to knock you over,’’ he coun

tered  nastily. 

Ours  is  a  truly  heartwarming  relationship. 

When  I  presented  myself  at  Tim’s  desk,  he  seemed  only marginally happier to see me than his partner had been. ‘‘I thought  you  were  going  to  call  before  you  came  over  here next  time,’’  he  grumbled. 
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I  didn’t  remember  telling  him  anything  of  the  sort  (but maybe  I   did  allow  him  to  think  it).  Anyway,  I  let  it  pass;  I was here to make points, wasn’t I? ‘‘I believe I have some

thing  that  just  might  make  you  change  your  attitude,’’  I announced. 

‘‘Chocolate  or  jelly?’’ 

It  was  a  few  seconds  before  I  caught  on.  ‘‘Ohhh,  you mean  donuts.  I  didn’t  even  want  to  take  the  time  to  stop off.  That’s  the  kind  of  information  I’ve  got  for  you.’’ 

‘‘Yeah,  I  can  imagine.  Okay,  sit  down.  Corcoran  just went out for some breakfast. He’s bringing me back a Dan

ish,  and  if  you’ve  really  got  something  good,  maybe  I’ll share.  Want  some  coffee  in  the  meantime?’’ 

Having  had  the  pleasure  of  the  precinct  coffee,  I  courte

ously  declined  the  offer.  Besides,  now  that  I  was  here,  I couldn’t  wait  to  tell  him  my  news. 

‘‘Hold  it  a  minute,’’  Fielding  commanded  before  I  had  a chance  to  open  my  mouth.  ‘‘This  wouldn’t  have  anything to  do  with  the  victim  coming  out  of  her  coma,  would  it? 

Because  I  already  know  all  about  that.’’ 

I assured him it would not, although, I told him, I’d heard the  good  news,  too. 

‘‘It  really  looks  like  she’s  gonna  make  it,  huh?’’  he  said, pleased.  And  then:  ‘‘But,  of  course,  it  ﬁgures,  it  wouldn’t be   all  good  news.’’ 

‘‘What  do  you  mean?’’  It  was  almost  reﬂexive.  I   knew what  he  meant. 

‘‘I’m  talking  about  the  amnesia.  Your  client   did  tell  you about  it,  didn’t  he?  She  ﬁnally  comes  out  of  the  damned coma,  and  she   still  can’t  tell  us  who  did  this  to  her;  the poor  girl  doesn’t  even  know  what  world  she’s  in!’’ 

‘‘Look,  that  could  be  very  temporary.  She  could  get  her memory  back  tomorrow—today,  even;  I  mean,  you  hear about  that  sort  of  thing  all  the  time.’’ 

‘‘Yeah,  sure,’’  Fielding  responded  gloomily. 

‘‘Now,  are  you  ready  for  something  that   doesn’t  follow Murphy’s  Law?’’  I  put  to  him  then.  And,  saving  my  real coup  for  later,  I  proceeded  to  talk  about  the  Roger  Hyer business. 

When I was through, Fielding tilted back in his chair, his hands locked behind his head, an ironic smile ﬂitting brieﬂy across  his  lips.  ‘‘Well,  how  do  you  like  that  guy?’’  he  mut

tered.  ‘‘You  shoulda  heard  him—he  was  in  here  yesterday, 
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you  know.  He  sat  right  where  you’re  sitting  now,  swearing up  and  down  he  had  no  idea  his  ex  was  involved  with anyone else. Didn’t it occur to that idiot there was a strong possibility  the  truth  would  come  out?’’ 

‘‘I  guess  not.  Like  you  said,  he’s  an  idiot.’’ 

‘‘Of course, this doesn’t mean Hyer’s our perp. Although 

I admit I wouldn’t be sorry if it turned out that way, consid

ering  what  an  obnoxious  S.O.B.  he  is.  Could  be,  though, that  the  only  reason  he  denied  knowing  about  the  engage

ment  was  that  he’s  afraid  it  would  give  him  a  motive.’’ 

‘‘I’ve  kind  of  come  to  the  same  conclusion  myself—that maybe  it  means  something,  but  on  the  other  hand,  it’s  just as  likely  it  doesn’t.’’ 

‘‘Yeah. You could say the same for that alibi of his. Cor

coran and I drove out to see his bartender buddy last night, and I’m not at all convinced the guy’s legit. Well, I’m gonna have  to  have  another  talk  with  Hyer  anyway,  just  to  see what  he  has  to  say  for  himself  now.  Christ,  I’d  love  to  nail that  little  scuzball!’’ 

At  the  world  ‘‘little,’’  I  broke  into  a  grin.  I  mean,  Tim isn’t  exactly  Michael  Jordan  himself.  But,  mindful  of  those points  I  was  trying  to  rack  up,  I  grinned  on  the  inside, where  it  didn’t  show. 

‘‘Well,  Dez,  I  have  to  apologize  for  not  rolling  out  the red carpet for you this morning,’’ Fielding was saying. ‘‘You really  came  through  this  time.  Which  entitles  you  to  one half of an only slightly stale prune Danish—provided it gets here  in  this  century.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  that  wasn’t  my  news—not  my   hot  news,  anyway. That  has  to  do  with  the  will.’’ 

I’d  uttered  the  magic  word.  Abruptly  returning  his  chair to  its  upright  position,  Fielding  leaned  toward  me.  ‘‘What about  the  will?’’ 

I  ﬁlled  him  in  on  Claire  and  Leibowitz,  Leibowitz  and O’Donnell. 

‘‘What  did  they  say?’’ 

‘‘I didn’t call. I thought that was probably something you should  handle.’’ 

There  was  a  moment  of  stunned  silence  before  he  re

sponded.  ‘‘Thanks,  Dez.  And  I  mean  that.’’  Then  he  eyed me  suspiciously.  ‘‘And  in  return  for  this  magnanimous  act of  yours,  you  want  . . .  ?’’ 

‘‘To  see  the  apartment,  that’s  all.’’ 
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‘‘I  don’t  know  how  to  break  this  to  you,  but  you’d  have gotten to see the place without giving away the store. I was gonna  call  and  tell  you  you  could  come  up  on  Saturday  if you  wanted  to.’’ 

 Oh,    Shit!   ‘‘How  come,  all  of  a  sudden?’’ 

‘‘Well, the other night something occurred to me—proba

bly out of desperation. When I ﬁrst questioned Eric Foster, I asked him if he knew of any dentists or doctors his sisters saw  over  in  London.  He  said  he  didn’t  have  any  idea—he moved out to the suburbs when the girls were pretty young, you  know.’’ 

‘‘Yes,  I’m  aware  of  that.’’ 

‘‘Anyhow,  I  started  thinking  that  maybe  if  he  came across the  name of a doctor or dentist, he just might recog

nize  it—even  if  he  didn’t  know  whether  either  of  the women  had  ever  been  the  man’s  patient.  So  I  asked  him  if he’d mind going up to the apartment and browsing through 

some  of  his  sisters’  old  checkbook  stubs—from  back  when they  were  living  in  England.’’ 

‘‘You  might  have  something  there,’’  I  said  admiringly. Fielding  actually  appeared  slightly  embarrassed  by  my almost-compliment.  ‘‘You  should  see  the  records  those women  kept,’’  he  went  on  quickly.  ‘‘In  most  cases,  all  they included  were  names  and  amounts—not  even  a  date.  And there’s  no  notation  at  all  about  what  the  checks  were  for. I  have  my  doubts  they’d  be  bothered  writing  down  ‘M.D.’ 

or  ‘D.D.S.’—or  whatever  they’re  called  over  there.  At  any rate,  there’s  at  least  a  chance  Foster  may  spot  a  name  that rings  a  bell.’’  He  inhaled  deeply,  then  let  out  a  long,  slow sigh.  ‘‘We could  sure  use a  set of  dental  records right  now. Or maybe a line on some special physical characteristic that only  one  of  ’em  had— anything!’’ 

‘‘Like  a  mole  next  to  the  navel?’’  I  put  in  facetiously, grinning. 

‘‘Does  your  client  tell  you   everything?’’ 

‘‘As  a  matter  of  fact,  it  was  Larry  Shields  who  men

tioned  it.’’ 

‘‘Anyway,’’  Fielding  summed  up,  ‘‘we’ve  made  arrange

ments  with  Foster  to  meet  him  at  the  apartment  on  Satur

day  morning  at  eleven-thirty.’’ 

‘‘And  I’m  invited?’’ 

‘‘Yeah.  Now  maybe  you’ll  ﬁnally  get  off  my  ass.’’  He muttered  the  words,  but  his  eyes  were  deﬁnitely  twinkling. 
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‘‘Okay, Dez,’’ he said, smiling, ‘‘how about we give Leibow

itz,  Leibowitz  and  whoever  a  call?’’ 

‘‘O’Donnell,’’ I supplied, handing him the phone number. 

He  was  picking  up  the  receiver  when,  at  that  moment, his  partner  sauntered  in. 

‘‘Well,  well,  look  who’s  still  here,’’  Corcoran  snickered in  this  high-pitched  voice  he  has  which  is  so  totally  incon

gruous  coming  out  of  such  a  large  and  loathsome  person. 

‘‘I  was  hoping  you’d  be  gone  by  now.  But  this  just  hasn’t been  my  morning.’’  Before  I  had  a  chance  to  zing  one   his way,  he  turned  to  Fielding.  ‘‘They  were  out  of  prune,  so  I got  you  a  cheese,’’  he  said,  handing  him  a  stained  brown paper  bag.  ‘‘And  by  the  way,  our  new  leader  requests  our presence in his ofﬁce; ‘chop chop,’ was how he put it. Think you  can  tear  yourself  away  from  Miss  Chubbette  here?’’ 

Fielding  tossed  his  partner  an  appropriately  black  look. 

‘‘I’d  better  get  going,’’  he  told  me.  ‘‘The  lieutenant  isn’t particularly crazy about being kept waiting. I’ll call the law

yers as soon as I get a chance, and I’ll let you know what’s what.  Oh,  and  why  don’t  you  take  the  Danish?’’ 

‘‘Thanks,  but  that’s  okay,’’  I  said,  declining  with  an  ef

fort.  ‘‘I’ve  gotta  get  going,  too.’’ 

I  stopped  at  Jackie’s  desk  on  the  way  to  my  ofﬁce.  One look  at  her  face,  and  I  knew  I  was  in  trouble.  I  knew why,  too. 

On  her  strict  instructions,  I  normally  call  if  I’m  going  to be  detained  at  all.  But  that  morning  I  was  in  such  a  hurry to  get  to  the  station  house  that  I  didn’t  take  the  time  to stop  and  phone  her.  Besides,  I  ﬁgured  I  wouldn’t  be  very late.  And  besides   that,   I  guess  this  was  one  of  those  very rare  times  I  was  subconsciously  trying  to  show  some  balls and assert myself with Jackie. I mean, isn’t one of the perks of  being  self-employed  not  always  having  to  answer  to somebody  else? 

‘‘I was afraid something was really wrong,’’ she informed me in this accusatory tone. ‘‘For all I knew, you could have gotten  yourself  shot.’’  She  glanced  at  her  watch.  ‘‘It’s  ﬁve of  eleven;  I’ve  been  trying to  reach  you  since  ten.  Another few minutes and  I would have put  in a call to  your super.’’ 

‘‘I’m  sorry.  I  had  some  business  to  take  care  of,  and  it took  longer  than  I  thought  it  would.’’  Then  I  added  truth

fully,  ‘‘I  didn’t  mean  to  upset  you.’’ 
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‘‘Look,  the  next  time  you’re  going  to  be  late,  just  pick up  the  phone  and  let  me  know.  I  don’t  think  that’s  a  lot to  ask,  do  you?’’ 

I  conceded  that  it  wasn’t.  After  all,  the  best  secretary  in the  world—especially  since  she  was  also  a  good  and  con

cerned friend—deserved some consideration. And why was 

it  so  important  to  show  some  damned  balls  in  the  ofﬁce, anyway? 

‘‘Um,  any  messages?’’  I  asked  timidly. 

‘‘Wouldn’t  I  have   told  you  if  you  had  any?’’ 

Wisely,  I  beat  it  at  that  point,  giving  Jackie  a  chance  to cool off and, I hoped, even forget what a trial I was to her. I  spent  most  of  the  balance  of  the  day  closeted  in  my ofﬁce,  waiting  to  hear  from  Tim.  I  must  have  checked  the clock  every  ﬁve  minutes  until  he  ﬁnally  got  in  touch  with me  at  a  little  after  three. 

‘‘You had a damned good hunch there, but unfortunately 

it  didn’t  pan  out,’’  he  said  dejectedly.  ‘‘I  just  got  off  the phone  with  that  law  ﬁrm.  Meredith  and  Mary  Ann  Foster don’t  happen  to  be  clients  of  theirs.’’ 

And  I’d  been  so  sure!  ‘‘Neither  of  them?’’  I  asked weakly. 

‘‘That’s  right.  But  listen,  it’s  not  the  end  of  the  world,’’ 

he  consoled,  sounding  a  lot  more  optimistic  than  I  knew he  felt.  ‘‘Could  be  the  Foster  woman’ll  be  able  to  ﬁll  us  in herself  soon,’’  he  offered,  presenting  me  with  my  own contention. 

But  I  no longer  believed  it.  Any more  than  Fielding  did. There  was  no  way  it  would  turn  out  to  be  that  easy. Peter  came  to  dinner  that  night. 

While  the  lasagna  ﬁnished  baking,  we  sat  in  the  living room, sipping red wine and nibbling zucchini puffs. ‘‘I have to apologize for not returning your calls,’’ he said, referring to a couple  of messages I’d left that morning  and the night before. ‘‘I’ve been so wrapped up in what’s been happening with  Mary  Ann  that—’’ 

‘‘I  understand,’’  I  interrupted.  ‘‘I  was  just  anxious  to know  if  everything  was  okay.’’ 

‘‘Everything’s  terriﬁc!  The  brain  damage  seems  to  be minimal! Her left hand is partially paralyzed and the vision in  her  left  eye  is  blurred,  but  there’s  a  possibility  that  with therapy both those things could clear up. And if they don’t, 
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well,  I’m  still  pretty  grateful.  The  doctors  were  telling  me how lucky she is a bullet in that part of the brain didn’t do a  lot  more  damage  to  the  optic  nerve.  And  they  said  how pleased  they  were  it  didn’t  impair  her  motor  skills  to  a  lot greater  extent  than  it  did.  So  when  I  think  about  how  bad things  could  have  been  . . .’’  He  broke  off  with  a  shudder. Even  in  my  most  optimistic  moments,  I  couldn’t  have hoped  for  anything  better—at  least  as  far  as  the  victim’s physical  condition  was  concerned.  ‘‘Thank  God!’’  I  ex

claimed.  After  which  I  silently  prayed,  ‘‘Just  let  it  be Mary  Ann!’’ 

A  moment  later,  Peter  said  softly,  ‘‘She  still  has  no  idea who  she  is,  though.  That  ﬁrst  night,  I  was  hoping  she  was just  a  little  confused  with  having  been  in  a  coma  for  so long,  but  now  they  claim  it’s  more  than  that.’’ 

‘‘What  do  they  think  her  chances  are  of  regaining  her memory—or  haven’t  they  said?’’  I  asked  gently. 

‘‘Dr. Baker, her neurologist, says that  with an injury like hers they can’t be sure. It could happen anytime now, or . . .’’ 

A  couple  of  seconds  passed  before  he  was  able  to  ﬁnish the  thought.  ‘‘Or  she  may  never  remember.’’  There  was another  pause,  and  then  Peter’s  mood  picked  up  again. 

‘‘But  let’s  get  to  some  more  of  the  good  stuff,’’  he  or

dered  cheerfully.  ‘‘Mary  Ann’s  even  talking  now!  It  isn’t easy  for  her,  all  wired  up  like  that—and  you  can  barely understand  her—but  she  manages  it.  Yesterday,  she  asked what  happened  to  her,  and  the  doctors  told  her  she  was  in an accident.  And then she  asked what her  name was. They told  her  it  was  Foster.  She  just  accepted  that;  she  didn’t ask  about  her  ﬁrst  name  or  anything.  A  while  later,  she wanted  to  know  who  I  was.  The  doctors  had  made  me promise  that  if  she  asked  me,  I’d  say  I  was  just  a  good friend.  So  that’s  what  I  did.  But  it  almost  killed  me.’’ 

‘‘I know it did. But—for the time being, anyway—I think 

you’re  going  to  have  to  leave  it  at  that.’’ 

‘‘I  guess  so,’’  Peter  conceded  grudgingly.  In  an  instant, though,  his  voice  became  animated  again.  ‘‘But  listen,  this afternoon  she  took  some  nourishment  through  a  straw  for the  ﬁrst  time.  How’s  that  for  progress?’’ 

And  on  that  happy  note,  we  went  into  the  kitchen  for our  lasagna. 

It  wasn’t  until  we  were  almost  ﬁnished  with  dinner  that Peter  said  excitedly,  ‘‘Hey,  I  didn’t  tell  you,  did  I?  The 
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doctors were discussing plastic surgery this morning like it’s actually  for  real,  like  they  expect  Mary  Ann  to  be  around for  it!  It  would  be  a  series  of  operations—three  or  four,  I think.  But  of  course  they’ll  have  to  wait  awhile,  until  she’s stronger  and  her  jaw  heals  a  little.’’ 

‘‘That’s  a  very  positive  sign,’’  I  told  him,  marveling  at how  much  things  had  changed  in  these  last  forty-eight hours. 

Well, no matter which twin was lying there in St. Cather

ine’s and no matter how everything eventually worked out, this had to be better for Peter than all of those long, agoniz

ing  weeks  in  limbo. 

But  then  I  reminded  myself  that—in  spite  of  what  he professed—Peter  was   still  in  limbo,  that  he’d   be  in  limbo until  the  question  of  identity  was  truly  resolved. And,  with  a  sinking  feeling  in  the  pit  of  my  stomach,  I had  to  face  the  realization  that  might  never  happen. Chapter 22 

Peter  left  at  a  little  after  midnight—with  the  extra  pan  of lasagna  I  pressed  on  him. 

About  ﬁve  minutes  after  the  door  closed,  I  was  ready  to ﬂog  myself.  How  could  I  even  consider  the   possibility  of never  sorting  out  the  identities  of  the  victims?  Peter  was depending  on  me,  and  I  had  to  come  through  for  him—or die  trying. 

So on Friday I revved myself up to pursue another angle 

of  the  case:  I  was  going  to  ﬁnd  out  the  truth  about  that short-lived  rift  between  Meredith  and  Larry  Shields. I began with Tara Wilde, the  Love  and  Stuff cast member I  was  convinced  represented  my  best  chance  of  getting  the facts.  In  other  words,  the  person  it  would  be  easiest  to manipulate. 

I  called  her  from  my  apartment  at  six-thirty.  No  answer. And,  surprisingly  for  an  actress,  no  answering  machine,  ei

ther.  I  tried  again  twenty  minutes  later.  Still  no  answer. Maybe  she  had  a  date.  But  then  again,  maybe  she  just hadn’t  come  home  from  rehearsal  yet.  At  seven-ﬁfteen,  I gave it what I’d determined would be my ﬁnal try. (I hadn’t eaten  since  a  really  puny  lunch  at  twelve,  and  my  stomach would  not  be  denied  much  longer.)  This  time,  Tara  picked up  on  the  second  ring. 

The  girl’s  tone  became  wary  as  soon  as  I  mentioned  my name—which  she  recognized  instantly.  (That’s  the  one  ad

vantage  of  being  a  Desiree  Shapiro:  It’s  way  up  there  on the memorability scale.) Of course, considering our last en

counter,  I  wasn’t  exactly  stunned  by  the  unenthusiastic  re

ception  I  got. 

‘‘Listen,’’ I told her—making sure all my natural warmth 

and  sincerity  came  through  in  my  voice—"there’s  this  one small  point  I’d  like  to  check  out  with  you.  I’m  in  your neighborhood now, and I thought, if you haven’t eaten yet, 
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maybe  we  could  grab  a  bite  together  while  we  talked.’’ 

(Since Tara lived in the west sixties, I wasn’t anywhere  near her  neighborhood.  But  I  wanted  the  invitation  to  sound casual  so  she’d  drop  her  guard  a  little.) 

Evidently  I  didn’t  come  off  as  likable  as  I’d  hoped,  be

cause she was still leery of meeting with me. ‘‘I told you all I  know  when  you  questioned  me  at  the  theater,’’  she  said. 

‘‘Oh,  I’m  sure  you  did.  But  this  just  cropped  up,  and  I was  hoping  you  could  shed  some  light  on  it.  It  won’t  take long;  I  promise.  I’m  on  West  Sixty-seventh  now  with  a  cli

ent,  and  I  should  be  through  here  around  eight.  And  then I  have  another  appointment  a  few  blocks  away  at  tenﬁfteen,  which  gives  me  a  couple  of  hours  to  kill.  You’d  be doing  me  a  real  favor  if  you  joined  me  for  dinner.  Please. I’m  absolutely  starved,  and  I  hate  to  eat  alone.’’   That  part, at  least,  was  true. 

Tara  hesitated,  weighing  the  offer  carefully,  before  re

sponding  with  what  I  could  tell  were  the  ﬁrst  words  of  a reluctant  turn-down.  ‘‘Gee,  I’m  not  . . .’’ 

Quickly  I  played  my  trump  card.  ‘‘We  can  go  to  any restaurant  you  like,’’  I  told  her.  (Taking  into  account  what novice  actresses  earn,  there  was  a  good  possibility  that  for a  really  special  meal,  she  might  even  be  willing  to  put  up with   me.) 

‘‘Well  . . .  there’s  this  wonderful  seafood  restaurant  I heard  about.  But  it   is  kind  of  expensive.’’ 

We arranged to meet at the  restaurant at ten after eight. Which,  I  calculated,  should  allow  me  to  get  into  my  coat, go  downstairs,  engage  in  some  ugly  battles  with  my  neigh

bors  over  the  few  available  taxis  (it  was  a  Friday  night, remember?)  and—by  eventually  outwitting  someone  who 

lacked  my  street  smarts—make  it  over  to  the  West  Side in  time. 

I  got  to  the  Sea  Scape  at  quarter  after  eight.  Tara  was standing in front of the place shivering, her slim frame hud

dled  in  a  coat  about  two  sizes  larger  than  she  was,  her cheeks  and  nose  whipped  to  a  bright  pink  by  the  strong end-of-February  wind. 

‘‘Why  didn’t  you  wait  inside?’’  I  asked. 

‘‘You didn’t mention inside, and I was worried you might 

not  think  to  look.’’ 

 Hey,    this   just   might   be   easier   than   I   thought!  
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Over  our  crabmeat  cocktail,  I  was  careful  to  keep  the conversation  away  from  the  investigation.  How  was  the show  going?  I  asked.  Tara  said  ﬁne  but  that  the  opening had to be postponed until the end of March to give Lucille Collins  a  chance  to  work  into  her  new  role.  And  how  was her  part  coming along?  Pretty  good,  although she  only  had a  few  lines,  so  how  bad  could  she  mess  up?  Then  I  asked what  the  play  was  about.  Food  must  have  had  a  relaxing effect  on  the  girl,  because  she  cheerfully  related  the  plot. As  soon  as  the  waiter  removed  our  naked  dishes,  Tara wanted to know how I came to be a P.I. And I undoubtedly 

told  her  more  than  she  ever  hoped  to  hear. 

By  the  time  we  were  having  our  scampi  (yes,  Barbara, scampi!),  we  were  chatting  away  like  old  friends.  Then,  as I  was  spearing  my  third  huge,  succulent  shrimp,  I  ﬁnally broached  the  case.  ‘‘The  reason  I  wanted  to  talk  to  you,’’ 

I  said,  ‘‘is  that  I  heard  from  another  cast  member  re

cently—and I don’t know how true it is—that Meredith was 

very  depressed  the  week  she  died. 

Tara’s huge eyes opened wide, and  she arrested her fork 

in  midair.  ‘‘Who  told  you  that?’’ 

‘‘I’m  afraid  I  can’t  say;  it  was  told  to  me  in  conﬁdence.’’ 

‘‘Well,  I  didn’t  notice  anything,’’  she  assured  me  before lustily  attacking  her  food  again.  ‘‘Have  you  asked  Larry about  it?’’ 

That  was  the  opening  I  wanted. 

‘‘No,  not  yet.  I  was  hoping  I  might  not  have  to.  I  hate bugging  him;  this  thing’s  hit  him  really  hard.’’ 

‘‘Don’t  I  know  it!’’ 

‘‘He  was  just  crazy  about  her,  wasn’t  he?  I  guess  he  had to  be  to  take  her  back  after  what  she  pulled  on  him.’’ 

‘‘You   know  about  that?’’  Tara  asked  disbelievingly. 

‘‘Meredith  conﬁded  in  a  friend  of  hers  who  clued  me  in on  the  whole  story.’’  I  shook  my  head  slowly  from  side  to side.  ‘‘It  was  really  a  terrible  thing  she  did.’’ 

‘‘Terrible,’’  Tara  agreed,  looking  up  and  nodding  for  a split  second  before  she  began  to  sop  up  the  butter  sauce with  her  generously  buttered  roll. 

‘‘It  was  very  understanding  of  him  to  forgive  her,  don’t you  think?’’ 

‘‘Larry’s  like  that.’’ 

I  kept  plugging  away.  ‘‘I  guess  that’s  what  makes  what she  did  all  the  more  . . .’’  I  groped  for  the  word  Meredith 
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herself  had  used  in  unburdening  herself  to  Charles Springer.  Then  I  nailed  it.  ‘‘Unforgivable,’’  I  ﬁnished. 

‘‘That’s  the  way  we  all  feel.  Everyone  in  the  cast.’’ 

 So   the   whole   cast   was   aware   of   Meredith’s   transgression!  

‘‘How  did  you  ﬁnd  out  about  it,  anyway?’’  I  asked.  Surely now   I’d   learn   something,    too. 

‘‘Well,  the  day  after  Meredith  told  him—at  least,  I  think it  was  the  day  after—they  were  rehashing  the  whole  thing at  the  theater,  in  Larry’s  ofﬁce.  Everyone  else  had  already left,  so  I  guess  they  weren’t  worried  somebody  would  hear them.  But  Midge—you  remember  her,  tall  redhead?—she forgot  her  shopping  bag.  She  bought  a  beautiful  beige tweed  skirt  at  Bolton’s  lunchtime;  it  was  a  real  buy,  too— 

$59.95. Anyway, she  remembered about the skirt  when she was  just  a  couple  of  blocks  away  from  the  theater,  so  she came  back  for  it.  Only  Larry  and  Meredith  didn’t  hear  her come  in.  Midge  wasn’t  eavesdropping,  honestly,  but  they weren’t  exactly  whispering.  Of  course,  she  knew  they’d  be mortiﬁed  if  they  thought  she  overheard  anything,  so  she just  stood  there  in  the  dressing  room,  not  even  moving, until  Meredith  left  and  Larry  went  into  the  men’s  room. Then  she  got  out  of  there  fast!’’ 

‘‘And  Midge  went  and  repeated  the  story  to  the  entire company?’’ 

Tara immediately sprang to the other actress’s defense— 

immediately after she ﬁnished buttering her fourth roll, that is.  (I’d  gladly  sell  my soul  for  that  kid’s  metabolism!)  ‘‘Oh, no!’’  she  protested.  ‘‘Midge  only  told  Diane  and  me.  She felt  as  though  she  had  to  tell   someone,   and  she  knew  we’d never  breathe  a  word  to  anyone  else.’’  ( Diane?   I  had  a vague recollection of a short, plump girl; some kind of pro

duction  assistant,  I  thought.) 

‘‘But  then  Carol  found  out,’’  Tara  continued  (as  I  tried, without  any  success  at  all,  to  recall  who  Carol  was).  ‘‘I really don’t know how, either; maybe she heard the three of us talking. And after that . . .’’ She broke off and shrugged, spreading her arms, her palms turned upwards. The gesture made  it  plain  she  considered  this  Carol  solely  to  blame  for the  exposure  of  Meredith  and  Larry’s  secret. 

‘‘Midge must have been really shocked—I mean, hearing 

Meredith  admit  a  thing  like  that.’’ 

‘‘She  was  ﬂoored.’’ 
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‘‘I  guess  Larry  was  pretty  steamed,’’  I  ventured.  Well, let’s   see   where   that   got   me. 

‘‘Wouldn’t   you  be?’’ 

‘‘Sure  I  would.’’  Frustration  made  me  bolder.  ‘‘Uh,  how did  Meredith  put  it,  anyway?’’ 

‘‘Well, of  course, I  wasn’t there,  but according  to Midge, all  Meredith  kept  saying  was  how  sorry  she  was  and  that she  should  have  gotten  up  the  courage  to  tell  him  sooner. Midge  said  she  must  have  used  the  word  ‘sorry’  a  dozen times.  Sorry!  As  though  that  would  make  everything  all right!’’ 

‘‘And  what  did  Larry  say  to   her?’’  I  gritted  my  teeth, anticipating  the  kind  of  less-than-illuminating  answer  I’d get.  And  I  got  it. 

‘‘He  told  her  she  could  stay  on  in  the  play  but  that  she was  poison  and  that  their  relationship  was  over  for  good.’’ 

‘‘But  he  did  forgive  her  eventually.’’ 

‘‘Yes.  But  after  a  thing  like  that,  I  don’t  know  how,  do you?’’ 

By  now  we  were  ready  to  order  dessert.  And  my  head was  spinning  from  the  strain  of  attempting  to  outsmart  an unsuspecting  Tara  who  was  stonewalling  me  at  every  turn. And,  what  was  worse,  without  even  trying! 

Well, I’d asked her all the leading questions I could drum up,  and  short  of  being  direct—which  I  knew  would  only succeed in antagonizing her—there was no  place left to go. So,  in  the  interest  of  enjoying  an  angst-free  dessert,  I ﬁnally  threw  in  the  towel. 

Chapter 23 

After  all  of  my  nagging  and  whining  and  wheedling,  I  was ﬁnally  about  to  visit  the  scene  of  the  crime.  I  don’t  know what  I  actually  expected  to  ﬁnd  in  that  apartment;  I  only knew  that  I  wouldn’t  be  satisﬁed  until  I  had  a  look  at  the place. 

As  soon  as  I  identiﬁed  myself  to  the  doorman,  a  young black man with a friendly smile, he said to go right up, that the  ofﬁcers  were  expecting  me.  ‘‘The  English  gentleman just got here two minutes before you did,’’ he informed me. As  I  turned  the  corner  to  the  elevator  bank,  Eric  Foster was  entering  one  of  the  cars.  To  join  him,  I’d  really  have had  to  hustle.  Which  didn’t  appeal  to  me  at  all.  Anyhow, I  didn’t  have  much  of  a  wait  for  the  next  elevator;  it  came along  maybe  ten  seconds  later. 

When  I  got  out  on  four,  I  spotted  Foster  way  down  the plushly  carpeted  hall,  walking  briskly.  Now,  in  my  building you  could  yell  ‘‘Hey,  wait  up!’’  and  nobody  would  think twice about it. But here, they’d probably have you arrested. So  I  showed  some  decorum.  In  a  moment,  he  was  at  the end  of  the  hall;  then,  without  pausing,  he  turned  left  and disappeared  from  my  sight. 

Walking  a  whole  lot  less  briskly,  I  followed  in  his  foot

steps  and  arrived  at  the  door  to  4C  a  couple  of  minutes later. 

Fielding  answered  my  ring,  and  I  entered  what  under ordinary  circumstances  would  have  been  one  of  my 

daydreams. 

There was a long, mirrored foyer with a beautiful parquet ﬂoor  and  the  most  exquisite  crystal  chandelier.  The  only jarring note—and it was a doozy—was that when I reached 

the  far  end  of  the  foyer,  where  it  curved  into  the  living room, I immediately conjured up a vision of Meredith Fos

ter  lying  there  faceless,  covered  with  blood. 
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Fielding led the way into the ballroom-sized living room, which had soft Wedgewood blue walls, ﬂoor-to-ceiling win

dows, and—what  really sent  my heart racing—a  wide stair

case  leading  to  what  was  obviously  a  second  ﬂoor. Only  one  small  section  of  the  room  contained  any  furni

ture at all, the sum total of the pieces consisting of a velvet, loose-backed sofa the exact shade of the walls and a rectan

gular  glass  coffee  table  with  brass  accents.  Plus  there  were a  couple  of  old  folding  chairs  and  a  battered  ﬂoor  lamp— 

makeshift  items  I’m  sure  the  twins  had  been  looking  for

ward  to  replacing.  All  of  the  furnishings  stood  on  a  pale, cream-colored area rug bordered in the Wedgewood. I esti

mated  that  if  I  ever  had  a  rug  that  color,  it  would  take two weeks tops before the thing was decorated with telltale reminders of  some of  D’Agostino’s most  tempting goodies. And  then,  when  I  got  closer,  I  saw  the  dark  stains  on that  rug,  stains  that  had  a  much  more  sinister  origin.  And now  there  was  the  image  of  another  prostrate,  faceless young  girl.  And  she  was  wearing  a  blood-soaked  yellow cashmere sweater, and there was more blood slowly oozing 

onto  the  carpet,  and  . . .  Determinedly,  I  banished  Mary Ann,  too,  from  my  mind. 

‘‘Hello,’’  Eric  Foster  was  saying,  ‘‘how  are  you,  De

siree?’’  We  shook  hands.  ‘‘All  right  if  I  call  you  Desiree?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  sure.  Please  do.’’ 

‘‘I  suppose  you’ve  heard  about  my  sister  coming  out  of the coma?’’ he asked, his voice ringing with excitement. He had  draped  his  coat  and  gloves  across  one  of  the  folding chairs  alongside  the  sofa  and  was  now  adding  his  scarf  to the  small  pile. 

‘‘Yes,  and  it’s  wonderful!’’ 

This  conversation  between  two  human  beings  was  inter

rupted  by  a  sarcastic  ‘‘It’s  nice  to  see  you,  too,  Shapiro.’’ 

I  turned  around  to  acknowledge  Walter  Corcoran,  who was  sprawled  in  the  folding  chair  on  the  other  side  of  the sofa,  his  long  legs  extending  straight  out  in  front  of  him almost  to  the  chair  opposite.  ‘‘Hi,  Walter.’’  I  had  made  up my  mind  that,  no  matter  what,  I  was  going  to  be  civil  to Corcoran  today.  I  did  not  aspire  to  friendly  or  pleasant, which  was  really  too  much  to  ask  of  myself. 

‘‘Hi,  Walter,’’  he  mimicked. 

Fielding, who was returning from the kitchen with a glass of  water  at  that  moment,  jumped  in  quickly,  apparently 
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anticipating  one  of  my  usual  tit-for-tat  responses.  ‘‘Your sisters collected shopping bags full of check stubs from their London  days,’’  he  said,  addressing  Foster.  ‘‘It  shouldn’t take  you  too  long  to  go  through  them,  though—at  least,  I hope  not.  But  either  a  name  hits  you  or  it  doesn’t,  right?’’ 

‘‘Right.  You  said  ‘check  stubs,’  didn’t  you?  No  can

celed  checks?’’ 

‘‘None  that  we  could  ﬁnd,  and  believe  me,  we  looked.’’ 

‘‘A pity,’’ Foster commented. ‘‘Undoubtedly there’d have 

been  some  sort  of  designation  on  the  checks  themselves.’’ 

Then  he  shrugged.  ‘‘Well,  it  can’t  be  helped.  I’m  ready  to start  anytime  now.’’ 

Corcoran  got  reluctantly  to  his  feet,  and  I  immediately threw  my  belongings  on  the  now-empty  chair.  After  which I  followed  the  men  through  an  arched  doorway  on  the  far side  of  the  living  room,  turned  right,  and  proceeded  down a short hallway and then into a nice-sized room I presumed was  the  study.  It  contained  a  massive  mahogany  desk,  be

hind which was  a large burgundy leather armchair.  Next to the chair were two bulging shopping  bags. Poor Foster was liable  to  be  here  till  dawn,  I  thought. 

Fielding  turned  to  his  partner. ‘‘I  think  it  might  not  be  a bad  idea  to  bring  those  folding  chairs  in  here,  huh,  Walt? 

Why  don’t  I  go  get  ’em.’’ 

In  a  few  moments  he  was  back  with  the  two  chairs.  As soon  as  he  set  them  down  in  front  of  the  desk,  he  crooked his  ﬁnger  at  me.  ‘‘C’mon  with  me,  Dez.’’ 

‘‘You  know,’’  he  said  when  we  were  out  in  the  hall,  ‘‘I don’t  see  any  point  in  your  hanging  around  for  two,  three hours  while  Foster’s  digging  through  all  that  stuff.  Why don’t you have a look around—although, for the life of me, I  can’t  ﬁgure  out  what  you  hope  to  learn—and  leave  when you’re  ﬁnished.  If  he  comes  up  with  anything  at  all,  I’ll  let you  know.’’ 

‘‘Swear?’’ 

‘‘Swear.’’  With  a  smile. 

‘‘Today?’’ 

‘‘Today.’’  With  a  frown.  ‘‘Now  where  do  you  want  to start?’’ 

‘‘You don’t have to come with me; I’m not going to touch 

anything,’’  I  protested  indignantly. 

‘‘I  know  that.  But  I’m  responsible  here;  you’re  not  even 
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supposed  to   be  here.  So  do  me  a  favor  and  don’t  give  me any  grief,  huh?’’ 

Of  course,  when  he  put  it  like  that  . . . 

With  Fielding  lurking  in  the  background,  I  returned  to the  entry  foyer,  noting  that,  as  beautiful  as  that  chandelier was,  it  cast  more  shadow  than  light.  Then  I  went  back  to the living room. The single lamp behind the sofa did a very poor  job  of  illuminating  even  the  immediate  area.  Well,  if there was anything in that mistaken identity theory of mine, the  lighting  in  this  place  only  served  to  reinforce  it. Now that I’d established that, I couldn’t think of anything else  I  wanted  to  check  out.  It  seemed  Tim  had  been  right all  along:  There  was  nothing  to  be  gained  by  my  visiting the  apartment.  But  I  wasn’t  about  to  tell   him  that.  And  as long  as  I  was  here  anyway  . . . 

With  my  friend  not  too  happily  in  tow,  I  spent  the  next ﬁfteen  minutes  giving  myself  a  tour.  I  found  myself yearning for the eat-in  kitchen with its enormous refrigera

tor and industrial-sized stove. To say nothing of how I cov

eted  the  separate  breakfast  area,  the  real  live  honest-to

goodness  pantry,  and  a  dining  room  that  was  easily  one and  a  half  times  the  size  of  my  living  room.  I  won’t  even mention  that  there  were   three  powder  rooms  on  that  ﬂoor. Fielding  balked  when  I  told  him  I  was  ready  to  go  up

stairs.  ‘‘Okay,  tell  me  what  you’re  looking  for  up  there,’’ 

he  challenged. 

‘‘I  have  a  couple  of  ideas,’’  I  said,  hoping  it  came  off sounding  cryptic. 

‘‘You’ve  got  ﬁve  minutes.’’ 

The  ﬁrst  room  we  came  to  on  the  second  level  was  a handsome  wood-paneled  library  with  bookshelves  every

where  you  looked—and  only  a  handful  of  books  to  occupy them.  Next  to  the  library  was—surprise!—another  powder room  and, to  the right  of the  powder  room, what  I took  to be  a  guest  room  with,  naturally,  a  bathroom  of  its  very own.  Finally,  on  the  other  side  of  the  hall,  there  were  two absolutely immense bedroom  suites,  each with an adjoining bath  complete  with  sunken  tub,  bidet,  mile-long  marble vanity,  and  magniﬁcent,  hand-painted  ﬁxtures. 

The  moment  I  saw  those  suites,  I  knew  which  twin  be

longed  where. 

One of them  contained a brass queen-sized  bed, covered 

with navy and red sheets and matching comforter in a bold 
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geometric  pattern.  The  vivid  color  scheme  was  picked  up in  the  large  modern  painting  that  hung  over  the  bed  and in  a  solid  red  octagonal  rug  with  navy  fringe.  The  only remaining  items  in  the  suite  were  obviously  temporary pieces: a badly scarred triple dresser and an equally scarred night  table  that  held  a  small  brass  lamp.  This  room  had Meredith  written  all  over  it:  strong,  vibrant,  contemporary. The  second bedroom  was  furnished with  a painted  white canopy  bed,  made  up  with  white  linens  lavishly  edged  in lace.  There  were  white  lace  curtains  at  the  windows  and, next  to  the  bed,  a  beautiful  black  needlepoint  rug  with pink, yellow, and white ﬂowers. The mood was soft, charm

ing,  romantic.  Mary  Ann,  to  a  T.  As  I  turned  to  leave,  I remember  thinking  that  I’d  have  to  ask  Peter  which  room was  which  just  to  prove  to  myself  I  was  right.  And  then, on  top  of  one  of  the  two  battered  chests  of  drawers  here, I  saw  a  snapshot  in  a  gold  ﬁligree  frame.  I  recognized  that picture.  The  girl  was  wearing  jeans  and  a  T-shirt  and  a New  York  Yankees  baseball  cap.  And  the  boy,  of  course, was  Peter. 

I  was  glad  the  apartment  was  so  sparsely  furnished.  It gave  me  a  chance  to  decorate  it  while  I  was  trying  to  fall asleep  that  night.  But  then  I  was  suddenly  struck  by  the ghoulishness of it all, and I quickly relinquished the project. I  mean,  what  I  was  doing  was  practically  like  dancing  on somebody’s  grave,  for  God’s  sake! 

It  was  just  before  I  dozed  off  that  this   thing  in  the  back of  my  head  began  nagging  at  me,  trying  to  push  its  way  to the  front  of  my  mind.  And  I  suddenly  got  this  unshakable conviction  that  something  I’d  seen  or  heard  that  day  was eluding  me—something  that  just  wasn’t  right.  I  didn’t  have a  clue  what  it  was.  But  I   did  know  it  was  important. I  woke  up  the  next  morning  still  unable  to  pin  it  down. And  all  afternoon,  it  was  gnawing  away  at  me.  I  kept  re

minding myself that I was being foolish. After all, Saturday had  been  so  uneventful—disappointing,  really,  especially when  I  thought  about  how  long  I’d  been  anticipating  it. But  still,  I  couldn’t  seem  to  shake  off  this  feeling. . . . Ellen  had  invited  me  to  dinner  that  night.  Now,  dinner at  Ellen’s  always  means  the  same  thing:  Chinese  takeout. Which  is  great  with  me.  You  see,  except  for  breakfast, 
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which  she  really  manages  quite  nicely,  Ellen’s  prowess  in the  kitchen  used  to  be  attested  to  by  one  practically  raw or incinerated dish after another. I can’t tell you how grate

ful my stomach was when she ﬁnally abandoned her efforts. Anyway,  I  was  lousy  company  that  evening.  I  couldn’t seem  to  concentrate  long  enough  to  string  two  coherent sentences  together.  (Ellen  was  concerned  I  was  coming down with something.) I was even too preoccupied to enjoy the meal, although I’m sure, based on my extensive experi

ence  with  my  niece’s  takeout  of  choice,  that  it  was  very good.  (My  lack  of  appetite  must  have  been  pretty  obvious, too,  because  at  that  point  Ellen  was   sure  I  was  coming down  with  something.) 

And  then  it  happened. 

We’d  just  ﬁnished  eating,  and  I  was  pushing  my  chair back  from  the  table,  when  that   thing  that  had  been  driving me  up  the  wall  ﬁnally  worked  its  way  through  to  my consciousness: 

 How   did   he   know   which   way   to   go?  

Chapter 24 

Naturally, I told Ellen about what had just occurred to me. I was too wired to so much as  consider keeping it to myself. (Even  Sherlock  Holmes  had  his  Watson,  you  know.) 

‘‘What  are  you  going  to  do?’’  she  demanded. 

‘‘Go  and  see  him.’’ 

‘‘Do  you  think  you   should?   What  if  he’s  the  perp?’’ 

I grinned. It sounded so strange hearing Ellen use a word like  ‘‘perp.’’ 

She misunderstood about the grin. ‘‘I don’t see what’s so funny,’’  she  snapped.  ‘‘He  could  off  you  right  then  and there.’’ 

‘‘ Off’’  you?  That  was  an  expression  even  I  rarely  used; Ellen  was  deﬁnitely  spending  too  much  time  in  front  of the  tube. 

‘‘Look, that’s not going to happen,’’ I assured her. ‘‘How would  he  explain  the  presence  of  this  voluptuous  body  in the  middle  of  his  living  room  ﬂoor?’’ 

‘‘We-e-ll  . . .’’  she  began,  obviously  trying  to  think  her retort  through  as  she  went  along.  I  interrupted  before  she got  anywhere. 

‘‘I  had  the  best  meal  the  other  night,’’  I  said  to  divert her.  ‘‘At  a  place  called  the  Sea  Scape.  We’ve  really  gotta go  sometime.’’ 

‘‘Don’t  try  to  change  the  subject,’’  she  instructed.  Then: 

‘‘What  did  you  have  there,  anyway?’’ 

I called Eric Foster at his ofﬁce the next morning. There was  no  problem  getting  him  to  meet  with  me.  ‘‘Eight  this evening  at  my  apartment  convenient  for  you?’’  he  wanted to  know. 

I  told  him  that  would  be  ﬁne. 

Foster  was  very  cordial  when  he  answered  the  door  that night.  ‘‘You  look  frozen,’’  he  observed  sympathetically. 
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Actually,  it  wasn’t  a  particularly  cold  evening,  so,  if  any

thing,  I  had  turned  a  little  less  blue  than  usual.  ‘‘I  always look  that  way,’’  I  said.  ‘‘Except  for  maybe  the  third  and fourth  weeks  in  July.’’ 

He smiled and helped me off with my coat. ‘‘So, coffee?’’ 

he  asked  when  I  was  seated  in  the  same  impossibly  deep sofa that had dwarfed me the last time I was there. ‘‘I even have  some  tea  to  offer  you  now,  if  you’d  prefer—a  really excellent  blend.’’ 

‘‘No,  nothing,  thanks.’’ 

‘‘Are  you  here  about  the  check  stubs?’’ 

It  hadn’t dawned  on  me he  might think  that.  The fact  is, when  I  didn’t  hear  from  Fielding  Saturday  afternoon,  I knew  it  was  because  he  had  nothing  to  tell  me.  Still,  I ﬁgured  it  might  be  better  to  start  with  the  stubs  and  then work  my  way  around  to  the  real  reason  I’d  come.  ‘‘Well,  I did  want  to  know  how  you  made  out.’’ 

‘‘Absolutely  nothing,’’  Foster  said  dejectedly.  ‘‘Almost four hours’ worth of stubs, and I didn’t come across a single name  I  recognized  as  belonging  to  either  a  dentist  or  a doctor.  Which  isn’t  to  say  there  wasn’t  one.  Just  none  I was  familiar  with.’’ 

‘‘You  tried.  I’m  sure  Sergeant  Fielding  realized  it  was  a long  shot.’’ 

‘‘That  may  be,  but  it would  have  meant  the  world  to  me if  I’d  been  able  to  help.’’ 

‘‘Uh,  there  was  something  else  I  wanted  to  talk  to  you about,  too.’’ 

‘‘Of  course.  What’s  that?’’ 

‘‘I  was  wondering  if  you’d  ever  been  to  your  sisters’ 

apartment  before  Saturday.’’ 

‘‘With  the  way  Merry  feels  about  me?’’  The  implied  de

nial  was  punctuated  with  a  short,  harsh  laugh.  ‘‘What makes  you  ask?’’ 

‘‘I was walking behind you after you got off the elevator. And when you came to the end of the hall, you didn’t even hesitate  for  a  second;  it  was  apparent  you  knew  just  which way  to  turn.’’ 

Foster smiled a very tight little smile. ‘‘I hate disappoint

ing you, but there is a simple explanation. And it’s  not that I’d  been  there  on  the  night  of  February  tenth  to  do  away with  my  sisters.’’ 

‘‘I’m  sorry,’’  I  murmured,  ‘‘but  I  have  to  ask.’’ 
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He  nodded  curtly,  but  he  seemed  to  relax  then.  ‘‘Actu

ally,  I  was  in  the  building  before.  Only  once—the  last  time I  was  in  New  York.  But  I  never  even  set  a  toe  in  the apartment.’’ 

‘‘That  was  in  . . .  ?’’ 

‘‘Back  in  October.  I’d  come  to  town  a  few  weeks  earlier than I’d expected, y’see, and I thought I’d just pop up there and  surprise  Mary  Ann.  Merry  wasn’t  supposed  to  be  at home  that  evening;  she  was   supposed  to  be  doing  a  play. Anyway,  when  I  arrived  at  the  building,  there  was  a  large group  of  people  going  in  at  the  same  time,  and  I  more  or less attached myself to them. The doorman didn’t even no

tice me, unfortunately, so I went up unannounced. Sneaked up,  actually.’’ 

‘‘Why did  you say  it was   unfortunate the  doorman didn’t notice  you?’’ 

‘‘I  might  have  spared  myself  and  Merry  some  trauma  if he   had  done.’’ 

‘‘She  was  home?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  yes.  She  was  there,  all  right.  And  it  was  she  who answered  the  door.’’ 

‘‘Didn’t  she  ask  who  it  was?’’ 

‘‘I  said  it  was  Chuck,  this  neighbor  Mary  Ann  had  men

tioned in a  couple of her letters—I was still  thinking it was Mary  Ann,  of  course.  And  then,  when  Merry  opened  the door  . . .’’  Moving  forward  in  his  chair,  Foster  spoke  in

tently now, his eyes ﬁxed on  my face. ‘‘It’s a bit difﬁcult to explain,  Desiree,  but  y’see,  while  I  never  had  a  problem telling  my  sisters  apart,  I  was   expecting  to  see  Mary  Ann, so I wasn’t really  looking at Merry, if you take my meaning. And  they   did  look  quite  alike,  y’know.  But  in  any  event, before  Merry  had  a  chance  to  say  a  word,  I  went  to  kiss her.  She  backed  away  from  me  with  the  most  revolted  ex

pression on her face! It was as though I were a leper! And, of  course,  that’s  when  I  knew.  But  the  whole  incident  was terribly  distressing  for  us  both.’’ 

‘‘What  happened  then?’’ 

‘‘Merry informed me that Mary Ann wasn’t at home and 

promptly  shut  the  door  in  my  face.  But  I  promise  you,  I was  only  too  delighted  to  get  the  hell  away  from  there.’’ 

‘‘Do you have any idea why Meredith wasn’t performing 

that  night?’’ 
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‘‘She  had  a  sinus  infection,  Mary  Ann  told  me  later,  so she  had  to  take  a  few  days  off  from  the  play.’’ 

Then,  leaning  back  in  his  chair  again,  Eric  Foster  said quietly, ‘‘And that was the last time I saw my sister Merry.’’ 

Back  home  a  short  time  later,  I  reviewed  everything  I’d just  heard.  And  I  had  to  admit  it.  Foster’s  explanation would  certainly  account  for  his  knowing  the  way  to  his sisters’  apartment.  (Although  I  usually  get  lost  the  ﬁrst   ten times  I  go  anywhere.  But  then,  not  everyone  is  as  addlebrained  as  I  am.)  Still,  I  wondered  if  Mary  Ann  had  ever said anything to Peter about her brother’s impromptu visit. I  was  about  to  try  to  reach  him  when  the  phone  rang. It  was  Ellen,  wanting  to  verify  that  I  was  still  alive  and anxious for  the details  of my  meeting with  Foster. As  soon as  I  could  manage  to  get  off  the  phone  with  her,  I  made the  call  to  Peter. 

‘‘Mary Ann never said a word to me about any visit from 

Eric,’’  he  told  me.  ‘‘Anyway,  I  don’t  think  she  did.’’ 

Okay, so there was no  conﬁrmation that Foster had gone there  that  night.  But  on  the  other  hand,  there  was  abso

lutely  no  reason  to  doubt  what  he’d  told  me. 

Then  it  occurred  to  me  to  phone  Larry  Shields. 

I  got  right  to  the  purpose  of  the  call.  ‘‘I  just  wanted  to know  what  made  you  go  and  see   Showboat  that  time—the production  Meredith  was  in,  I  mean.’’ 

‘‘Why  do  I  think  this  is  some  kind  of  a  trap?’’  he  de

manded,  a  sharpness  in  his  voice. 

‘‘It’s  not;  I  swear.  In  fact,  this  has  nothing  to  do  with you.’’ 

He  hesitated  before  answering  grudgingly,  ‘‘All  right.  I went  because  this  friend  of  mine  was  the  director.’’ 

‘‘I  was  hoping  it  might  be  something  like  that.  Do  you think  you  could  ﬁnd  out  from  him  if  Meredith  missed  any performances  in  October  with  a  sinus  infection?’’ 

‘‘I  guess  I  could  try,’’  he  agreed  reluctantly. 

It  took  about  twenty  minutes  for  Shields  to  get  back  to me.  ‘‘I  spoke  to  Raphael,  the  director,  and  he  remembers Merry  being  out  sick  for  a  few  days,  but  he  didn’t  know just when it  was. So he called the understudy,  and she says Merry was out for three days in October with a sinus prob

lem.  And  if  anyone  would  know,  she  would.’’ 

‘‘I  imagine  she  would.  Thanks,  Larry;  thanks  a  lot.’’ 
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‘‘Yeah,’’  he  said  a  little  caustically,  ‘‘glad  to  help.’’ 

Well,  that  was  that.  It  all  seemed  to  check  out,  so  once again I’d had a promising lead ﬁzzle out on me. (And what was   with  Larry  Shields,  anyway?) 

I  can’t  tell  you  how  depressed  I  felt  for  the  rest  of  that evening  thinking  about  all  of  these  recent  blind  alleys  of mine. 

And very soon I was going to feel worse.  Much worse. . . . Chapter 25 

The  following  morning,  I  got  the  news  that   really  kicked me  in  the  teeth. 

It  came  in  a  phone  call  from  Fielding  just  before  ten.  ‘‘I found out something very interesting about your client,’’ he told  me  evenly. 

‘‘What?’’  I  asked  the  question  calmly.  I  didn’t  have  a clue  that  anything  could  actually  be  wrong. 

‘‘You know the  dinner he had with that friend  of his the night  of  the  shootings?’’ 

‘‘What  about  it?’’ 

‘‘It  never  happened.’’ 

‘‘Never  happened?’’  I  repeated  stupidly. 

‘‘To  put  it  another  way,  your  client  lied.’’ 

‘‘I’ll  be  right  down.’’ 

When  I  got  up  from  the  chair,  my  knees  buckled,  and going  down  in  the  elevator,  my  heart  began  racing  wildly. It  wasn’t  until  I  was  in  the  taxi  on  my  way  to  the  precinct that  I  calmed  down  a  little. 

Even if Peter did lie about that dinner, it didn’t mean he had  anything  to  do  with  the  shootings.  Peter  wouldn’t  do anything  like  that.  He   couldn’t  do  anything  like  that.  Of this  I  was  one  thousand  percent  sure. 

When  I  got  to  the  station,  Fielding  was  on  the  phone. He motioned for me to have a seat next to his desk. Corco

ran,  happily,  was  nowhere  to  be  seen. 

Fielding’s  call  didn’t  last  more  than  another  couple  of minutes.  And  then  he  began  his  destruction  of  my  entire nervous  system. 

‘‘On  Sunday,  we  ﬁnally  looked  into  Winters’s  alibi,’’  he told  me.  ‘‘Corcoran  and  I  dropped  in  at  that  restaurant  he claims  he  had  dinner  at.’’ 

‘‘ Claims?   Didn’t  you  check  with  his  ex-roommate?  The two  of  them  had  dinner   together.’’ 
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‘‘Of  course  we  checked,’’  Fielding  snapped.  ‘‘We  ques

tioned  the  roommate  weeks  ago,  and  he  conﬁrmed  your kid’s  story.  That’s  why  we  didn’t  look  into  it  any  further. But  we  should  have  gone  and  talked  to  them  over  at  the restaurant  regardless,  right  at  the  beginning.  Just  as  a  mat

ter  of  course.  Only  at  that  time  there  were  a  lot  of  other things  going  on,  and  we  didn’t  really  consider  the  kid  a suspect,  anyway.’’ 

‘‘So  why  now?’’  I  asked  through  parched  lips. 

‘‘Because  with  the  way  we’ve  been  striking  out  all  over the place, we decided to go back to square one and rethink everything.  And  I—’’  He  stopped  talking  abruptly,  scowl

ing. ‘‘What the hell’s the matter with me? What am I going into  all  these  explanations  for?  The  bottom  line  is,  the  kid lied.  The  restaurant  he  says  he  and  his  friend  ate  in  that Monday  night  is   closed   on   Mondays.’’ 

‘‘Is   that  all?’’  I  said,  momentarily  relieved.  ‘‘You  know how spacey Peter can be sometimes.’’  Not liking the sound of  that  once  it  came  out,  I  quickly  added,  ‘‘Especially  with the  kind  of  stress  he’s  been  under.’’  Fielding  glared  at  me stonily.  ‘‘He  probably  got  the  name  mi—’’ 

‘‘Save  your  breath,’’  he  broke  in.  ‘‘We  talked  to  the roommate  yesterday,  kid  named  Norman  Flynt.  And  after a  few  potent  threats,  Flynt  admitted  he  and  your  client didn’t  break  bread  together  the  night  of  the  shootings, after  all.’’ 

Suddenly  I  felt  as  though  aliens  had  zapped  all  the strength  from  my  body. 

‘‘They  planned  to,’’  Fielding  was  saying.  ‘‘And  as  a  mat

ter of fact, they were talking on the phone at six-ﬁfteen that night, deciding where to eat, when someone rang Winters’s doorbell.  He  went  to  open  the  door,  and  when  he  got  on the  phone  again,  he  told  Flynt  he’d  call  him  back  in  a few  minutes.  He  called  back  in  a  few  minutes,  all  right— 

to  cancel. 

‘‘The  next  day,  Flynt  went  back  home  to  Maine,  and then,  that  night,  he  got  a  call  from  your  client.  It  was  to ask him to swear to that phony alibi he’d involved him in.’’ 

‘‘Did  Flynt  tell  you  where  Peter   really  was  Monday night?’’  My  heart  seemed  to  be  pounding  right  in  my  ears, so  loudly  I  could  barely  hear  my  own  question. 

‘‘Uh-uh,’’ Fielding replied. ‘‘Swears he doesn’t know. Ac

cording  to  Flynt,  Peter  said  he  couldn’t  tell   anybody  the 
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truth about where he was. Flynt says he agreed to go along with  him  anyway,  because  he’s  sure  Winters  is  no  mur

derer.’’  Then,  after  a  pause,  he  put  in  darkly,  ‘‘I  wish   I could  be  that  sure.’’ 

‘‘Look.  If  Peter  lied—’’ 

 ‘‘If?’’ 

‘‘Okay,  okay.  When  Peter lied,  he  must have  had a  good reason. He was crazy about Mary Ann. And besides, Peter’s no murderer.  I  know  it.’’ 

‘‘You  sound  just  like  the  roommate.’’  I  was  about  to expand and cite my client’s virtues when Fielding conceded, 

‘‘But  if  you  want  the  truth,  I  don’t  think  Winters  did  it, either.  Only   not   thinking  and   knowing  aren’t  exactly  the same  thing.’’ 

‘‘Have  you  talked  to  Peter  yet?’’ 

‘‘Corcoran  and  I  paid  him  a  little  visit  at  seven  o’clock this morning. But we couldn’t get a damn thing out of him. So I made arrangements to cut off his hospital visits imme

diately.  We  can’t  take  the  chance  of  anything  happening to  the  victim,  especially  not  after  the  poor  woman’s  come this  far.’’ 

‘‘But  you’ve  got  a  guard  stationed  right  there  in  the room,’’  I  protested. 

‘‘That’s  true.  But  still,  anything  goes  wrong,  I  gotta  live with myself. No way anyone who’s under even the slightest suspicion  gets  into  that  room.’’ 

‘‘But  Peter  had  no   motive  for  shooting  those  girls.’’ 

‘‘No  motive  we   know   of.  Maybe  he  and  the  girlfriend had  an  argument—just  like  her  sister  and  Shields  did.  Or maybe  it  was  about  money.  Your  client  could  stand  to  in

herit a bundle, for all we know.’’ He shook his head slowly from  side  to  side.  ‘‘God,  I’d  like  to  get  my  hands  on  that will,’’ he murmured fervently. A pause. ‘‘If there  is a will,’’ 

he  reminded  himself  just  as  I  was  about  to  do  it  for  him. 

‘‘But  Peter  thought  Mary  Ann  was  going  to  be  out  with a  friend  that  night,  remember?’’  I  pointed  out  instead. 

‘‘Yeah?  Who  says  she  didn’t  call  and  tell  him  her  plans had  changed?’’ 

What  could  I  say  to  that?  I  elected  to  go  down  ﬁghting, though. ‘‘You know, Tim, you’re making a terrible mistake not  allowing  Peter  into  that  hospital  room  anymore.  You know as well as I do he’s no killer. And right now he could 
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be  doing  that  girl  more  good  than  her  doctors.  More  good than  all  of  them  put  together,  in  fact.’’ 

‘‘This  is  not  negotiable,’’  Tim  stated  ﬂatly.  And  the  ex

pression  on  his  face  told  me  he  meant  it. 

‘‘I’ll  go  have  a  talk  with  him,’’  I  put  in  hastily. As  soon  as  I  got  outside,  I  started  hunting  around  for  a pay  phone.  Would  you  believe  the  one  that  used  to  be almost  directly  in  front  of  the  police  station  had  been ripped  out?  I  mean,  talk  about  chutzpah!  On  my  second try,  I found  a  phone with  only the  receiver  removed. I  had to  go  four  blocks  away  before  I  lucked  out  and  got  an entire  instrument  that  was  actually  in  working  order. It  wasn’t  easy  making  that  call,  either.  Not  with  the  way my  hands  were  trembling. 

‘‘I  want  to  see  you,’’  I  told  Peter. 

‘‘Oh.  You  spoke  to  the  police,’’  he  said  softly. 

‘‘All  right  if  I  come  over?’’ 

‘‘Uh,  look,  Desiree,  I’m  really  sorry.  But  there’s  nothing I  can  tell  you.’’ 

‘‘We  have  to  talk.’’ 

‘‘Okay,’’  he  agreed,  sighing. 

Peter lived in a narrow six-story building on West Thirtyeighth Street. He buzzed me in before I even had a chance to  ring  the  doorbell. 

‘‘I  saw  you  from  the  window,’’  he  explained  when  he opened  the  door. 

This was the ﬁrst time I’d ever been to Peter’s apartment. Small  and  neatly—but  far  from  luxuriously—furnished,  it was  a  homey  place,  comfortable  and  lived-in.  Besides  the obligatory  sofa,  chairs,  and  tables,  there  were  a  pair  of bookcases  with  a  whole  lot  of  books  in  them  and  a  large faux  walnut  wall  unit  that  held  the  rest  of  the  essentials: TV,  VCR,  CD  player,  and  four  or  ﬁve  racks  jammed  with videocassettes and CD albums. Prints and photographs dec

orated the walls, and a colorful Indian rug covered most of the  light  wood  ﬂoor.  ‘‘This  is  nice,’’  I  remarked,  trying  to take  some  of  the  edge  off  my  visit. 

‘‘Nothing  fancy,  but  it  suits  me  ﬁne,’’  Peter  responded, reaching  for  a  polite  smile. 

I sat down in one of the club chairs next to the sofa, and he  took  the  sofa.  I  didn’t  waste  any  time  in  confronting him.  ‘‘What’s  going  on,  Peter?’’  I  demanded. 
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‘‘I  can’t  talk  about  it,  Desiree,  honestly.  But  I  swear  to you  I  had  nothing  to  do  with  the  shootings.  You  believe me,  don’t  you?’’ 

‘‘Of  course  I do.  But  what   I believe  doesn’t  matter.  You know, I suppose, that until you level with Sergeant Fielding, you won’t be allowed anywhere  near Mary Ann. (I had my ﬁngers  crossed  when  I  said  the  name.) 

‘‘I was talking to her neurologist just before you got here, and  I  think  I  managed  to  persuade  him  to  try  and  get  the police  to  change  their  minds.  Dr.  Baker  feels  my  visits could  be  really  important  to  Mary  Ann’s  recovery.’’ 

‘‘Even  if  he   does  go  to  bat  for  you,  I  wouldn’t  count  on his  convincing  the  police  of  anything.  They  ﬁgure  it’s  their only  way  of  getting  you  to  cooperate  with  them.’’ 

‘‘Baker’s  a  highly  respected  neurologist,  so  it’s  conceiv

able  they   will  listen  to  him,’’  he  insisted  stubbornly. You  can’t  imagine  how  frustrated  I  was  at  this  point. Still,  with  the  thimbleful  of  patience  I  had  left,  I  said  rea

sonably, ‘‘I don’t understand you, Peter. If your visits could make  a  difference  in  Mary  Ann’s  recovery,  how  can  you possibly  put  yourself  in  a  position  where  you  may  not  be allowed  to  see  her  anymore?’’ 

‘‘I’ll  have  to  cross  that  bridge  when  I  come  to  it,’’  he replied,  looking  totally  miserable. 

‘‘Well, whatever you did that night, you can tell  me,  any

way,’’  I  pressed.  ‘‘I’d  never  repeat  anything  without  your permission.’’ 

‘‘It  would  be  easier  for  me  to  tell  the  police  than  you,’’ 

was  the  startling  response. 

My brief meeting with Peter left me in shock. What could 

he  have  meant  by  its  being  easier  to  tell  the  police  than me? Was it because he was so ashamed of what he’d done? 

What, in heaven’s name, could have been  that  terrible,  any

way? And did I come across as being so unsympathetic that I  was  the  last  person  he  could  conﬁde  in?  (Wouldn’t  you know  I’d  ﬁnd  a  way  to  put  at  least  part  of  the  blame  on myself?) 

I was so unnerved by the whole thing, I thought it might 

not  be  a  bad  idea  to  take  a  little  mental  health  break  that evening and go see a movie or something instead of pursu

ing  the  agenda  I’d  mapped  out  for  myself.  But  in  the  end 
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I  stuck  with  my  original  plan:  resuming  my  talks  with  the rest  of  the   Love   and   Stuff  company. At  seven  o’clock,  I  got  in  touch  with  Midge  Corso,  the actress  who,  according  to  little  Tara  Wilde,  had  actually overheard  an  emotional  confrontation  between  Meredith and  Larry  Shields.  It  took  perseverance,  but  I  eventually persuaded  her  to  meet  me  for  a  drink  that  night. Midge,  it  turned  out,  was  about  ﬁve  years  older  than Tara  and  about  ﬁfteen  years  more  worldly.  She  was  on  to me the minute I broached the subject of the breakup. (And I’d  sharpened  my  technique  a  little,  too,  so  my  approach was  really  much  more  clever  that  time.  Or  so  I  thought.) After  three  drinks,  a  platter  of  chicken  wings,  and  too many  hastily  improvised  strategies  to  count,  I  wound  up getting  absolutely  nowhere.  Just  as  I  had  with  Tara.  And this  time  the  getting  there  was  a  lot  less  friendly,  besides. And—just  so  you  know—I  didn’t  make  out  any  better with whichever remaining members of the company agreed 

to see me later on during the next week and a half. In fact, I  only  learned  one  thing  from  that  entire   Love   and   Stuff bunch: Larry Shields inspired amazing loyalty from the peo

ple  around  him.  I  mean,  for  all  of  them  to  close  ranks  and safeguard  his  secret  like  that  . . .  well,  it  was  really something. 

But  to  get  back  to  what,  for  a  long  time,  I  would  think of  as  Traumatic  Tuesday  . . . 

When  my  disappointing  meeting  with  Midge  Corso  was over,  I  came  home  to  ﬁnd  a  message  on  my  machine.  It was  from  Peter,  and  he  sounded  thoroughly  deﬂated. 

‘‘Please  call  me,’’  he  said.  ‘‘I  just  spoke  to  Dr.  Baker. Fielding  turned  him  down.’’ 

Chapter 26 

I  returned  Peter’s  call  at  eight  the  next  morning. 

‘‘I  was  just  going  to  try   you  again,’’  he  told  me.  ‘‘You got  my  message?’’ 

‘‘Yes, but I didn’t come home until almost midnight, and 

I  was  afraid  you  might  be  sleeping  by  that  time.’’ 

‘‘It’s  okay,’’  he  said.  Then:  ‘‘I  have  a  favor  to  ask, Desiree.’’ 

‘‘Sure.  What?’’ 

‘‘Could  you  talk  to  your  friend  Fielding  for  me—see  if you  can  get  him  to  change  his  mind  about  the  hospital? 

Please.’’ 

‘‘I  already  tried,  believe  me.  He  won’t  even  consider  it. Listen  to  me,  Peter.  I  know  you  had  nothing  to  do  with the  shootings,  so  I’m  sure  that  whatever  it  is  you’re  hiding can’t be as terrible as you think. And just look at the conse

quences of your holding out on the police. Is it worth what it’s  doing  to  you   and  to  Mary  Ann?’’ 

‘‘Maybe  not,’’  Peter  answered  wretchedly,  ‘‘but  I  just can’t  help  it.’’ 

When I got to the ofﬁce an hour later, Jackie handed me 

a  message  from  Fielding  asking  me  to  call. 

‘‘What  did  your  client  have  to  say?’’  he  demanded  as soon  as  he  heard  my  voice. 

‘‘Uh,  I  haven’t  had  a  chance  to  talk  to  him  yet.’’ 

‘‘You  expect  me  to   believe  that?’’  he  fumed. 

‘‘It’s  true,’’  I  said—very  unconvincingly,  I’m  afraid.  ‘‘I’ll try  reaching  him  now.’’ 

‘‘You  do  that.’’ 

‘‘I  will.  I’m—’’ 

But  he  hung  up  in  my  ear.  God,    I   hate   that!  

I  ﬁgured  I’d  wait  a  day  before  talking  to  Peter  again. Maybe  by  then  his  banishment  from  the  hospital  might soften his resolve. But when I phoned on Thursday, he had 
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a  counterproposal  for  me.  ‘‘Tell  Fielding  if  he’ll  let  me  see Mary  Ann  for  just  a  few  minutes,  I’ll  give  him  some  im

portant  information.’’ 

‘‘What important information, Peter?’’ I asked quietly. If he’d  been  holding  out  on  me,  I  would  gleefully  chop  off his  beautiful  neck! 

‘‘About  the  ring.’’ 

‘‘ What  ring?’’ 

‘‘You  don’t  know  about  it?’’ 

‘‘ What  ring,  Peter?’’  I  repeated,  gnashing  my  teeth. 

‘‘Didn’t  Fielding  say  anything  to  you?’’ 

As  you  can  imagine,  by  now  I  was  very  close  to  scream

ing. It was with a supreme effort that I kept my voice even. 

‘‘Tell  me  about  the  ring.’’ 

‘‘It  came  into  the  possession  of  the  police  last  week;  I don’t  know  any  of  the  details.  Anyway,  it’s  got  this  ame

thyst  stone,  and  apparently  either  Mary  Ann  or  Meredith had  it  on  that  night.  Fielding  showed  it  to  me  to  see  if  I recognized  it.’’ 

‘‘And  you  didn’t  even   mention  this  to  me?’’ 

‘‘I  was  sure  Fielding  had  already  told  you.  Honestly.  I know  he  conﬁdes  in  you  a  lot.’’ 

‘‘Not  voluntarily,’’  I  remarked  dryly.  ‘‘Okay,  so  what about  the  ring?  Did  you  recognize  it?’’ 

‘‘Not  exactly.’’ 

‘‘But  you  know  something  about  it?’’ 

‘‘Well,  when  I  ﬁrst  saw  it  and  Fielding  asked  if  I’d  ever noticed  Mary  Ann  wearing  a  ring  like  that,  I  told  him  I couldn’t  remember.’’  ( That  I  had  no  trouble  believing!) 

‘‘And  then,  on  Tuesday  morning,  when  he  was  over  here with  that  other  detective—Corcoran—I  asked  if  anybody else  had  been  able  to  tell  them  anything  about  the  ring, and they said not so far. But last night I was thinking about it; I really concentrated on trying to remember whether I’d ever  seen  it  on  Mary  Ann.  I  thought  maybe  I  had,  but  for the  life  of  me,  I  couldn’t  be  sure.  Anyway,  I  was  disap

pointed,  because  I  ﬁgured  that  if  I’d  been  able  to  identify the  ring,  it  might  have  gotten  me  back  in  Fielding’s  good graces—enough so it could get me a half hour at the hospi

tal,  at  least.’’ 

‘‘I  doubt  if  that  would  have  helped,’’  I  interjected. 

‘‘Then  it  came  to  me,’’  Peter  continued,  ignoring  my comment, ‘‘about Charlotte—Charlotte Bromley. She’s this 
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friend  of  Mary  Ann’s  who’s  away  on  vacation—until  the middle  of  this  month,  I  think  you  told  me.  Right?’’ 

‘‘That’s  right,’’  I  conﬁrmed.  ‘‘And?’’ 

‘‘Charlotte’s  a  jewelry  designer.  In  fact,  Mary  Ann  buys a  lot  of  the  stuff  for  the  shop  from  her—that’s  how  they met.  She’s  friendly  with  Meredith,  too,  though.  Charlotte would know which of them used to wear that ring, wouldn’t she?  After  all,  that’s  her  business.’’ 

He could be right! A jewelry designer  would be likely to notice  something  like  that.  It  was  even  possible  the  ring was  one  of  Bromley’s  own  designs,  in  which  case  she’d certainly be able to tell us who it belonged to. But a second later  this  little  voice  inside  me  was  warning,  Haven’t   you learned   yet   not   to   count   on   anything   with   this   case,    you cretin?  So, tempering my enthusiasm, I said to Peter, ‘‘And this  occurred  to  you  just  last  night?’’ 

‘‘Yes.  And  I  was  going  to  tell  you  about  it  as  soon  as  I spoke  to  you.  Not  that  it’s  really  that  important,  except  to maybe  help  me  with  Fielding.’’ 

‘‘But  this  woman’s  information  could  establish  the  vic

tims’  identities,’’  I  pointed  out. 

‘‘Mary  Ann’s  the  one  in  that  hospital  room,  Desiree.’’ 

‘‘But  the  ring  would  give  us  the   proof !’’  I  insisted,  no longer  able  to  contain  my  excitement.  What   did   that   inner voice   of   mine   know,    anyway?  

‘‘I  don’t  need  any  proof,’’  Peter  maintained  with  quiet conviction.  ‘‘About  Fielding,  though. . . .  I  was  afraid  if   I called  and  tried  to  bargain  with  him,  it  would  sound  like blackmail,  but  if   you  called—’’ 

‘‘It  would  still  sound  like  blackmail.’’ 

‘‘See  what  you  can  do,  anyway,  will  you,  Desiree? 

Please? I’m  really going  stir-crazy not  being allowed  to see Mary  Ann.’’ 

Under  protest,  and  with  a  whole  lot  of  misgivings,  I  ﬁ

nally  agreed  to  act  as  the  middleman  for  my  client. Fielding  wasn’t  in  when  I  tried  him,  so  I  left  a  message. He  didn’t  get  back  to  me  until  the  following  morning. There was no ‘‘Hello.’’ No ‘‘How are you?’’ None of the 

normal  pleasantries  you  expect  to  hear  when  you  pick  up the  telephone.  Fielding’s  opener  was  ‘‘You  talk  to  your client?’’  It  sounded  like  he  was  biting  off  the  words. 

‘‘Yes,  and  he’s  got  a  proposition  for  you.’’ 

 180 

 Selma   Eichler 

‘‘A   what?’’ 

‘‘Don’t  get  excited,  Tim.  It’s  about  that  ring—you  know, the  one  you  never  bothered  telling  me  about.’’ 

‘‘I   beg  your  pardon,  Ms.  Shapiro,’’  he  said,  his  voice  so soft  and  polite  there  was  no  doubt  he  was  seething.  ‘‘For

give  me.  It  occasionally  slips  my  mind  that  the  police  are obligated  to  report  to  you.’’ 

Well,  I’d  blown  it  already.  Antagonizing  him  certainly wasn’t going to make Fielding more receptive to my client’s proposal,  which  I  deﬁnitely  knew  would  make  him  crazy anyway.  And  which  only  Peter’s  desperation  coupled  with my  fondness  for  him  could  have  induced  me  to  present. 

‘‘So  what  does  Winters  want  to  sell  me?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  I  wouldn’t  say  he  wants  to  sell—’’ 

He  stopped  me  in  midprotest.  ‘‘Cool  it,  huh,  Desiree? 

Just  tell  me  what  this  is  about.’’ 

I  spoke  quickly to  get  it  over with.  ‘‘Well,  Peter  believes there’s  a  way  you  can  ﬁnd  out  who  that  ring  belongs  to. And  all  he’s  asking  is  that  if  he  tells  you,  you  let  him  go up  and  see  the  victim.’’  Before  Fielding  could  respond,  I slipped  in,  ‘‘Just  once.  And  only  for  a  few  minutes.’’ 

The  reaction  was  as  bad  as  I’d  expected  it  to  be.  Or maybe  a  little  worse.  ‘‘You  tell  your  client  there’s  no  deal. If he wants to get into that hospital room, we’ve gotta know where  he  was  that  night.  And  furthermore,  if  he  has  any information  about  that  ring,  it’s  his  duty  to  give  it  to  the police.  And  if  he  doesn’t  do  that,  I’ll  have  that  butt  of  his tossed  in  jail  for  withholding  evidence!’’ 

Now,  as  little  as  I  know  about  the  law,  I  did  know  one thing: There was no withholding of evidence here; all Peter was  keeping  to  himself  were  his  own  thoughts.  ‘‘But  Peter doesn’t  have  what  you  could  call   evidence,   Tim;  it’s  just  an idea  that  occurred  to  him.’’ 

‘‘Which you are about to share with me. Unless you, too, 

would  like  to  see  the  inside  of  a  jail,  with  all  of  those  cute little  mice  and  nice,  juicy  cockroaches  to  keep  you company.’’ 

Now, I wouldn’t say I’m suggestible, but I already felt as though  something  was  crawling  up  my  leg.  Shuddering,  I even  looked  down  to  check. 

‘‘And  don’t  think  I  won’t  do  it,  either,’’  Tim  assured  me menacingly.  ‘‘Whoever  shot  those  two  women  is  one  perp 
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who’s  not  going  to  get  away  with  murder—no  matter  what it  takes.’’ 

Remember  my  good  friend  Tim  Fielding—that  nice  guy I  told  you  about  earlier?  Well,  right  now  he  was  sounding a  lot  like  his  extremely  un-nice  partner.  He  must  be  under a  tremendous  amount  of  pressure  with  this  damn  case,  I decided,  defending  him  to  myself.  I  mean,  this  was  really so  unlike  him. 

‘‘And  don’t  hand  me  any  of  that  ’client  conﬁdentiality’ 

crap,’’  he  put  in  then.  ‘‘Because  I  won’t  be  able  to  hear you.  Get  me?’’ 

‘‘Look, Tim, I don’t know what’s on Peter’s mind,’’ I lied through  my  recently veneered  teeth.  ‘‘I’d  tell you  if  I  did.’’ 

‘‘I  want you  to  hang up  and have  another  talk with  your client.  And  I  want  you  to  inform  him  there’s  no  deal.  And right  after  that,  you  make  it  clear  to  him— very  clear—that he’d better get  his ass down here and start  leveling with us if  he  knows  what’s  good  for  him!’’ 

I gathered the conversation was over then, because, once 

again,  I  heard  that  infuriating  sound  in  my  ear. 

Chapter 27 

I  was  in  over  my  head.  What  had  ever  possessed  me  to accept this case, anyway? I could have recommended a half dozen—no,  a  dozen—P.I.s  to  Peter  who  were  better  quali

ﬁed  to  handle  an  investigation  like  this  than  I  was.  And every  one  of  them  would  probably  have  the  whole  thing solved  by  now,  too.  I  even  thought  brieﬂy  about  resigning. I’d  taken  on  the  case  with  the  provision  that  all  I  had  to do was establish the identity of the survivor, hadn’t I? And if Peter was so sure that girl in the hospital was Mary Ann, then  my  job  was  over,  wasn’t  it? 

Oh, who was I kidding? No matter what he said and how 

many  times  he  said  it,  Peter   had  to  have  his  doubts.  And besides,  there  was  no  way  I  could  walk  away  from  this mess.  Not  anymore. 

Right  then,  though,  I  really  wasn’t  up  to  reporting  back to  my  client  and  getting  myself  involved  in  another  hassle; that  little  exchange  with  Fielding  had  been  more  than enough  to  last  me  at  least  until  tomorrow,  thank  you.  So when Peter called the ofﬁce that afternoon, I took the cow

ard’s  way  out  and  had  Jackie  tell  him  I  wasn’t  in. When  I  got  home  at  a  few  minutes  after  six,  there  was a  message  from  my  neighbor  Barbara  on  the  machine. 

‘‘I  haven’t  seen  you  for  a  while,’’  she  said  when  I  re

turned  the  call.  ‘‘I  thought,  if  you  don’t  have  other  plans, maybe  we  could  go  out  and  grab  something  to  eat  a  little later.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  I  would  have  liked  that,  Barbara,  but  I’m  invited over  to  my  niece’s  for  Chinese.’’  I  swear  that  small  false

hood was more for Barbara’s sake than mine. In my present mood,  if  that  woman  had  uttered  even  one  syllable  about my  weight  or  my  cholesterol,  she  would  have  been  seri

ously  maimed. 

I wanted to just stay home and unwind, anyway. I poured 
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myself a glass of Chianti—and I almost never drink alone— 

then kicked  off my shoes  and curled up  on the  sofa. In the half hour  or so  that I  sat there  sipping, the  most important thought  that  crossed  my  mind  was  what  I  would  have  for dinner. 

After  I’d  really  mellowed  out,  I  went  into  the  kitchen  to ﬁx  myself  what  Ellen  refers  to  as  one  of  my  ‘‘refrigerator omelets’’—so  named  because  I  throw  in  just  about  every

thing  I  have  in  my  refrigerator  at  the  moment.  Tonight’s version featured ham, mozzarella cheese, Parmesan cheese, onions,  green  peas,  a  small  piece  of  red  pepper,  and  some leftover  chicken.  Now,  I  don’t  exactly  know  how  that sounds,  but  I  can  assure  you,  it  tasted  a  lot  better. I  followed  the  omelet  with  some  Macadamia  Brittle  ice cream,  which  I  was  certainly  entitled  to  after  all  I’d  been through that day. And I was toying with the idea of follow

ing   that  with  a  Snickers  bar  when  the  telephone  rescued my  waistline. 

Still avoiding Peter, I waited until the answering machine went  on.  It  was  Fielding.  And  that  call  I  was  even  less anxious  to  take. 

‘‘I wanted to know what that client of yours had to say,’’ 

he  snarled  over  the  machine.  ‘‘I’m  off  this  weekend,  but  I expect  to  see  him  in  here  on  Monday—and  in  a  talkative mood.’’ 

I  got  in  the  last  word.  Sort  of.  ‘‘And  a  happy  weekend to  you,  too,’’  I  snarled  back  as  soon  as  he  hung  up. I  spent  Saturday  doing  as  little  as  possible.  I  didn’t  go through  my  notes.  I  didn’t  call  Peter.  And  I  didn’t  pick  up the  phone  when  he  called  me,  either.  I  also  didn’t  clean my  apartment,  read  a  book,  or  stick  my  nose  out  of  the door.  I  just  sat  in  front  of  the  television  from  eleven  A.M. until  after  midnight—with  a  brief  break  for  meals,  snacks, and  other  necessities—happily  watching  one  boring  pro

gram  after  another.  (I  think  I’d  even  have  been  satisﬁed looking  at  test  patterns,  if  it  came  to  that.)  The  thing  is,  it was  like  sending  my  malfunctioning  brain  on  a  brief—and badly  needed—vacation. 

On Sunday morning, I ﬁnally got back to Peter with some 

kind  of  health-related  apology  for  not  calling  sooner.  (It was  either  plain  food  poisoning  or  Legionnaire’s  disease— 

I  can’t  remember  which.)  When  I  relayed  where  things 
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stood  with  Fielding,  he  didn’t  seem  overly  upset  that  his proposition had been turned down; I guess he was more or 

less  prepared  for  it.  But  as  soon  as  I  told  him  about  the threats,  his  voice  grew  anxious.  ‘‘It’s  one  thing  to  put  the screws  to  me,  but  can  he  really  throw   you  in  jail?’’ 

‘‘Don’t worry about that,’’ I said, touched by his concern. Then  I  added  hastily,  ‘‘But  he   can  make  things  pretty  un

comfortable for me. And for you, too.’’ After that, I segued into  what  must  have  been  my  hundredth  attempt  to  per

suade  him  to  change  his  mind  and  talk  to  the  police.  But, as usual, he dug in his heels and very apologetically turned me  down. 

Ellen  called  in  the  afternoon.  We  spent  ﬁfteen  minutes discussing  her  friend  Gail,  who  was  being  married  in  a  few weeks  and  who  hadn’t  invited  her  to  the  wedding.  Ellen— 

who’d  (a)  gotten  this  girl  a  job  at  Macy’s  and  (b)  held  her hand  every  time  she  threatened  suicide  when  her  ﬁance´ 

dumped  her  for  three  months  last  year  so  he  could  ‘‘get  in touch  with  his  feelings"—was  crushed. 

‘‘You  know,’’  she  explained,  ‘‘it’s  not  a  very  big  affair, so  I  didn’t  really  mind  her  not  inviting  me  until  I  found out  one  of  her  co-workers  was  going—a  girl  she’s  only known  six  months.  Gail  and   I  have  been  friends  for  over seven  years.’’ 

The  next  ﬁfteen  minutes  were  devoted  to  an  in-depth analysis  of  whether  or  not  Ellen  should  let  Gail  know  how she  felt.  (In  case  you’re  interested,  it  was  decided  that  she would  say  something—but  not  until  after  the  wedding.) Then  I  got  equal  time. 

I  kicked  off  by  whining  about  still  having  this  big  unan

swered question with regard to the argument between Mer

edith and Larry Shields. Following that, I dropped the news that  my  client  had  been  lying  to  me. 

Ellen  was  suitably  shocked  by  Peter’s  deceitfulness.  But then  I  came  to  the  part  where  he  said  he’d  rather  tell  the police his alibi than conﬁde in me, and she refused, at ﬁrst, to  accept  that  at  all. 

‘‘Are  you  sure  you  didn’t  misunderstand  what  he  said?’’ 

‘‘Positive.’’ 

‘‘Isn’t  it   possible  you  didn’t  hear  him  right?’’ 

‘‘No,  it  isn’t.’’ 

‘‘And there’s no way you can convince him to be straight 

with  the  police,  either?’’ 
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‘‘There doesn’t  seem to be.  And believe me,  I’ve tried— 

and  tried  some  more.  I’ll  give  it  another  shot  tomorrow, but only because I don’t know when to lay down and die.’’ 

‘‘Maybe  if  you  threatened  to  resign  from  the  case  . . .’’ 

she  offered  tentatively. 

‘‘He’d  let  me  do  it.’’ 

Ellen  wasn’t  so  sure  about  that. 

‘‘Look,’’  I  explained,  ‘‘compared  to  being  barred  from the  hospital,  losing  my  services  wouldn’t  be  that  big  a deal.’’  And  then  I  cited  the  amethyst  ring  and  how  Peter had  even  been  trying  to  use  it  as  a  bargaining  chip. 

‘‘How  did  that  ring  suddenly  happen  to  turn  up  after  all this  time,  anyway?’’ 

‘‘Good  question.  I  wish  I  knew.’’ 

‘‘Well,  why  don’t  you  ask  Tim?’’  she  suggested. 

‘‘Because  right  now  Tim  isn’t  really  Tim,’’  I  answered. Chapter 28 

You  know  how  most  of  the  time  when  something’s  really bothering you,  you can  forget about  falling asleep,  no mat

ter how tired you are? But then, there are other times that you’re  just  as  upset  and  sleep  is  like  an  escape;  you  drop off  the  second you  hit  the  pillow? Well,  anyway,  that  night I  made  my  getaway  as  soon  as  I  closed  my  eyes. 

I was in such a deep sleep that when the telephone jolted me  awake,  I  had  no  idea  where  I  was.  Or  even  if  it  was night or day. I glanced at the clock at the same time I lifted the  receiver:  6:47. 

‘‘I  hope  I  didn’t  wake  you,’’  a  familiar  voice  said  cau

tiously. 

I  sat  up  in  bed  instantly.  ‘‘Is  anything  wrong,  Ellen?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  no,  not  a  thing.  Please  don’t  be  angry  at  me  for calling  so  early,  but  I   had  to  talk  to  you.  I  have  an  idea about  why  Peter  wouldn’t  tell  you  where  he  was  that night.’’ 

‘‘Couldn’t  it  have  waited  a  couple  of  hours?’’  I  growled. I  don’t  remember  when  I  was  less  kindly  disposed  toward my  favorite  and  only  niece. 

‘‘I  guess  so.  It’s  just  that  I  was  so  anxious  . . .’’  It  was apparent  I’d  hurt  her  feelings. 

‘‘Okay,  shoot,’’  I  said  a  little  less  harshly.  But   this   better be   good!  

‘‘Well,  after  I  spoke  to  you  yesterday,  I  kept  trying  to think  of  a  reason  Peter  might  feel  that  way.  And  then,  at about  three  o’clock  this  morning,  it  ﬁnally  came  to  me.’’ 

I  counted  myself  lucky.  At  least  she’d  held  out  till  now. 

‘‘What  came  to  you?’’ 

‘‘That  he  was  afraid  you’d  be  disappointed  in  him.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  I  don’t  see—’’ 

‘‘Just  listen  a  minute,  okay?  So  then  I  thought  about what  would   make  you  disappointed  in  him.  Well,  what 
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 would?’’  Ellen  demanded.  She  didn’t  wait  for  an  answer that  I  didn’t  have  anyway.  ‘‘A  woman!’’  she  announced, her  tone  suggesting  that  a  ﬂourish  of  trumpets  might  have been  appropriate. 

‘‘A  woman?’’  I  said,  repeating  the  words  as  I  usually  do when  I’m  trying  to  absorb  something. 

‘‘If  he’d  been  out  somewhere  cheating  on  his  ﬁanceé,  he wouldn’t want you to know about it; I’m absolutely positive of  that.’’ 

I  was  just  about  to  pooh-pooh  her  little  theory  when  I recalled  that,  for  all  of  Ellen’s  ingenuousness,  she  often displays  this  knack  for  putting  her  ﬁnger  on  the  things  the rest  of  us  tend  to  overlook.  ‘‘Maybe  you’re  right,’’  I  told her.  She  hung  up  happy  when  I  concluded  with:  ‘‘I’m  cer

tainly  going  to  check  into  it.’’ 

Peter  got  a  call  from  me  at  eight  o’clock.  ‘‘Can  I  come over  this  morning?  Or  can  you  stop  by  the  ofﬁce?  It’s important.’’ 

‘‘It  won’t  do  any  good,’’  he  answered  softly,  obviously anticipating  another  round  of  badgering. 

 Well,    here   goes.  ‘‘Look,  Peter,  I  already  know  it  was  an

other  woman.’’ 

Silence. 

‘‘Peter?’’ 

Then,  in  something  very  close  to  a  whisper:  ‘‘When  do you  want  me  at  your  ofﬁce?’’ 

When  I  got  to  work  an  hour  later,  Peter  was  already there,  just  taking  a  seat  alongside  my  desk.  He  looked  like he  was  about  to  be  executed. 

I  confronted  him  as  soon  as  I  sat  down  myself:  ‘‘I  think it’s  time  you  ﬁnally  laid  it  all  out  for  me,  don’t  you?’’ 

‘‘Uh  . . .  how  much  do  you  know?’’ 

‘‘Enough.  But  now  I’d  like  to  hear  it  from  you.’’ 

His  face  immediately  lost  what  little  color  it  had  come in  with.  ‘‘I  probably  would  have  said  something  in  a  day or  two  anyway,’’  he  told  me  quietly.  ‘‘I  don’t  think  I  could have  held  out  much  longer;  it’s  really  hell,  being  cut  off from  Mary  Ann  like  this.’’  And,  after  a  long  pause:  ‘‘How did  you  ﬁnd  out—about  the  woman,  I  mean?’’ 

I  shrugged.  ‘‘I  have  my  sources.’’  Then  I  remembered my  manners.  ‘‘Would  you  like  some  coffee?’’ 
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Peter shook his head. ‘‘No, thanks. I might as well get on with it, huh?’’ And, without meeting my eyes, he began. . . . 

‘‘There’s  this  woman  in  my  building,’’  he  said,  ‘‘an  older woman—past forty.’’ I winced. ‘‘I used to be pretty friendly with  her  and  her  husband—not  socially  or  anything  but, you  know,  in  a  neighborly  way.  Frankie—that’s  this woman—is  a  great cook,  and  she  knows I’m  a  bachelor,  so every  once in  a while,  she’d  bring in  a piece  of  cake or  pie or  some  cookies—even  zucchini  soup  one  time.  And,  to reciprocate, I’d give her and her husband theater tickets or movie  passes  or  baseball  or  hockey  tickets—I  get  a  lot  of that  stuff  through  the  ofﬁce.  But  then,  about  six  months ago,  Scott—he’s  her  husband—just  split.  I  found  out  later on  from  Frankie  that  he  had  something  going  with  this young  secretary  in  his  ofﬁce.  Anyhow,  after  that,  Frankie pretty  much  kept  to  herself,  and  I  didn’t  see  her  around for  quite  a  while. 

‘‘Then,  this  one  day,  we  both  came  home  from  work  at the  same  time.  I  couldn’t  believe  how  thin  she’d  gotten! 

She’d  always  had  a  really  good  ﬁgure,  but  now  she  looked like  one of  those  pictures you  see of  the  starving people  in Africa.  You  should  have  seen  how  drawn  her  face  was.’’ 

There  was  a  brief  time-out  here  while  Peter  nervously licked  his  lips.  ‘‘Anyhow,’’  he  went  on,  ‘‘she  told  me  she’d cooked  this  pot  roast  the  night  before,  and  she  said,  if  I wasn’t  busy,  she’d  really  like  some  company  for  dinner. Well,  I  felt  very  sorry  for  her,  and  I  didn’t  have  any  other plans because Mary Ann was going shopping with Meredith 

that  night,  so  I  accepted.’’ 

Licking  his  lips  again,  he  abruptly  halted  the  narrative. 

‘‘Uh,  is  there  a  water  fountain  here?’’  he  asked.  ‘‘I  could really  use  a  drink  of  water.’’ 

Poor Peter. He was having an awful time getting through 

this.  Well,  I thought,  it  serves  him  right!  (Of course, I know I  had  no  business  being  judgmental,  but  since  when  did that  stop  me?)  I  directed  him  down  the  hall,  and  in  a  few minutes  he  was  back,  reluctantly  picking  up  exactly  where he’d  left  off. 

‘‘I  ran  down  to  the  store  and  got  a  bottle  of  Beaujolais, and  by  the  time  we  were  through  with  dinner,  we’d  pol

ished off  almost the whole  bottle between us.  All of  a sud

den,  when  we  were  having  coffee,  Frankie  said,  ‘Scott stopped ﬁnding me attractive a long time ago, and you have 
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no  idea  what  that  does  to  a  woman.’  Something  like  that, anyway.’’  Peter’s  expression  seemed  to  be  growing  more miserable by the second. ‘‘We were both pretty crocked by then,’’ he explained,  his voice so low I had  to lean forward to hear him. ‘‘Otherwise, what happened would never have 

happened  in  a  million  years.’’ 

He  took  a  moment  to  compose  himself  before  continu

ing.  ‘‘Well,  I  told  her  that  husband  of  hers  was  nuts,  that she  was  very  attractive.  And  then  she  asked  if  I  was  just saying  that  to  be  kind.  And  before  I  even  realized  it,  we were  kissing.  And  then  one  thing  led  to  another  and,  well, you  know.’’ 

Now,  all  through  this  recitation,  Peter  had  been  looking at his  hands, at the  ﬂoor, at the  ceiling—everywhere but at me.  But  at  this  point  his  eyes  locked  with  mine,  pleading for some understanding. ‘‘I realize the wine was no excuse,’’ 

he  said  plaintively,  ‘‘but—I  can’t  explain  it—it  made  me feel  like  the  whole  thing  was  happening  to  someone  else; like  I  was  outside  of  myself,  just  watching,  you  know?’’ 

I  couldn’t  think  of  anything  to  say,  so  I  just  nodded. 

‘‘When  we’d  . . .  afterwards,  she  cried  and  told  me  her husband hadn’t made love to her for months before he left her.  And then  she  thanked me— thanked   me!  For a  minute there,  I  even  felt  less  guilty  about  things.  But  it  didn’t  last very  long.’’ 

Peter must  have thought I  was going to  make some kind 

of  comment  then  (which  I  wasn’t),  because  he  put  in quickly,  ‘‘I  know  what  you’re  going  to  say,  but  Mary  Ann and  I  weren’t  actually  engaged  yet.’’  An  instant  later,  he conceded  unhappily,  ‘‘Although  I  guess,  in  a  way,  we  were engaged  from  the  night  we  met.’’ 

Suddenly  I  was  confused.  ‘‘You  weren’t  engaged  yet? 

Then  your  . . .  uh  . . .  your  dinner  with  this  woman   wasn’t the  night  of  the  shootings?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  no!  It  was   months  before  that.’’ 

‘‘Now  you’ve   really  lost  me.’’ 

‘‘Please.  Bear  with  me  a  minute.’’ 

‘‘Sorry.  Go  on.’’ 

‘‘Well,  except  for  once  or  twice  just  in  passing,  I  didn’t see  Frankie  for  months  after  that.  I  suppose  she  wanted  to forget what happened as much as I did. And then the night Mary  Ann  and  Meredith  were  shot,  she  stopped  off  at  my apartment after work. She told me she’d gone to her gyne
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cologist  at  lunchtime,  and  she  found  out  she  was  pregnant. She  said  she  hadn’t  been  with  anybody  since  me  and  that it  . . .  uh  . . .  had  to  be  my  baby,  and  she  thought  I  should know about it.’’ Peter took a deep breath. ‘‘Well, how could I  leave  things  like  that?  I  called  my  ex-roommate  back—I was  on  the  phone  with  him  when  she  rang  my  doorbell— 

and canceled  these plans we  had to get  together for dinner that  night.  Then  I  went  to  Frankie’s  place  to  talk  things over.’’ 

Another  deep  breath.  ‘‘Anyhow,  she  said  she’d  more  or less  made  up  her  mind  to  get  an  abortion,  but  ﬁrst  she wanted  to  know  how  I  felt  about  it.  I  told  her  it  was  her decision  but  that  I’d  certainly  support  the  baby  if  she changed  her  mind  and  decided  to  have  it.  By  the  time  I went  back  to  my  own  apartment,  though,  she  was  deﬁnite about  the  abortion.  She  just  wanted  me  to  go  with  her when  she  had  it  done,  and  I  promised  her  I  would.’’ 

Aside from everything else, I was just incredulous at how careless Peter had been. ‘‘Didn’t you even use a condom?’’ 

I  all  but  shouted  at  him.  ‘‘With  AIDS  and  everything,  you really  have  to  be  an   idiot  not  to!’’ 

‘‘I   am  an  idiot,’’  a  thoroughly  dejected  Peter  admitted, 

‘‘or I’d never have gone to bed with another woman in the ﬁrst place.’’ And then he mumbled so softly the words were barely  audible,  ‘‘You  must  really  think  I’m  scum.’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  think  you’re   scum,   but  in  my  book,  betraying someone  you’re  supposed  to  be  committed  to  isn’t  exactly admirable,’’  I  told  him  self-righteously.  To  be  absolutely honest,  though,  at  that  moment,  Peter’s  cheating  on  Mary Ann  wasn’t  what  was  bothering  me.  What  was  really  stick

ing  in  my  craw  was  how  he  could  do  this  to   me!  I  mean, I’d  known  this  kid  way  back  when  he  was   little   Petey,   for God’s  sake!  And  the  only  reason  I’d  taken  this  lousy  case was because  he pleaded with  me to and  because I believed every damn word he told me. In fact, I trusted him so much I  hadn’t  even   considered  checking  out  his  alibi.  Which,  of course,  made  me  just  as  big  an  idiot  as  he  was. Well,  it  didn’t take  long,  before  I could  have  kicked  my

self all the way to China. The world did not revolve around Desiree  Shapiro,  I  reminded  myself.  Besides,  where  did  I come  off  acting  like  such  a  sanctimonious  prig?  The  poor kid was feeling rotten enough without my help in underlin

ing  his  transgressions.  I  tried  to  lighten  things  up  a  little 
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then. ‘‘Hey, we all do dumb things sometimes,’’ I said. ‘‘It’s probably  hard  to  believe,  but  I’ve  made  a  mistake  or  two thousand  in  my  life,  too.’’ 

Peter  looked  at  me  gratefully.  ‘‘Thanks,  Desiree.’’ 

‘‘You  know  what  I  can’t  ﬁgure  out,  though?  Why  you refused  to  tell  the  police  where  you  were  that  night.’’ 

‘‘Don’t  you   see?  My  ﬁanceé  was  shot—almost  killed— 

while  I  was  with  another  woman,  hearing  that  I  was  the father  of  her  baby.  I  can’t  even  bear  to  think  about  that, much  less  talk  about  it.  And  now  that  Mary  Ann’s  ﬁnally recovering,  I  keep  worrying  about  how   she’d  take  it  if  she ever  found  out  where  I  was.’’ 

‘‘You could have just told Fielding you were visiting your neighbor,’’  I  pointed  out.  ‘‘Nobody  would  have  had  to know  what  you  were  there  to  discuss.’’ 

‘‘Yeah,’’  Peter  said,  and  his  eyes  were  moist,  ‘‘but   I know.’’ 

‘‘How  late  were  you  in  Frankie’s  apartment,  anyway?’’  I asked  then. 

‘‘It was after nine; I’m sure of that. We sent out for pizza around  eight,  but  it  didn’t  get  there  for  close  to  an  hour.’’ 

‘‘Look,  Peter,  I  can  understand  your  feeling  guilty  about being  with  another  woman.  But  I  can’t  understand  your feeling  so  guilty  that  you’d  leave  yourself  open  to  being considered  a  murder  suspect.’’ 

‘‘But  how  could  anyone  seriously  think  I’d  try  to  kill Mary  Ann?  What   reason  would  I  have?’’ 

‘‘For one  thing, Fielding’s  considering the  possibility you and  Mary  Ann  had  a  lover’s  quarrel.’’ 

‘‘I  know.  He  told  me  the  other  day  that  he  heard  there was  some  trouble  between  us,  but  I  knew  he  was  just  test

ing the water. In other words,’’ Peter summed up, managing a  little  smile,  ‘‘he  was  full  of  it.’’ 

‘‘His other idea is that you might have wanted to murder 

her  for  her  money.’’ 

Peter  looked  stunned.  ‘‘But  Mary  Ann  didn’t   have  any money.  Meredith  was  the  rich  one.’’ 

‘‘Hold  it  a  sec.  You mean  the  Fosters  cut  Mary  Ann  out of  their  will?’’ 

‘‘The  Fosters?’’  And  then  a  sharp  intake  of  breath. 

‘‘Ohhh,  I  see  where  you’re  coming  from,’’  he  said  slowly, 

‘‘but  you’ve  got  it  all  wrong.  The  Fosters  weren’t  wealthy, Desiree. They lost almost everything they had in some real 
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estate  investment  thing  a  few  years  before  they  died;  there was  barely  enough  left  to  cover  the  funeral  expenses.  It was  Meredith’s  husband  who  had  all  the  money.  He  was an  inventor;  I’m  sure  I  told  you  that.’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  think  so,’’  I  responded  numbly. 

‘‘Well,  he  was,’’  Peter  said  hastily.  ‘‘And  in  spite  of  the fact  he  was  a  pretty  messed-up  guy,  a  very  successful  one. He  developed  this  little  gadget—something  to  do  with  fuel consumption—and  sold  it  to  one  of  the  airlines  for  three or  four  million  dollars.’’ 

 My   God!    All   these   weeks   I’d   been   operating   under   a   to

 tally  false  assumption!  And what was so hard to accept was that it was my own damned fault. I’d just  assumed the twins had  inherited  from  their  parents.  What  kind  of  a  P.I.  was I,  anyway,  that  I’d  never  bothered  to  check  it  out?  The kind  of  P.I.  that  wasn’t  even  qualiﬁed  to  ﬁnd  a  missing cat—much  less  a  killer— that’s  what  kind! 

‘‘You  look  a  little  strange,’’  Peter  informed  me  then.  ‘‘I never  realized  you  thought  that  Mary  Ann  had  money, too.’’  And,  a  moment  later:  ‘‘So   that’s  why  you  asked  me that  time  if  she’d  made  out  a  will.’’ 

I  felt  like  throwing  myself  down  and  banging  my  head on  the  ﬂoor!  (It’s  tough  behaving  like  a  grown-up  when you’ve  just  discovered  you’re  the  world’s  biggest  incompe

tent.)  But  I  put  my  tantrum  on  hold  for  a  while,  because something had suddenly occurred to me that, while it didn’t excuse my carelessness, might make it a little easier for me to  accept. 

‘‘The  condo,’’  I  said.  ‘‘I  understood  it  was  in  both names.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  it  was,’’  Peter  conﬁrmed.  ‘‘You  know,  Mary  Ann and  Meredith  were  closer  than  regular  sisters—twins  are special,  I  guess.  Besides,’’  he  explained,  ‘‘ever  since  they were  kids,  Meredith  kind  of  looked  after  Mary  Ann—al

most  like  a  second  mother.  And  then  when  Meredith bought  the  apartment,  Mary  Ann  had  just  broken  off  her engagement, and she was pretty down in the dumps. Maybe 

that  had  something  to  do  with  it,  too.  Anyhow,  Meredith insisted  on  putting  the  place  in  both  names.  Mary  Ann didn’t  want  that,  but  she  couldn’t  talk  Meredith  out  of  it. She  ﬁnally  agreed,  but  with  the  provision  that  if  either  of them  got  married,  she’d  sign  her  interest  in  the  apartment over  to  Meredith.’’ 

 MURDER   CAN   RUIN   YOUR   LOOKS 

 193 

And that’s when I said, almost casually, ‘‘I don’t imagine you  have  any  idea  if  Meredith  made  out  a  will  or  not.’’ 

Considering  how  it  reﬂected  on  me,  I  was  almost  sorry to  hear  the  reply.  ‘‘I  think  she  made  one  out  a  few  weeks after  they  came  over  from  London.  I  know  she   had  one, anyway.’’ 

‘‘Would  you  know  who  her  lawyer  was?’’ 

‘‘Uh-uh.  I’m  afraid  not.’’ 

‘‘Do  you,  by  any  chance,  have  any  idea  what  was   in the  will?’’ 

‘‘I  suppose  I  do,  more  or  less.  It  came  up  in  a  conversa

tion  I  had  with  Mary  Ann  one  night.’’ 

 I   couldn’t   believe   it!    Why   hadn’t   he   said   anything   to   me before?   The  answer,  of  course,  was  obvious:   Why   hadn’t I   asked?  

‘‘See,  family  really  matters  to  Mary  Ann,’’  Peter  contin

ued. ‘‘And she  used to talk a lot about  how sad it was that Meredith refused to patch things up with Eric. But this one particular  time  she  went  on  to  say  how  Meredith’s  will  left everything  to  her,  and  if  she—Mary  Ann—died  ﬁrst,  then the  money  would  all  go  to  this  AIDS  foundation.  She  felt pretty  terrible  about  that.’’ 

‘‘At  least  Meredith  picked  a  good  cause,’’  I  remarked. 

‘‘That  was  because  of  her  husband.’’ 

‘‘What  do  you  mean?’’ 

‘‘I  told  you  he  was  a  drug  addict,  right?’’ 

‘‘I  think  so.  Someone  did,  anyway.’’ 

‘‘And  that  he  died  of  AIDS?’’ 

‘‘No,  you  never  mentioned  that,’’  I  answered,  not  yet realizing the signiﬁcance of Peter’s words. ‘‘I was under the impression  he’d  died  of  a  brain  tumor.  That’s  what  Eric Foster  said.’’ 

‘‘Meredith  asked  Mary  Ann  to  tell  him  that.  She  didn’t want  people  to  know  about  the  AIDS—Eric  especially,  I guess.’’ 

I  started  to  say  something—I’m  not  even  sure  what  it was—and  then  it  hit  me.  ‘‘Oh,  my  God,’’  I  murmured. 

‘‘What?’’ 

‘‘Meredith  . . .  she  wasn’t  . . .  she  didn’t  have  AIDS,  did she?’’ 

‘‘Mary Ann told me she tested negative,’’ Peter answered 

a  little  uncertainly. 

‘‘Didn’t  you  believe  her?’’ 
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‘‘Of  course  I  did.’’ 

‘‘But?’’ 

‘‘But, well, they say it could take a long time for anything to show up in the tests. So who knows if she was really out of  the  woods  yet?’’ 

Chapter 29 

He didn’t say so, but I had the strong impression that Peter was  relieved  to  ﬁnally  unburden  himself  to  someone.  And having broken his silence, he seemed almost anxious to get to the precinct now, too. After all, it would almost certainly lead  to  the  lifting  of  his  hospital  ban. 

Rejecting  my  offer  to  accompany  him,  Peter  called  the station  to  make  sure  Fielding  was  in.  Then  we  talked  for  a few  minutes  about  just  how  much  he’d  tell  the  police.  We agreed  there  was  no  reason  to  divulge  any  more  about  his whereabouts  that  night  than  they  needed  to  know—which was  that  he’d  been  in  this  Frankie’s  apartment  at  the  time of  the  shootings.  And,  if  pressed  on  his  refusal  to  disclose the  information  earlier  (as  we  were  both  certain  he  would be), he intended to say there were personal reasons. Which, no doubt, would provide a little food for Walter Corcoran’s dirty  little  thoughts. 

A couple of minutes after Peter left, I graciously decided to  forgive  Ellen  for  doing  my  job  better  than  I  did.  ‘‘You were  right,’’  I  told  her  when  I  reached  her  on  the  phone. She was so thrilled you would have thought  I’d done some

thing  for   her. 

When  our  brief  conversation  was  ﬁnished,  I  got  busy making  some  notes,  and  then  I  spent  a  long  time  mulling over  them. 

At four o’clock, I headed for the Berkeley Theater—and 

a  talk  with  Larry  Shields. 

The  director  was  up  onstage  working  with  a  few  of  the cast  members  when  I  walked  in.  He  spotted  me  before  I was  even  halfway  up  the  aisle,  acknowledging  my  presence just  long  enough  to  shout,  ‘‘We’re  in  the  middle  of  a  re

hearsal  here!’’ 

I  approached  the  stage  anyway. 

When  he  looked  over  at  me  this  time,  he  held  up  his 
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hand to the others for quiet and came toward the footlights. 

‘‘What  is  it  you  want  now?’’  he  called  down,  scowling. 

‘‘I  just  learned  something  you  might  be  interested  in hearing  about.’’ 

He  thought  for  a  moment,  then  said  brusquely,  ‘‘All right,  but  I  can’t  talk  to  you  today.  Come  by  tomorrow— 

say,  seven-thirty.’’ 

‘‘In  the  evening?’’  I  asked  hopefully. 

‘‘A.M.  Is  that  a  problem?’’ 

‘‘No,  no.  No  problem  at  all.’’  What  the  hell,  there   were some  things  that  took  precedence  over  sleep. 

Shields  was  just  opening  the  door  to  the  theater  when  I got  there. 

‘‘How  about  letting  me  buy  you  breakfast?’’  I  offered. 

‘‘No,  thanks,’’  he  said  curtly. 

As  soon  as  we  were  seated  in  his  ofﬁce,  I  learned  the answer  to  at  least  one  thing  that  had  been  puzzling  me: why  he’d  been  so  hostile  to  me  recently.  (Just  thinking about last week’s phone conversation with him was enough 

to  give  me  frostbite.)  And  the  thing  is,  I  didn’t  even  have to  ask. 

‘‘Did  you  know,’’  he  demanded,  ‘‘that  with  the  help  of one  of  the  doctors  at  St.  Catherine’s,  I  had  ﬁnally  per

suaded  the  police  to  let  me  into  that  hospital  room?’’ 

‘‘No,  I  didn’t.’’ 

‘‘Really?  I’m  surprised,’’  he  remarked  archly.  ‘‘Before  I ever  made  it  there,  though,  they’d  changed  their  minds.  It seems  someone  told  Sergeant  Fielding  this  story  about Merry and me having some kind of argument. Now, I heard 

somewhere  that  you  and  Fielding  are  pretty  good  buddies. It  wouldn’t  have  been  you  who  repeated  that  stupid  story, would  it?’’ 

I  could  feel  my  face  growing  warm,  and  I  was  praying  I wouldn’t  give  myself  away  with  one  of  those  awful  ﬂushes of  mine  at  the  same  time  that  I  was  certain  I  was  already doing  just  that.  I  tried  sidestepping  the  question  anyway. 

‘‘Why  would  I  do  a  thing  like  that?’’  I  said,  not  meeting his  eyes. 

‘‘Why  don’t   you  tell   me.  It  happens  to  be  a  damned  lie, you  know.’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  think  so,’’  I  responded  in  this  calm,  soft  voice. 

 MURDER   CAN   RUIN   YOUR   LOOKS 

 197 

‘‘Look,  I  just  found  out  that  Meredith’s  husband  died  of AIDS.’’ 

Now  it  was  Shields  who  ﬂushed  deeply.  He  didn’t  say anything  for  quite  a  while,  just  stared  straight  ahead,  and I  sat  there  uneasily,  ﬁdgeting  with  my  shoulder  bag,  while I  waited  for  his  response. 

‘‘Who  told  you?’’  he  murmured  at  last. 

‘‘That’s  not  really  important,  is  it?’’ 

‘‘No,’’  he  answered  sadly. 

‘‘You were furious, weren’t you, because Meredith didn’t 

tell  you  about  the  AIDS?  Before  you  became  intimately involved,  I  mean.’’ 

‘‘Yes,  as  a  matter  of  fact,  I  was.  But  only  at  ﬁrst.’’ 

‘‘What  changed  your  mind?’’ 

‘‘Well, for one thing, it wasn’t as though Merry was HIV 

positive;  she  wasn’t.  And  she  swore  to  me—and  I  believe her—that  she  and  Garibaldi,  her  husband,  stopped  having marital  relations  in  October  of  1990,  when  he  was  diag

nosed  with  the  disease.  Merry  and  I  didn’t  begin  seeing each other until November ’91—sometime around the mid

dle  of  November,  it  was.  Which  means  that  according  to her  best  information—according  to   anyone’s  best  informa

tion—there  was  no  longer  any  question  of  her  being  a  car

rier.  If  you  test  HIV  negative  for  a  year  after  you’ve  been exposed  to  the  disease,  you’re  not  at  risk  anymore.’’ 

‘‘But  that  was  cutting  it  awfully  close,  wasn’t  it?’’ 

‘‘Not  really.  A  year  is  the   outside  limit.  But  still,  I  felt  I was  at  least  entitled  to  know  about  a  thing  like  that.  Once I’d cooled off a little, though, I tried putting myself in Mer

ry’s  shoes.  She’d  been  given  a  clean  bill  of  health  before we  even  met,  so  it  wasn’t  as  though  there  was  a  danger  of her  infecting  me.  And  then  I  wondered  what  I  would  have done  if  the  situation  had  been  reversed.  I  like  to  think  I would have said something to her before we became lovers, but  who  really  knows  what  they’ll  do  until  they’re  there? 

Merry’s  one  of  the  most  forthright  people  I’ve  ever  met; she’s strong, too. If  she found it so hard to talk about, what makes  me  think  I’d  be  any  different?’’  And  then  Shields smiled,  and  I  saw  again  what  made  him  so  attractive  to women. ‘‘But, hell,’’ he conﬁded, ‘‘the big reason, the  over

 riding  reason  we  got  back  together  is  because  I  loved  her. And  I  still  do.’’ 
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‘‘Well,  I  guess  I  understand  now  why  you  tried  to  keep the  argument  quiet.’’ 

‘‘It’s  Merry’s  secret,’’  Shields  said,  conﬁrming  my thoughts.  ‘‘It’s  up  to  her  once  she  regains  her  memory whether  or  not  she  wants  to  tell  anybody.  But  as  long  as it’s  all  come  out,  at  least  I’ll  be  able  to  start  going  to  the hospital. This doctor I mentioned before? Just yesterday he was saying how—if it  is Merry lying there—seeing me could help  jog  her  memory.’’ 

‘‘That could be. But I’m afraid the police might still have some  qualms  about  letting  you  visit  her.’’ 

‘‘What  now?’’  he  asked  tersely. 

‘‘They  might  feel  there’s  a  chance—a  very   outside chance—that  you  only  pretended  to  reconcile  with  Mere

dith  to  avoid  suspicion  later  on.’’ 

‘‘If  I  could  plot  things  out  like  that,’’  Shields  shot  back angrily,  I  wouldn’t  be  a  director;  I’d  be  a  playwright.  Or  a goddamned  P.I.’’ 

That  little  talk  had  certainly  produced  a  few  answers. And  a  few  more  questions,  too. 

Would  a  man  like  Larry  Shields  really  murder  his  lover for not leveling with him about her husband’s AIDS—even 

though  he  was  apparently  in  no  danger?  Well,  all  I  could say—and  with  zero  conviction—was  that  it   was  possible. And  then  I  got  this  idea  that  made  it  a  whole  lot   more possible. 

Who  knew  for  a  fact  when  Meredith  had  last  had  rela

tions  with  her  husband?  Maybe  Shields  suspected  her  of lying to him about that. Or maybe Shields was lying to me. For  that  matter,  maybe  he’d already  had  himself  tested  for AIDS—and  learned  he  was  HIV  positive! 

Wait  a  minute. . . . 

Maybe I should be looking at the same kind of ‘‘maybes’’ 

with  regard  to  Lucille  Collins,  too. 

Let’s say Collins hoped to get back with her ex-boyfriend eventually  (the  safest  bet  on  the  boards).  Okay,  then  just imagine  how  she  might  have  felt  if  she  thought  there  was even  a  remote  chance  that  Meredith—who  had  appro

priated  Shields  from  her  in  the  ﬁrst  place—had  now  ex

posed  him  to  AIDS! 

You know, I can think of a lot shabbier reasons for com

mitting  murder. 

Chapter 30 

‘‘Hi,  Dez.  I  was  just  going  to  try   you, ’’  Fielding  said  civilly when  I  called  him  from  the  ofﬁce  that  morning.  He  re

minded  me  a  lot  of  the  Tim  Fielding  I  used  to  know. 

‘‘Really?  What’s  up?’’  I  asked  cautiously. 

‘‘For  one  thing,  we  checked  out  the  kid’s  alibi,  and  the woman conﬁrms he was with her the night of the shootings 

from  sometime  after  six  until  almost  nine-thirty.’’ 

‘‘You’ll  let  him  back  into  the  hospital  room  now,  of course.’’ 

‘‘He’s  probably  there  right  this  minute.  Listen,  the  real reason I wanted to talk to you is to apologize. I don’t know what  the  hell  got  into  me  last  week;  my  wife  even  threat

ened  to  chop  me  up  and  stuff  me  down  the  garbage disposal.’’ 

‘‘The  case  is  a  bitch.’’ 

‘‘You can say that again. But it’s still no excuse. Anyhow, I’m really sorry, and I owe you a nice lunch—that is, if you can  stand  sitting  across  the  table  from  me.’’ 

‘‘That  depends  on  where  you  plan  on  taking  me.’’ 


Fielding  laughed  and  said  that  maybe  we  could  make  it the  end  of  the  week. 

Since  he  was  feeling  so  remorseful,  it  was  a  pretty  good time  to  pump  him  a  little.  ‘‘Listen,  Tim,  did  Peter  tell  you about  Charlotte  Bromley?’’ 

‘‘You  mean  about  her  being  a  jewelry  designer?’’  He laughed  again.  ‘‘We  already  knew  all  about  that.  That friend  of  the  twins’  who  lives  in  their  building—Josephs— 

happened  to  mention  it  weeks  ago.’’ 

‘‘Where  did  the  ring  suddenly  come  from  after  all  this time,  anyway?’’ 

‘‘I  have  your  word  you  won’t  repeat  this?’’ 

‘‘Of  course.’’ 

‘‘Okay.  It  seems  the  survivor  had  the  ring  on  when  they 
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brought  her  into  the  recovery  room  that  night.  But  look, we  think  it’s  advisable  that  no  one  knows  which  of  the women  was  wearing  it,’’  he  cautioned,  waiting  until  I  mur

mured  my  agreement  before  continuing.  ‘‘At  any  rate,  one of  the  nurses  who  was  on  duty  noticed  it  and  took  it  off the  girl’s  ﬁnger  to  put  in  a  drawer  for  safekeeping.  But when  she  looked  for  it  the  next  day,  it  was  gone.  Well, this  nurse  was  new  there,  and  apparently  she  felt  a  little responsible  and  didn’t  want  to  get  into  any  trouble.  Also, the  ring  didn’t  look  particularly  valuable—not  like  a  dia

mond or anything—and, of course, she had no idea it could be  important  to  us.  So  anyhow,  she  decided  not  to  say anything  about  it. 

‘‘But then last week, she went to take something else out of  that  same  drawer,  and  there  was  the  ring;  it  had  gotten wedged  all  the  way  in  the  back.  This  time,  she  took  it  in to  her  supervisor  and  told  her  the  whole  story,  and  the supervisor  turned  it  over  to  us.’’ 

‘‘The  ring,  it  was  an  amethyst  I  think  Peter  said.’’  When you’re dealing with Peter it never hurts to check things out. 

‘‘Amethysts  are  a  purplish  color?’’ 

‘‘Yes.’’ 

‘‘Then  it’s  an  amethyst.’’ 

‘‘I  think  there’s  a  good  chance  Bromley’ll  know  who  it belongs  to,  don’t  you?’’ 

‘‘That’s what I’m hoping. So far, nobody else is too sure. At  any  rate,  Bromley’s  due  back  next  week,  so  we’ll  ﬁnd out  soon.’’ 

After  Fielding  and  I  had  exchanged  cordial  good-byes— 

for  a  change—I  spent  about  a  half  hour  paying  some  bills. And  then  I  just  sat  at  my  desk  thinking.  And  what  I thought was that it might be a nice gesture to forgive myself for  all  the  ways  I’d  screwed  up  in  the  investigation  so  far. Okay, I conceded, so I’d made some mistakes. But it  was only  my  second  murder  case.  If  I  ever  decided  to  take  one on  again—which  I  considered  highly  doubtful—I  was  sure to  be  a  lot  better  at  it.  (But  then,  I  almost  had  to  be, didn’t  I?)  Besides,  I  didn’t  see  where  Fielding,  for  all  his experience,  was  doing  such  a  hot  job,  either.  He’d  made the  same  assumption  I  had  about  the  twins’  money,  hadn’t he?  Unless  he  was  just  letting  me   think  that. Nah!   If  he— 

It  was  right  in  the  middle  of  this  silent  soliloquy  that 
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Jackie  buzzed  me.  ‘‘Stuart  Mason’s  out  at  reception,’’  she informed  me. 

Now,  that  was  a  pleasant  surprise!  Stuart  had  practically been  in  hibernation  since  the  beginning  of  tax  season.  I’d only  spoken  to  him  a  couple  of  times  since  he  took  those few hours off for his birthday dinner—and then very brieﬂy. I really didn’t think I’d be setting eyes on him before May. 

‘‘I was with a client right across the street,’’ he explained when  I  walked  out  to  greet  him,  ‘‘and  I  thought  I’d  take  a chance  and  see  if  you  were  free  for  a  quick  lunch.’’ 

Lunch  turned  out  to  be  not  quick  at  all.  We  went  to HSF—a Chinese  restaurant not  too far  from my  ofﬁce that serves  the  most  fantastic  dim  sum—and  stuffed  ourselves silly on an almost endless parade of little delicacies. All the while,  we  chatted  incessantly,  the  way  good  friends  who haven’t  talked  to  each  other  recently  are  likely  to  do. Stuart immediately wanted to know if I’d made any prog

ress  with  the  case  yet. 

‘‘Some,’’  I  said,  ‘‘but  I’m  still  a  long  way  from  solving it.’’  For  the  briefest  of  moments,  I  thought  about  telling him  how  right  he’d  been  in  advising  me  to  check  Peter’s alibi. But then I realized I’d prefer being torn apart by wild animals  to  admitting  something  like  that.  I  mean,  Ellen’s showing  me  up  was  one  thing.  But  enough  was  deﬁnitely enough.  ‘‘You  look  tired,’’  I  remarked  instead. 

‘‘At  this  point,  I’m  too  numb  to  be  tired.  You  don’t  ex

actly  look  like  you’re  full  of  energy  yourself.’’ 

‘‘What   I  am  is  frustrated.  There’s  probably  something  I know  that  I  don’t  know  I  know.  If  you  follow  me.’’ 

‘‘I’m  afraid  I  do,’’  he  told  me,  grinning,  ‘‘and  it’s  wor

rying  the  hell  out  of  me.’’  Then  he  made  the  same  sugges

tion  he’d  made  that  other  time  I  was  wrestling  with  a murder  case.  ‘‘Why  don’t  you  get  away  for  a  little  while? 

My  brother  and  sister-in-law  still  have  that  cabin  upstate, and  they  never  go  there  this  time  of  year.  I’m  sure  they’d be glad to let you use the place for a few days or a week— 

as  long  as  you  like.  Just  so  you’re  out  of  there  by  July,’’ 

he  joked.  ‘‘Seriously,  it  would  clear  your  head,  give  you  a fresh  perspective.’’ 

‘‘Thanks,  but  it  wouldn’t  do  any  good  right  now.’’  He started  to  protest,  but  he  didn’t  get  the  words  out  fast enough.  ‘‘Honestly,  Stuart,’’  I  put  in  quickly,  ‘‘I  wouldn’t 
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be  able  to  leave  it  behind  me.’’  And  then,  before  I  could stop myself—and knowing I was turning as red as my glori

ously  hennaed  hair—I  said,  ‘‘Why  don’t  we  wait  till  my case and the tax season are both over, so you can come up there  with  me?’’ 

Stuart  knew  just  what  I  was  suggesting—you  didn’t  ex

actly  have  to  be  a  Rhodes  scholar—and  he  looked  at  me levelly.  ‘‘I’d  like  that,  Dez;  I  really  would.’’ 

Since we were headed in opposite directions, I left Stuart at  the restaurant  and started  to walk  back to  the ofﬁce.  I’d gone  just  a  couple  of  blocks  when  it  started  to  rain.  (The WNBC  forecast  that  morning  had  been  for  sunny  skies  all day,  so  I  really  shouldn’t  have  been  surprised.) 

Now,  while  I  didn’t  have  far  to  go,  I  also  didn’t  have  an umbrella,  and  it  was  coming  down  pretty  hard.  I  checked out Second Avenue. There wasn’t an empty cab to be seen, 

so  I cut  over to  Third.  No hope  for a  taxi  here, either.  But what  there   was,   was  a  video  store.  And  I’m  not  so  dumb that  I  don’t  know  enough  to  come  in  out  of  the  rain. Well,  as  long  as  I  was  there,  I  decided  that  it  might  not be  a  bad  idea  to  rent  a  movie  for  the  night.  I  went  to  the section marked DRAMA. A good oldie would be nice. I spot

ted   The   Diary   of   Anne   Frank.  Uh-uh,  too  sad.  Gallipoli. I read  the  blurb  on  the  cover;  sounded  grim.  Laura.  One  of my  favorites,  but  why  not  try  something  I  hadn’t  already seen  a  hundred  times?  Raging   Bull.  I’d  seen  that  one  be

fore,  too—only  once,  but,  if  I  remembered  right,  I  hadn’t been  all  that  crazy  about  it.  The   Elephant   Man.  Another tearjerker.  I’d  probably  be  better  off  in  that  section  with the  new  releases. . . . 

Oh,  the  hell  with  it.  The  rain  had  let  up  by  now,  so  I should  be  getting  back,  anyway. 

Maybe  I’d  stop  somewhere  after  work  and  pick  up  a pocket book—a murder mystery. Just what I needed, right? 

Chapter 31 

I was anxious to know how things had gone on Peter’s ﬁrst day  back  at  the  hospital.  So  as  soon  as  I  ﬁnished  dinner Tuesday  night,  I  called  and  left  a  message  on  his  machine. Then I decided to dig out my notes on the case. Whatever 

it was I was looking for was in there somewhere; I’d swear to it. And, no doubt inspired by the little talk I’d had with my

self  that  morning,  I  somehow  got  the  idea  in  my  head  that tonight I would ﬁnd it. But even after going over every page three or four times, I didn’t know any more when I closed the folder than I did when I’d opened it. 

I  had  really  built  up  my  expectations,  too.  (And  you’d think  I’d  have  known  better  than  to  trust  me,  wouldn’t you?)  In  fact,  I’d  managed  to  make  myself  so  manic  that  I just  couldn’t  seem  to  wind  down  after  that. 

I started reading the new Mary Higgins Clark paperback 

I’d picked up in Woolworth’s on the way home, but I didn’t make  it  any  further  than  the  third  paragraph.  So  I  put  it away  and  riﬂed  through  the  newspaper;  I  couldn’t  concen

trate long enough to take in more than two or three senten

ces. Then I checked the  TV  Guide on the coffee table; there was nothing on television I was even remotely interested in seeing.  I  really  should  have  rented  one  of  those  videos. If  I’d  loved   Laura  the  ﬁrst  hundred  times,  why  wouldn’t I  have  loved  it  the  hundred  and  ﬁrst?  Or  maybe  I  should have tried  Raging  Bull again. I might have enjoyed it more this  time,  now  that  I  was  no  longer  of  such  tender  years. (All  right,  so  they  weren’t  so  tender  even  then.)  It  was about that ﬁghter . . . what was his name? Rocky Marciano, I  think.  No,  Jake  LaMotta.  That  was  it.  There  was  some

thing  I  remembered  hearing  about  that  movie,  too.  Now, what  was  it?  Something  to  do  with  . . . 

I  slapped  myself  on  the  forehead—a  lot  harder  than  I meant  to.  But  it  was  okay;  I  deserved  it.  Robert   De   Niro!  

Of  course!  How  could  I  have  been  so  dense? 

Chapter 32 

 Hallelujah!  

It was three in the morning. I’d just ﬁnished checking my notes  again  and  again  and  then  again,  and  at  last  it  had  all come  together!  The  only  problem  was  what  to  do  with  the truth  now  that  I’d  discovered  it.  But  a  couple  of  hours later, my perseverance—along with the thousands of crappy movies  I’d  been  watching  all  my  life—ﬁnally  produced  an absolutely  foolproof  scheme  for  trapping  the  killer. I  might  have  gotten  a  few  minutes  of  sleep  after  that; I’m  not  really  sure.  All  I  know  is  that  I  was  out  of  bed  at six, wide awake and waiting impatiently for seven—the very earliest  I   dared  call  Fielding.  I  only  managed  to  hold  out until  six-thirty. 

‘‘Christ,’’  he  groused,  his  voice  thick  with  sleep,  ‘‘I  was better  off  acting  like  a  bastard.’’ 

‘‘I  would  have  called  you  anyhow.  I  think  you’ll  be  glad I  did,  too.’’  I  allowed  for  a  brief,  suspenseful  interval.  And then, straining to get the pitch of my voice down to ground level  and  slowly  enunciating  every  word,  I  announced  dra

matically,  ‘‘I  . . .  know  . . .  who  . . .  did  . . .  it.’’ 

The signiﬁcance of this revelation was totally lost on Fiel

ding,  who  yawned,  ‘‘You  know  who  did  what?’’ 

Talk  about  a  letdown!  ‘‘I  know  who  shot  the  twins!’’ 

He  still  wasn’t  impressed.  ‘‘You  woulda  known  who  did it  an  hour  from  now,  too,’’  he  remarked  grumpily. 

‘‘Listen,  I  have  to  talk  to  you.  Can  you  meet  me  for breakfast?’’ 

‘‘Uh-uh.  The  lieutenant  wants  to  see  me  at  nine.’’ 

‘‘All  right,  how  about  ten?’’ 

‘‘Better  make  it  ten-thirty.’’ 

I  settled. 

*

*

* 
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We  met  at  this  luncheonette  near  the  precinct.  I  was already  in  the  booth,  having  coffee,  when  Fielding  showed up,  about  ﬁfteen  minutes  late. 

‘‘Sorry,  the  damn  meeting  was—’’ 

‘‘It’s  okay.’’  Then,  before  he  could  even  get  out  of  his coat  and  sit  down,  I  informed  him  solemnly,  ‘‘I  need  your help,  Tim.’’ 

‘‘Why  aren’t  I  surprised?’’ 

‘‘Look,  I  have  this  plan  to  catch  the  killer  that  just  can’t fail.  But  the  thing  is,  I  can’t  pull  it  off  alone.’’ 

‘‘As  Yogi  Berra  would  say,  ‘It’s  de´ja`  vu  all  over  again.’ 

Let’s  start  at  the  beginning,  though,  huh?  What  is  it  you think you know?’’ He slid into the booth. ‘‘And just to keep you from spinning your wheels,’’ he warned, not waiting for an  answer,  ‘‘if  you  think  I’m  going  to  participate  in  one  of your little plots again without having the slightest idea who it  is  I’m  supposed  to  be  after,  you  can  forget  it.’’ 

He  was,  of  course,  referring to  how  I’d  handled  our  pre

vious  collaboration  of  this  nature.  But  I’d  already  antici

pated  his  reaction  and  decided  to  remove  the  stumbling block.  ‘‘Don’t  be  silly;  I  have  no  intention  of  keeping  you in  the  dark,’’  I  told  him  magnanimously. 

The waitress came for our order then. I could barely wait for  her  to  walk  away  so  I  could  share  my  ﬁndings. I  opened  with:  ‘‘Every  person  involved  in  this  case  lied at  some  point  or  other  in  the  investigation.’’  I  offered  up my  own  client  as  proof.  ‘‘Even  Peter  had  a  phony  alibi,’’  I said,  quickly  adding,  ‘‘but,  of  course,  he  had  a  good reason.’’ 

‘‘Yeah,  I’m  sure,’’  Fielding  put  in  snidely.  ‘‘Your  kid’s  a regular  Saint  Francis  of  Assisi.’’ 

I was so anxious to get on with things, I was barely aware of  the  interruption.  ‘‘But  anyway,’’  I  continued,  ‘‘one  lie was a little different from the others because of its  implica

 tion. Well, once I realized that, I immediately took another look  at  the  case.  Only  this  time  I  was  a  lot  more  focused, because  I  had  a  deﬁnite  suspect  in  mind.  And  that’s  when I  spotted  it—a  fact  that  just  hadn’t  sunk  in  before.  And when  I  analyzed   this   fact,   I  realized  that  only  the  person who  had  told  me   that  lie—the  one  with  the  implication— 

had  a  motive  that  ﬁt  all  the  circumstances  of  the  crime!’’ 

‘‘I  hope  I’m  not  supposed  to  understand  what  the  hell you’re  talking  about,’’  Fielding  muttered. 
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I  had  no  idea  that  things  would  come  out  in  such  a  jum

ble. ‘‘No, no,’’ I assured him quickly, ‘‘let me explain.’’ And then  I  proceeded  to  take  him  step  by  step  through  the process  that  had  led  me  to  the  killer. 

When  I  was  through,  he  was  thoughtful  for  a  few  mo

ments, and this feeling of dread swept over me.  What  if  I’d missed  something?   Or  what  if  Tim  knew  something  I  didn’t?  

And  then  he  conceded  softly,  ‘‘Damned  if  that  doesn’t actually  make  some  sense  to  me.  You  know,  Dez,  you’re not such a piss-poor detective, after all.’’ He caught himself in midgrin. ‘‘Wait a minute, lady,’’ he said. ‘‘Whatever hap

pened to that pooling of information you’re always yapping about?  It  seems  to  me  you’ve  been  ﬂying  solo  here.  That is,  you  and  that  associate  of  yours,  the  Macy’s  Flash.’’ 

I could feel my cheeks burn. ‘‘Honestly, Tim, for a while I  didn’t  know  what  was  important  and  what  wasn’t,  and then  I—’’ 

‘‘Never  mind,  we’ll  talk  about  that  another  time,’’  Fiel

ding  informed  me.  ‘‘You  know,  of  course,’’  he  pointed  out then,  ‘‘that  what  you’ve  given  me  isn’t  exactly   evidence. Which,  I  realize,  is  why  I’m  getting  this  free  breakfast  or brunch  or  whatever  you  want  to  call  it.’’  He  looked  down at the plate of bacon and eggs the waitress had just set before him. ‘‘You wanna tell me what I have to do for this?’’ 

So  I  outlined  my  plan  to  supply  the  killer  with  some bogus  information  that  was  certain  to  provoke  another  at

tempt  on  the  victim’s  life. 

Fielding  anticipated  the  rest.  ‘‘And  you  want  us  to  get her moved into another room and have a policewoman take 

her  place,  is  that  it?’’ 

‘‘It  doesn’t  have  to  be  a  policewoman.  It  could  be  a dummy  instead.  Or  just  a  bunch  of  pillows  covered  up  to look  like  there’s  really  a  person  under  the  blankets.  But anyway,  you’ve  got  the  idea.’’ 

‘‘It wasn’t that tough. I own a television, too, you know.’’ 

‘‘Hey,  I’m  not  saying  I  came  up  with  an  original  plot here,  but  it  should  still  work.’’ 

‘‘Why  not?’’  He  commented  dryly.  ‘‘It  worked  on  every cop  show  that’s  ever  been  on  TV.’’ 

‘‘Well,  it  was  the  best  idea  I  could  come  up  with.  So? 

What  do  you  think?’’  I  demanded  anxiously. 

‘‘I  think  it’s  worth  a  shot.  But  it’s  not  up  to  me;  it  has to  be  the  captain’s  decision.’’ 
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‘‘Uh,  the  sooner  we  do  it,  the  better,  too;  don’t  you agree?  I  was  kind  of  hoping  we  could  set  it  up  for Monday.’’ 

‘‘Believe  me,  Dez,  nobody  wants  to  wrap  this  thing  up more than I do. But like I said, it’s not my decision. I’ll call you  one  way  or  the  other  the  minute  I  know  something.’’ 

When  the  phone  rang  at  around  nine  o’clock  that  eve

ning,  my  mouth  suddenly  went  so  dry  I  could  barely  croak out  a  ‘‘Hello.’’ 

But  it  was  Peter,  and  he  sounded  exhilarated.  ‘‘I  really think  Mary  Ann  missed  me,’’  he  enthused.  ‘‘You  know, when I couldn’t get up to see her all those days, one of her doctors  told  her  I  was  home  sick,  and  then  when  I  walked in  yesterday  she  asked  how  I  was  feeling,  and  her  eyes seemed  to  light  up.’’ 

Considering  how  much  he  could  see  of  the  girl’s  eyes,  I had  to  wonder  if  that  might  not  be  wishful  thinking,  but  I said,  ‘‘That’s  just  great,  Peter.’’ 

‘‘I  think  so,  too,’’  he  responded,  almost  blissfully. Right then, I was tempted to tell him I knew the identity of the killer and ﬁll him in on my plan. But I quickly vetoed the  idea.  Peter  had  enough  to  think  about  right  now  with

out  that;  better  to  just  wait  until  the  whole  thing  was  over. He made the decision easy for me, too, hanging up without even asking how the investigation was coming. I think he’d given  up  on  that  weeks  ago. 

After  Peter’s  call,  I  occupied  myself  with  rehearsing, once again, what I’d say to the perp to set things in motion. As  soon  as  I  got  the  green  light  from  Tim,  I’d  phone  on some  pretext  or  other—there  were  a  couple  of  options  I was considering. Then I’d let it drop that pretty soon (Mon

day, if I had my way) the victim would no longer be getting round-the-clock  protection;  there’d  just  be  someone  sta

tioned  in  the  room  from  ten  p.m.  until  six  a.m.,  I’d  say. Right after that, I’d go into this whole thing about how the precinct  captain  was  claiming  they  couldn’t  afford  to  have someone  guarding  her  all  the  time  anymore  and  that  he felt  she’d  be  safe  enough  during  the  day  anyway,  with  all those  people  running  around  the  place. 

According to my script, the murderer would respond with 

something  like:  ‘‘Isn’t  that  kind  of  risky?’’ 

‘‘It sure is,’’ I’d answer, ‘‘and Sergeant Fielding is as mad 
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as hell about it, but there’s nothing he can do. The captain’s carrying  on  that  it  could  be  years  before  she  regains  her memory—if  she  ever  does—and  that  they  don’t  have  the budget  or  the  manpower  to  keep  three  shifts  on 

indeﬁnitely.’’ 

Then  I’d  slip  in  the  coup  de  graˆce. 

‘‘That’s  pretty  ironic,  too,’’  I’d  remark. 

‘‘What  do  you  mean?’’  the  murderer  would,  of  course, want  to  know. 

‘‘Oh, I thought you might have heard about it,’’ I’d reply. 

‘‘The  other  day,  she  seemed  to  remember  something.  I don’t  know  just  what  it  was.  It  wasn’t  much,  I  understand; nothing  to  do  with  the  shootings,  anyway.  The  captain wasn’t  impressed  enough  to  change  his  mind,  but  the  doc

tors  feel  she  could  really  be  on  her  way.’’ 

Now,  with  the  victim  possibly  on  the  brink  of  regaining her  memory,  the  perp  would   have  to  make  a  move—and right  away.  Monday,  I’d  bet.  I  had  the  time  nailed  down, too—sort  of.  Even  with  the  victim  unprotected,  the  killer wouldn’t be rash enough to try anything during the day. So the  attack  would  probably  occur  at  night  between  eightthirty,  when  visiting  hours  were  over,  and  ten,  when  there would  supposedly  be  a  man  coming  on  duty.  There  was, though,  an  outside  chance  it  would  take  place  early  Mon

day  or  Tuesday  morning,  right  after  the  guard  presumably ended  his  shift.  But  I  considered  that  less  likely.  With  the hospital  staff  busy  with  the  morning  routine,  there’d  be  a lot  more  activity  at  that  hour. 

Of course, I cautioned myself, I’d have to make sure that all  this  garbage  I’d  be  spewing  seemed  to  come  out  natu

rally,  in  conversation,  so  the  perp  would  have  no  inkling this  was  a  setup. 

To  tell  the  truth,  though,  I  really  wasn’t  too  worried about  that.  While  I  wouldn’t  say  that  Meryl  or  Glenn  had cause  for  an  anxiety  attack,  when  it  came  right  down  to  it, I wasn’t  a bad  little actress.  I  was  in my  high-school drama club,  you  know. 

Besides,  even  if  I  didn’t  come  off  as  absolutely  convinc

ing,  if  there  was  even  the  slightest  possibility  I  was  telling the  truth,  could  the  killer  afford  to  let  the  surviving  twin survive  much  longer? 

Chapter 33 

I  can’t  tell  you  how  many  times  since  my  meeting  with Fielding  that  I  started  to  dial  his  number,  only  to  force myself  to  put  down  the  phone.  When  he  ﬁnally  called  on Friday  morning,  I  literally  had  one  foot  out  of  the  door.  I ran back and picked up just in time to beat out the answer

ing  machine. 

‘‘Sorry  for  the  delay,’’  he  said.  ‘‘The  lieutenant  dragged his ass getting to the captain. Anyway, I got good news and bad  news  for  you.’’ 

Uh-oh.  ‘‘Give  me  the  bad  news  ﬁrst,’’  I  instructed,  my mouth  instantly  drying  up  on  me  again. 

‘‘I  can’t.  It  won’t  work  that  way.  The  good  news  is  the captain  gave  us  the  green  light.’’ 

‘‘Terriﬁc!’’  Then,  apprehensively:  ‘‘Okay,  so  what’s  the bad  news?’’ 

‘‘We’ll  have  to  put  the  operation  on  hold  for  a  little while, that’s all, mostly because we’re shorthanded down at the  precinct  right  now.  One  guy’s  on  vacation,  two  others are out sick, and a policewoman went to the hospital yester

day  with  a  fractured  rib.  Besides,  everything  will  have  to be coordinated with the hospital administration people and the DA’s ofﬁce, and the captain wants to make sure every

one’ll  be  available  so  we  can  ﬁnalize  things.  Figure  we’ll have  the  go-ahead  by  the  middle  of  next  week  or  the  fol

lowing  Monday,  the  latest.’’ 

‘‘Damn!’’ 

‘‘Look, hotshot, you wouldn’t want anything to go wrong 

would you? It all has to be worked out so every contingen

cy’s  covered.’’ 

‘‘Yes,  but—’’ 

‘‘And  anyway,  I  thought  you  only  took  this  case  to  ﬁnd out  if  your  client’s  ﬁanceé  was  dead  or  alive.  And  there’s a  good  chance  you’ll  have  your  answer  on  Monday  when 
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that jewelry  woman gets  back from  wherever the  hell she’s been  for  so  long.  So  concentrate  on  that  in  the  meantime, why  don’t  you?  I’ll  talk  to  you  as  soon  as  I  get  the  word. Okay?’’ 

I  managed  a  grudging  okay.  What  choice  did  I  have? 

Being  one  of  the  most  impatient  people  I  know,  I  did not  take  the  postponement  of  my  plan  in  particularly  good grace.  So I  wasn’t  exactly Little  Mary  Sunshine around  the ofﬁce  that  day.  In  fact,  at  eleven  o’clock  or  so,  Jackie  sug

gested  I  shut  my  door  so  no  one  else  would  have  to  be subjected  to  me.  I  went  along,  since  the  only  person  who deserved  to  come  within  a  hundred  feet  of  me  just  then was Will Fitzgerald, and he was on vacation. (And speaking of Fitzgerald, did I mention that according to ofﬁce dish he was  deﬁnitely  on  his  way  out?  Something  to  do  with  a  cli

ent’s  wife  and  an  elevator,  I  heard.  Which  is  another  one of those good news/bad news things. I mean—like any true 

Scorpio—I  would  have  enjoyed  his  troubles  a  whole  lot more  if  I  could  have  contributed  a  little  something  to them.) 

At  any  rate,  by  late  afternoon,  my  mood  had  improved considerably.  After  all,  it  was  just  over  a  week,  at  the  out

side,  until  we’d  ﬁnally  have  our  killer.  Besides,  as  Fielding said,  in  three  days  Charlotte  Bromley  would  be  back.  And I  was  feeling  pretty  optimistic  about  her  ability  to  tell  us who  that  ring  belonged  to. 

 Three  more  days  and  we’ll  know,  I kept repeating to my

self.  Only   three   more   days. . . . Chapter 34 

I  called  Ellen  late  Friday  night  and  somehow  performed the almost impossible feat of keeping my mouth shut about solving  the  case.  I  was  reserving  that  for  when  I  saw  her in person. And not only because I knew she’d be bombard

ing  me  with  a  million  questions,  either,  but—and  I  admit this was the main reason—because, after all the grief, I felt entitled  to  do  a  little  showing  off  at  this  point.  Which,  of course, is a lot more effective face-to-face—especially when you’ve  got  the  world’s  best  audience. 

‘‘There  are  four  absolutely  gorgeous  veal  chops  in  my freezer,’’ I said enticingly. ‘‘So if you don’t have anything better to do tomorrow night, how about coming over for dinner?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  I  wish  I  could,  but  I  already  made  plans  with  Gin

ger—you  know,  in  my  building?  I’m  meeting  her  after work,  and  we’re  going  to  grab  some  deli  and  take  in  a movie.  Why  don’t  you  join  us?’’ 

I  can’t  tell  you  how  let  down  I  felt.  Or  how  hard  I  tried not  to  show  it.  ‘‘Thanks,  but  I  think  I  may  ﬁnally  keep  a promise to myself and do a wash. My laundry doesn’t even 

ﬁt  in  the  hamper  anymore;  if  I  ignore  it  much  longer,  it could  take  over  the  whole  apartment.’’ 

‘‘I  can  make  it  Sunday,’’  Ellen  offered. 

Well,  on  Sunday  I  was  the  one  with  the  plans.  So  it  was ﬁnally  decided  that  Ellen  would  come  over  on  Monday night  after  work.  And  when  I  thought  about  it,  I  realized that—as  eager  as  I  was to  give  her  my  news—Monday  was actually  a  better  idea,  anyway.  By  then,  there  was  a  good chance  Charlotte  Bromley  would  have  helped  us  unravel the  mystery  of  the  twins’  identities. 

The  way  things  worked  out,  though,  I  had  more  to  tell Ellen  on  Monday  than  I  could  possibly  have  imagined. And  for  that,  I  could  thank  my  friend  Pat  Martucci’s libido. 
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*

*

* 

All  of  Saturday  morning,  I  was  on  edge.  Due,  I’m  sure, to  anxiety  about  both  my  plot  for  trapping  the  killer  and Bromley’s  homecoming.  At  a  little  after  twelve,  I  forced myself  to  get  out  of  the  apartment. 

In spite of attempting to resist the temptation every inch of  the  way,  I  managed  to  wind  up  on  a  bus  headed  in  the direction  of  Bloomingdale’s.  With  my  luck,  they  were  hav

ing  this  absolutely  wonderful  sale  on  shoes  there,  and  I picked  up  a  beautiful  pair  of  brown  leather  pumps—which I  really   did  need—for  a  rock-bottom  price.  Which  led  to my  paying  an  outrageous  amount  for  the  only  bag  in  the whole  place  that  even  came  close  to  matching  them. Well,  I’d  blown  so  much  money  already,  I  might  just  as well  go  all  the  way.  So  I  capped  off  the  day  by  treating myself  to  dinner  at  a  French  restaurant  not  far  from  the store,  where  I  indulged  in  all  of  my  favorite  things:  escar

got,  Caesar  salad,  duck  a`  l’orange  with  wild  rice,  broccoli with  hollandaise  sauce,  and  a  truly  unforgettable  chocolate mousse.  I  left  there  maybe  ﬁve  pounds  heavier  and  more than  sixty  dollars  lighter. 

In  bed  that  night,  I  kept  tossing  and  turning.  I  couldn’t stop  thinking  about  the  meeting  with  Bromley  and  what she  might  be  able  to  tell  us  about  the  ring.  I  ﬁnally  put  on the  television  around  two,  but  all  I  could  ﬁnd  at  that  hour were infomercials. I fell asleep a long time afterward in the middle  of  the  one  where  you’re  practically  guaranteed you’ll  become  a  millionaire  selling  real  estate  by  following a  few  simple  steps. . . . 

The  next  morning,  I  was  really  dragged  out.  But  I’d promised my neighbor Harriet I’d go shopping with her on 

the  Lower  East  Side  that  day.  Her  nephew  was  getting married in only two weeks, and she hadn’t been able to ﬁnd a dress yet. There was really no way I could disappoint her. Now, Harriet Gould and I have lived across the hall from 

each  other  for  three  years.  And  I  like  her  a  lot.  But  she’s the  world’s  most  infuriating  shopper.  At  the  second  store we walked into, she found a pale turquoise crepe she loved. It  was  a  great  ﬁt,  and  she  couldn’t  get  over  how   absolutely perfect  it  would  be  for  the  wedding.  ‘‘But  I  can’t  just  grab the  very  ﬁrst  thing  I  put  on,’’  she  decided. 

Three  and  a  half  hours,  a  dozen  dresses,  and  four  very tired  feet  later,  she  came  to  the  realization  that  she   had  to 
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have  the  turquoise  crepe.  So  we  rushed  back  to  the  store, only  to  ﬁnd  the  dress  had  been  sold.  They  would   try  to special  order  it  on  Monday,  they  told  my  tearful  friend. It  was  three-thirty  when  I  ﬁnally  got  home,  and  by  then I was barely ambulatory. Pat Martucci and I were supposed to  be  having  dinner  together  that  night,  and  I  really  didn’t see  how  I’d  be  able  to  make  it.  But  after  an  hour’s  nap followed  by  a  brisk  shower  (I  know  I  would  have  dozed off  and  drowned  if  I’d  attempted  a  bubble  bath),  I  came more  or  less  alive  again. 

We  were  to  meet  at  the  restaurant  at  6:45.  But  at  6:15, just  as  I  was  buttoning  my  coat,  the  phone  rang. 

‘‘You’re  going  to  kill  me,’’  Pat  said. 

‘‘Why?  What’s  up?’’ 

‘‘Ahhh,  the  thing  is,  I  met  the  most   interesting  man  yes

terday—Paul  Castle,  his  name  is.  He  was  visiting  his  sister, who  lives  in  my  building,  and  we  started  talking  in  the lobby,  and  then  he  asked  for  my  number.  Anyway,  we  just hung  up;  he  phoned  to  tell  me  a  friend  of  his  called  a  few minutes  ago  to  offer  him  these  two  tickets  to   Crazy   for You  for  tonight.  And,  well,  he  asked  if  I  was  free,  and  I said  I  was.’’ 

There  was  a  brief  pause  for  a  change  of  tone  before  Pat added  imploringly,  ‘‘Don’t  be  angry,  Dez.  I  know  it  wasn’t the  right  thing  to  do,  but  it  just  popped  out.  It  isn’t  the show;  you   know  that.  I’d  never  break  a  date  with  you  to go  to  a  show.  As  a  matter  of  fact,  I  saw   Crazy   for   You with  my  ex  a  week  after  it  opened,  and  I  didn’t  even  like it  that  much.  Honestly.  But  what  I   do  like  is  Paul  Castle. And,  uh,  I  can’t  seem  to  help  it,  I’m  fuckin’  mush  when  it comes  to  an  attractive  man.’’  This  was  followed  by  a  selfconscious  little  giggle,  and  then  Pat  asked  in  this  cloying, kittenish  voice  that  made  me  want  to  gag,  ‘‘You  mad  at me?’’ 

Well,  considering  how  down  in  the  dumps  she’d  been lately,  I  wouldn’t  have  been  much  of  a  friend  if  I  hadn’t let  her  off  the  hook.  I  mean,  for  Pat  to  be  without  a  man is  almost  like  someone  else  being  without  food  or  water; there’s really a serious question about how long she’d man

age  to  survive. 

‘‘No,  I’m  not  mad  at  you,’’  I  told  her.  ‘‘Actually,  I  had a  pretty  tiring  day,  so  I’m  probably  better  off  just  staying home  and  taking  it  easy.’’ 
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‘‘That’s  what  I   thought.  I  remembered  your  mentioning you had to go shopping with your friend today, so I ﬁgured you  were  probably  exhausted  anyway  and  that—’’ 

I  cut  her  short.  Any  minute  now,  she’d  convince  herself that  concern  for  my  well-being  was  her  main  reason  for canceling.  Which  was  where  I  got  off.  ‘‘Look,  have  a  won

derful  time,’’  I  said.  ‘‘I’ll  talk  to  you  tomorrow.’’ 

The  fact  is,  it  was  really  just  as  well  Pat  had  made  other plans. The thought of getting into my bathrobe and stretch

ing  out  on  the  sofa  was  suddenly  very  appealing  to  me. I began unbuttoning my coat. But when I came to the last button, I stood there for a minute, thinking.  I  wonder . . . A  moment  later,  I  walked  over  to  the  phone.  I  had  my hand  on  the  receiver,  then  pulled  it  away.  Suppose  I  was right  and  the  woman   was  home.  If  I  called,  I’d  be  giving her  the  opportunity  to  say  she  was  too  tired  or  too  busy or too something else to see me. No, better to just take my chances  and  hop  a  cab  over  there. 

I  could  picture  Charlotte  Bromley  sitting  at  the  kitchen table,  sipping  coffee,  right  now.  After  all,  the  message  on the  answering  machine  said  she’d  be  back  on  the  six

teenth—tomorrow.  Well,  I  usually  tell  people  I’ll  be  home the day after  I’m due to return, especially if there’s a possi

bility  I  won’t  be  getting  in  until  late. 

On  the  other  hand,  though,  I  was  probably  kidding  my

self—projecting  my  idiosyncrasy  onto  Bromley  because  I was so anxious for her to be there tonight. The message did specify the sixteenth, and that’s probably just when she’d be coming  back.  So  why  schlep  all  the  way  downtown—espe

cially  when  I  was  this  tired?  I  mean,  after  waiting  all  these weeks, what was the big deal  about waiting one more day? 

I  undid  the  last  coat  button.  I  even  got  as  far  as  slipping one  arm  out  of  its  sleeve  before  changing  my  mind  again. It wasn’t as if I had anything better to do, I thought with a smidgen of self-pity. And I was really dying to hear what she  had  to  say.  So  why  didn’t  I  just  go  down  there  and see  whether  she  was  in  or  not?  What  did  I  have  to  lose? 

Determinedly,  I  put  the  arm  back  in  the  sleeve  and  redid the  buttons. 

Suddenly  I  was  sure  I’d  ﬁnd  Bromley  home  and  that she’d  know  about  the  ring. 

I  could  feel  it  in  my  bones. 

Chapter 35 

The  taxi  dropped  me  off  in  front  of  a  faded  yellow  brick apartment  house.  It  was  an  old  building  and  quite  shabby. But  the  architecture,  with  its  rounded  corners,  high  double and  triple  windows,  and  imposing  recessed  entranceway, suggested  that  years  back  this  must  have  been  a  pretty good  address. 

The  night  was  unusually  cold—more  like  February  than mid-March—and  I  was  shivering  even  more  than  usual when  I  entered  the  good-sized  vestibule.  For  some  reason, it  popped  into  my  head  then  that  today  was  March  ﬁf

teenth—the  Ides  of  March.  I  shivered  again.  But  this  time it  had  nothing  to  do  with  the  weather. 

Just  to  the  left  of  the  door  was  the  tenant  listing.  Brom

ley’s  entry  was  in  black  block  letters  engraved  on  a  silver metal plate. It read C. BROMLEY, JEWELRY AS ART. I pushed the  buzzer  next  to  the  nameplate  and  waited  nervously. Nothing. I  tried again.  Still nothing.  I was  about to  give up and  leave  when  the  door  opened  behind  me  and  a  chill wind  rushed  in,  whipping  my  coat  around  my  legs. 

Turning  around,  I  found  myself  staring  into  the  face  of the  last  person  on  earth  I  wanted  to  see. 

‘‘I  have  a  gun  in  my  pocket,’’  the  killer  informed  me  in a  low,  even  voice.  ‘‘And  I  want  you  to  stand  here  quietly; don’t  even  move  a  muscle.  If  you  do  exactly  what  I  tell you,  you’ll  be  ﬁne.’’ 

 Bullshit!    I   am   in   a   whole   lot   of   trouble,   I  thought,  even as  I  dutifully  obeyed  the  instructions.  The  perp  was  right beside  me  now,  jamming  something  into  my  ribs.  I  didn’t have  to  look  down  to  know  the  gun  was  no  longer  in  any pocket.  (My  own  thirty-two,  of  course,  was  exactly  where it  would  do  me  no  good  at  all:  in  my  bedroom  at  the  bot

tom  of  a  drawer.) 
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‘‘Not  a  sound,’’  I  was  told  as  the  killer  pressed  one  of the  buzzers. 

A  man’s  hoarse  voice  came  over  the  intercom.  ‘‘Who is  it?’’ 

Another  buzzer  was  pressed.  This  time,  someone 

buzzed  back. 

Reaching  in  front  of  me,  my  captor  opened  the  door  to the  once-grand  lobby  and  shoved  me  inside.  ‘‘Walk,’’  was the  softly  spoken  command.  Now  the  ﬁngers  of  one  hand tightly  gripped  my  arm,  while  the  other  hand  pressed  the gun—carefully  concealed  in  the  folds  of  my  coat—ﬁrmly into  my  side. 

I  was  steered  around  a  corner.  Down  the  hall,  a  middleaged couple was just getting off the elevator. ‘‘Careful—and smile,’’ the killer warned, jiggling the weapon for emphasis. The couple was almost parallel with us now, smiling per

functorily  at  me  and  my  deadly  companion.  A  jab  of  the gun was a reminder that I was expected to return the smile. Putting  all  the  fear  in  my  heart  into  that  one  forced  ex

pression,  I  willed  those  two  people  to  look  at  me— really look at  me. But  in a  moment they  had passed,  and I  heard the  front  door  close  ﬁrmly  after  them. 

‘‘Keep going,’’  I was ordered.  Now we were  alone in the long,  dimly  lit  hall,  the  only  other  signs  of  life  a  muted chorus of TVs and stereos emanating from behind the cold 

gray  doors  that  lined  the  corridor  on  either  side. We  came  to  the  elevators,  and  I  thought  brieﬂy  that  the killer—under  the  impression  Bromley  might  be  home— 

could  be  planning  for  the  two  of  us  to  pay  her  a  surprise visit. But, jerking the gun up and down again, the murderer nudged  me  forward. 

I  realized  then  that  we  were  heading  for  the  stairs.  And I  knew  that  once  we  reached  the  seclusion  of  the  stairwell, I  wouldn’t  have  a  worry  in  the  world.  Not  in   this  world, anyway. 

Suddenly,  without  even  knowing  I  was  going  to  do  it,  I stopped short. Picking up my foot, I brought the thin spiked heel—fortiﬁed  by  the  not  inconsiderable  poundage  behind it—crashing down on my captor’s instep. The killer jumped back in pain, and I broke free, reversing direction and run

ning  toward  the  front  door. 

‘‘Help!’’  I  screeched  in  a  voice  that  might  have  been heard  on  the  moon. 
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Not one gray door opened—a sad testimony to the qual

ity  of  big-city  life  in  the  nineties. 

It’s  amazing  how  much  ground  even  the  most  out-of

condition  body  can  cover  when  fueled  by  terror.  But  the murderer  had  something  to  fear  now,  too—along  with  a body  in  much  better  shape  than  my  own. 

And  then,  when  there  was  no  more  than  a  foot  or  so between  us,  I  got  my  inspiration. 

‘‘Fire!’’  I  screamed. 

Immediately,  a  door  ﬂew  open.  And  another.  With  the third,  a  large,  heavyset  man  in  an  undershirt  rushed  out  of his  apartment,  crashing  into  the  two  of  us  and  knocking the  gun  to  the  ﬂoor. 

There  is  something  to  be  said  for  having  a  low  center  of gravity. I instantly regained my balance, and as my assailant bent  down  to  retrieve  the  weapon,  I  aimed  my  foot  at  the obvious  target.  The  well-placed  kick  sent  the  killer sprawling. 

It  was  pandemonium  by  then,  with  more  and  more  ten

ants  pouring  into  the  hall  by  the  second.  The  killer  was frantically  scrambling  for  the  gun  now,  amid  cries  of 

‘‘What’s  going  on?’’  and  ‘‘Is  there  a  ﬁre  or  isn’t  there?’’ 

and  ‘‘Is  this  some  kind  of  a  joke?’’ 

Surrounded  by  people  and  with  the  weapon  completely obscured  from  sight,  there  was  really  no  alternative. Springing  to  his  feet  and  shoving  everyone  aside  in  a decidedly  ungentlemanly,  un-British  manner,  Eric  Foster raced  from  the  building. 

Chapter 36 

I  was   that   close  to  fainting,  but  I  couldn’t  spare  the  time. Quickly reaching into my handbag, I got out a handkerchief and,  in  the  same  motion,  went  down  on  all  fours  to  take up  the  search  Foster  had  been  forced  to  abort. 

I  spotted  the  gun  almost  at  once,  but  a  high-heeled  red slipper,  a  pair  of  running  shoes,  and  the  most  beautiful black  calf  pumps  (no  doubt  Italian)  stood  between  the weapon  and  me.  I  rapped  a  few  ankles  with  my  knuckles, and,  to  the  accompaniment  of  some  indignant  yelps,  the obstacles  were  removed.  Scooping  up  the  gun  in  my  hand

kerchief,  I  placed  it  carefully  in  my  bag. 

Now  I  could  spare  the  time.  So,  heroine  that  I  am,  I promptly  passed  out  cold. 

Sputtering,  I  opened  my  eyes  to  a  very  earnest  face  just inches  from  my own.  A  man  in his  late  twenties—thirty,  at most—was kneeling beside me, waving a cotton pad doused 

with  something  pungent  under  my  nostrils.  He  wore  a bright-colored  plaid scarf  around  his neck,  and  there was  a stethoscope  over  the  scarf.  His  face  had  the  pinched  look people  get  when  they’ve  just  been  out  in  the  cold  for  a long  time. 

‘‘How  do  you  feel?’’  he  asked  anxiously. 

‘‘Okay,’’  I  coughed,  pushing  his  hand  with  that  lethal cotton pad away from my nose and struggling to sit up. He helped me into a seated position, while I tugged at my skirt, which  had  crawled  up  to  somewhere  in  the  vicinity  of  my most  private  parts.  Embarrassed,  I  looked  around.  Only  a few  stragglers  were  left  in  the  hall  now,  and  they  were gathered  just  a  couple  of  feet  away  from  me,  staring  curi

ously  and  speaking  in  hushed  tones. 

‘‘Go  back  to  your  apartments,  everybody,  please,’’  the 
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young  man  entreated.  ‘‘There’s  no  ﬁre,  and  the  lady’s  all right.’’ 

As  soon  as  the  small  assemblage  had  dispersed,  he  said, 

‘‘My  neighbor  told  me  he  thought  you  were  mugged.’’ 

‘‘Not  mugged,  exactly.  I’m  a  private  investigator,  and  I ran into a suspect here who pulled a gun on me. And then, once  it  was  all  over,’’  I  admitted  sheepishly,  ‘‘I  guess  I fainted.’’ 

‘‘I  understand  someone  yelled  ‘ﬁre’  right  before  I  came in.  You?’’ 

‘‘Me.’’ 

‘‘Good  thinking,’’  he  remarked  admiringly.  And  a  mo

ment  later:  ‘‘I  wonder  if  anyone  bothered  to  call  the police.’’ 

‘‘I’ll  take  care  of  it.’’  I  was  struggling  to  hoist  myself  up, but  my  caregiver  cautioned  me. 

‘‘Sit  there  for  a  minute  until  I  get  back;  I  just  want  to drop  this  off  in  my  apartment.’’  With  that,  he  picked  up the  medical  bag  alongside  me  and  shoved  the  stethoscope inside  it.  Then  he  retrieved  the  down  jacket  he’d  evidently placed  under  my  head  and  went  loping  down  the  hall. He returned before I could even think about ignoring his 

decree.  ‘‘Does  anything  hurt?’’  he  asked. 

‘‘Uh-uh.’’ 

‘‘Okay,  then,  easy  now.’’  Placing  a  ﬁrm  hand  under  my elbow  and  an  arm  around  my  waist,  he  assisted  me  in— 

shakily—reaching  my  full  ﬁve-foot-two-inch  stature.  ‘‘Would you  like  to  come  in  and  lie  down  for  a  while?’’  He  was addressing  me  from  an  altitude of  well  over  six  feet,  and  it made  me  dizzy  just  looking  up  at  him.  ‘‘I’m  a  doctor,’’  he added  hastily. 

I  smiled  to  myself.  I  was  tempted  to  say   So  that’s   why you   walk   around   with   a   stethoscope   dangling   from   your neck,   but  I  censored  the  smart-ass  remark.  ‘‘Thanks,  but  I really   do  feel  better  now,’’  I  assured  him.  ‘‘Although  I’d appreciate  it  if  I  could  use  your  phone  to  report  this.’’ 

‘‘Of course.’’ He practically bent himself in half to steady me  as  we  walked  down  the  hall  to  his  apartment.  And  I was  grateful. The  truth was,  I  was still  a little  light-headed. Plus  the  side  of  my  head  was  kind  of  sore  (although  I suppose  it  would  have  been  a  lot  sorer  if  I  hadn’t  passed out  when  it  was  only  about  nine  inches  off  the  ﬂoor). As  soon  as  we  were  in  his  apartment,  the  doctor  steered 
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me over to a chair and brought me a portable phone. Then 

he  retreated  to  the  kitchen. 

I  dialed  the  precinct,  but  Fielding  wasn’t  on  duty,  so  I tried  him  at  home.  ‘‘Is  Tim  there,  Jo  Ann?’’  I  asked  when his  wife  answered.  ‘‘It’s  Desiree  Shapiro,  and  I’m  sorry  to have  to  bother  him  now,  but  it’s  urgent.’’ 

‘‘What’s  urgent?’’  Tim  asked  genially  less  than  a  minute later.  He  always  assumes  I’m  exaggerating. 

I  began  ﬁlling  him  in  on  what  had  transpired  that  eve

ning, skipping the details so I could get to the crucial point as quickly  as possible: ‘‘. . .  and when everyone  rushed into the  hall,  Foster  bolted.  I  knew  you’d  want  to  have  him picked  up  right  away.’’  Only  then  did  I  pause  for  breath. 

‘‘Hold  it  a  minute.  Are   you  okay?’’  But  once  he  was convinced  I’d  live,  Fielding  sounded  very  much  as  if  he wanted  to  kill  me.  ‘‘Do  you  really  think  that  limey  hump’s hanging around the city waiting for the police to come call

ing on him? Not on your life! Not after you went hotfooting it down there and got him to attack you in front of a build

ing  full  of  witnesses.’’ 

(I  like   that;   I   got  him  to  attack  me.)  ‘‘Look,  I—’’ 

‘‘Why’d  you  have  to  go  running  over  there,  anyway? 

Even if Bromley  had come back a day earlier, what was so urgent  you  couldn’t  have  held  out  until  tomorrow?’’ 

‘‘It’s  just  that  I—’’ 

‘‘You  can  bet  the  son  of  a  bitch  is  on  his  way  to  God knows  where  right  this  minute,  thanks  to  you!’’ 

‘‘But he turned in his passport,’’ I protested, ﬁnally man

aging  to  break  in. 

‘‘You  ever  heard  of  California?  Or   New   Jersey?’’ 

With  those  words,  our  conversation  was  abruptly 

concluded. 

A  moment  later,  the  doctor  returned  to  the  living  room. 

‘‘I  just  put  up  a  pot  of  coffee.  How  about  it?’’  he  offered. Which  is  when—now  that  I  was  feeling  a  little  more  like myself again—I took note for the ﬁrst time of how pleasantlooking  he  was. 

‘‘Thanks,  but  I  really  have  to  be  getting  home.  You’ve been very nice.’’  Very,   very nice. I sneaked a glance at that crucial  ﬁnger  on  his  left  hand.  No  ring!  ‘‘I  wouldn’t  object to  a  glass  of  water,  though,’’  I  told  him. 

I insisted on accompanying him to the kitchen, which was 

absolutely  spotless.  Either  the  doctor  here  was  a  real  Mr. 
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Clean  or  nobody  ever  cooked  in  this  place.  And  he  didn’t look  like  an  obsessive  to  me.  Then,  when  he  opened  the refrigerator  for  the  ice  water,  I  took  a  quick  peek  inside. A  carton  of  milk,  a  couple  of  cans  of  Coke,  a  six-pack  of beer,  a  plate  of  fruit,  and,  next  to  it,  something  that  was probably  a  wedge  of  cheese.  And  that  was  about  all.  Not a  single  container  of  yogurt  or  cottage  cheese.  There  was no cohabitating in  this refrigerator, I decided happily. What I had standing in front of me at that very moment was one of  the  rarest  creatures  not  yet  in  captivity:  a  young,  single male who was considerate, attractive, and a doctor, to boot! 

My  sister-in-law,  Margot,  was  going  to  bless  me  for  this— 

maybe  even  if  he  didn’t  turn  out  to  be  Jewish. 

A few minutes later, the doctor and I were standing out

side  the  building.  He’d  offered  to  see  me  home,  and  when I  convinced  him  it  wasn’t  necessary,  he  insisted  on  putting me  in  a  taxi.  I  extended  my  hand.  ‘‘I  want  to  thank  you for  everything,  Dr.  . . .  ?’’ 

‘‘Lynton,  Mike  Lynton,’’  he  said,  taking  the  hand.  ‘‘I’m sorry;  I  should  have  introduced  myself  before.  But  you were  out  cold  when  we  ﬁrst  met,’’  he  reminded  me  with  a grin.  ‘‘And  then  I  seem  to  have  forgotten  about  it.’’ 

‘‘Is  that  L-i-n-t-o-n?’’ 

‘‘L- y-n-t-o-n,’’  he  corrected. 

‘‘Are  you  in  the  phone  book?’’ 

He misunderstood the reason for the question. ‘‘Yes, but 

I’m  not  in  private  practice  yet;  I  have  another  year  of residency.’’ 

‘‘That’s  okay;  I  already  have  a  pretty  good  doctor.’’ 

Just  then,  a  taxi  came  barreling  around  the  corner, screeching  to  a  stop  in  front  of  us. 

Mike  Lynton  helped  me  inside.  As  the  cab  shot  away from  the  curb,  I  realized  I’d  forgotten  the  same  thing  he had.  I  stuck  my  head  out  of  the  open  window  and  yelled, 

‘‘Mine’s  Desiree  Shapiro!’’ 

Chapter 37 

The aftershock occurred when I was sitting in that taxi. All of a sudden, I began to tremble. And by the time I got out of  the  cab,  I  was  shaking  so  hard  my  legs  almost  gave  out before  I  reached  the  elevator. 

That  night,  I  went  to  bed  without  even  taking  off  my makeup,  which  is  something  I  never— ever—do,  no  matter how tired I am. (What’s more, I didn’t even give a thought to how the stuff was clogging my pores.) I was so exhausted that  I  expected  to  fall  right  to  sleep,  but  I  lay  there  for hours,  too  keyed  up  to  close  my  eyes.  When  I  ﬁnally  did drop  off,  sometime  in  the  not-so-early  morning,  I  had  this awful  nightmare. . . . 

I  was  a  little  red  fox,  and  I  was  playing  all  alone  in  this beautiful,  tranquil  meadow.  And  then,  off  in  the  distance, I saw a man. He was handsomely decked out in a red riding coat, black jodhpurs, and black riding boots, a black bowler sitting  on  top  of  his  head.  He  began  walking  toward  me, and when he drew near, I saw that the man was Eric Foster. Something  in  his  slow,  purposeful  approach  made  me afraid, and I started to run through the grass. But  he began running,  too.  And  no  matter  how  fast  I  went,  he  kept  get

ting  closer  and  closer. 

Abruptly,  everything  changed,  and  I  was  in  New  York City.  I  can’t  tell  you  why  I  was  so  sure  it  was  New  York, because  it  was  a  strange,  desolate  place.  There  wasn’t  an

other  soul  around  except  for  me  (the  little  red  fox)  and— 

so  far  away  I  could  barely  make  him  out—Eric  Foster. Now  Foster  was  chasing  me  up  and  down  the  deserted city  streets.  And  before  long  he  was  gaining  on  me.  I  was terriﬁed!  My  little  paws  began  to  sweat,  and  my  heart  was thumping  like  crazy.  And  then  I  felt  an  icy  breath  on  the back  of  my  neck,  and  I  knew  that  I  couldn’t  escape. Suddenly  a  drainpipe  materialized  in  front  of  me,  and  I 
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scurried  inside.  At  last  I  was  safe!  But  a  moment  later  I heard this loud, rushing sound. I  looked up in horror as an avalanche  of  water  came  pouring  down  the  drainpipe,  car

rying me right along with it into the street and the clutches of  my  pursuer—who  now  wore  the  face  of  Tim  Fielding! 

Fielding’s  hands  went  around  my  throat,  his  strong  ﬁn

gers constricting my windpipe. I opened my mouth, gasping for  breath. . . . 

The  jangling  of  the  telephone  released  me  from  my  mis

ery.  But  I  was  having  so  much  difﬁculty  breathing,  I  could barely  get  out  the  hello. 

‘‘Desiree?’’ 

‘‘Yes,’’  I  wheezed. 

‘‘What’s  wrong?’’  Jackie  asked  sharply. 

‘‘Wrong?’’  I  repeated  densely.  Then  I  realized  where— 

and  who—I  was.  I  turned  my  head  to  look  at  the  clock.  It was  almost  ten-thirty.  ‘‘I’m  sorry,  Jackie,’’  I  said,  regaining my  voice.  ‘‘I  had  a  pretty  close  call  last  night,  and  I  didn’t bother  setting  the  alarm.’’ 

‘‘What  happened?  Are  you  all  right?’’  she  demanded. 

‘‘I’m  still  a  little  shaky,  that’s  all.  I’ll  tell  you  everything tomorrow.  I  don’t  think  I  can  make  it  in  today.’’ 

‘‘Are  you   positive  you’re  all  right?’’ 

I  had  to  assure  her  three  times  that  I  was  not  at  death’s door  before  she  ﬁnally  let  me  off  the  phone. 

I  got  out  of  bed  then,  too  fearful  of  winding  up  in  the same  dream  again  to  consider  going  back  to  sleep.  I  was completely  drenched  and  desperately  in  need  of  a  shower. And  I  could  use  a  couple  of  Tylenols,  too;  my  head  was even  more  achy  now  than  it  had  been  the  night  before. As  soon  as  I’d  attended  to  these  minor  matters,  I  called Peter.  ‘‘I  have  some  news  for  you,’’  I  told  his  machine. 

‘‘Call  me  as  soon  as  you  can.’’ 

It  took  two  cups  of  coffee  and  a  toasted  English  before I  was  ready  to  even  think  about  facing  Tim  Fielding.  And I  only  hoped  he  didn’t  shoot  me  on  sight. 

When I arrived at the precinct,  Walter Corcoran was sit

ting on the edge of Fielding’s desk, talking softly. He heard the  click  of  my  heels  and  looked  up.  ‘‘Well,  well,’’  he sneered,  ‘‘if  it  isn’t  mother’s  little  helper.’’ 

I pretended he was invisible. ‘‘Can I talk to you privately for  a  few  minutes,  Tim?’’  I  asked. 
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Fielding  lifted  his  head  from  the  folder  he’d  started  to busy himself with the moment Corcoran ‘‘greeted’’ me. His expression  was  so  forbidding,  I  got  this  immediate  mental replay of him choking the life out of the poor little red fox. 

‘‘It’s  important,’’  I  put  in  quickly. 

He  gestured  to  the  chair  alongside  his  desk,  then  turned to  his  partner.  ‘‘See  you  later,  okay,  Walt?’’  he  said pointedly. 

Corcoran  shrugged.  As  he  was  walking  away,  he  mum

bled something (no doubt obscene) under his breath, which I  was  fortunate  enough  not  to  hear. 

Fielding  closed  the  folder.  ‘‘Okay,  what’s  on  your mind?’’  He  was  scowling,  and  this  little  blue  vein  at  his temple was jumping up and down. Now, although he  had 

blown  up  at  me  once  or  twice  before,  it  takes  a  lot  to make  Fielding  genuinely  angry.  (I  don’t  count  that  busi

ness  with  Peter,  which  was  really  an  aberration.)  But, anyway,  I  could  see  that  right  then  he  was  livid.  And  I couldn’t  blame  him. 

‘‘Anything happen with Foster?’’ I asked. A big mistake. 

‘‘I  thought  you  were  here  to  tell   me  something,’’  he snapped, and the blue vein started jumping in double time. 

‘‘Right. I am,’’ I assured him hastily. ‘‘I wanted you to—’’ 

‘‘Do you know where we caught up with that S.O.B.? At 

J.F.K.!  With  a  ticket  to  Salt  Lake  City  in  his  hand!  Seven minutes  more,  and  we  would  have  been  too  late.’’ 

‘‘Uh,  did  he  confess?’’  I  found  the  courage  to  ask. 

‘‘Oh,  sure,  the  nice  man  told  us  everything,’’  he  re

sponded  in this  soft,  pleasant voice.  Then, almost  shouting: 

‘‘Listen,  the  only  thing  that  slimeball  had  to  say  when  we collared  him  was  ﬁve  words:  ‘‘I  want  to  call  my  lawyer.’’  I didn’t  dare  point  out  that  that  was  six  words. 

‘‘There’s a real good possibility we can’t even tie in what happened  last  night  with  the  attack  on  his  sisters,’’  he ranted  on.  ‘‘Chances  are,  all  we  can  hang  on  him  is  this thing  with  you.  Did  anyone  actually  see  him  holding  the gun  on  you?’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  think  so.  The  —’’ 

‘‘So  when  it  comes  right  down  to  it,  we  may  not  be  able to get him on anything more than simple assault!’’ Fielding shook his head in disgust before spitting out his conclusion. 

‘‘And  all  because  you  couldn’t  wait  a  few  lousy  hours  to ﬁnd  out  what  that  Bromley  woman  had  to  say!’’ 
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‘‘I’m  sorry,  Tim.  It’s  just  that—’’ 

‘‘I  suppose  you  thought  you’d  do  a  better  job  of  ques

tioning  her  than  we  would.’’ 

‘‘It’s  not  that;  it’s  just—’’ 

‘‘Well,  from  here  on  in,  don’t  expect  any  help  on  your lousy  cases  from   this  department.’’  He  wasn’t  through  yet. 

‘‘I  don’t  get  you;  you  know  that?  Your  plan  was  in  the works,  and  we  had  a  good  shot—a   damned  good  shot—at catching  that  rotten  scumbag  red-handed.  Now  we  may never  be  able  to  nail  him  for  what  he  did  to  those  poor women.’’ 

He  seemed  to  have  wound  down,  so  I  opened  my  hand

bag.  ‘‘I think  maybe  you  can,’’ I  said,  removing a  handker

chief-wrapped  item  and  placing  it  reverently  on  the  desk. Fielding let out a long, low whistle. ‘‘I’ll be damned,’’ he murmured,  ﬂipping  back  a  corner  of  the  handkerchief  with a  pencil  and  staring  down  at  my  peace  offering. 

‘‘In all the excitement last night, Foster had to leave this behind.  You  hung  up  before  I  had  a  chance  to  tell  you about  it.  Do  you  think  it’s  the  same  gun  he  used  on  his sisters?’’ 

Sticking  the  pencil  in  the  trigger  guard  of  the  revolver, Fielding lifted the weapon carefully, peering at it as though hypnotized.  ‘‘I  wouldn’t  be  a  bit  surprised,’’  he  said  softly. 

‘‘But  we’ll  soon  ﬁnd  out  for  sure.’’ 

I started to get up then, but he put out his arm to restrain me.  ‘‘Look,  Dez,  I’m  sorry  I  blew  up  at  you  today.  I  over

reacted,  I  know.  It’s  just  that  I  can’t  stand  the  thought  of that  S.O.B.  getting  away  with  it.’’  He  favored  me  with  a faint  smile.  ‘‘Now  I  owe  you   two  lunches.’’ 

‘‘You  can  leave  it  at  one,’’  I  told  him  magnanimously. 

‘‘This  time,  I  deserved  it.’’ 

‘‘Yeah,  you  did—you  do,’’  he  agreed,  breaking  into  a full-ﬂedged grin. But if this  is the same gun, all is forgiven.’’ 

‘‘Uh,  Tim?’’ 

‘‘What?’’ 

‘‘Speaking  of  Bromley—’’ 

‘‘That  was  ten  minutes  ago.  But,  all  right,  what   about Bromley?’’ 

‘‘Have  you  been  able  to  reach  her  yet?’’ 

‘‘Jee- sus!  You  don’t  let  up  for  a  second!’’  he  yelled,  but this  time  it  was  in  that  mock-angry  tone  he’d  been  using with  me  ever  since  we  ﬁrst  met.  I  felt  comfortable  then. 
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‘‘Well  . . .  uh  . . .  have  you?’’  I  persisted—but  cautiously. 

‘‘As  a  matter  of  fact,  we’ve  been  trying  her  all  morning and  getting  the  same  old  taped  message  on  the  answering machine.’’ 

‘‘Tim?  One  more  thing  . . .’’ 

‘‘ Now  what?’’ 

‘‘You’ll  call  as  soon  as  the  ballistics  report  comes  in, won’t  you?’’ 

‘‘I  guess  I  owe  you   that, ’’  my  once  again  very  good friend  conceded. 

Chapter 38 

My  four  absolutely  gorgeous  veal  chops  remained  in  the freezer;  I  really  wasn’t  up  to  preparing  anything.  Tonight, it  would  have  to  be  dinner  a`  la Ellen.  In  other  words,  Chi

nese  takeout. 

Since  Ellen  was  coming  over  so  late,  I  decided  to  order ahead  of  time,  which  I  could  do  with  no  hesitation.  The one  thing  in  life  I  know  with  absolute  certainty  is  my niece’s  favorite  Chinese  dishes. 

She  got  to  the  apartment  at  a  little  after  nine.  ‘‘Some

thing’s  wrong,’’  she  said  as  soon  as  she  walked  in. Now,  for  the  life  of  me,  I  still  can’t  ﬁgure  out  how  she arrived  at  that  conclusion.  I  mean,  all  I  did  was  open  the damned  door,  for  God’s  sake.  And  I’d  seen  to  it  that  my hair  was  combed  and  then  spritzed  with  its  customary  ton and  a  half  of  hair  spray,  and  I’d  spent  at  least  ﬁfteen  mi

nutes  applying  makeup.  (After  all,  Ellen  is  a  very  sensitive person,  and  I  didn’t  want  to  put  her  into  trauma.)  ‘‘What makes  you  say  that?’’  I  asked. 

‘‘I’m not exactly sure. You’ve got a kind of funny expres

sion.  Anyhow,  I’m  right,  aren’t  I?’’ 

‘‘Well, I had some trouble last night, but I’m okay now.’’ 

Just  thinking  about  it  made  me  queasy. 

Ellen’s  skin  immediately  seemed  to  lose  some  of  its  pig

ment.  ‘‘Tell  me  what  happened,’’  she  demanded  nervously. 

‘‘After  we  eat;  otherwise  I  won’t  be  able  to  swallow  a bite.  I’m  really  ﬁne  now,’’  I  assured  her  again. 

She  opened  her  mouth  to  protest,  then  changed  her mind. And by the time she was out of her coat, the doorbell rang.  Dinner  was  about  to  be  served. 

I can’t tell you how much I enjoyed everything that night. The  Peking  spare  ribs  were  almost  burned  to  a  cinder— 

just  the  way  I  like  them.  The  egg  rolls  were  crisp  and greaseless.  The  fried  rice  was  wonderfully  tasty.  The  scal
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lops  in  black  bean  sauce  were  . . .  well,  ‘‘divine’’  might  not do  them  justice.  And  is  there  any  higher  praise  I  can  give the  lemon  chicken  than  to  say  it  was  the  best  I’d  ever eaten? 

Ellen didn’t seem quite as enamored of Ping Chow’s fare 

as  I  was.  But  it  didn’t  even  cross  my  mind  at  the  time  that my  perception  of  things  might  be  directly  related  to  my recent  near-fatal  encounter.  It  stands  to  reason,  though, that  food   would  taste  a  whole  lot  better  if  you’d  just  come close  to  not  being  around  to  enjoy  it  ever  again. Anyway,  once  we’d  ﬁnished  our  coffee  and  the  Italian pastries  Ellen  had  brought  (there’s  no  law  that  says  you can’t  have  coffee  and  Italian  pastries  with  Chinese  food, you  know),  we  went  into  the  living  room.  And  when  we were  comfortably  settled  at  either  end  of  my  newly  reup

holstered  sofa,  Ellen  insisted  on  her  explanation. 

‘‘I’ll tell you about last night later; I have something else to  tell  you  ﬁrst,’’  I  said  almost  offhandedly. 

She  looked  at  me  questioningly. 

‘‘Eric  Foster  shot  his  sisters.’’ 

I’m  never  disappointed  in  Ellen’s  reaction  to  things;  she always  gives  you  one  hundred  percent.  ‘‘Nooo!’’  she shrieked. ‘‘See? I knew you’d do it! How did you ﬁnd out?’’ 

‘‘Well,’’  I  began,  ‘‘let  me  preface  everything  by  saying that  all  along  I  was  aware—just  as  you  were,  as  I  recall— 

that  the  key  to  the  crime  was  the  bizarre  way  those  poor girls  were  shot.  And  I  kept  going  through  all  these  mental gymnastics to try and make some sense out of it—including coming  up  with  the  theory  that  Mary  Ann  played  a  prank on  the  killer  and  pretended  to  be  Meredith,  which  is  the kind  of  stuff  the  two  of  them  used  to  pull  as  kids.  Of course,  that  was  not  only  a  real  stretch  but,  from  what  I know of the adult Mary Ann, not  her at all. In other words, I  had  my  usual  quota  of  dumb  ideas.’’ 

‘‘You always do that to yourself! Isn’t it enough that you came up  with the  truth  now—before  anyone else  did?’’ my loyal niece demanded hotly. Then, experiencing a brief mo

ment  of  doubt,  she  said  hesitantly,  ‘‘You   were  the  one  to solve  it,  weren’t  you?’’ 

‘‘Yes.’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  know  why  I  asked  that.  Of  course  you  were; you   had  to  be.’’ 

I  forced  myself  to  refrain  from  basking  in  the  glow  of 
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Ellen’s  admiration—at  least  for  the  time  being.  ‘‘At  any rate,’’ I went on, ‘‘the real reason for the disﬁgurement was a  whole  lot  simpler.  It  was  absolutely   essential  to  Foster’s motive.  But,  of  course,  I  would  never  have  pieced  the whole  thing  together  if  I  hadn’t  gone  to  the  video  store.’’ 

Ellen,  as  you  can  appreciate,  looked  hopelessly  lost. 

‘‘Let  me  explain.’’  I  told  her. . . . 

‘‘There wasn’t anyone involved with this case who didn’t 

lie  to  me  for  one  reason  or  another,’’  I  said,  approaching things  more  or  less  as  I  had  with  Fielding,  but  this  time actually taking the pains to make sense. ‘‘Larry Shields lied about  arguing  with  Meredith.  And  Lucille  Collins  lied  to back  him  up.  And  Roger  Hyer  lied  when  he  denied  know

ing  Mary  Ann  was  involved  with  someone  else.  Even  my own  client  set  himself  up  with  a  phony  alibi.  But  Foster’s lie  was  different  from  all  the  rest.  Because   once   it   was   un

 covered,    it   put   him   directly   at   the   scene   of   the   crime.’’ 

I  started  clarifying  the  statement  immediately.  ‘‘Remem

ber  how  I  told  you  he  seemed  to  know  just  which  way  to turn  the  day  we  both  went  up  to  the  twins’  apartment?’’ 

‘‘Of  course,’’  Ellen  replied.  ‘‘But  that  was  because  he’d gone  there  once  before  to  surprise  Mary  Ann,  wasn’t  it?’’ 

I  shook  my  head.  ‘‘He  never  went  to  the  apartment  that time.  It  was  a  lie—and  a  lie  that  could  only  serve   one   pur

 pose:  to  conceal  when  he’d   really  been  up  there  before.’’ 

Ellen  thought  that  over  for  a  few  seconds.  ‘‘I  see  what you  mean,  Aunt  Dez.  But  how  did  you  ﬁnd  out  he  wasn’t telling  the  truth?’’ 

‘‘Look,  in  October—when  Foster  claims  to  have  made that visit of his—Meredith was in  Show  Boat. And she was playing   Julie.’’  I  emphasized  the  name  to  the  point  where I was almost shouting it. ‘‘But Foster said that when Mere

dith  opened  the  door  that  night,  he  initially  thought  it  was Mary  Ann.’’ 

‘‘So?’’ 

‘‘So,  a  while  back,  when  I  went  to  see  Claire  Jospehs— 

this  childhood  friend  of  the  twins’—she  talked  about  how dedicated  an  actress  Meredith  was.  Even  when  she  was  a little  girl  playing   Annie,   Meredith  refused  to  wear  a  wig; she  dyed  her  hair  and  got  a  home  perm.  And  then,  not too  long  ago,  when  she  was  Joan  of  Arc—she   cut   off  all her  hair.’’ 

Ellen’s  face  was  completely  blank. 
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‘‘Evidently,  you’ve  never  seen   Show   Boat.’’ 

‘‘Once, when I was a kid, but I don’t remember too much 

about  it.’’ 

‘‘Well,  Julie  was  a   mulatto.’’ 

‘‘Ohhh,  I  get  it.  That  means  Meredith  would  have  been a  brunette  at  that  time.  Am  I  right?’’ 

‘‘It  would  have  been  totally  out  of  character  for  her   not to  be.’’ 

‘‘So  Eric   couldn’t  have  mistaken  her  for  Mary  Ann.’’ 

‘‘Not  for  a  second.’’ 

‘‘You  are  really  something,  you  know?’’ 

‘‘Don’t  be  too  impressed,’’  I  protested  modestly.  ‘‘I didn’t  link  up  Foster’s  story  and  what  Claire  had  told  me for  the  longest  time.  And  when  I  ﬁnally  did,  it  was  only because  I  came  across   Raging   Bull  in  this  video  store. 

 ‘‘Raging   Bull?’’ 

‘‘It  was  a  movie,  a  biography,  about  this  ﬁghter—Jake LaMotta, his name is—and Robert De Niro gained I-don’t

know-how-many  pounds  to  play  the  part.  And  that’s  what made  me  remember  about  Meredith  and  how  she  ap

proached  her  roles  the  same  way.’’ 

Ellen  nodded.  Then,  a  minute  or  two  later:  ‘‘I  have  a question, though. Why would Foster even mention anything 

about  Meredith  being  home  that  night?’’ 

‘‘That threw me in the beginning, too. But after I thought about it a while, I could  see his reasoning. Mary Ann must have said something to him about Meredith’s having to take a  few  days  off  from  the  show  at  that  time.  And  by  telling me  she  was  home  sick  the  night  he  supposedly  went  up there,  he’d  be  lending  credence  to  his  story  if  I  checked with  anyone  in  the  company.  And,  incidentally,  I  did— 

check,  I  mean.  And  he  was  right;  it  did  make  the  lie more  believable.’’ 

‘‘A  pretty  fast  thinker,  wasn’t  he?’’ 

‘‘I’ll  give  him  that—although  he  evidently  didn’t  think about  that  hair  business.  At  any  rate,  once  I  realized  Eric Foster  had  been  lying  through  his  teeth,  I  looked  at  every

thing  a  lot  differently.  And  suddenly  it  all  started  to  fall into  place.’’ 

‘‘You said a few minutes ago that it was  essential for him to  . . .  uh  . . .  do  that  to  their  faces.’’ 

‘‘That’s  right.  You  see,  it  has  to  do  with  Meredith’s  will. We  haven’t  located  it  yet,  but  according  to  what  Peter  was 
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told—and  he  does  seem  to  be  straight  on  this—Meredith left  a  will  providing  that  if  she  died  ﬁrst,  everything  she had  would  go  to  her  sister.  But  if  Mary  Ann  predeceased her, Meredith’s money would go to some AIDS foundation. 

I don’t know if I mentioned this, but Meredith’s husband— 

Garibaldi,  his  name  was—died  of  AIDS.’’ 

‘‘He  died  of   AIDS?’’ 

Ellen’s  tone  immediately  put  me  on  the  defensive.  ‘‘I only  found  out  about  it  recently  myself,  and  then  every

thing  happened  so  fast  these  last  few  days.’’  But  Ellen’s nose  was  deﬁnitely  out  of  joint;  I’ve  accustomed  her  to expect to be  ﬁlled in on these  things. ‘‘I really  did  mean to tell  you  about  it,’’  I  offered  apologetically  before  hurrying on.  ‘‘Anyway,  since  it  doesn’t  look  like  Mary  Ann  made out  a  will,  in  the  event  of   her  death,  her  next  of  kin  would inherit  whatever  it  was  she  had.’’ 

‘‘Eric,’’  Ellen  murmured. 

‘‘Eric.  Or  if  Mary  Ann  died  before  her  sister,  Eric  and Meredith.  The  thing  is,  though,  Mary  Ann  didn’t  have  a dime  in  her  own  right.’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  understand.  I  thought  they  were  wealthy.’’ 

‘‘ They weren’t wealthy;  Meredith was wealthy. I assumed they  both  had  money,  because  I  somehow  got  the  idea they’d  inherited  from  their  parents.  The  fact  is,  though, the  parents  died  practically  broke.  The  money  came  from Meredith’s  husband,  who  was  an  inventor.  It  seems  he  de

signed some kind of gadget and sold it for millions.’’ Then, after a moment’s pause—and sounding exactly like Peter— 

I  added  reluctantly,  ‘‘I  guess  I  didn’t  get  around  to  telling you  about  that  either,  huh?’’ 

‘‘No,  you   didn’t, ’’  Ellen  responded,  and  the  look  she threw  me  did  not  warm  my  heart.  But  almost  immediately her expression was more benign. (Unlike me, Ellen doesn’t hold  a  grudge.  But  listen,  she’s  a  Libra.)  ‘‘Go  ahead,’’  she urged,  ‘‘continue.’’ 

‘‘Well,  Foster  apparently  wanted  money  badly.  Very 

badly. And he must have known something about the terms 

of  Meredith’s  will;  he  probably  pumped  Mary  Ann  like crazy.  Anyhow,  he  realized  that  in  order  to  get  his  greedy little  paws  on  any  of  those  Garibaldi  bucks,  Mary  Ann would  have  to  die—but   after  inheriting  from  her  sister.  In other words, he would have to get rid of Meredith ﬁrst and then  dispose  of  Mary  Ann. 
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‘‘So  he  goes  to  their  apartment  on  a  night  when  there’s a  good  chance  he  can  catch  Meredith  alone,  and,  a  few hours  later,  have  a  shot  at  Mary  Ann—literally.  If  you  re

call,  Mary  Ann  had  already  told  him  she’d  be  meeting  a friend  for  dinner  and  a  movie  that  evening.  But  the  way things  worked  out,  at  the  last  minute  her  appointment  was canceled. So when Foster rings the doorbell, who opens the door?  Mary  Ann. 

‘‘I  can  take  a  few  passes  at  what  happened  next.  Mary Ann undoubtedly asks what he’s doing there, and he thinks up  something  to  satisfy  her.  Maybe  he  even  tells  her  he’s come hoping to make peace with Meredith. Whatever, they 

go  into  the  living  room;  that  much  we’re  sure  of.  Now,  I would  guess  that  at  this  point  Foster’s  intention  is  to  wait until Meredith comes home, shoot her, and  then—no doubt after  keeping  Mary  Ann  at  gunpoint  for  a  time—let  her have  it,  too. 

‘‘Naturally, I don’t know that for a fact—although it does seem  to  ﬁt.  But  what  I   do  know  is  that  he  can’t  postpone the  murders.  He  has  to  make  his  move  during  this  trip, because  once  Mary  Ann  gets  married—and  she’s  already engaged—he’ll  no  longer  be  her  next  of  kin.  And  this  one night  could be  his  only chance  at both  his  sisters before  he has  to  go  back  to  England. 

‘‘But,  at  any  rate,  something  forced  his  hand.  And  I’m willing  to  bet  it  was  Chuck  Springer.  I—’’ 

‘‘Chuck  Springer?’’  Ellen  interjected. 

‘‘Their  neighbor—the  one  who  found  them  after  they were  shot.  Maybe  everything  changed  because  Mary  Ann mentioned  that  Springer  had  called  and  would  be  stopping by  in  a  few  minutes.  Or  maybe  it  was  when  Springer  actu

ally  rang  the  doorbell.  Either  way,  though,  this  Springer business tears it. It was bad enough ﬁnding the wrong sister home.  But  now  there’s  this  neighbor  who  wants  to  come in and maybe hang around for hours. Well, Foster certainly can’t  allow  Mary  Ann  to  let  this  guy  into  the  apartment. So—’’ 

‘‘So  he  shoots  her,’’  Ellen  ﬁnished  for  me  in  a  voice barely  above  a  whisper. 

‘‘That would be my guess. It’s  also possible, though, that he  held  a  gun  on  her  for  a  while,  waiting  for  Meredith  to show.  But  then  she  may  have  tried  to  make  a  break  for 
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it  or  something,  and  he  had  to  do  away  with  her  ahead of  schedule.’’ 

Ellen  stuck  out  her  hand.  ‘‘Wait  a  minute.  If  Mary  Ann had  been  shot  at  the  time  this  neighbor  guy  was  standing right  outside  the  door,  he  would  have  heard  something, wouldn’t  he?’’ 

‘‘Uh-uh.  The  building’s  soundproof.  And  for  all  I  know, Foster  could  have  used  a  silencer,  besides.’’ 

‘‘Okay.  Sorry.  You  were  saying?’’ 

‘‘Well, anyway, once he shoots Mary Ann, Foster’s whole 

scheme  is  a  shambles.  But  you  were  right  before;  this  son of  a  bitch  is  a  quick  thinker.  He  comes  up  with  what  I think  was  a  rather  brilliant  alternative.’’  I  paused  to  give the  next  words—which  truly  deﬁned  the  strange  circum

stances  of  the  tragedy—the  impact  they  deserved: 

‘‘He’s  going  to  ﬁx  things  so  no  one  can   tell  who  died ﬁrst.’’ 

Ellen  sat  there  stunned,  her  eyes  widening  in  horror. Then  she  said  softly,  ‘‘So   that’s  it.  That’s  why  they  were both  shot  . . .  the  way  they  were.’’ 

‘‘That’s why. After he shot them initially, he very deliber

ately  blasted  them  in  the  face  so  it  would  be  impossible  to ﬁgure  out  who  was  who.’’ 

‘‘But  did  he  really  have  to  go  through  all  that—disﬁgur

ing  them,  I  mean?’’  Ellen  wanted  to  know.  ‘‘The  medical examiner  probably  wouldn’t  have  had  any  idea  which  of them was killed ﬁrst, anyway. Every mystery book I’ve ever read says things like: ‘The murder occurred between twelve and  one’  or  ‘between  two  and  four.’ ’’ 

‘‘Well,  we  don’t  know  just  how  far  apart  the  shootings took place, of course, and there are a lot of different factors that  come  into  play.  But  from  what  I’ve  been  told,  a  good pathologist  can  sometimes  determine  the  time  of  death  to within  a  half  hour.  Maybe  Foster  was  aware  of  that.  Or,’’ 

I  suggested  in  a  lighter  vein,  ‘‘maybe  he  doesn’t  read  mur

der  mysteries.’’ 

For the  ﬁrst time  since I’d  been reconstructing  the crime for  her,  something  crossed  Ellen’s  face  that  might  have passed  for  a  smile.  It  didn’t  last  long.  ‘‘I’m  surprised  he didn’t  examine  them  to  make  sure  they  were  dead,’’  she said  with  a  little  shiver. 

‘‘Obviously,  the  poor  guy  was  too  sensitive  for  that,’’  I 
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responded  caustically.  ‘‘Or  else  he  just  made  a  mistake— 

two  of  them,  in  fact.’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  know   how  you  ﬁgured  everything  out,’’  Ellen enthused  then. 

‘‘It  was  the  only  solution  that  tied  in  with  all  the  facts. And,’’  I  admitted,  ‘‘it  really  wasn’t  that  hard  to  arrive  at, once  the   Showboat  thing  sunk  in  and  I  started  concentrat

ing  on  Foster.’’ 

‘‘That’s  what   you  say.  Did  I  tell  you  before  that  I  think you’re a genius?’’ There was a kind of awe in Ellen’s voice, and  by  all  rights  I  should  have  felt  uncomfortable.  But  I didn’t.  Even  though  her  appraisal  was  completely  out  of whack with reality, it was still nice to hear—especially since I’d  been  having  such  frequent  doubts  about  my  ability lately. 

‘‘I  don’t  think  you  ever  used  those  exact  words—not  re

cently,  anyhow,’’  I  responded,  ‘‘so  please  feel  free  to  rave on.’’ 

Ellen  grinned.  But  in  a  few  moments  she  was  thoughtful again.  ‘‘I  was  just  wondering,’’  she  said.  ‘‘Suppose  Foster’s plan—to  confuse his  sisters’ identities,  that is—had  worked out  the  way  he  wanted  it  to.  Would  he  have  come  into  all of  Meredith’s  money?’’ 

‘‘I  was  wondering  the  same  thing.  So,  to  satisfy  my  curi

osity,  I  checked  with  Pat  Sullivan—you  know,  one  of  the law partners in my ofﬁce—to ﬁnd out what he would legally have  been  entitled  to.  Pat  says  that  under  New  York  State law, if the twins were judged to have died simultaneously— 

which  would  be  the  case  if  no  one  could  determined  the order  of  their  deaths—Foster  would  have  inherited  half  of what they held as  joint  tenants. In other words, Mary Ann’s share  of  the  assets.  And  we  know  that  the  condo,  at  least, was  in  both  names,  so  he  would  have  gotten  a  nice  little bundle  when  that  was  sold.  Oh,  I  wish  you  could  see  that place,  Ellen;  it’s  really  something,’’  I  gushed. 

Ellen  forced  me  to  get  back  to  business.  ‘‘And  the  other half  of  the  money  from  the  apartment?  That  would  have gone  to  an  AIDS  charity?’’ 

‘‘Uh-huh.  According  to  this  phantom  will  of  Meredith’s. But  listen,  Tim  Fielding’s  been  saying  all  along  that  those girls  must  have  a  lot  of  money  around   somewhere.  And from  what  Peter  told  me  last  week  about  Garibaldi’s  suc

cess  with  his  invention,  I’ve  got  to  believe  that.  Anyway,  if 
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it   does  turn  out  to  be  true,  Mary  Ann  may  be  listed  as  a joint  tenant  on  a  lot  of  things.  So  Foster  could  actually have  made  a  real  killing.’’  I  was  aware  of  my  unfortunate choice  of  expression  almost  instantly.  ‘‘Oh,  geez,’’  I muttered. 

But  Ellen  was  too  caught  up  with  ﬁnances  to  notice. 

‘‘And if it was found that Mary Ann had actually died ﬁrst, he  wouldn’t  have  gotten   anything? 

‘‘Pat  said  that  if  any  assets  in  both  names  stipulated  the right  of  survivorship—which  is  very  common—Meredith 

would  automatically  have  inherited  Mary  Ann’s  share.  So Foster  would  have  been  out  of  luck.’’ 

‘‘What  if  the—what  is  it  called— wasn’t  stipulated?’’ 

‘‘Right of survivorship. Well, I’m not positive, but I imag

ine, in that case, Foster would have had to split Mary Ann’s share  with  Meredith’s  estate,  since  he  and  Meredith  would both  have  been  in  line  to  inherit.’’ 

Ellen’s  forehead  scrunched  up,  and  she  cocked  her  head to  one  side  as  though  listening  to  her  own  thoughts.  After a  while,  she  asked,  ‘‘Do  you  think  Foster  knew  about  all this  stuff  when  he  concocted  the  scheme  to  disﬁgure them?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  I  doubt  it;  I  mean,  why  would  he?  It  was  a  lastminute  thing,  remember?  Most  likely  he  was  desperate after shooting Mary Ann, and he just ﬁgured it would be his best chance to glom onto at least a piece of those millions.’’ 

‘‘Well, now we know the real reason the devoted brother 

wanted  to  hang  around  here;  he  was  worried  about  his  sis

ter’s  regaining  her  memory.’’ 

‘‘You’d  better  believe  it,’’  I  said.  ‘‘ And  he  wanted  the money.  He  probably  couldn’t  wait  to  have  another  crack at  her.’’ 

And  that  led  right  into  my  describing  my  own  aborted scheme  to  catch  Foster  in  the  act. 

And   that  led  to  my  describing  the  terrifying  ﬁasco  that precluded  it. 

As  I  recounted  the  previous  night’s  attack  in  every  lurid detail,  I  watched  the  parade  of  expressions  march  across Ellen’s  face:  surprise,  apprehension,  horror,  and,  ulti

mately,  relief. 

‘‘I’m  so  glad  you’re  all  right,’’  she  said,  close  to  tears when  I  ﬁnished.  With  that,  she  leaned  across  the  sofa  and grabbed me in a hug that was almost fatal. (Ellen, I discov
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ered for the very ﬁrst time, is a lot stronger than she looks.) 

‘‘What  made  him  follow  you  to  that  place,  do  you  think?’’ 

she  asked  when  she  released  me. 

‘‘Oh,  I  don’t  think  he  followed  me  at  all,’’  I  replied  as soon as I was breathing normally again. ‘‘I suppose he came to the same conclusion I did: that there was a good possibil

ity  Bromley  was  already  back  from  her  vacation.  He  must have  heard  she  was  a  jewelry  designer  and  that  she  might very  likely  have  some  knowledge  about  who  owned  the ring.  Which  means  he  had  to  get  to  her  before  she  talked to  the  police.’’ 

‘‘Do  you  think  he  actually  went  there  to  . . .  ?’’  It  was left  to  me  to  ﬁll  in  the  rest. 

‘‘Look,’’  I  told  her,  ‘‘Foster  had  no  idea  whether  that ring  was  found  on  the  survivor  or  on  the  corpse.  So  he wasn’t  about  to  risk  Bromley’s  giving  out  any  information that  could  establish  who  it  belonged  to. 

‘‘Trust  me,  Ellen,  if  she’d been  home  last  night  and  Fos

ter  had  gotten  in  to  see  her,  there’s  an  excellent  chance Charlotte Bromley would have been victim number three.’’ 

Chapter 39 

‘‘I’m  sorry  I  didn’t  return  your  call  yesterday,’’  Peter  was saying.  ‘‘But  I  didn’t  check  my  machine  all  day.  And  then, after  the  hospital,  I  met  one  of  the  guys  at  the  agency  for a couple of drinks, and, well, it turned out to be more than a  couple.  I  didn’t  get  home  until  two.’’ 

I  looked  at  the  clock:  six-thirty.  No  one  seemed  to  give a  damn  about  my  beauty  sleep. 

‘‘I  didn’t  wake  you,  did  I?’’ 

‘‘Don’t worry about it,’’ I answered, trying unsuccessfully to  swallow  a  yawn. 

‘‘I  guess  I  did,’’  Peter  murmured  contritely.  ‘‘I  wouldn’t have  called  so  early,  but  your  message  said  you  had  news and  to  get  back  to  you  as  soon  as  I  could.’’ 

That  shook  me  awake.  ‘‘We’ve  got  the  killer.’’ 

There  was  a  long  pause.  ‘‘Who  was  it?’’  Peter  ﬁnally asked, his voice low and even. I could appreciate the effort it  took  to  maintain  that  kind  of  control. 

‘‘Eric.’’ 

‘‘That  son  of  a  bitch,’’  he  said  in  the  same  quiet  tone. Another long pause. Then, his voice growing more forceful with every word, he demanded, ‘‘Why? Why did he do it?’’ 

‘‘Listen,  it’ll  take  a  little  while  for  me  to  explain.  Why don’t  we  get  together  later?  I  could  meet  you  for  lunch down  by  St.  Catherine’s.’’ 

‘‘No,  please.  I’d  like  to  hear  now.’’ 

So for the next ten minutes I proceeded to give Peter an 

abbreviated  version  of  the  circumstances  I’d  laid  out  for Ellen  the  night  before. 

‘‘Damn  him  to  hell!’’  he  growled  when  I  was  through. He  had  some  questions  after  that,  which  he  interspersed with  a  variety  of  impassioned,  but  minor-league,  curses. Then we both fell silent. And when he spoke again, Peter’s entire  manner  was  changed.  ‘‘Listen,’’  he  told  me  brightly, 
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‘‘you  haven’t  heard   my  news  yet.  Mary  Ann’s  doctors  say she  could  have  her  ﬁrst  operation  in  maybe  a  couple  of weeks.’’ 

‘‘That’s  wonderful!’’  I  responded. 

He  immediately  proceeded  to  elaborate  a  bit  on  how pleased  everyone  was  with  the  girl’s  progress.  So,  in  spite of  everything,  the  conversation  ended  on  an  upbeat  note. But  I  was  only  too  conscious  of  the  fact  that  my  job wasn’t  done  yet. 

At  a  quarter  of  nine,  and  with  almost  zero  optimism,  I tried  Charlotte  Bromley.  The  recording  still  claimed  she’d be  back  the  day  before.  Then,  on  an  impulse,  I  decided  to stop off at her building before going to work that morning. As  soon  as  the  taxi  pulled  up  in  front  of  the  familiar yellow  brick  facade,  I  was  reminded  of  my  last  visit  here and my throat promptly closed up on me. And when I went 

to open the cab door, I was disgusted to note that my hand was  shaking. 

By  the  time  I  entered  the  vestibule,  though,  I’d  suc

ceeded in composing myself a little. Checking the directory, I  found  a  listing  that  said  R.  SCHMIDT,  SUPER  and  pressed the  buzzer.  There  was  no  answer.  I  was  trying  to  decide what  to  do  next  when  I  heard  a  slight  commotion  coming from  the  direction  of  the  lobby.  I  turned  to  see  a  woman with  a  baby  carriage  struggling  with  the  door.  She  was ﬁghting  to  keep  it  from  closing  in  her  face,  so  I  grabbed  it while she maneuvered the carriage through. Then I let my

self  into  the  lobby. 

If  the  super  wasn’t  around, I  could  at  least  try  talking  to Bromley’s  neighbors. 

Walking  to  the  elevators,  I  had  to  pass  the  very  spot where I’d so eloquently demonstrated the kind of mush I’m made  of.  And  it  came  to  me  then  that  Sunday  night  was only the second time in my life I’d passed out like that, my ﬁrst dead faint occurring during that earlier murder investi

gation of mine. And under not too dissimilar circumstances, too.  Well,  it  looked  like  I  was  one  of  those  women  who swoon  whenever  things  get  really  hairy.  And   so   what!   I thought  deﬁantly. 

The  ﬁrst  thing  I  did  when  I  got  off  on  the  seventh  ﬂoor was  to  ring  the  bell  to  7H—just  in  case.  After  satisfying myself that Bromley still wasn’t home, I tried 7G, the apart
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ment  directly  on  the  left.  I  had  no  luck  there,  either.  So  I pressed  the  buzzer  to  7I. 

‘‘Who  is  it?’’  someone  demanded  even  before  I  had  a chance  to  take  my  ﬁnger  from  the  bell.  The  voice  sounded like  it  was  coming  from  at  least  a  million  miles  away. 

‘‘I’d  like  to  ask  you  a  couple  of  questions  about  your neighbor!’’  I  shouted  through  the  closed  door. 

‘‘What?’’ 

‘‘I  want  to  talk  to  you  about  Ms.  Bromley!’’ 

‘‘Speak  up!’’  The  voice  seemed  a  little  closer. 

‘‘I’m  Charlotte  Bromley’s  cousin!’’  I  yelled. 

‘‘Can’t  hear  a  damn  thing  through  these  damn  doors,’’ 

the  voice  muttered,  and  it  was  obvious  that  whoever  it  be

longed  to  was  now  just  on  the  other  side  of  the  door. I  heard  ﬁve  locks  being  turned  then.  A  second  or  two later,  the  door  opened  a  crack,  and  a  man  no  taller  than  I am—most  of  him  hidden  from  view—was  peering  out  at me  from  behind  a  chain.  ‘‘Oh,  a  redhead,’’  he  said  in  this frail,  high-pitched  voice,  and  I  could  feel  him  eying  me  up and  down.  ‘‘Always  had  a  weakness  for  redheads.  When they’re  natural,  anyways.  You  natural?’’ 

‘‘Of  course,’’  I  answered  with  a  straight  face. 

‘‘Yeah.  Like  I’m  Ronald  Colman,’’  the  man  shot  back, cackling.  ‘‘Don’t even  mind if  my  redheads got  a few  extra pounds on ’em,’’ he informed me magnanimously, removing 

the  chain  from  the  door  and  opening  it  wide. 

Framed in the doorway was this wizened little fellow who 

must  have  been  close  to  eighty  and  who  was  so  thin  that his bones jutted out. But he had a handsome thatch of pure white hair and the most mischievous gray-green eyes you’ve ever  seen.  ‘‘Now,  who’d  you  say  you  was?’’  he  asked.  As soon  as  he  spoke,  I  noticed  he  didn’t  have  a  tooth  in  his head. 

‘‘I’m Charlotte’s cousin—Charlotte Bromley, your neigh

bor.  She  expected  to  be  back  from  vacation  yesterday,  but she’s  still  not  home.  I  don’t  suppose  you’d  know  anything about  that.’’ 

He  gave  me  this  gummy,  elﬁn  grin.  ‘‘Izzatso?  Well,  you don’t  suppose  wrong,  little  girl.’’   Little   girl?  

‘‘Then  you   do  know  where  she  is?’’ 

‘‘Betcher life, I do. The super was up here ﬁxin’ my damn sink  the  other  day,  and  he  tells  me  she’s  gonna  be  stayin’ 

at  her  sister’s  a  little  longer.  She  had  to  have  her  gallblad
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der taken out real sudden over there, and the doctors don’t want  her  doin’  no  travelin’  yet.’’ 

‘‘Do  you  happen  to  have  her  sister’s  address?’’ 

‘‘Don’t   you  have  it?  You’re  the  one’s  the  cousin;  not me.’’ 

‘‘Europe  is  all  Charlotte  told  me,’’  I  answered,  taking  a clue  from  his  using  the  words  ‘‘over  there.’’  But  the  little man  was  looking  at  me  skeptically.  ‘‘I  just  got  into  town; I’m  from  the  Midwest,’’  I  put  in  quickly.  ‘‘And  Charlotte didn’t say too much to me on the phone—just that she was 

going  to  visit  her  sister.’’  He  still  didn’t  appear  to  be  satis

ﬁed,  so  I  ﬁnished  up  with:  ‘‘Uh  . . .  Myra  moves  around  a lot.’’  The name  seemed to  go pretty  well  with ‘‘Charlotte.’’ 

‘‘Myra?’’ 

‘‘Her  sister.’’ 

‘‘Paris,  France;  that’s  where  she  is,’’  he  told  me  then, 

‘‘but  that’s  as  much  as  I  know.’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  imagine  you’d  have  any  idea  when  she’s  due home.’’ 

Another  gleeful  cackle.  ‘‘Wrong  again,’’  the  little  man announced.  ‘‘Super  says  she’ll  be  comin’  home  next  Mon

day—the  twenty-third—if  all’s  well.  That’s  the  day  before my wife’s birthday, may she rest in peace. She woulda been seventy-seven.’’ 

‘‘Well, ummm, thank you very much, sir,’’ I said, already moving  away  from  the  door.  ‘‘I’ll  get  in  touch  with  her then.’’ 

‘‘Leo,’’  he  said,  stopping  me  in  my  tracks.  ‘‘Name’s  Leo. What’s  yours,  little  girl?’’ 

‘‘Mary,’’  I  told  him  for  no  reason  I  can  think  of. 

‘‘Say,  you  got  a  husband,  Mary?’’ 

‘‘I’m  a  widow.’’ 

‘‘Listen, you like steak?’’ He didn’t bother waiting for an answer.  ‘‘My  son—he’s  a  butcher,  see?—he  brings  me  the best  tenderloin  you  ever  ate  in  your  life.  It’s  even  worth puttin’ in my damn dentures for;  that’s how good it is. You come  up  here  one  night,  and  I’ll  ﬁx  you  a  dinner’ll  bring tears  to  your  eyes.’’ 

‘‘I  can’t  tell  you  how  tempting  that  sounds,  Leo.  Only I’m afraid I just wouldn’t be able to trust myself with you.’’ 

Moments  later,  when  I  was  getting  into  the  elevator,  I could  still  hear  Leo’s  merry  cackle  reverberating  through the  hall. 

Chapter 40 

‘‘We  nailed  the  bastard,’’  the  message  from  Fielding  read. 

‘‘All   right!’’  I  exclaimed. 

‘‘Does  that  mean  what  I  think  it  does?’’  Jackie  asked, catching  some  of  my  excitement. 

‘‘You  bet.’’  I  was  grinning  from  ear  to  ear. 

She  jumped  up  from  the  chair  and  ran  around  her  desk to  give  me  a  congratulatory  hug.  Like  Ellen,  Jackie  turned out  to  be  a  hearty  hugger.  And  since  she’s  a  pretty  fairsized woman, my nose ended up smashed against her shoul

der  somewhere,  so I  had  a  little trouble  breathing.  ‘‘I  want to  hear  all  about  everything!’’  she  informed  me  when  she was  (mercifully)  done  with  displaying  her  enthusiasm. 

‘‘You  will,’’  I  promised.  ‘‘Just  let  me  make  a  few phone  calls.’’ 

I  left  Jackie  and  hurried  down  the  hall,  shrugging  out  of my coat along the way. As soon as I walked into my ofﬁce, I  dialed  Fielding. 

He  was  exuberant.  ‘‘It’s  the  same  thirty-eight  that  was used  on  the  twins,  and  it’s  got  Foster’s  prints  all  over  it!’’ 

‘‘Hallelujah!  Has  he  been  arraigned  yet?’’ 

‘‘He  certainly  has.  And  he’s  being  held  without  bail.’’ 

I  was  so  hyped  up  by  these  latest  developments,  I couldn’t  wait  to  share  them  with  Peter’s  machine,  which took  things  in  stride.  After  that,  I  phoned  Ellen  at  Macy’s, and  she,  of  course,  squealed  in  all  the  right  places. When  I  ﬁnally  managed  to  calm  down  a  little,  I  tried  R. Schmidt,  Charlotte  Bromley’s  super.  He  was  home  now— 

and  barely  civil. 

After  quickly  explaining  who  I  was,  I  said  how  much  I’d appreciate  it  if  he  could  supply  me  with  Bromley’s  Paris address. 

‘‘Listen,  the  police  were  here  about  the  same  thing  yes

 242 

 Selma   Eichler 

terday.  And  I’ll  tell  you  what  I  tole  them:  I  don’t  have  no idea   where  she’s  stayin’.’’ 

‘‘Wait!’’ I put in, just as he was—I know—about to hang 

up.  ‘‘How  did  you  hear  she  was  operated  on?’’ 

‘‘This  friend  a  hers  who  dropped  off  the  rent  for  her  a coupla weeks ago—four days late, a course—tole me about 

it.  Not  that  it’s  any  a  your  business.’’  I  was  primed  to  ask another  question,  but  R.  Schmidt  anticipated  it.  ‘‘And  I don’t  know  who  this  here  friend  is,  how  to  get  in  touch with  her,  or  even  why  I’m  spendin’  all  this  time  yakkin’ 

with  you  when  I  got  so  much  work  to  do.’’ 

It  was  a  little  before  ﬁve  that  afternoon  when  another piece  of  the  puzzle  fell  into  place. 

I’d  just  been  to  the  ladies’  room  prior  to  leaving  for home,  and  when  I  got  back  to  my  desk,  the  message  was sitting  there.  All  that  was  written  on  it  were  the  name Helen  Ward  and  a  phone  number.  For  a  minute  or  so,  I drew a blank. Then I remembered: This was the girl Claire Josephs  had  suggested  I  get  in  touch  with—that  actress friend  of  Meredith’s  who’d  been  off  shooting  a  movie  in some  jungle.  I  returned  the  call  right  away. 

Helen  Ward  sounded  very  bright.  And  very  concerned. She  explained  that  she’d  arrived  home  from  Africa  that day,  and  her  roommate  told  her  how  anxious  I  was  to  talk to  her.  Ward,  it  seems,  was  every  bit  as  anxious  to  talk  to me.  She’d  just  heard  about  the  shootings,  and  she  wanted to  know  how  the  survivor  was  and  whether  she’d  been identiﬁed yet. I said the victim seemed to be improving but that  so  far  we  hadn’t  made  any  headway  in  establishing who  she  was. 

‘‘Well,  I’m  relieved  that  she’s  doing  all  right.  My  room

mate  saved  yesterday’s  paper  for  me,  but  it  didn’t  say  too much  about  her  condition.’’ 

‘‘Yesterday’s  paper?’’  I  hadn’t  looked  at  a  newspaper in  days. 

‘‘The  Post had the story about the police picking Eric up at the  airport Sunday  night. I’m  not surprised,  you know— 

about  Eric.’’ 

‘‘You’re  not?’’ 

‘‘Not  after  what  he  pulled  on  Meredith’s  husband.’’ 

‘‘Oh,  you  mean  trying  to  buy  him  off.’’ 

‘‘Who  told  you   that?’’  Ward  scoffed.  ‘‘It  was  just  the 
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opposite.  Eric  was  after  Gene,  Meredith’s  husband—al

though  he wasn’t  her husband  at  the time—to  pay  him  off. Blackmail. Eric told Gene that if he didn’t come across with twenty thousand pounds, he’d see to it he never married his sister.’’ 

I  was  completely  thrown.  ‘‘Are  you   positive?’’ 

‘‘Absolutely. Eric had some kind of connections with the 

police,  and  he  found  out  Gene  had  been  arrested  for  drug trafﬁcking  years  back.  Well,  when  Gene  refused  to  fork over  the  money,  Eric  went  ahead  and  tattled  to  the  Fos

ters—which  is  what  he’d  been  threatening  to  do—and  the parents  put  Meredith  under  a  lot  of  pressure  to  break  off with  the  guy.  It  was  really  a  terrible  time  for  Meredith. Things  were  never  the  same  between  her  and  her  parents after  that,  either.  And  then,  of  course,  they  died.’’ 

‘‘That  Eric  is  some  piece  of  work,  isn’t  he?  You  heard all  this  from  Meredith  herself?’’ 

‘‘That’s  right.  It’s  not  something  she’d  normally  talk about, I’m sure, but one night I was crying to her about all this  trouble  I  was  having  with  my  sister,  who’s  the  bitch  of the  Western  world.  Well,  Meredith  started  commiserating with  me about  how awful  it is  when  a sister  or brother  lets you  down  like  that,  and  then  she  just  opened  up  to  me about  Eric.  I  guess,  in  a  way,  my  problems  gave  her  an excuse  for  getting  it  off  her  chest.’’ 

Thanks  to  Helen  Ward,  things  had  suddenly  become  a lot  clearer  to  me.  I  could  certainly  understand  now  why, even  after  all  this  time,  Meredith  would  have  nothing  to do  with  her  brother.  But  it   did  make  me  wonder  about Mary  Ann.  After  all,  she’d  given  everyone—including  her own  ﬁance´—Eric’s  version  of  things. 

It  was  almost  as  though  Ward  had  been  reading  my thoughts.  ‘‘From  what  Meredith  told  me,’’  she  said,  ‘‘Mary Ann always refused to believe—on a conscious level, at any rate—that  Eric  could  do  anything  like  that.  At  ﬁrst  she tried  convincing  Meredith  that  Gene  had  lied  to  her  about the  blackmail,  that  drug  addicts   always  lie.  Then,  after  a while,  she  started  insisting  that  it  must  have  been  some kind  of  misunderstanding,  and  she’d  talk  about  how  Eric was  their  only  brother  and  how  Meredith  should  at  least let  him  have  a  chance  to  explain. 

‘‘But  Meredith  always  felt  that,  deep  down,  Mary  Ann had  to  realize  there  was  no  reason  for  Gene  to  make  up  a 
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story  like  that.  And  besides,  Eric’s  demanding  money wasn’t exactly out of character for him. When Meredith and Mary Ann were growing up, he used to hit their parents up for  loans  all  the  time.  Loans  that,  of  course,  he  never  paid back. She—Meredith—was worried about how traumatized 

Mary Ann would be when one day she was forced to admit 

to  herself  what  her  brother  was  really  like.’’ 

‘‘Talk  about  misplaced  loyalty,  huh?’’  I  remarked  then. 

‘‘You  said  it.  But  tell  me,  what  made  him  try  to  kill them,  anyway?’’ 

‘‘It’s  sort  of  complicated,  but  he  stood  to  come  into  a pretty  nice  inheritance  if  both  his  sisters  died.’’ 

‘‘ Naturally  it  would  be  money.  The  man’s  a  compulsive gambler—the  horses,  I  think.  Also,  he’s  been  living  with some  woman  who  has  very  expensive  tastes.’’ 

This  girl  was  full  of  information!  It  occurred  to  me  at this  point  that  there  might  be  one  more  little  piece  where the rest had come from. I crossed my ﬁngers. ‘‘Did you, by any  chance,  ever  notice  Meredith  wearing  a  ring  of  some sort?’’ 

‘‘Uh-uh.  Not  that  I  can  recall.’’ 

Well,  I  couldn’t  expect  her  to  clear  up   everything  for me,  could  I?  Uncrossing  my  ﬁngers,  I  thanked  her  for  all her  help. 

‘‘Shakira—my  roommate—thought  you’d  probably  want 

to  see  me.’’ 

‘‘It won’t be necessary,’’ I responded, thanking her again. 

‘‘You’ve  already  answered  more  questions  than  I’d  ever have  thought  to  ask.’’ 

Chapter 41 

On the way home that night, I got to thinking about Mere

dith  and  Mary  Ann—about  everything,  really.  And  all  at once it dawned on me where the rest of Meredith’s millions might  be! 

It  was  something  that  should  have  occurred  to  me  long before,  of  course.  And  I  tried  to  take  some  consolation from the fact that Fielding had been just as big a blockhead as  I  was.  But  it  didn’t  help  much. 

Well,  anyway,  we  were  getting  together  tomorrow  for that  lunch  he’d  been  promising  me.  I’d  talk  to  him  about my  idea  then. 

Knowing  that  I  love  French  food,  Fielding  had  picked out  this  lovely—and  quite  pricey—French  restaurant  not far from my ofﬁce. We’d both heard wonderful things about the place, and I was looking forward to a very special meal. Which,  I  guess  you  could  say,  is  just  what  I  got. For starters, Tim ordered a bottle of cabernet sauvignon, and  as  soon  as  the  waiter  poured  the  wine  and  we  made  a little  toast  to  ourselves,  he leaned  across  the  table.  ‘‘I  have some  news  for  you,  Dez.’’ 

‘‘Good  or  bad?’’ 

‘‘I’d  call  it  ‘interesting.’  I’ve  been  saving  it  for  when  I saw  you.’’ 

‘‘I  have  something  to  tell  you,  too,’’  I  informed  him. 

‘‘Ladies  ﬁrst,’’  he  said  with  mock  gallantry. 

‘‘Oh,  no,  after  you;  you’re  older.’’ 

‘‘That’s  debatable,’’  Fielding  retorted.  ‘‘But  okay,  I  just thought  you’d  like  to  know  that  we’ve  located  Meredith’s assets.’’ 

 Well,    how   do   you   like   that!   I  took  a  very  large  gulp  of wine.  ‘‘Where?’’ 

‘‘Of  course,  we  were  pretty  slow-witted  about  this,  I 
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admit,’’ he digressed—and I could tell that he was going to milk this thing for all it was worth. ‘‘And by the way, when I  say  ‘we,’  Shapiro,  you  can  feel  free  to  include  yourself.’’ 

A  protracted  break  in  this  little  monologue  to  allow  me  to fully  appreciate  my  own  failings.  ‘‘But  anyway,’’  he  ﬁnally went  on,  ‘‘as  soon  as  we  found  out  Meredith  was  the  only one  with  an  inheritance,  we  started  approaching  the  prob

lem differently—concentrating on where  she might have put the money instead  of where  they might have  put it. Under

stand?’’  He  sat  back  in  his  chair  then,  a  smile  on  his  face, and  looked  at  me  expectantly. 

‘‘I  understand,’’  I  responded  impatiently.  ‘‘Go  ahead.’’ 

 ‘‘Garibaldi!’’  he  proclaimed.  ‘‘Meredith’s   married  name was   Garibaldi.’’ 

So  I’d  been  right!  Slow-witted—as  Fielding  had  been kind  enough  to  point  out—but  right.  I  could  take  at  least a  little  satisfaction  from  that.  ‘‘Everything  was  in  Mere

dith’s  name  alone?’’  I  asked. 

‘‘Yup.  More  than  two  million  dollars  worth,  in  fact.  Be

sides the condo, the only thing in both women’s names was that checking account we came across earlier. Only, on that, Meredith  used  the  name  Foster  like  her  sister—to  keep things  simpler,  maybe.’’ 

‘‘Congratulations,  Tim.  That  was  good  work,’’  I  said graciously. 

‘‘What’s  important,  though,  is  that  we  found  the  will,’’ 

Fielding  continued  hurriedly,  looking  ill  at  ease.  (He  takes a  lot  better  to  insults  than  he  does  to  compliments.)  ‘‘That should  help  in  prosecuting  the  slimeball.’’ 

‘‘The  will  was  made  out  under  Garibaldi,  too?’’ 

‘‘It  was.  And  you  were  on  the  money—the  woman  used Leibowitz, Leibowitz and O’Donnell, just like you said. We ran  into  a  little  problem  at  ﬁrst,  though.  She  saw  some pain-in-the-ass kid over there, and the pompous young jerk refused  to  talk  to  us.  All  we  wanted  him  to  do,  for  chris

sakes, was verify what we already  knew about the terms of the thing from Winters. But young Perry Mason was claim

ing  privileged  communication.  Said  if  we  gave  him  Mere

dith’s  death  certiﬁcate  he’d  probate  the  will,  and   then  we could ﬁnd out what was in it. I came close to strangling the little  puke!’’ 

‘‘Didn’t  you  explain   why  you  couldn’t  give  him  a  death certiﬁcate?’’ 
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‘‘What do  you think? I ﬁnally told him he could . . . Well, forget  what  I  told  him.  Anyhow,  since  we  had  probable cause,  it wasn’t  too  tough  getting Judge  Wilhelm  to issue  a search  and  seizure.’’ 

‘‘What  did  you  ﬁnd  out?’’ 

‘‘There  were  no  surprises.  It  appears  your  client  actually got  something  right,  for  a  change.’’ 

I  knew  Fielding  was  riding  me;  nevertheless,  I  felt  obli

gated  to  protest.  ‘‘Wait  just  a  damned  minute—’’ 

‘‘Hey, I like Winters myself,’’ he broke in, grinning. ‘‘But you  gotta  admit,  he   is  kind  of  an  airhead.’’ 

‘‘He is not!’’ I responded heatedly. ‘‘He’s very bright; it’s just  that  he’s  been  under  so  much  strain  with  this  thing.’’ 

Fielding put up his hand. ‘‘Okay, you win. But you men

tioned  before  that   you  had  something  to  tell   me.’’ 

Now,  my  good  friend  was  so  pleased  with  himself  for ﬁnally uncovering those missing assets that I didn’t want to stomp on his ego by letting him know I’d reached the same conclusion he had (although he probably wouldn’t have be

lieved  me,  anyway).  At  any  rate,  I  said  I’d  wait  until  after we ordered, since I ﬁgured that would buy me enough time 

to  come  up  with  some  plausible  substitute  for  the  theory I’d  intended  discussing  with  him,  which,  of  course,  he’d already  unknowingly  conﬁrmed.  If  you  can  follow  that. Fielding  vetoed  the  postponement.  ‘‘You  might  as  well spill  it  now,’’  he  told  me,  scanning  the  room.  ‘‘I  don’t  see our  waiter  anywhere;  I  think  the  guy  must  have  gone  on sabbatical.’’ 

‘‘It  . . .  uh  . . .  really  wasn’t  anything  important,’’  I  said, ﬂoundering  for  a  moment.  Then  it  occurred  to  me:   Helen Ward!  ‘‘But, on the other hand,’’ I amended hastily, ‘‘it  was kind  of  enlightening. . . .’’  

A  few  minutes  after  I  quickly  recapped  what  I’d  learned from  Ward,  our  waiter  materialized  and  we  ordered  lunch. It was a delightful meal. Although I did feel a  little guilty enjoying  it  at  Fielding’s  expense  knowing  that,  once  again, I  planned  to  try  and  beat  him  to  the  punch  with  Bromley. But,  unwittingly,  Fielding  had  his  revenge. 

Thanks  to   his  damned  restaurant,  I  woke  up  that  night with  a  ﬁrst-class  case  of  food  poisoning. 

Chapter 42 

I  stayed  home  Thursday  and  Friday. 

All  of  Thursday  I  remained  within  dashing  distance  of the  bathroom.  And  except  for  a  brief  call  to  Jackie  telling her  I  wouldn’t  be  in  (which  I  didn’t   dare  forget  to  make), I  avoided  all  human  contact.  The  phone  rang  once  late  in the  afternoon,  but  I  couldn’t  even  consider  answering  it, and  the  caller  didn’t  leave  a  message.  But  who  cared?  I was  too  busy  praying  for  death. 

Friday was somewhat better. I made myself some tea and 

toast  around  eight,  when  I  got  up,  and  at  a  little  after  ten I  heard  from  Peter. 

He was jubilant. ‘‘Mary Ann remembered something last 

night!  She  said,  ‘The  play;  there  was  this  play  . . .’  That’s all she said, but it’s the ﬁrst time she remembered  anything. It’s  the  proof  you’re  always  talking  about,  Desiree—the proof  that  she  really   is  Mary  Ann!’’ 

I  didn’t  know  how  to  respond. 

‘‘Don’t  you   get  it?  We   met  at  a  play!  That’s  what  she was  referring  to!’’ 

What  good  would  it  have  done  to  point  out  that  those words could as easily have come from Meredith—more eas

ily, in fact? I was sure the same thought had entered Peter’s mind,  too;  only  he’d  shoved  it  right  out  again.  And  the thing  is,  I  couldn’t  really  blame  him. 

My  next  call,  at  a  little  before  noon,  was  from  Stuart. He’d  tried  me  at  the  ofﬁce  just  to  say  hello,  he  said,  and Jackie  told  him  about  the  food  poisoning.  ‘‘How  are  you feeling?’’  he  asked  solicitously. 

I  assured  him  that  I  was  a  lot  better  than  yesterday. 

‘‘I’ve  been  meaning  to  call  you,  but  I  just  haven’t  had  a chance.  I  don’t  think  I’ve  ever  been  this  busy  in  my  life,’’ 

he  explained.  ‘‘But  listen,  I’ve  been  thinking.  Instead  of going  upstate  to  my  brother’s  place  when  this  madness  is 
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over,  it  might  not  be  a  bad  idea  to  take  a  week  off  and  ﬂy down  to  Nassau  or  Bermuda—somewhere  like  that.  What do   you  think?’’ 

I wasn’t  sure just  how he  meant that,  so I  answered cau

tiously.  ‘‘Sounds  good  to  me.  And  you’ll  certainly  be  able to  use  a  vacation  after  tax  season.’’ 

‘‘I  wasn’t  just  talking  about  me;  I  meant  the  two  of  us. Hopefully, by that time you’ll have everything wrapped up, too.  How’s  it  coming,  by  the  way?’’ 

Knowing how busy he was, all I said was that things were 

ﬁnally falling  into place and  I’d ﬁll him  in when  I saw him. He  was  apparently  more  than  willing  to  settle  for  that. 

‘‘Well, how about it?’’ he asked then. ‘‘Think you could go for  a  little  R&R  at  some  tropical  island  paradise?’’ 

‘‘I  might  be  able  to  force  myself.’’ 

He  promised  to  pick  up  some  travel  folders  as  soon  as he  could. 

And  I  hung  up  happy. 

Don’t  get  me  wrong.  Stuart  and  I  will  never  be  more  to one  another  than  good  friends.  But  I’d  been  missing  the physical  part  of  our  relationship  more  and  more  lately— 

slut that I am. Besides, think of all the calories I’d be burn

ing  off! 

I  ﬁxed  myself  a  light  lunch  after  that.  And  a  short  while later,  inspired  by  thoughts  of  my  liaison  with  Stuart,  I  de

cided to tackle this other matter I’d been meaning to see to. Now,  I  don’t  know  if  I  mentioned  this  before,  but  I’m not  really  much  of  a  telephone  person.  Sometimes  I  have to  psych  myself  up  to  make  a  normal  business  call.  And what  I  had  in  mind  right  then  was  a  whole  lot  trickier. You wouldn’t believe how nervous I was just dialing that 

number.  The  only  thing  that  got  me  through  it  was  the almost  certain  conviction  he  wouldn’t  be  home. 

‘‘Lynton,’’  he  announced,  picking  up  on  the  ﬁrst  ring. 

‘‘This  is  Desiree  Shapiro,  Mike—the  woman  who  spent so  much  time  at  your  feet  last  Sunday  night,  remember?’’ 

That  carefully  rehearsed  line  brought  the  hoped-for  re

sponse.  ‘‘I  remember,’’  the  young  doctor  answered, 

chuckling. 

I  mentally  rolled  up  my  sleeves.  For  the  past  few  days, I’d  really  been  agonizing  over  how  to  present  my  proposi

tion  without  sounding  like  a  terrible  busybody.  But  I’d  ﬁ

nally  concluded  that  there  was  no  way  to   avoid  sounding 

 250 

 Selma   Eichler 

like  a  terrible  busybody.  So  I  just  took  a  deep  breath  and said,  ‘‘I  hope  you  won’t  think  I’m  too  forward,  but  . . .  uh 

. . . I was wondering, do you have a girlfriend?’’  There  must have   been   a   more   tactful   way   to   put   that!  

A long pause. Then Lynton answered warily, ‘‘Well, I  do see  this  one  woman.’’ 

He  really  wasn’t very  convincing.  And  at that  moment  it occurred to me we might have a little glitch in communica

tions  here.  ‘‘You  don’t  think  . . .  that  is,  I  hope  you  realize I’m  not  asking  for  myself,’’  I  tittered. 

‘‘Oh,  of  course  not,’’  Lynton  lied,  an  audible  exhale  be

traying  his  relief. 

With  that  clariﬁed,  I  barreled  ahead.  ‘‘I  have  this  lovely young  niece,’’  I  told  him,  ‘‘and  I  just   know  you  two  would get  along.  Believe  me,  I  wouldn’t  be  making  such  a  com

plete  ass  of  myself  if  I  weren’t   positive  you’d  hit  it  off.’’ 

‘‘I’m  sure  your  niece  is  great,  but  I  never  go  out  on blind dates.’’ Then—in what was unmistakably a preface to terminating  the  call—he  said  quickly,  ‘‘It  was  nice  of  you to  think  of  me,  though.’’ 

‘‘But  it  doesn’t  have  to  be  really  blind,’’  I  said  just  as quickly. ‘‘I could send you a picture of Ellen. Ellen Kravitz is  her  name,  by  the  way.’’ 

There  was  a  smile  in  Lynton’s  voice  now.  ‘‘Thanks,  but I’m  really  not—’’ 

‘‘A  video?’’ 

He  laughed.  ‘‘You  don’t  give  up,  do  you?’’ 

‘‘Look,  what  have  you  got  to  lose?  Meet  her  for  a  drink or  something.  If  you  like  each  other,  ﬁne.  If  you  don’t,  all you’ve  wasted  is  about  a  half  hour  of  your  whole  life.’’ 

A  moment’s  hesitation.  ‘‘I  don’t  know.  I—’’ 

He  never  got  a  chance  to  ﬁnish  what  by  now  had  with

ered  to  a  halfhearted  protest.  I  closed  in  for  the  kill.  ‘‘Do you  realize  how  many  wonderful  experiences  you  can  miss out  on  by  being  overly  cautious?’’ 

‘‘Well  . . .’’ 

‘‘She’ll  pay  for  her  own  drink.  Hey,  maybe  I  can  even talk  her  into  paying  for  yours.’’ 

‘‘Okay,  okay,’’  he  said  laughing  heartily  at  this  point. 

‘‘You  can  stop  selling;  I  surrender.  Let  me  have  her number.’’ 

‘‘You’ll  call  her?’’ 

‘‘I’ll  call  her.  Scout’s  honor.’’ 
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At  nine-thirty  that  night  I  reached  Ellen.  I  could  hardly wait  to  ﬁll  her  in  on  my  coup. 

She  didn’t  exactly  applaud  my  efforts.  ‘‘You  did   what?’’ 

was  how  she  put  it.  Then,  on  the  very  brink  of  tears:  ‘‘I can  just  imagine  what  he  thinks  of  me,  having  my  aunt drum up dates for me that way! He’s probably got me down 

as  a  total  reject!  What’s  next?  Are  you  planning  to  stand on  a  street  corner  with  a  lasso?’’ 

Now, while past  experience wouldn’t let me  discount the possibility  that  Ellen  might  be  a  little  embarrassed  by  my contacting  Mike  Lynton,  past  experience  had  also  led  me to  believe  she’d  get  over  it  in  about  three  minutes.  Appar

ently  it was  different  this  time. And  what  was worse,  I  had just  accomplished  the  last  thing  in  the  world  I’d  intended: to  further  erode  Ellen’s  already  very  eroded  self-con

ﬁdence. 

I  pointed  out  then  that,  if  anything,  Lynton  might  have the  idea  there  was  something  weird  about   me—not   her. After  which  I  went  on  to  rave  about  all  of  the  young  doc

tor’s  admirable  qualities  (and  I  did  very  well  by  him,  too, considering  our  rather  brief  acquaintanceship). 

‘‘Look,  he’s  not  going  to  call;  he  said  he  would  just  to get  rid  of  you.  But  even  if  he   does  call,  I  won’t  see  him,’’ 

my  usually  pliable  niece  stated  ﬁrmly.  ‘‘Not  if  I  want  to have  any  respect  for  myself  at  all.’’ 

That’s  pretty  much  how  we  left  things.  And  afterward  I spent  a  long  time  trying  to  justify  my  actions  to  myself. There was nothing I wouldn’t do for Ellen. I just wanted 

to  see  her  meet  someone  she  could  care  for;  was  that  so wrong?  Besides,  I   had  to  make  up  for  Will  Fitzgerald. All  right. So  maybe  I  did get  a  little carried  away,  phon

ing  someone  I  hardly  knew  like  that.  But  my  heart  was certainly  in  the  right  place.  The  trouble  was—I  ﬁnally  got around  to  conceding—my  brains  must  have  traveled  south. Thanks  to  me,  Ellen  now  felt  like  one  of  the  ten  most desperate  women  on  the  planet. 

God!  When  would  I  learn  to  mind  my  own  business? 

I vowed then and there that I’d never  ever meddle in her personal life again. Well, anyway, not for a long, long time. Chapter 43 

Ellen  and  I  had  never  had  words  before—at  least,  not  like this.  And  it  was  making  me  nuts.  I  considered  giving  her  a call  on  Saturday  morning,  but  I  was  afraid  she’s  ream  me out  some  more  or  even  refuse  to  talk  to  me  altogether— 

both  of  which,  looking  back,  I  realize  would  have  been totally  unlike  her.  But  anyway,  I  took  the  cowardly  route, persuading  myself  it  would  be  better  to  wait  a  couple  of days  and  give  her  a  chance  to  cool  off  a  little. Pat  Martucci  phoned  me  late  Saturday  afternoon.  Her latest,  Peter  Castle  (yes,  the  guy  with  the   Crazy   for   You tickets),  was  out  of  town  for  the  day.  And  she  wanted  to know how I felt about dinner and a movie. I said I felt ﬁne about  it.  I  was  getting  pretty  tired  of  staring  at  the  four yellowing  white  walls. 

When I  got home  from my  night out  with Pat,  there was a  message  on  the  machine:  ‘‘Aunt  Dez?  Please  call  me.’’ 

I  checked  my  watch:  twelve-ﬁfteen.  Damn!  It  was  too late  to  get  back  to  her  tonight;  I’d  call  ﬁrst  thing  in  the morning. 

But  on  Sunday  I  wound  up  sleeping  until  after  ten,  and Ellen was already out of the apartment when I tried reach

ing  her. 

I  wasn’t  able  to  get  her  that  entire  afternoon,  and  in  the evening  there  was  something  else  I  had  to  give  some thought  to:  Tomorrow  was  March  23. 

Now,  all  along,  I’d  planned  to  check  and  see  if  Bromley came  home  on  Sunday  night— tonight—instead  of  on  Mon

day  the  twenty-third,  when  she  was  actually  scheduled  to return. But suddenly I was having second thoughts. If I  did ﬁnd  her  in,  there  was  a  good  chance—make  that  a  nearcertainty—Fielding would not take too kindly to it, particu

larly  in  view  of  last  Sunday  night’s  disaster.  I  could  just picture  his  reaction  if  he  and  Corcoran  showed  up  at  the 
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woman’s  apartment  tomorrow  and  she  said,  ‘‘Oh,  I  just gave  that  information  to  this  private  detective,  Desiree somebody-or-other.’’  So,  after  making  every  effort  to  con

tact  her  this  week,  I  was  going  to  back  off.  Anyway,  there really  wasn’t  any  need  for  me  to  talk  to  Bromley  person

ally;  I  had  no  doubt  Tim  would  relay  whatever  it  was  she had  to  say.  Besides,  I  could  always  follow  up  myself  if  for some  reason  I  felt  I  needed  to. 

Less  than  ﬁfteen  minutes  after  I’d  become  convinced  of the  wisdom  of  this  decision,  I  picked  up  the  phone  and called  her  anyway.  But  her  machine  was  still  spewing  out the  same  lie  it  had  been  repeating  for  more  than  a  month now. 

Well,  I  was  getting  a  little  hungry  by  then,  so  I  whipped up  one  of  my  refrigerator  omelets—this  one  with  salami, scallions,  mushrooms,  green  beans,  and  tomato.  And  after I’d  ﬁnished  eating,  I  gave  Bromley  another  try. 

‘‘Hello,’’  said  the  breathy,  little-girl  voice  that  had  be

come  so  familiar  to  me  by  now.  I  couldn’t  believe  it!  Was this  really  Charlotte  Bromley  herself—in  the  ﬂesh? 

‘‘Hello?’’  the  voice  said  again. 

‘‘Ms.  Bromley?’’  I  ﬁnally  got  out. 

‘‘That’s  right;  who’s  this?’’ 

I  proceeded  carefully.  It  was  possible  that  Charlotte Bromley,  having  been  abroad  for  so  long,  might  not  even be  aware  of  the  tragedy.  ‘‘My  name  is  Desiree  Shapiro,’’  I told  her.  ‘‘I’m  a  private  investigator,  and  I’d  like  to  talk  to you  about  the  Foster  twins.  It  would  only  take  a  few minutes.’’ 

‘‘Mary  Ann  and  Meredith?  Why?  Is  something  wrong?’’ 

she  asked,  uneasily. 

‘‘If  I  can  just  come  over  for  a  little  while,  I’ll  explain everything.’’ 

‘‘Can’t  you  tell  me  what  it’s  about  on  the  phone?’’ 

‘‘I  don’t  think  that  would  be  a  very  good  idea.  Look,  I wouldn’t  trouble  you  the  day  you  got  back  from  vacation if  it  wasn’t  important.’’ 

‘‘All  right,’’  she  agreed.  ‘‘How  soon  can  you  get  here?’’ 

‘‘In  about  an  hour.  Is  that  all  right?’’ 

‘‘Okay,  but  please  try  to  make  it  earlier  if  you  can.  I’ve had  a  long  trip,  and  I  haven’t  been  feeling  too  well.’’ 

I  promised  to  be  there  as  quickly  as  I  could. 

I  threw  on  my  clothes,  grabbed  my  wig,  my  hair  spray, 
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and  my  cosmetic  bag,  and  in  ﬁfteen  minutes  I  was  sitting in  a  taxi  headed  downtown. 

Now, normally I would probably have been a basket case 

trying  to  anticipate  what  lay  ahead  in  my  meeting  with Bromley.  But  not  then.  I  was  too  busy  struggling  to  put myself  together  under  the  kind  of  conditions  you  can’t imagine—unless  you’ve  been  in  a  New  York  City  cab, that  is. 

Anyway,  I  had  quite  a  ride  that  night.  I  don’t  think  we missed  one  pothole  between  East  Eighty-second  and  West Twentieth  streets—and  we  were  going  at  a  clip  worthy  of the Indy 500. But even with my wig bouncing up and down 

in  my  lap,  I  somehow  managed  to  make  it  look  semipre

sentable. And then  I cemented the results with  the manda

tory  megadose  of  hair  spray,  which  prompted  the  driver  to turn almost completely around in his seat, narrowly missing a  passing  bus.  ‘‘Hey,  take  it  easy,  lady,’’  Moe  Bittner  ad

monished.  ‘‘You  trying  to  asphyxiate  me?  Didn’t  you  ever hear  of  those  aerosol  pump  things?’’ 

I  apologized  meekly (in  Bittner’s  hands,  that taxi  was  an extremely  dangerous  weapon)  and  carefully  adjusted  the hairpiece  to  my  head.  Then  I  was  ready  to  apply  my makeup. 

As  soon  as  I  started,  Bittner  took  a  corner  on  two wheels, and half a bottle of foundation spilled over into my lap.  For  my  next  trick,  I  managed  to  mascara  my  chin. (And  to  remove  the  stuff,  I  practically  had  to  rub  myself raw,  too.)  What’s  more,  I  never   did  get  my  lipstick  on straight. I settled when some of it, at least, wound up below my  nose. 

On the positive side, though, we made good time— unbe

 lievably  good  time,  in  fact. 

When  we  stopped  in  front  of  Bromley’s  building,  Moe Bittner  swiveled  around  again,  this  time  to  critique  my  la

bors.  ‘‘You  need  a  little  practice  with  that  lipstick,  lady. You  should  do  like  my  wife  does:  Use  a  lip  pencil  for  the outline,  then  take  a  brush  and  ﬁll  in  the  rest.  You’ll  get  a much  neater  result  that  way;  you’ll  see.’’ 

A  couple  of  minutes  later,  I  was  standing  at  the  curb  in a  cloud  of  gas  fumes.  And  that’s  when  reality  hit.  It  came to  me  in  a  rush  that  I  might  ﬁnally  have  the  answer  I’d been  so  anxious  for. 

And  I  was  scared  stiff. 
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*

*
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Going up in the elevator, I  ﬁnally acknowledged the one 

contingency  I’d  been  banishing  from  my  mind  since  I  ﬁrst heard  about  that  amethyst  ring:   Suppose   the   twin   in   the hospital   had   borrowed   her   sister’s   ring   that   day?  

Sisters  did  that  sort  of  thing  all  the  time,  didn’t  they? 

What’s  more,  if  that  was  common  practice  with  the  twins, it would account for no one’s being quite sure who the ring belonged  to. 

 Stop   it,   I  commanded  myself.  After  all,  it  was  highly  un

likely  Mary  Ann  would  have  put  on  her  sister’s  ring  when all  she  was  doing  was  having  dinner  with  a  friend  after work  that  night.  Or  that  Meredith  wore  Mary  Ann’s  ring just  to  go  to  rehearsal.  And  besides,  the  girls’  tastes  were really  totally  different. 

By  the  time  I  rang  Charlotte  Bromley’s  doorbell,  I’d managed,  once  again,  to  bury  that  extremely  troublesome thought. 

I  estimated  Bromley  to  be  in  her  late  thirties.  Short  and chunky,  with  long  brown  hair  and  a  face  like  a  full  moon, she was dressed in a peasant-style blouse and a voluminous three-tiered  cotton  skirt  that  emphasized  her  far-from

svelte proportions. But the most noticeable thing about her was  her  accessories.  I  mean,  the  woman  was  a  walking showcase  of  her  handiwork.  Decorating  her  person  were  a huge  pair  of  triangular,  shoulder-length  earrings  set  with semiprecious  stones,  one  very  large  silver  pin,  more  than  a half dozen rings, two armfuls of bangle bracelets in varying widths  and  styles,  and  three  good-sized  necklaces—one with  a  handsome  bronze  pendant  that  nestled  between  her ample  breasts. 

Bromley’s  artistic  bent,  however,  did  not  extend  to  her living  room,  which  was  carelessly  furnished  with  what looked  like  Salvation  Army  rejects.  As  soon  as  I’d  settled myself  into  the  almost  springless  sofa,  she  looked  at  me apprehensively.  ‘‘You  wanted  to  talk  to  me  about  Mary Ann  and  Meredith,’’  she  said  in  that  breathy  way  of  hers. 

‘‘Uh,  yes.  I’m  afraid  there’s  been  a  terrible  tragedy,  Ms. Bromley.’’  She  immediately  sat  up  straighter,  seeming  to steel  herself,  as  I  proceeded  to  narrate,  as  delicately  as  I could, the events connected with the shootings that left one of  her  friends  dead  and  the  other  critically  wounded.  By 
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the time I was through, Charlotte Bromley’s face was ashen and  she  was  clutching  at  her  chest.  She  opened  her  mouth as  if  struggling  to  say  something,  but  no  words  came  out. My  ﬁrst  thought  was  that  she  was  in  the  throes  of  a  heart attack.  But  in  a  moment  her  hand  was  back  in  her  lap  and she  was  speaking  normally—as  normally  as  possible  under the  circumstances,  that  is. 

‘‘I was going to call Mary Ann in the morning and see if 

the three of us could have dinner one night next week,’’ she told me in a hushed tone. ‘‘Oh, God, their own brother . . .’’ 

Her  voice  trailed  off.  ‘‘What  kind  of  an  animal   is  he?’’  she demanded  softly  an  instant  later,  her  eyes  brimming  with tears.  ‘‘Mary  Ann  was  always  talking  about  him,  too.  And she wrote to him all the time. She even wrote to him about me—although  what  there  was  to  tell,  I  have  no  idea.  She said  she  wanted  us  to  meet.’’  Taking  a  tissue  from  the pocket  of  her  skirt  at  this  point,  Bromley  hastily  dried  her eyes.  Then  she  seemed  to  remember  something,  and  she looked  at  me,  perplexed.  ‘‘But  just  why  did  you  want  to see  me?’’ 

‘‘There’s a question I have to ask you. You were friendly with  both  sisters?’’ 

‘‘That’s  right.  Although  I  met  Mary  Ann  ﬁrst,  and  I  saw her  a  lot  more  often.  She  buys  from  me—for  her  shop;  I design  jewelry.’’ 

‘‘That’s  why  I’m  here.  I  think  you  may  be  able  to  help us  sort  out  their  identities.’’ 

‘‘Me?  But  how?’’ 

‘‘Did  you  ever  notice  either  of  them  wearing  a  ring  of any  kind?’’ 

‘‘Oh,  sure,’’  Bromley  answered  promptly.  ‘‘There’s  no way  I  could  have   missed  it!  Mary  Ann  had  me  design  a ring  for  her  a  few  months  ago,  and  she  used  to  wear  it quite  often.’’ 

 At  last!  I was thrilled,  elated! But, unfortunately, Bromley continued.  ‘‘And  Meredith  liked  the  ring  so  much  she  had me  make  one  up  for  her,  too.’’ 

‘‘Are  you  talking  about   the   same   ring?’’  There  was  now a  deﬁnite  possibility  I  might  slash  my  wrists. 

‘‘That’s  right.  Which  was  kind  of  unusual,  I  guess,  be

cause  their  tastes  weren’t  at  all  alike.  I  suppose  it  was  be

cause  the  basic  design  was  so  simple  that  it  worked  for both  of  them.’’ 
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 God!    Another   dead   end!   I  had  never  known  such  com

plete  and  utter  frustration.  No,  it  was  more  than  frustra

tion— despair! 

And  then  Charlotte  Bromley  added  one  thing  more: 

‘‘It  was  only  the   stones  that  were  different.  One  had  an amethyst  and  the  other  was  set  with  a  garnet.’’ 

‘‘Which—’’ 

But  before  I  could  put  the  question  to  her,  the  phone rang, and an apologetic Bromley jumped up and ran to the 

adjacent  kitchen  to  answer  it,  assuring  me  she’d  only  be  a minute.  She  was  still  talking  many  minutes  later. 

I was too edgy to just sit there. I got up and began pacing back  and  forth  in  front  of  the  sofa.  The  kitchen  was  only a few yards away, so I could hear that little-girl voice quite clearly.  And  it  was  saying  things  like  ‘‘I’ve  got  company, Ma;  I’ll  call  you  back.’’  And  ‘‘We’ll  talk  about  it  later.’’ 

And  about  three  times:  ‘‘I’ve  really  gotta  go  now,  Ma.’’ 

And  then  suddenly  I  didn’t  mind  waiting  for  the  call  to end.  In  fact,  the  two  of  them  could  stay  on  that  phone  all year,  for  all  I  cared. 

Because  now  I  knew  what  Charlotte  Bromley  would  be telling  me. 

Chapter 44 

I  was  sitting  on  the  sofa  again  by  the  time  Bromley  came back  into  the  room.  But  by  then  I  was  no  longer  as  conﬁ

dent  as  I’d  been  a  few  minutes  earlier.  I  needed  to  hear her  conﬁrm  my  thoughts. 

‘‘I’m  sorry,  that  was  my  mother,’’  she  murmured  sheep

ishly,  taking  a  seat.  ‘‘And  I  haven’t  learned   yet  how  to  get her  off  the  phone.  You  were  just  about  to  ask  me  which ring  was  which,  weren’t  you?’’ 

‘‘I  was,  but  I  think  I’ve  already  answered  my  own  ques

tion.  The  garnet  was  Meredith’s,  wasn’t  it?’’ 

‘‘Why,  yes,  it  was.  How  did  you  know?’’ 

‘‘I remember someone telling me that Meredith was actu

ally born on January thirty-ﬁrst—right before midnight. So, technically, the garnet would be her birthstone. While Mary Ann  didn’t  come  along  until  a  few  minutes  later—on  Feb

ruary ﬁrst. And the birthstone for February is an amethyst.’’ 

(The more trivial the fact, the more likely I am to know it.) 

‘‘That’s   right, ’’  Bromley  said,  impressed.  ‘‘Meredith didn’t  care  for  amethysts.  And  since  she  once  mentioned that she was really born in January, I suggested the garnet.’’ 

And  then  the  jeweler  added  poignantly,  ‘‘Garnets  are  dark red,  you  know.  And  Meredith  loved  red.’’ 

I  nodded,  a  picture  of  the  girl’s  bedroom  springing  to mind. 

‘‘But  just  why  are  the  rings  so  important?’’ 

‘‘Because  the  twin  that’s  in  St.  Catherine’s  was  wearing one  of  those  rings  the  night  she  was  brought  in.’’  I  an

swered  the  question  in  Bromley’s  eyes.  ‘‘The  one  with  the amethyst;  Mary  Ann’s  the  surviving  sister.’’  As  soon  as  I said  it,  I  asked  to  use  the  phone. 

Peter had been waiting long enough to hear those words. 

*

*

* 
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The  instant  I  was  back  in  my  own  apartment,  I  dialed Peter’s number for the second time. (He hadn’t been home 

when  I tried  him from  Bromley’s, and  I hadn’t  left a  mess

age.) 

When  I  heard  the  recorded  ‘‘Hello,  this  is  Peter  . . .’’ 

again, I wanted to scream. But, gritting my teeth in frustra

tion, I said, ‘‘Peter, it’s Desiree; call me the second you get in.  I  have  news—the  news  you’ve  been  waiting  for!’’ 

I’d  barely  put  down  the  receiver  when  I  began  to  worry. Had I mentioned I had something  good to tell him—some

thing   wonderful,   really?  I  should  have  been  clearer.  So, neurotic  that  I  am,  I  made  another  call.  ‘‘It’s  me  again, Peter.  I  don’t  think  I  told  you;  the  news  is   fantastic!’’ 

Waiting for Peter to get back to me, I put up some coffee I  didn’t  really  want.  And  because  I  hate  to  have  just  plain coffee,  I  paid  a  visit  to  the  freezer  for  a  little  Macadamia Brittle  to  keep  it  company.  Only  a  little,  you  understand;  I was  much  too  antsy  to  actually   enjoy  it.  But  it  seemed  to have  a  calming  effect  on  me  (at  least,  that’s  what  I  told myself),  and  I  soon  made  a  return  trip  to  the  freezer—this time,  for  a  much  more  generous  portion. 

The  telephone  rang  when  the  last  spoonful  of  the 

Haägen-Dazs was en route to my mouth. I threw down the 

spoon.  Peter!  In my hurry to talk to him, I managed to trip over  my  own  feet.  Only  the  fortunate  placement  of  the kitchen  counter—which  I  grabbed  on  to  just  in  time—kept me  upright. 

‘‘Aunt  Dez?’’  the  hesitant  voice  said  when  I  made  it  to the  phone. 

 Ellen!   I’d  forgotten  all  about  her!  ‘‘Oh, Ellen, I’m so glad you  called.  I  tried  reaching  you  earlier.’’ 

‘‘I  just  came  in  about  a  half  hour  ago.  I  spent  the  day  in Great Neck at my friend Vickie’s—this woman I work with. 

Listen,  I  feel  just  terrible  about  the  way  I  acted  Friday night.’’ 

‘‘Why are  you apologizing? I’m the one who was at fault. I  can’t  tell  you  how  sorry  I  am  about  embarrassing  you like  that.’’ 

‘‘But  you  meant  well.  You  only  did  it  for  me.’’ 

‘‘I   did  mean  well—you  know  I’d  never  hurt  you  inten

tionally. But I was really very stupid. If I promise to behave from  now  on,  can  we  just  forget  it?’’ 

‘‘No,  I’m  afraid  not.’’ 
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‘‘Why?  What  do  you  mean?’’ 

Then  came  the  giggle.  ‘‘I  just  spoke  to  Mike  Lynton.’’ 

‘‘Oh?’’ 

‘‘He  was  very  nice,  too.  We  talked  for  about  ﬁfteen  mi

nutes,  and  I’m  meeting  him  for  drinks  Wednesday  night.’’ 

‘‘Ellen!’’  I  squealed.  ‘‘I  am   so  glad.  I  just   know  you’re going  to  like  each  other.’’ 

‘‘Well,  even  if  we  don’t,  it’s  worth  a  try.’’ 

‘‘That’s  right.  And  listen,  if  it  doesn’t  work  out,  I’ll  bet Peter  knows  some  very—’’ 

‘‘Aunt  Dez!’’ 

‘‘Not  that  I  would  ever  approach  him,’’  I  assured  her hastily,  ‘‘but  if   he  should  happen  to  say  something  to me  . . .’’ 

Things  were  certainly  looking  up,  I  decided  after  Ellen’s news. She had a date with an absolutely darling young man, and you never knew where  that could lead. (I caught myself picturing  Mike  Lynton’s  refrigerator  ﬁlled  to  capacity  with near-empty  containers  of  Chinese  food.)  Even  more  im

portant,  Peter’s  ﬁanceé  was  alive  and,  while  not  exactly well,  hopefully  on  her  way.  As  for  me,  I  had  that  lovely vacation  with  Stuart  to  look  forward  to. 

But  I   did  wish  I’d  hear  from  Peter. 

The  call  came  at  eleven-ﬁfteen.  ‘‘Peter!’’  I  screeched. 

‘‘It’s  Mary  Ann!  The  girl  in  the  hospital  is  Mary  Ann!’’ 

‘‘Are  you  sure?’’  he  asked  cautiously. 

‘‘Absolutely!  I  saw  Charlotte  Bromley  tonight.  She  told me  Mary  Ann  was  the  one  with  the  amethyst  ring—the ring found on the survivor! And you can’t get a better I.D. than  that,  since  Bromley  designed  that  ring  for  her  in  the ﬁrst  place!’’ 

‘‘Thank  God!’’  And  now  he  was  so  exuberant  he  could barely  contain  himself.  ‘‘I  really   did  know  it  all  along,’’  he told  me,  seeming  to  pick  up  speed  with  every  word,  ‘‘but sometimes I was afraid that maybe it was because I wanted it so badly. And then when Larry Shields was at the hospi

tal  yesterday,  he  acted  like  it  was  Meredith  in  that  room. But  maybe  that’s  because   he  wanted  it  so  badly.  But  any

how, it’s ﬁnally  ofﬁcial. I can’t even begin to  thank you for all  your  help,  Desiree.’’ 

All at once he started to sob—deep, wrenching sobs that 

expelled  all  the  horror  and  fear  he’d  kept  under  rein  for 
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so  long.  A  moment  later,  there  I  was,  joining  right  in  with him. (No one ever has to  cry alone as long as I’m around.) I couldn’t seem to stop myself, either. Even after Peter had pulled  himself  together,  I  was  still  at  it. 

I produced a fresh supply of tears when he reported that 

this morning Mary Ann remembered something about hav

ing  tea  in  London  when  she  was  a  child.  And  I  kept  right on  going  when  he  insisted  he  was  taking  me  to  the  Four Seasons  for  dinner  on  Friday  to  celebrate.  I  didn’t  even let  up  when  Peter  apologized  for  making  me  cry  in  the ﬁrst  place. 

‘‘I  really  got  you  started,  didn’t  I?’’  he  said  awkwardly. 

‘‘I’m  sorry  I  carried  on  like  that.  I  guess  it’s  because  I’ve been  keeping  everything  bottled  up  inside  me  and  because I’m  so  happy  it  worked  out  the  way  it  did.’’ 

‘‘I know,’’ I snifﬂed, ﬁnally managing to compose myself, 

‘‘and   I’ve  been  crying  because  I’m  so  happy  for  you.  Any

way,  I  guess  we’d  both  better  go  get  some  rest  now.’’ 

‘‘Good  idea.  I’ll  talk  to  you  in  the  morning.  And,  well, thanks  again,  Desiree.  For  everything.’’ 

After  we  hung  up,  I  sat  there  quietly  for  a  while,  think

ing. And I found myself growing more and more depressed. 

Was  it  only  minutes  ago  that  I’d  rejoiced  with  Peter  over Mary  Ann’s  survival?  And  just  a  couple  of  hours  ago  that I’d been feeling so good about  everything? At that moment, it  was  hard  to  believe.  Because,  at  that  moment,  I  couldn’t seem  to  shake  from  my  mind  the  tragedy  that  was  Mere

dith  Foster. 

And  then  I  started  blubbering  all  over  again.  But  those tears  had  nothing  to  do  with  joy. 

I  recalled  how  Meredith  had  nursed  her  husband  during his  losing  battle  with  AIDS.  And  how  she’d  always  looked after  her  sister.  And  I  reminded  myself  of  her  talent  and her  dedication  to  her  craft.  What  sad  irony  that  just  when her  career  seemed  to  be  taking  off  and  there  was  a  caring new  man  in  her  life,  this  had  to  happen  to  her. And  that’s  when,  to  my  mortiﬁcation,  I  became  aware that I was actually angry with Mary Ann—and furious with 

myself for feeling that way. I mean, how dared I, when the poor  thing  was  virtually  shackled  to  a  hospital  bed,  going through  such  hell! 

Really, though, it blew my mind that she’d remained neu
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tral in this feud between her sister and brother. How could she   not  have  sided  with  Meredith,  for  God’s  sake! 

But  what  was  the  matter  with  me,  anyway?  After  all, things  turned  out  just  the  way  I’d  wanted  them  to,  hadn’t they?  Besides,  from  everything  I’d  been  told,  Mary  Ann was a sweet, warm, friendly girl. And just look how ecstatic Peter  was  now! 

Still,  I  couldn’t  help  wondering—and  not  for  the  ﬁrst time—if,  in  real  life,  there  was  any  such  thing  as  a  truly happy  ending. 
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