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      The heroine jumped from the out-of-control train, hitting the ground hard, and rolled away as it sped by.

      The audience gasped, waiting to see what adventure she would move on to next.

      The piano rang out, punctuating the movie’s action.

      “The audience is full tonight,” whispered Merle Cooper into her sister’s ear.

      Jean kept playing the piano. “I know,” she said, casting a furtive glance to her left.

      Her sister’s gaze followed Jean’s. “Well, well,” Merle said as she looked at the man who’d snagged Jean’s interest.

      “Hush, the movie’s playing,” Jean whispered, pulling her gaze from the tall red-headed man. “The end is coming up.” She watched the screen and gave the final scenes a loud clang on the piano. The audience clapped as the film ran out.

      The lights came up and the people started to move to the aisles that led to the small lobby of the theater.

      The man who held the two sister’s interest, Patrick Flannigan, sat with his sister Lottie and her girlfriend Elise.

      “Ready to go?” asked Elise.

      Lottie and Patrick nodded an affirmative; their small group stood and walked with the crowds toward the lobby. Patrick stopped and studied the theater entrance. Without turning, he said, “You can go on ahead without me.”

      Lottie looked at Patrick’s retreating figure then at Elise. Elise shrugged. Lottie had an idea of why he wanted to go back into the theater. He’d brought them to watch the same film multiple times over the past week. “Forget something in there?”

      He looked toward her. “Yeah, I think I did.” They watched as he headed back in.

      Elise walked up to Lottie. “Home?”

      Lottie placed her hat on her head and pinned it in place. “Maybe a stop at the tearoom first?” she suggested.

      Elise nodded and they strolled hand in hand out of the lobby entrance onto the crowded streets.

      Patrick walked determinedly toward the theater. The curtain had been moved to cover the entrance. He pushed it aside and was surprised to see the movie running again. This time without sound. The piano player was up on the stage, acting out parts of the movie!

      Patrick watched the woman mimic the actor’s wide gestures and fear of the villain. When the actress went to jump off the train, the woman tucked her hair behind her ear and then jumped as well. He started forward in surprise to catch her. He needn’t have worried; she somersaulted off the stage and landed on her feet almost directly in front of him.

      When she saw him, she jumped back and shouted, “Hey! You’re not supposed to be here!”

      Patrick silently studied her and answered, “I, uh, I came back for something.”

      “What?” she asked suspiciously and tapped her foot on the wood floor. The sound could be heard echoing in the empty room.

      He moved past her to his seat and picked up his hat. He flipped it in his hand, and it landed on his head in one neat move.

      She nodded. “Cute. Now that you have it, you can leave.”

      He walked toward the entrance. He stopped at the curtain and turned toward her. “How did you do that?”

      “What?”

      “That jump from the stage. Isn’t it dangerous?”

      “It can be,” she admitted, “but I know what I’m doing.”

      “How…” he started when a voice interrupted him.

      “Jean! Jean!”

      “In here, Merle,” the woman in front of him called out.

      The woman appeared in the doorway. Patrick’s eyes widened. The woman had light blonde hair, that fell in short waves to her neck. Her dress was silver and much shorter than most women wore. He couldn’t help but stare at her.

      Jean and Merle were used to the attention Merle attracted. They both ignored him. “Are you headed out?” Jean asked her sister.

      “Yeah, the party’s started. Wanna come?”

      This was a familiar question and Jean answered as she always did. “No, I don’t think so. Don’t stay out too late. I’ll lock the door behind me.”

      “Don’t wait up,” Merle admonished, her wrap dropping off her shoulder and revealing her arm.

      Patrick frowned at the scar he saw there.

      “Bye.” Merle adjusted her wrap to cover her arm; she noticed his attention, smiled broadly, and winked at him before she turned and sauntered off.

      Jean just shook her head and watched her leave. Once the curtain fell back, she turned to Patrick. The movie continued to play behind her, illuminating her figure. “On your way now,” she said to Patrick, waving him away.

      Instead of moving, he asked, “Need any help cleaning up?”

      She tilted her head at him. “Know how to use a broom?”

      “I think I can manage it.”

      Jean went to the small room beside the stage and reappeared with two brooms. She tossed one at him, which he caught deftly. “Start at the front and work your way back,” she directed.

      They began sweeping and the room was completed in short order. “What’s your name?” she asked as she took the broom from him and returned them to the closet.

      “Patrick Flannigan.”

      She turned back to him. “Thanks for helping, Patrick. I’m Jean Cooper.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.”

      They stared at each other for a long moment. She pulled her eyes away from him and walked toward the lobby, Patrick following her. She walked to the small ticket booth and got her jacket. They walked out and she turned to lock the door behind them.

      The sidewalk was empty. The crowd that had been at the movie had moved on to other destinations.

      “Would you like to go for a walk?” he asked.

      “You know, I think I would.”

      “Which way?” Patrick didn’t mention he had a car. He wanted to spend as much time with Jean as possible.

      “I live that way,” she said, pointing to her right.

      He nodded and they started toward her home.

      Jean cast a glance toward him. “So, what do you do, Patrick?”

      “I’m a policeman. I moved here this year from Chicago.”

      “Was that your girlfriend you were sitting with earlier?” Jean asked bluntly.

      He smiled at that. “You noticed me?”

      She stayed silent and he couldn’t read her expression in the limited light.

      “It was my sister and her girlfriend,” he supplied.

      “Hmm.”

      “What about you?”

      She understood the question. “I’m not seeing anyone.”

      He mulled that over as they continued to walk. She stopped suddenly in front of an apartment building. “This is my home.” She turned to go into the building.

      He put out his hand to stop her. “Jean, would you like to go out with me sometime?”

      “I would,” she answered. “There’s a phone in the hallway.” She pulled out a pencil and paper, scribbling on it before handing it to him. “Or you can reach me at the theater after 3 pm each day.”

      “I’ll see you soon,” he promised.

      Jean nodded and smiled slightly. “I’m looking forward to it.” She entered and turned back to wave. He was still there and nodded toward her. He turned and walked away.

      She shook her head and walked up the stairs to hers and Merle’s apartment. It was located on the fifth floor, and she was careful not to step too hard. In the past, she’d run up the stairs for exercise and had gotten yelled at on all five of the floors. At her door, she put the key in the lock and opened it. The lights were on, and the room was brightly lit. “Why are the lights on?” she muttered as she pulled off her sweater. At that moment, her sister sauntered out of the bathroom in her nightgown.

      That’s why. “You’re home early,” Jean remarked as she folded up her sweater.

      “The party was boring,” Merle said, playing with the ribbon that was wrapped around her short hair.

      “Hmm. That’s probably a good thing. You never seem to get enough rest.”

      Merle dropped the ribbon and put her hands on her hips. “Jean, what did that man want tonight?”

      “What man?” Jean asked coyly.

      “You know, the large good-looking redhead,” her sister said in exasperation.

      “Oh, that man,” Jean replied drolly.

      “Jean,” Merle said threateningly, raising her fist.

      Jean held up her hands. “Hey, now. There’s no need for violence. He was just a nice man who walked me home.”

      “Why?” Merle asked, dropping her fist to her side.

      “Why? He just wanted to walk me home.”

      “Yeah, I know that. What did he talk about?”

      Instead of answering, Jean asked, “How about you tell me why you’re asking about him.”

      Merle dropped her hand from her hips and walked to the couch. She dropped down and put a pillow over her face. She lowered it and said, “Jean, he’s a copper.”

      “I know,” Jean said and sat in a chair in front of the couch.

      “You know!”

      “Yeah, he told me. How did you know?”

      “I recognized the woman with him, Lottie Flannigan. She was involved in that Becker mess. I mentioned her and a tall redhead to a man at the party. He said he’s seen him around her before and that he’s a copper.” She laid her head back. “Did he mention me?”

      Jean frowned. “Why would he?”

      Her sister glared at her, and she responded. “The answer is no.”

      “Then what did you talk about?” Merle asked, leaning toward her.

      “You know, there’s other topics than you. We just talked about normal things.”

      “Good. Maybe that’s the extent of it,” Merle said and moved the pillow to the end of the couch and laid down.

      “Until tomorrow.”

      Merle sat up quickly, holding her head. The ups and downs were making her dizzy. “What’s this about tomorrow?”

      “He wants to see me again.”

      “Why?”

      Jean sighed. “Merle, I know you’re the pretty one, but occasionally men do like to talk to me.”

      Merle grimaced. “Full of myself, aren’t I?”

      “Just a little bit.” Jean grinned, holding her hand up with her thumb and forefinger a small distance apart. “Anyway, I think he just wants to get to know me.”

      Merle was still dubious. “You’ll let me know if he starts asking questions about me?”

      “You have my word.”
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      Patrick’s apartment

      

      Patrick opened his door still thinking about Jean. The lights were on! He stopped, reached for his gun, and looked for the intruder.

      Lottie came out of the kitchen with a drink in her hand. “Whoa there, cowboy. I’m not armed.”

      “I thought you were a burglar.” He walked toward the kitchen came back with a bottle of beer and took a long drink.

      “One that turned on all your lights and helped himself to a drink?” Lottie asked, sitting on the couch.

      “Well, you know. What’re you doing here, anyway?”

      “I had to know If you talked to her.”

      “I did.”

      “You did?”

      He grinned and sat next to her on the couch. “You don’t have to sound so amazed. I have had other dates.”

      “Not since you moved here.”

      He shrugged. “Just busy with other stuff.”

      She hit him. “Well, tell me. What’s she like?”

      He took another drink. “Her name is Jean. She plays the piano.”

      “I know she plays the piano, goober. What else?”

      “She is… She’s unexpected,” he said and explained the summersault she did off the stage that exactly matched the one the actress did in the movie.

      “Well, you should be used to women who surprise you,” Lottie teased again.

      “This is true. Aunt Emma and you keep me on my toes. Speaking of surprises, when is his appeal?”

      “You mean Becker?”

      “Yes.”

      “It’s scheduled for November.”

      “Does he have a chance? Will he survive all of this?” Charles Becker had been a lieutenant caught up in the corruption that had infiltrated the New York Police Department. The authorities were using him to take the fall for the murder of local businessman, Herman Rosenthal. He’d been found guilty once, but the courts determined an appeal was necessary due to irregularities in the first trial.

      “I think there’s enough to get a new trial and from there… I’m not sure of the outcome. This will at least provide him a chance.”

      “But you’re not involved this time?”

      “No, we finished that when Chris and I sent our letter of appeal. This time, we’ll be spectators.” Chris and Emma had worked on the Becker case as associates for Justice John Goff. They had documented the mistakes made throughout and communicated those to the proper officials.

      Lottie stood. “Elise’ll be waiting up and I need to go.”

      “Movie tomorrow night?”

      “Again? The movie hasn’t changed yet,” she pointed out.

      He rested his head on the seat. “Yeah, I don’t think it has.”

      She smiled slightly. “Of course I’ll be there, but I don’t think Elise will be joining us.” She leaned down and kissed him on the head. “Get some rest, big brother. I’ll meet you there tomorrow night.”

      “See you,” Patrick murmured, still thinking of Jean.
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      The next night

      

      Patrick ran up to the ticket booth. He was late.

      “I already have them,” Lottie called from the entrance, waving the tickets at him.

      “Thanks!” he said and ran over to her.

      Merle was taking tickets and called out, “Last call! The movie’s starting!”

      Lottie grabbed Patrick’s hand, and they ran into the theater. The piano keys could be heard throughout the small lobby. They hurried through the curtain and into the darkly lit room.

      “What was that glare about?” Lottie asked as they sat in the crowded room.

      “What glare?” he asked and looked around them.

      “Not in here. It was the ticket taker. She was not happy about something.”

      He glanced down at their still clasped hands. “Probably this.”

      “It's none of her business if I hold my brother’s hand or not.”

      “She’s Jean’s sister.”

      “Ohhh, so she’s being protective.”

      “Shhh!” The sound came from their right side.

      Patrick smirked at his sister. “Yeah, shhhh.”

      Lottie huffed a bit, let go of his hand, and sat back in her chair with her arms crossed. She moved her attention from the movie to the piano player, whose features were alternately lit by the bright lights of the movie. Who’s this girl who’s caught my brother’s eye?

      Jean didn’t look toward the audience; her attention was on the picture and her cues for the music. She enjoyed playing the piano for the movies, but she wanted to jump up on stage and perform the stunts. No, I can’t. I have to do my job. She turned her concentration back to the music.

      Patrick found the movie as exciting as it was the other times he’d seen it, but his eyes kept moving back to Jean.

      When the movie ended, the audience clapped and stood to leave. Lottie and Patrick stayed seated as the others left the theater. “What now?” she asked.

      “We wait.”

      They watched Jean close her piano and waved up to the small window where the film still flashed out. The room went black, and Jean flipped the switch by the stage. The area was illuminated as she moved from the light switch toward them.  “Hello, Patrick,” she said. Jean looked at Lottie and then at him questioningly.

      “Going to tell her who I am?” teased Lottie.

      “Stop.” Patrick glared at his sister. “Jean, this is Lottie, my sister.”

      Jean smiled more easily and held out her hand. “It’s nice to meet you. I understand you’re a lawyer?”

      Lottie looked over at her brother.

      “Not me, didn’t say a thing.”

      “My sister mentioned she recognized you from the newspapers,” Jean said, changing the story to simplify it.

      Lottie gave her a guarded smile. “Yeah, I try to stay out of the spotlight now. It’s nice to meet you also.” She turned to Patrick. “I’m headed home now, big brother.”

      “All right, thanks for coming with me.”

      “No problem.” Lottie nodded toward them and headed for the exit. Merle passed her in the narrow entranceway and bumped her shoulder ‘accidentally’. Lottie was never one to let it go and asked her, “Did you do that deliberately?”

      “Who me? Why would I do that?” Merle asked innocently with wide eyes.

      Lottie looked her in the eye. “You wanna try that again and we can see what happens.”

      Merle started to lean in to do just that when Jean ran over. “Merle, please don’t cause any trouble.”

      Patrick had seen the deliberate hit and watched to see how this would play out.

      When Merle wouldn’t move, Jean grabbed her sister by the arm and pulled her away from Lottie. “What’re you doing?” she whispered gruffly.

      “They came in together holding hands,” her sister said, turning her focus to Patrick. He returned her gaze with uplifted brows.

      “She’s his sister,” Jean whispered back fiercely.

      Instantly, Merle’s eyes dropped. “I didn’t know.”  She turned back to Lottie. “Sorry.”

      Lottie just stared at the woman and then turned to Patrick. “See you soon.”

      “Wait,” Jean said. Lottie turned toward her, her exasperation showing with her tapping foot. “I have to let you out.” Lottie nodded and gestured for the other woman to go ahead. Jean hurried to the door and put her key into the lock. She turned it and opened the door. As Lottie walked out, Jean said, “I’m sorry. She’s protective; it’s just the two of us.”

      Lottie turned to her and said, “I feel the same about Patrick. But she needs to watch herself. A move like that could get her a belt in the mouth.”

      “Yeah, I get that.”

      Lottie nodded and strolled out. Jean shut the door behind her.

      “Well, I think that’s my cue,” Merle said, suddenly at her side.

      Jean turned and saw that Merle had her coat and hat. “Where are you going? We still have to clean up.”

      “I have a party to get to get to. People are waiting,” she said and handed her sister the coat. Jean absently helped her put it on.

      “I told her I’d help clean up,” Patrick said from the theater doorway.

      “But…” started Jean.

      “No buts,” Merle commented and kissed her cheek before she headed out the door.

      Jean called after her, “Don’t stay out too late!”

      She just laughed and waved without turning around.

      Jean closed the door and turned the lock. “Time to clean up,” she said, and she turned toward him and started to go back into the theater. Patrick blocked her path. “It looks like we both have overprotective sisters.”

      “Looks like.” She waited for him to move.

      He backed out of her way and then followed her to the stage to retrieve the brooms. They silently cleaned the theater.

      “Jean,” Patrick called.

      “Yes,” she replied as she continued to sweep.

      “Is this where you want to be?”

      “What, piano player-slash-janitor isn’t exciting enough for me?”

      He paused and turned to her. “No, it isn’t that. I think you want more.”

      “I do.” Jean stopped sweeping to lean on the broom. “I’d like to go to California.”

      “To do what?”

      She nodded towards the screen.

      “Movies?”

      “Yeah, I’m not sure when or if that will happen.”

      “What’s holding you here?”

      Jean bent to scoop the debris into the dustpan and walked over to the garbage cans. Patrick came over and removed the top for her. “Thanks.” He didn’t ask his question again, waiting patiently. “A lot of things, I guess. My sister’s here.”

      “She doesn’t want to move?”

      “She seems happy.” She frowned.

      “What’s wrong?”

      She shook her head. “It’s nothing.” Her eyes moved to the doorway and her thoughts turned to her sister. She changed the subject. “What about you? Are you doing what you want with your life?”

      “I’m doing what I like.”

      “As a policeman?”

      “Yeah. It kinda runs in the family. My aunt is a private detective back in Chicago. Her friend is the head of the Pinkerton Detective Agency there, as his father was the head before him,” he explained.

      “It must be nice, being where you want to be.” She met his eyes and held there. She broke contact first and said, “We need to finish up.” They both went back to their task and met at the trashcan. Once the debris was cleared away, they moved to the lobby. Merle had cleaned up the area before she left. “We can leave now.”

      “Jean,” Patrick said. She turned to him and was folded into his arms. She leaned in and his head lowered. The kiss was soft and tentative. Once he felt her response, he pressed down, and her lips parted. It went on until he stepped back.

      She put a shaky hand to her hair. “Wow.”

      He rubbed his hand through his also. “Yeah, wow.”

      “Do you want to walk me home?” she asked with a small smile.

      He returned it. “I would.” Jean opened the door, and Patrick went through and waited while she locked the door. They started out together. She put out her hand and he took it. “When can we have a proper date?” he asked, letting his hand swing with hers.

      “You mean with food and no work,” she teased.

      “And a place to sit.”

      “The theater has early matinees on Sunday. I should be done by three if you want to meet here.”

      He thought about that and asked, “Sunday would be wonderful.”

      “What’re you thinking?”

      “Walk around Central Park and an early dinner?”

      “I’d like that.”

      He stopped her and put his hands on her shoulders. “Jean, I like you.”

      “My but you’re a forward one.”

      “I like to keep things above board.”

      “We’ll have to play cards one day,” she said cryptically. “I like you, too.”

      He grinned. “Shall we continue?”

      “Yes, please.” They walked slowly, enjoying each other’s company.

      “Patrick Flannigan. Are you Irish?” she asked.

      “What gave me away?” he teased.

      She reached up and tugged his hair. “Well, it could be all the red.”

      “I am. My parents were from there.”

      “Have you been there?” She couldn’t detect an accent.

      “I’d like to go one day and meet my extended family.”

      “Have your parents been back?”

      He sighed. “No, they passed a long time ago. I was taken in by Tim and Dora Flannigan. They adopted me. I don’t remember my real parents as well as I’d like.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. I have wonderful parents. What about you?”

      “Merle and I are from Texas.”

      “I didn’t detect an accent.”

      “My sister,” she explained. “She thought we should blend in.”

      Hmm. Merle seems to be a contradiction. She wants to blend in, but her personality does the opposite. “Your parents?”

      “The same as yours, unfortunately. They got sick and passed.”

      “Why not stay there? You had a home?”

      “I would’ve liked to,” she admitted. “We were working on a ranch.”

      “A ranch? With horses and cows?” he asked with a laugh. Patrick couldn’t imagine Jean, or Merle for that matter, living on a ranch in Texas of all places.

      Jean’s laughter echoed his. “Oh yeah, we didn’t own any land, but we did lease some. We had horses, cows, chickens, the whole works!”

      “Can you ride?”

      “Some,” she replied with a small smile.

      “You sounded like you liked the work. Why did you leave?”

      “Merle, she wanted more. Life in the big city and all that. But I miss the land and sky. You don’t get that here.”

      “And you wanted to be with her?”

      “Of course. She’s my family. I want to stay close to her.”

      “She’s protective of you.”

      “That she is. Your sister appears to be protective of you, too.”

      “Lottie? Yeah, she’s great. She moved here first. I followed later, to help with some police work. It was a big to-do.”

      “The Becker trial?”

      He looked surprised. “You followed it.”

      “Yeah, it had as much drama as the movies we show.”

      “It did at that.”

      “What did Lottie have to do with it?”

      “She’s a lawyer and worked as a clerk at the judge’s office that was involved in the prosecution.”

      “Is she going to be involved in the appeal?”

      “No, she and her partner left the justice’s office and started their own firm.”

      “You both have a handle on where and what you want to be.”

      “We’re getting there.”

      They stopped in front of her building, and they had another slow kiss. When they parted, he put his hand up to brush her hair off her shoulder. “I’ll see you here on Sunday, after the matinee?”

      “You’re not coming by the theater the next few nights?”

      “I can’t,” he said regretfully. “I have a case that I need to work on, and it’ll be long hours. I’m going to try to wrap it up before Sunday.”

      She nodded. They’d only been seeing each other for two nights, but she knew she’d miss him. “I’m looking forward to Sunday.”

      He gave her hand a final squeeze and said, “Go on, I’ll wait for you to go up.”

      “Bye,” she said and walked through the door he held open for her. She started up the stairs and turned to confirm he was still there. He was. She smiled widely and turned to head inside. The door closed behind her as she walked up the stairs.

      Once she was out of his sight, Patrick walked back to the car he’d left at the theater. It was a long walk, but it gave him some time to think about the next few days. The area was less crowded, and he easily retrieved his car and headed home to Greenwich Village.

      He whistled, thinking about Jean.
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      Jean put her key into the door and entered the small apartment. She and Merle could only afford a place that was basically a large room. Their beds were in the corner of the room and the furniture they had was provided for by the landlord.

      She undressed and got ready for bed. Once she laid down, she couldn’t sleep. Her mind was on Patrick. “Sunday,” she murmured happily and drifted off to sleep.

      “Jean! Jean! You have to get up!”

      Jean’s eyes opened slowly. “Are you finally home?” she asked with a wide yawn. A quick glance at the clock showed it was 4 am. “Why did you wake me up? I was dreaming about Patrick and Sunday.”

      Merle ignored her and ran to the dresser. “Something awful has happened.”

      “Tell me!” Jean demanded, suddenly wide awake.

      “We have to leave now!” Her sister’s one purpose was to pack. Merle ran to the closet and pulled out their suitcases. Clothes were yanked out of the closet and dresser, thrown into the open bags without being folded. “Jean! Get up!”

      Jean got up and pulled on her skirt and blouse. She went over and took the clothes Merle was pushing into the suitcases and organized them. She folded each item and helped to empty the drawers. “Are we coming back?”

      “No!”

      “But…” she said, thinking of Patrick.

      Merle grabbed her sister’s hands. “Listen to me, we have to leave now! I saw something I shouldn’t have.”

      Merle started to pull away, but Jean gripped her hand and held her. “We can go to Patrick. He’s a policeman; he can help us.”

      “That’s exactly why we can’t tell him. The police are after me!” Merle went back to throwing things into her and her sisters’ bags. She slammed them shut. “It’s time to leave.” With a bag in each hand, she went to the door. She turned and saw Jean standing there, unsure of what to do. “You always wanted to go to California, didn’t you?”

      “Yes,” Jean said slowly, looking around. “Not coming back,” she muttered and started to grab items she didn’t want to leave behind: pictures, books, and other items.

      “Leave those!” Merle demanded.

      Jean whirled on her sister; hands full. “No! This is all we have. I will NOT leave everything behind!”

      It wasn’t often that Jean put her foot down and Merle said, “Oh for God’s sake. Fine.” She dropped the suitcases by the door, and she and Jean started to fill boxes from the closet with items around the room.

      Once done, they stood at the door. “Can we go now?” Merle asked, exasperated.

      Jean stood with her hands full of boxes that covered part of her face. She mumbled, “Yes.”

      Merle opened the door, and they moved out and started down the stairs. At the first step, Merle looked back. “Remove your shoes,” she said. They quickly took them off and continued down the stairs saying nothing. They didn’t want to be seen or heard.

      Exiting onto the empty street, Merle and Jean stopped to put their shoes back on. Merle strode off determinedly. “Wait,” said Jean as she yanked on her shoes with one hand and balanced the boxes with the other. Shoes on, she raced to catch up with her sister. “How are we going there and what’ll we pay for it with?”

      Merle didn’t answer; she just continued walking quickly, her high heels clicking on the sidewalk. They had walked a few blocks when Merle stopped abruptly, causing Jean to smash into her.

      “Ow!”

      “Sorry,” mumbled Jean, trying to see over her boxes. “Are we walking to the train?” If they were, it would be a long walk. The station was nowhere near their apartment.

      “No, we’re taking an automobile,” Merle replied.

      “A car?” Jean asked, shocked.

      “This one,” said her sister, touching the car that stood next to them on the street.

      “What?” Jean got a good look at the vehicle. It was a long car with four doors and tufted leather seats that could fit five people. There was also a black canvas top, folded down. She leaned toward her sister to whisper, “Are we going to steal it? Merle, this is an expensive car. What if we get caught?”

      “We’re not stealing it. I have these.” Merle held up a set of keys and jingled them. “Now shut up and climb in.”

      Jean did as she was told. They stored the items in the back seat and Merle climbed in behind the wheel. Jean walked to the front of the car.

      “Jean! What’re you doing? Get into the car!”

      “But what about the crank?” Jean asked, looking around the front of the car for the device.

      “This is a new car. It doesn’t require a crank. Get in!”

      “Oh, okay,” said Jean, shaking her head. She jumped into the passenger seat and watched as Merle started the car with a turn of a switch on the dashboard.

      “How does this work?” Jean asked. She was fascinated by the contraption.

      “Maybe we discuss this at a more opportune time?” her sister asked wryly.

      “Of course. Let’s go.”

      Merle punched the gas, and they lurched forward. Jean grabbed the dash. “Do you know how to drive this thing?”

      Merle didn’t respond. She pumped the hand pump, and they lurched forward again until finally, the car started moving steadily down the road. “Sure, I can drive! See!” she cried triumphantly, banging her hands on the steering wheel.

      “Stop!”

      “But we just got going,” complained Merle.

      “We have to stop at the theater and leave a note for the owner.”

      Merle slowed the car. “Are you kidding?”

      “No, he gave us jobs when no one else would,” said Jean.

      “That old man dropped everything on us. We don’t owe him anything.”

      “Us?” Jean commented.

      Merle sighed. “I know, I didn’t help as much as I should have.” She banged the steering wheel and said, “Fine!”  She turned the car around and drove down the familiar path to the theater. They eased to a stop and Merle watched as Jean wrote the note. “What’d you tell him?”

      “I thanked him for giving us jobs when we needed it.”

      “Nothing about why we’re leaving or where we’re headed?”

      “No, I just said we’re homesick and wanted to go back home. “

      Merle nodded. “That’s good, some misdirection.”

      Jean jumped out of the car and went to slide the note under the door. She hurried back to the car.

      “Anything else before we leave town?” asked Merle dryly.

      Jean sighed. “No, that should be it.” Patrick.

      Merle pulled the car onto the empty road, and they were once again on their way. The buildings blended together as they drove by. Jean stared forward and asked tentatively, “Do you know where we’re going?”

      “West.”

      “Okay, are you sure?” Jean asked. “We could just stay here… things might work out.”

      “Jean, baby, there’s no going back. We’re heading toward our future,” Merle replied, staring determinedly forward.

      Jean sat back and continued to watch the scenery fly by as they drove quickly out of the city. There was very little traffic to slow their getaway.

      After a while, Jean took a deep breath and said in a rush, “Merle.”

      “Yes?” Merle responded absently. The roads were empty, but she didn’t want to take any chances. They couldn’t afford an accident or a flat tire.

      “Where did you get the car?” Jean asked, keeping her voice light.

      Merle’s hands gripped the steering wheel tightly. She didn’t want to discuss it.

      “Merle, please.”

      Her fingers loosened and she admitted, “From the house I was at tonight.”

      “So, it is stolen,” Jean accused.

      “No, it was given to me.”

      “This CAR is worth at least five thousand dollars. Maybe more. Who do you know that can give gifts like this?” Jean asked, banging her hand on the dash. “Dammit, Merle! Who?” Her patience was at an end.

      “The same one who can give me these.” She used her right hand to upright her purse onto the seat, spilling out jewels.

      Jean didn’t say anything, her eyes wide as she struggled to understand what she saw. Even in the low light, the jewels sparkled.

      “They’re mine,” Merle said defensively.

      “From tonight? Or from other times?” Jean asked. She reached out to pick up a diamond necklace.

      Merle’s mouth was drawn tight. She didn’t respond to Jean’s question.

      “Was this some sort of payment?” she asked. Her eyes darted to her sister’s face.

      Merle bit her lip and didn’t answer.

      “Merle, tell me! I won’t judge you.”

      “Oh no? You just did,” Merle said, wiping a hand across her face.

      She’s crying! thought Jean. “Can you tell me? Please?”

      Merle continued to drive; she had no choice.

      “Was it the parties?”

      “Yeah, that’s where I met them.”

      “Them?” Jean asked with a frown.

      “Bob Strathmore and his wife Catherine,” Merle said shortly.

      Strathmore? That’s a famous name, one that reflects money and prestige, thought Jean. How is Merle involved with them? “Go on,” Jean encouraged.

      “At first, it was just the parties, lots of free food and booze. I was having a great time, so I kept going back. By the time I’d been to five of them, Bob asked to see me. Alone.”

      “What was he like?” Jean asked, her curiosity getting the better of her.

      “Rich. Very rich. He reeked of it,” Merle muttered. She remembered that first meeting: he was wearing a tailored suit she could’ve saved for a year and never had enough money to purchase.

      “Were you attracted to him?”

      Merle gripped the wheel again and tried to answer honestly. “I was attracted to his money, initially.”

      Jean bit her lip. “Did you sleep with him?”

      “Yeah. I did.”

      When Jean didn’t say anything, the silence settled around them. Finally, Jean asked, “How long did it go on?”

      “For a few months. Then it changed.”

      “Was it his wife?” asked Jean.

      “Yeah. I didn’t know who she was, and I didn’t care. I loved my plush bubble where I had a rich man who wanted me.” She sighed; the next part would be hard to admit.

      “Merle?” Jean asked when the silence dragged on.

      “I found myself in a sexual relationship with Bob and Catherine. The first time it happened, I was drunk, barely aware of where I was.”

      “After that, you still went back?” Jean kept her voice level, not wanting to stop the explanation.

      Merle closed her eyes briefly and said, “I don’t know why. I just wasn’t thinking. I didn’t want to think. I liked what I was experiencing. I knew it was wrong, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself.”

      “They forced you; you weren’t aware of what you were doing,” stuttered Jean.

      “No. After that first time, I was a full participant. I enjoyed the perks, and it was fun.” She glanced over at Jean. “You don’t appear to be shocked.”

      “No, maybe if we still lived in Wyoming, but not here.” The city had exposed the sisters to all kinds of new things and behaviors and Jean had stopped being shocked long ago.

      Merle smiled slightly and said with some sarcasm, “So, you have all of the experience now. You can handle anything.”

      Jean grimaced. “Well, not personally, but we’ve seen all kinds of things since we moved here. I’m not all that shocked.”

      “You aren’t?” she asked hopefully.

      “For now, I’m just protective of you.”

      “Thanks, sis.”

      Jean laid her head on Merle’s shoulder. She was curious and had to ask, “What happened that led us to leave our home?”

      “It was me. I started to put pressure on Bob and Catherine.”

      “Both of them?” Jean asked in surprise and raised her head to look at Merle’s profile.

      “Oh yeah. I had a plan, see? I knew this type of relationship couldn’t last. I wanted some insurance for when things went sideways. I approached each one of them separately. I knew that neither of them would want our relationship made public.”

      Blackmail. “What were you expecting to happen?”

      “Exactly what happened. They gave me jewels and money to keep my mouth shut and to keep coming back to them.”

      “And you kept pushing,” Jean guessed and sat back with arms folded over her chest.

      “You know me well. Yeah, I kept pushing. The first payments were great. But I wanted more.”

      “Did you have an amount in mind?”

      “No, not really. I felt so free, parties every night and all the money and jewels I wanted.”

      “Until…”

      “Until tonight. Catherine came into the bedroom and found me with Bob. She had a gun.”

      “You could’ve been killed!”

      “Oh, believe me, that thought ran through my head. She was furious,” Merle murmured, thinking of earlier. Bob had been on top and inside her when they’d been interrupted. “She screamed at him.”

      “How did he react?”

      “He didn’t take her seriously at all. He told her to get out and turned back to me.” He’d started to move his hips again, ignoring his screaming wife. Merle followed his lead and moved with his body. “She walked to the bed and tried to hit him with the gun.”

      “I don’t understand. She knew that you were sleeping with him.”

      “She thought it was only ever the three of us together. He hid the fact that he and I had started having an affair first. Or she knew that and ignored it. It could be either.”

      “What happened after she hit him?”

      “He backhanded to the ground.” Merle had watched Catherine as she’d lay bleeding from the mouth on the floor. She didn’t feel any emotion for the woman. They’d had sex together, but Merle felt no love for the woman; she was in it for the money. “Bob had gotten up from the bed when the gun went off. It was so loud! Then Bob fell backward on me. I felt like I was suffocating trying to get him off me. Finally, I was able to push him off. I crawled off the bed, grabbing my clothes, praying I wouldn’t be next.”

      “Did she go after you?” Jean asked and reached out to grip her sister’s arm.

      Jean stared straight ahead. “I didn’t want to wait to find out. I was at the door when she turned the gun on herself.”

      “Oh, Merle!”

      “I stood there for a long time, staring at that door. I couldn’t turn around to face that scene.”

      “Didn’t anyone hear the two shots?”

      “The party was still going on and it was loud. Those sounds could’ve been champagne bottles being opened. I could hear some being opened downstairs.”

      “What did you do next?”

      “I did the one thing I didn’t want to do; I went back to see if they were dead.” Jean stayed quiet as she watched Merle relive the horrible act. “They were both dead and it was a damn mess. I calmly dressed and left the room.”

      “You didn’t climb out a window?”

      “No, that wouldn’t have worked. We were on the third floor in their private wing.”

      “Oh.”

      “And I wanted to be seen. I was there every night. They would’ve known something was wrong if I just disappeared. I went out through the main room. I danced some, drank some, and then left with the car. And here we are.”

      “Will you be, okay?”

      That statement, from someone who cared about her, caused Merle to start crying again. Jean reached out and steered the car to the side of the road. The car came to a slow stop. Merle laid her head on the steering wheel and cried. Jean pulled her over to her and patted her back. The storm of tears wound down and Merle said into Jean's shoulder, “We have to keep going.”

      “Can you?” she asked, stroking Merle’s hair.

      “Yes.” Merle took a deep breath and let it out. She pulled away from Jean and put the car back on the road. They drove into the night.

      Patrick, Jean thought fleetingly.
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      “Patrick!” He stirred but didn’t get up. The bed was warm and the room dark. “Patrick!” A fist pounding on the door, followed by his name.

      Patrick pulled himself out of the bed and stumbled through the living room to the door. He opened it and found his neighbor standing there with a heavy frown.

      “You have a call.”

      Patrick rubbed his face, moved to the phone hanging on the wall, and picked up the receiver.

      “Just once could you answer it?” his neighbor complained as he walked back to his apartment down the hall.

      “Yeah sure, next time,” Patrick muttered. He spoke into the transmitter. “Flannigan here.”

      “Patrick?” It was his captain, Frank Griffin. “We need you to come in.”

      He straightened quickly. “Did our suspect move early?” They’d had word that a violent confrontation was going to happen.

      “No, it isn’t that. It’s another case, a double murder at the Strathmore house.”

      Patrick whistled and said in a low voice, “That’s an expensive area.”

      “And political, which is problematic. We need someone over here to help manage the scene.”

      “I’ll be on my way in a few minutes. You’re there?”

      “I am, and I have half the police force on site, taking statements. I need your input on what happened here.”

      “See you there,” Patrick said briskly and hung up the phone. He moved quickly back to his apartment. His pants were on the chair, and he grabbed a clean shirt from the closet. He put his shoes on, grabbed his jacket, and walked out of the apartment. The door slammed shut behind him and the neighbor stepped out in the hallway to glare at him. “Sorry,” he commented as he passed to the staircase. He started down, taking the stairs two at a time.

      “Yeah, whatever,” the man muttered at Patrick’s back and went back inside.

      Patrick shrugged and moved quickly down the rest of the stairs and out the door. His car was parked at the curb; he walked to the front, bent forward, and turned the crank to start the motor. He jumped over the door into the driver’s seat and steered it into the empty streets, making his way to Strathmore’s house.

      The roads started to fill with cars and people the closer he got to his destination. He found a spot to park, pulled the car to a stop, and got out. The house stood tall in front of him. It was brightly lit, light shining from every window. Officers lined the streets, trying to both keep the people out and others in. Patrick shook his head and headed toward the door. At the doorway, Frank called from inside. “Patrick!”

      He continued in and saw his captain. “Frank.” He walked over to him. “A lot of people here,” he muttered.

      “Lots of people to interview,” Frank responded.

      “Want me to start over there?” he asked and motioned to the groups of well-dressed people.

      “Not that way, I need you upstairs.” Frank turned and started toward the stairs. Patrick followed him. Frank stopped abruptly and said over his shoulder, “It’s bad up there. You okay with that?”

      Patrick said, “I’ll have to be.”

      Frank nodded and started walking up the stairs again.

      Patrick had been to murder scenes many times, but he took a moment to breathe in and out as they got to the door. Frank waved at the officer standing at the door. “We’re going in.”

      “Yes, sir,” the officer said and stepped aside.

      They entered. The bodies hadn’t been moved and the smell hit them at the door.

      “Whew!” Patrick gagged at the smell.

      “Yeah, we’ll have to move them soon.”

      “Can I speak with you?” The coroner came up to Frank.

      “Over here.” Frank and the mortician moved to the body of the man near the bed.

      Patrick spotted the photographer. “Okay if I take a look around?”

      He lowered the camera and said, “Yeah, I’m done. It’s a mess.”

      Patrick nodded. He went over and studied the man first. “Looks like a bullet to the neck. There’s a flood of blood forming a path from the bed to the floor.” There are blood smears on the bed. Was there someone else here?

      “That’s right,” said the coroner.

      “And the wife?” Frank asked.

      The three moved to her prone body. The gun was on the floor by her hand. “The gun must have been put into her mouth and the bullet came out the back,” Patrick said.

      The coroner confirmed it by moving her head to show the wound.

      Patrick had seen this type of wound before, but nevertheless, he had to control the queasiness that it inspired. “She put the gun to her head. Desperate move,” Frank commented. He reached up to loosen his tie. He’d much rather be at home with his family, but he had a job to do. “The bullets all appear to be from the same gun.”

      Patrick stood and drew an imaginary line from the woman to the man. “She shot him and then turned the gun on herself?” He returned to the bed and studied it for a long moment.

      Frank turned to the coroner and photographer. “Give us some time.”

      The coroner nodded and said, “I’ll have the wagon ready to move the bodies.”

      They left the room and Frank moved to where Patrick stood by the bed. “What do you think?”

      “He’s naked and she,” Patrick glanced over at the woman again and said, “is fully dressed, stockings and shoes.”

      “Yeah, the stockings would definitely have to go.” Patrick glanced his way with raised eyebrows. “What? They don’t match the outfit.”

      Patrick smiled slightly. “Geez, Frank. Really?” Frank liked to add levity to crime scenes. It helped people to pull back from being too personally involved. He turned back to the bed. “Something happened here, sex. Look at that smear; the blood stain drags past him onto the other side of the bed.”

      Frank stepped back. “Wife enters, husband is having some fun and gets caught.”

      “She has the gun with her,” Patrick supplied.

      “Husband gets up to confront her…”

      “And BANG. She shoots him in the neck.”

      “He falls back and bleeds out on whoever is in the bed.”

      “And the blood, was the other woman shot?”

      Frank mulled this over. “No. I don’t think so.”

      “The wife would’ve blamed the husband. What we have here is …”

      “A witness,” supplied Frank.

      “Looks like.”

      “Well, shit,” Frank said, all levity gone from his voice. It was going to be a long night.

      “What? What’s up?”

      Frank dragged his hands through his hair. “That means all of those empty-headed drunk’s statements will have to be read.”

      “I can help with that,” offered Patrick.

      “Yeah, I’ll need you here until they’re compiled. When do you need to be on your case?”

      “Not until tomorrow. Correction,” Patrick said, looking at his watch, “tonight.”

      Frank glanced down at his watch. “Yeah, the bodies will be transported, and we need to move downstairs and help with the statements.” They moved to the door and opened it. Frank yelled to the men waiting with stretchers. “Okay, let’s go. Get this area cleaned up.”

      Patrick sidled down the stairs, trying to give the men room. He moved to observe the officers taking statements at the bottom of the stairs.

      When Frank joined him, Patrick asked, “Who found them?”

      “The maid. She went in at a specified time each evening to help Mrs. Strathmore undress for the evening.”

      “She couldn’t do that on her own?” Patrick asked in surprise.

      “The rich don’t do anything on their own.”

      “Is she still here?”

      “Let’s find out. Officer Park,” Frank called. The uniformed officer spoke to the man he was taking a statement from and walked over to the duo.

      “Yes, Captain?”

      “The maid you interviewed earlier, where is she now?”

      “Over there.” Park gestured to the hallway. They turned to see a tall, sturdy woman with her head down in her hands. Patrick and Frank moved over to her.

      Patrick asked, “Ma’am, can I ask you some questions?”

      Her shoulders shook and she didn’t raise her head when she said, “I just want to leave. Can I leave?”

      “In just a moment,” Frank told the woman. “Would you like something to drink?”

      She raised her red face and sniffed loudly. “Yes, please.”

      Frank turned and yelled, “Bring this woman some water!”

      A man in a tuxedo ran over quickly with a glass; she smiled wanly at him as she took it. She looked at the glass and, when they started to ask her questions again, she raised the glass and swallowed the contents in one gulp. She took a deep breath and gasped out with a wheeze, “That wasn’t water!”

      “What was it?” Patrick asked and grabbed the glass from her. He ran his finger along the edge and tasted it. “Vodka.”

      “Why the hell did you bring her vodka?” Frank demanded, exasperation clear in his voice. It’d been a long night.

      The man lurched to one side. “You said she needed a drink.” He must have been a guest and not staff.

      “Well, not that kind!” Frank shouted, “Someone get the idiot away from me!” Officer Park approached and took the man’s elbow to guide him away.

      The maid slumped on the wall and her chin dropped to her chest. Patrick jostled her. “Ma’am, wake up. Wake up.”

      Officer Park walked back over to them and observed the woman. “What happened? She was fine when I took her statement earlier. She was a little emotional but nothing like this.”
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