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      Vera Kincaid had everything to live for. The wife of a wealthy preacher man, she was smart, beautiful, and popular. But lovely wives often have dark secrets. Vera was no exception. Society reporter Lanie Price investigates the death of a woman she held dear and finds out that, for Vera, forbidden love had deadly consequences.
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      It was eight o’clock at night. The early March weather was damp and chilly. I was shivering inside my coat and my feet were crying the blues. In getting dolled up for the evening, I'd been smart enough to grab my fur, but when it came to my feet, I'd chosen pretty over practical, picking T-strap shoes that were better suited for summer than late winter. Now, my feet were cold and wet and telling me to go home and get dry, to snuggle up in a blanket before my warm fireplace. But I hurried along, past my doorstep, determined to reach my goal.

      The 139th Street block of Strivers’ Row was for the most part empty and its windows dark, but the lights at number 128 were a different story. A soft light glowed behind the first-floor parlor window.

      That particular townhouse belonged to the Kincaids, Vera and Levy. She was a retired nurse and he, the leader of one of Harlem’s wealthiest and most influential churches. Both were highly respected, having worked long and hard for the benefit of the community. As it happened, they were also my neighbors. Lived only a couple of houses down from me. Normally, the thought of dropping by to see them brought nothing but pleasure.

      I hurried up the steps of their limestone townhouse and knocked on their front door. Levy’s face appeared in the wide parlor window. I waved. He frowned, let the curtain drop back into place, and disappeared. Seconds later, he opened the door.

      The reverend was dressed in loose blue trousers and a gray silk smoking jacket with a velvet shawl collar. I recognized the jacket as the one Vera had given him for Christmas. I’d been with her when she picked it out. He held a leather-bound copy of the bible in one hand and rimless spectacles in the other. He wasn’t a tall man, rather short actually, and had a bit of a paunch, but he was considered attractive. He had an olive-toned complexion and wore his salt-and-pepper hair in a conk, with smooth waves slicked back against his head. He sported a thin, well-manicured mustache and dressed well, spoke well. An educated man, dignified. A product of Tuskegee. He had charm. He had warmth. His parishioners loved him. Vera adored him. They’d been together for at least fifteen years.

      He looked surprised and puzzled to see me and only me standing there. He glanced around and behind me. “Vera?”

      “You mean, she’s not here?”

      “No,” he shook his head. “Of course not. She—I thought—Weren’t you two supposed to have—“

      “She didn’t show up.”

      He frowned. “What do you mean, she didn’t—“

      “She didn’t. Show. Up.”

      He blinked, taking this in. His dark brown eyes again checked the empty space around me, as if he hoped she’d materialize out of thin air. When she didn’t, his gaze returned to me. Only now, it held a glimmer of puzzled concern.

      “Well, that’s odd,” he said.

      I was cold and grumpy and now, whether I wanted to admit it or not, I was also getting a little worried. Where the heck was she if she wasn’t here with him?

      I stamped my feet to get the blood flowing. Two minutes of standing there and my toes had begun to feel like ice cubes.

      “Levy,” I said with just a hint of impatience. “May I come in?”

      He made a startled little movement, murmured, “Of course,” and stepped back, opening the door wide.

      They had a perfect home, the Kincaids did. Levy’s world was his church, Mount Olivet Congregational. He’d left the home decorating to Vera and had good results to show for it. She was Jamaican-born and the beauty of her heritage showed everywhere. It was a picture-perfect place of warm colors, amber lights, and lovely understated decorations. Vera’s rose-scented perfume laced the air.

      I followed him into the parlor. “She was supposed to have met me at Connie’s Inn.”

      “Yes, that’s what she told me. Dinner and a show afterward.”

      “She called me at the newsroom early this afternoon. I wasn’t there, so they took a message. She said she might be a little late, but that I should go on ahead and hold the table.”

      “And?”

      “And that’s what I did. But she never came.”

      He shook his head. “That’s really not like her. That’s—“

      The doorbell rang. He and I exchanged looks. Frowning, he went to the window and gazed out. His frown deepened. “It’s some man. Some white man,” he muttered. He placed the bible face down on the window seat and went to answer the front door.

      A white man?

      I could understand Levy’s puzzlement—and irritation. What would a white man be doing in this part of Harlem at this time of night? Don’t get me wrong. There was nothing special about seeing white folk in Harlem. But it was odd to see one in this part of it, especially at this time of day. Most of the time, they came uptown to binge or boogie in one of the clubs or speakeasies—not visit a resident in a quiet, respectable neighborhood late at night.

      Of course ...

      My heart skipped a beat.

      There was one particular kind of white man who would be out at night, knocking on some poor man’s door. The thought of him knocking on this man’s door was enough to make my heart squeeze.

      I hurried to the parlor entrance just in time to see Levy let the devil in.
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      The devil. Okay, so maybe it was a little harsh to call him that. If you discounted the black beetle eyebrows, the ruddy complexion, and slightly pointed ears, then what you had left was a heart of gold. That said, it was rarely if ever good to have John Blackie appear on your doorstep.

      He introduced himself to Levy, then glanced up to see me standing in the parlor doorway. His dark eyes narrowed and his lips tightened. He tilted his head as if to say, How did you know?

      I didn’t know but now I could guess. A little voice started to pray inside my head. This is wrong. All wrong. It’s gotta be.

      “Come on in, detective,” Levy said. His voice was calm, too calm. Maybe, he didn’t realize what a visit by Blackie usually meant. Maybe, he didn’t realize that Blackie’s day began when someone else’s ended.

      Blackie tipped his hat to me. Levy started to introduce us, but we both waved the introduction away, eyeing each other warily.

      “That’s OK,” I said. “The detective and I, we know one another.”

      Blackie gave me a jaundiced eye. Whatever his mission, he was not happy to have me witness it. Levy started to lead Blackie into the parlor, but Blackie stopped him with a touch on the forearm.

      “Reverend, can we speak privately?”

      “Privately? What’s this about?”

      Blackie threw me another glance. Go on. Leave.

      I pressed my lips together and shook my head. Nope. No way. I’m not going nowhere.

      “Never mind,” he said and gestured for Levy to lead the way. Once we were all in the parlor, Blackie said “Reverend, can you tell me the last time you saw your wife?”

      “My wife? Vera? Why?” Levy threw me a look. The worry in his eyes was edging toward fear.

      “Blackie, what’s going on?” I asked.

      “I think it would be better if I spoke to the reverend here alone for a minute.”

      “No,” Levy said. “If this is about Vera, then I want Mrs. Price here to hear it. And it is about my wife, isn’t it? That’s why you’re here. Something’s happened to her.”

      Blackie hesitated, then said, “A woman’s body has been found—“

      Levy’s eyes widened.

      “Where?” I asked.

      “Aground, near the ferry dock at Randall’s Island. She was in the water before that. Washed ashore.”

      “Randall’s Island?” Levy looked relieved. “Then you must be mistaken. That can’t be Vera. She’s never even been there. She’d never go there.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Because,” Levy shrugged. “She’s my wife and I know her, and I know she’d never go there. She’s afraid of the water, for one thing. Terrified of it. Why I can’t even get her to take a stroll with me over on Riverside Park.”

      “The last time you saw her ... can you tell me what she was wearing?”

      Levy thought for a moment. “She, uh, she was wearing a dark green suit, a brown coat and a hat. Oh, and that scarf you gave her, Lanie. I think it had flowers on it—?”

      “Yes, lavender flowers and green leaves on an ivory background.”

      “Yes, she was wearing that, too,” Levy said.

      We both looked to Blackie.

      “I’m sorry,” he said. “Very sorry.”

      “Blackie, what makes you think it’s her?” I asked.

      “The papers she had on her. They were pretty clear.” Blackie described the woman, what she was wearing, and the papers she carried.

      Levy’s relief evaporated. He backed away from Blackie, shaking his head and holding up his hands as if to ward off evil. “No, no, no! That can’t be. That just can’t be. Why I—“

      He backed into the sofa and his knees gave out. He dropped down heavily, his eyes full of bewilderment. “I-I just spoke to her. Just a few hours ago. Before lunch. She was fine. That can’t be her. This is a mistake, some kind of terrible mistake.” He rubbed his temples. He sat there, like that, for several seconds. Then he looked to me. “Tell him, Lanie. You know my Vera. You know her. She-she can’t be ... It just can’t be her.”

      I looked from him to Blackie. “Was it a robbery?” I asked, then lowered my voice. “Or was it ... you know?”

      “She still had her wedding ring and a pair of earrings. As for the rest, we, uh ... we don’t know yet. But we don’t think so.” He addressed Levy. “I can say that we don’t think she suffered. It was quick.”

      “How?” Levy asked. “How did she—“

      Again, Blackie flickered his gaze at me. “You’re not to print this, Lanie Price. D’you hear? You’ll not print a word of this conversation.”

      “Of course not. But if it is Vera, then something will have to come out.”

      “There are certain details ….” Blackie said.

      “I understand, but first of all, I’m not here as a reporter. I came by as a friend—“

      “To see the reverend?”

      “To see Vera.” I explained how she and I had had plans for the evening and she’d failed to show up. “I left the show after the first intermission and came here. I was too worried to pay attention, too distracted by the empty seat next to me, to just keep sitting there.”

      “You suspected trouble?”

      “Well, I figured something had happened. But no, not this. I just knew that Vera’s not the type to stand somebody up. Furthermore, she told me earlier today that she was coming but that she’d be late.”

      “Did she say why?”

      “No.” I told him about the message. “It didn’t say much. Just that she had an errand.”

      “Nothing about what kind of errand?”

      “Detective,” Levy said. “You still haven’t said what happened. Was there an accident?”

      Blackie hesitated.

      “Tell me,” Levy said. “What happened to my wife?”

      “She was shot,” Blackie said, “in the back.”

      “Shot?” Levy’s jaw went slack.

      “We think she was running away from something—someone—“

      “And the person shot her?” Levy said. “But who would do that? And why?”

      Blackie made an open-handed gesture. “That, we don’t know. Not yet.” He sat on the edge of one of the fat armchairs positioned next to the fireplace. “Now, tell me again. When was the last time you saw her?”

      Levy gazed at the black and white photograph of Vera that sat propped on the fireplace mantel. Next to it stood a wedding photo. Vera looked happy and Levy looked proud. There were no other photos. They’d never had children. Vera told me she’d had two miscarriages. The doctor told her she was risking her life every time she got pregnant. After that, they stopped trying.

      “Levy would’ve made such a good father,” she’d once told me. “Not having a child was a big disappointment to us and a big test of my faith. But I’ve come to terms with it. God’s been kind to us, Lanie. And I’m grateful. I can’t complain. I have a good man, and he has me. And really, he’s all I need.”

      “It was around noon,” Levy said, blinking back tears. “We were at the church office. I was working on my sermon for this coming Sunday. Vera stuck her head in, said she’d probably be away the rest of the day, that she was going to meet a friend for lunch and run a few errands. I knew she was going to meet Mrs. Price here for dinner and a show, so I was expecting her to come home late. I was sitting here, waiting up for her. I didn’t know that anything was off—not till Mrs. Price here knocked on the door. She arrived just a few minutes before you did.”

      Blackie glanced at me and I nodded, affirming what Levy had said.

      Blackie turned back to Levy. “Did she say who she was to meet or what the errands were?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t remember.” Levy frowned, trying to concentrate. “Maybe she did. To tell you the truth, I was only half-listening. I was so caught up in writing my sermon for Sunday—so busy doing what I thought was the Lord’s work—that I wasn’t paying attention.” He shook his head and with trembling hands covered his mouth. “God help me, I didn’t do what I should’ve been doing. Honoring my wife. Listening to her. And now, you’re telling me she’s gone.”

      Blackie eyed Levy for several long moments. I knew that look. I could guess what he was thinking, that most female murder victims are killed by someone they know, and spouses, boyfriends, or lovers top the list. The ticking of the clock on the mantelpiece grew loud in the silence. Finally, Blackie spoke. His tone was neutral, the implication of his words anything but.

      “My apologies, Reverend, but in cases like this, I have to ask. Where were you this afternoon?”

      Levy blinked, then stared at Blackie. “Are you saying you think I did this? That I killed my wife?” His hands, resting on his knees, tightened into fists, his emotions switching from anguish to shock, and then anger.

      “Nope,” Blackie said. “I’m just asking you what you did this afternoon.”

      I don’t know if Levy caught the edge in Blackie’s undertone, but I sure did.

      “Levy, it’s just standard procedure,” I said gently. “You don’t have to answer, but the sooner you do, the sooner they can move on to looking at other people.”

      Levy clenched his jaw. You could see the muscles working under his skin.

      “Reverend?” Blackie prodded.

      To Blackie, the question was simple and routine. For him, Levy’s resistance was puzzling, bewildering, likely even suspicious. But for Levy, the question was beyond insulting.

      The suggestion that he would kill his wife, the women he loved—that he would commit such a heinous sin and so deeply violate his oath before his God in heaven and church on earth—was appalling.

      “You dare … suggest that?” His voice was low and thick with not just grief but anger. “That I would kill my wife, the woman I loved above anything. That I would commit such a sin, so deeply violate my oath before his God. You suggest that I would do such a thing?”

      “I suggest nothing, Reverend. Just asking a question.”

      A long minute passed. Then Levy took a deep breath and began to speak.

      “I worked in my office all afternoon. My secretary, she’ll vouch for me. She sits right outside my office door. I can’t make a move without her knowing it.” Here, he gave a weak smile. “Sometimes, I wonder. Who’s in charge? She or me?” The smile went away. “Maybe she can even tell you who Vera was supposed to see. She knows Vera’s schedule inside and out. She practically acted as Vera’s social secretary. So, I recommend you check with her.”

      “Thank you,” Blackie said. “Her name?”

      “It’s Denise. Denise Brown.”

      Blackie scribbled it down. “Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt your wife?”

      “Do you really think it was someone who was after her, personally, and not just some random ... hoodlum?”

      “Like I said before, we don’t know. I’m asking, just in case.”

      “Then I’d have to say, no.” Levy shook his head numbly. “Everybody loved her. She was beautiful and kind and sweet. Everybody just loved to be around Vera.”

      Blackie and I exchanged glances. I’m sure we were thinking the same thing, which was that if the killer was indeed a stranger, then that would make finding Vera’s killer all the more difficult.

      Blackie continued. “Can you tell me whether she acted strangely—perhaps, fearfully—in the last few days? Any sign that she was frightened or felt threatened or—“

      “No,” Levy shook his head. “Not at all. It must’ve been a stranger, ‘cause no one we know would’ve done this kind of thing.”

      Again, Blackie and I exchanged looks. This time Levy caught us.

      “You two really think that—“

      “The police are just exploring possibilities,” I said. “They have to do that. Check everything.”

      Levy sighed and nodded.

      Blackie snapped his notepad shut, shoved it and the pencil into his side pocket, and stood up. “Reverend, I’m afraid I’m going to have to ask you to come downtown with me—to formally identify her.”

      Levy’s face was a mask of ache. “Yes, of course.”

      We both stood.

      “When can I have her back?” Levy asked.

      “No more than a day or two.”

      Levy gave a slight nod. “Would you mind waiting here, detective, while I change?”

      “Of course.”

      Levy moved like an old man. The news had aged him in an instant.

      “So what about it?” Blackie said, turning to me. “Any idea who she was supposed to meet for lunch today?”

      “You mean like somebody I didn’t feel free to mention in front of the husband?”

      He gave a small nod.

      I shook my head. “Nope. I wouldn’t know nothin’ ‘bout that. But I can say that Vera wasn’t the kind to be stepping out.”

      “You sure about that?”

      “Why? You’ve heard something different?”

      “No. It’s just that ...” He drew a deep breath, let it out, and rubbed his forehead. “This one’s going to be a tough one, Lanie. She was found in a place her husband says she would never go. And she was shot running away.”

      “Sounds like a kidnapping, actually.”

      “Maybe. It’s as much a possibility right now as anything else.”

      “Did the bullet kill her or did she drown?”

      “Most likely the bullet. It entered her back, just under her left shoulder blade. It cut right through her.” He paused. “We noticed small bruises on her jaw and cheek. A couple of weeks old. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”

      Again, I shook my head. “Fact is, I haven’t actually seen Vera in oh, I’d say about a month. That was the point of tonight’s get-together, to catch up with one another. We—“

      “Ready,” Levy said from the parlor doorway. He’d exchanged his smoking jacket for a business one, and put on his shoes and coat. He looked like a man who had it all: money, influence, respectability. But the grief in his eyes said otherwise. He did indeed have everything, except the one thing he cherished most.

      Blackie and I preceded Levy out the front door. I watched Levy as he stepped out, then turned and carefully locked his door behind us. It brought back memories of how it was after my husband died. Such little rituals as locking up were sources of both comfort and pain: comfort because they represented the familiar in a world that had without warning turned upside down; pain because they were also a reminder of a shared life that had suddenly irrevocably come to an end.

      We walked down the stairs together. Levy asked if he could drive his own car. Blackie said it would be better if they rode together. He’d make sure Levy got back home safely. I hugged Levy goodbye. He climbed into the police car. I walked a little ways away, then paused and watched as he was driven away.
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      I first met Vera when my late husband, Hamp, joined Harlem Hospital as a doctor. Vera was one of the nursing supervisors. She and I became good friends. I loved her lilting, musical accent, her vivacious energy, and matter-of-fact but optimistic outlook on life. She was one of the most unsentimental people I’ve ever known, but loving, so loving, and warm and generous.

      She was single when I met her. But soon afterward, she met a handsome young preacher. “He’s different, Lanie. Different from the men I’ve known.  I like him and I’m going to marry him.”

      “Does he know that? About the wedding plans, I mean?”

      She’d smiled mischievously. “Not yet. But he soon will.”

      He was kind and down-to-earth, she said. “A good man, Lanie. A really good-hearted man. A man a woman can trust.”

      He was well-respected, she said, and the leader of a growing church.

      It was as if they’d been made for one another.

      Except for one thing.

      “There’s always a fly in the ointment, isn’t there, Lanie? Nothing can be perfect. In our case, it’s that he’s Baptist and I’m Catholic, born and raised. My mother, if she were alive, would have a fit at the thought of me marrying someone outside the church.”

      “But you’re going to do it?”

      She thought about it. “I think I have to. He’s everything I ever wanted, everything I’ve prayed for. And he wants me. So to say no to him, to send him away, it would be like spitting in the Face of God. Yes, this bit about religion is something I didn’t count on. And there are other differences, changes, compromises I’ll have to make. But it’ll be worth it.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “As sure as a woman can be. This is a chance for me to grow. And it provides opportunities for me to make a difference. A real difference to women who need help.”

      He wasn’t just a man of stature, she explained, but an effective advocate for social justice.

      “When the white churches were shunting us aside, kicking us out, he stood up for the colored people in the community. Then he decided to go out and build his own church. He had to fight to do it, and I do mean fight. Had to go to court and battle those landowners in order to buy the property. Sometimes, he used their own tricks against them. And he won. He bested them. In their own courtrooms. He showed them what a colored man can do.”

      And he didn’t stop there.

      “Now he’s building a community center, a place where young people can go and women can get help. Those are my interests, exactly. I can make a difference. With him at my side, I can change lives.” She’d smiled dreamily. “In short, we’re the perfect pair.”

      Now, that pair had been cleaved in two.

      The day after they found her, Levy posted a substantial reward for information leading to her killer’s capture. Meanwhile, Blackie gave a lean statement to the press that carried only the barest of details. He did take a few questions, however, not that his answers added all that much.

      How long did she lay there before being discovered?

      Not long. Maybe two hours.

      Was it robbery or …?

      There was no evidence of either.

      Well, what was the motive then? Who would want to kill a preacher’s wife?

      That, Blackie said wryly, is the question of the day.

      I noticed that he didn’t mention the bruises. “Did you do that on purpose?” I asked him later.

      “That’s one of the things I’m trusting you not to print.”

      “All righty.”

      After the news conference, I stopped by Levy’s house to see how he was doing. The Kincaid’s maid, Beulah Jean Henry, let me in.

      “Oh, Miss Lanie,” she said with a brave smile, her mournful eyes crinkling at the corners. “It’s so good to see you. Come right in.” She had worked for the Kincaids for the better part of ten years. Her eyes were red and her face slightly swollen. Her usually boisterous spirit appeared deflated.

      “I’m so sorry this happened,” I said.

      “Thank you, ma’am.” She closed the door softly and spoke in hushed tones. “Miss Vera was a good woman. Kind. Generous. Don’t get no better than her.”

      “That she was. And the reverend, how’s he doing?”

      “About as good as can be expected. But that ain’t all that good.”

      She offered to take my coat, but I told her I wouldn’t be staying long and followed her as she ushered me into the parlor. Levy was sitting in one of the armchairs by the fireplace, gazing into the flames, an open bible on his lap. I paused in the doorway.

      Beulah took a step into the room. “Reverend?”

      He didn’t respond.

      “Reverend, sir? It’s Miss Lanie.”

      Still, he didn’t move, didn’t seem to have registered her voice or our presence.

      “Levy?” I said, slightly raising my voice.

      He gave a little jump and turned to see us. “Oh, I’m sorry. How long have you two been standing there? Beulah, show the lady in. Bring in some coffee.”

      Beulah gave me a little nod and faded away. I went in. Levy put the bible on the coffee table, then got to his feet. “I’m sorry, Lanie. I—Well, I guess I just floated off there for a minute.”

      “No apologies necessary. I—“

      “People have been dropping by all day. They mean well, but ... It’s a bit much.”

      “Oh, Levy, I didn’t mean to—“

      “Nah,” he waved my apologies away. Come on in. Rest your feet.”

      We eased down in the armchairs. It was warm in the room, so I shrugged out of my fur. The thick coat slid off and fell in soft waves around me.

      He sighed, rearranging the pillows behind his back. “I’ve been trying to get information about, you know, when I can have her back.”

      “What did they say?”

      “Maybe in a day or two. They won’t say for sure.” He took his glasses off and let them dangle between his fingertips. “You know, me and her, we never did have that talk—that talk, you know? That every couple should have, about what we’d like in case … well, in case something happens. We always said we would, but we kept putting it off, putting it off. We thought we had all the time in the world. I mean, we knew we didn’t. But we acted like we did. So much time. Now, time’s run out. And I’ve been sitting here trying to figure out what she’d like.” He looked at me, inviting my opinion.

      “I’d say it would be something simple. Something elegant. A small circle of friends, of people who knew her, loved her.”

      He nodded, considering it. His gaze returned to the photographic portrait on the fireplace mantel. “People who knew and loved her. Hmph. Well, if we did it like that, the church would be overflowing. Cause there’s a lot of people like that, you know, a lot of folks who loved her.”

      “Really?”

      His gaze swiveled back to me. “Why? You don’t think she was well-loved?”

      “Oh, I know she was. I just don’t believe she was all that well-known.”

      “I don’t get you.” He frowned.

      “It’s really quite simple. How many people actually, really knew her?”

      “Oh, I see. Well, if you’re going to be strict about it, I guess I’d have to say not many, or not all that many. My Vera was a very private person. She wasn’t given to easy confidences or superficial friendships.”

      “Exactly.”

      “Yeah, but if I did it that way, the way you’re suggesting and kept it small, then I’d have to deal with the matter of picking and choosing. Who’s in the inner circle? Who’s not?” He shook his head. “Funerals,” he sighed, “are a lot like weddings. Lots of room for hurt feelings.”

      He put his glasses back on, shook his head. “So many decisions to make, little ones and big ones and ... You know, over the years, I’ve counseled a good many people who’ve lost loved ones. I was always right there with the right words. I thought I was good at it. I thought I was saying the right things, that what I said was right and proper. Fitting. Now, I’m thinking back, recalling all those words, and I know they didn’t mean a thing. There ain’t nothing like this kind of hurt. Nothing like it.”

      What could I say? He was right.

      He must’ve seen something in my face, because he gave a sad and slightly embarrassed half-smile. “What am I saying? Look who I’m talking to. You know what it’s like. You’ve been there.”

      That I had. “Sometimes, losing Hamp feels like it happened yesterday. But there are other days, Levy, when it ... It’s almost okay.”

      “Almost okay.” He savored those words. For several seconds, he seemed to relax. But then the look of pained perplexity returned to his face. “The decisions, Lanie. The decisions. Like who to invite. The color of the casket. Whether it should be open or closed. That kind of thing. I know they’re important. Supposed to be. But why? Why do they matter? Won’t none of it bring her back.”

      I just let him talk.

      He looked me an apology, with a sad smile and eyebrows drawn together. “Thank you for sitting here and listening to me ramble. I’m sure you’ve got better things to do.”

      “Well, I’ve got things to do. Sure enough. But they’re not necessarily better.”

      That got a brief smile out of him. Then his expression turned serious again. “You know that cop, don’t you, the one who brought the news?”

      “Yes, he and I have crossed paths before.”

      “What do you think of him? Do you think he’ll investigate, really investigate? Or will he just let it slide like a lot of them do?”

      “No, he’ll do his best. I’m sure of it.”

      “And will his best be good enough?”

      “That I can’t tell you, Levy. All I know is that he’ll try. I’ve always known him to put his all into it.”

      “Well, I guess that’s all I can ask for, isn’t it? That the man tries.”

      “Has he been in touch?”

      “No, I haven’t heard a thing. Have you?”

      I frowned, thinking it over. “Well, there’s one thing he did ask me about. I’m not sure I should be mentioning it, but he’ll probably be coming around to ask, anyway, so I might as well.”

      “Ask what?”The creases on his forehead deepened.

      “About the bruises.”

      “What bruises?”

      “Apparently, Vera had bruises on her face.”

      “Oh, those.” He gave a dismissive wave. “She tried to hide them with makeup, but they kept coming through. Looked like dark smudges. I noticed them, asked her about them. She said she’d tripped and taken a tumble down the stairs.” He gave a woeful smile. “She could be a bit awkward, you know. As graceful as a dancer, one minute. Clumsy as a giraffe, the next. Why, I’ve seen her trip on her own two feet while standing still.”

      “So, you took her explanation at face value?”

      “About the bruises? Yes. Why?”

      I took a moment to respond. “Well, the police…. They’re wondering how she got them and whether….”

      “Oh, I see.” He nodded to himself. “I see. They’re thinking that somebody gave her those bruises, hit her, and that the somebody who did that is the somebody who killed her—and that that ‘somebody’”—He made air quotes—“is or might be me. Is that right?”

      “It’s one theory, yes.”

      “And what do you think, Lanie? What do you think, knowing me?”

      “I—”

      “Because I would hope—no, I would expect—that you, as a friend of the family, would know me better.”

      I shouldn’t have risen to the bait. But I did.

      “And I would’ve hoped that knowing me, knowing how I felt about Vera, you would’ve known that I’d be asking questions.”

      “And take my answers right back to that detective friend of yours?”

      “If it’s the right answer, then my taking it to him, as you put it, would only work in your favor. But the fact is, I don’t work for him. I work for the paper. I just want to get the facts straight and I’d think you’d want me to.”

      He eyed me for a good long time, as if appraising me, then dropped his gaze and let out long exhausted breath. “I’m sorry. I know you’re a friend. It’s just that … This whole thing. It’s a nightmare. And I-I just can’t wrap my head around it. I can’t believe that she’s gone. And the way it happened. That someone took her. Why would anyone do that? Why?”

      “Yes, that is the big question, isn’t it? Why?”

      Beulah entered, carrying a silver tray laden with tiny porcelain cups, sugar cubes, thick cream, and a coffee pot. She set it down on the coffee table and served us, then started to go.

      “Beulah, hold on a moment,” Levy said.

      She paused. “Yes, Reverend?”

      “Would you know anything about those bruises Miss Vera got on her face? How she got them? I wasn’t here, if you’ll remember. I was in Newark that day.”

      Beulah’s eyes darted back and forth between Levy and me. Obviously, the question made her uneasy. She licked her lips and nodded. “Yes, I remember. That was two weeks ago last Tuesday. She tripped and fell down the stairs.”

      “Here, in the house?” I asked and took a sip of coffee. It was delicious, as usual.

      “Yes’m. Right out there in the hallway.” She gestured with a nod of her head.

      “Did she go to the hospital?” I asked.

      “No, ma’am. She said it weren’t necessary, since she didn’t break no bones or nothin.”

      Levy looked at me. “There. It’s just as I said. I hope that satisfies you.” He thanked her and she went her way.

      When she was gone and the door closed behind her, I said, “It isn’t a matter of satisfying me, Levy, but of satisfying the police.”

      “Well, you can tell them I wasn’t here. And I’ve got the means to prove it.”

      “And what would that be?”

      “All they got to do is call up the Hotel Madison. I stay there every time I have business in Newark. And that’s where I stayed this time. Ask the manager. He knows me. He’ll vouch for me.”

      “Well, I’m glad to hear it.” I took one last sip, finishing the cup, then set it down and gathered up my coat and purse.

      “You’re going already?” He got to his feet.

      “Yes, I’m sorry, but it's late."

      "Of course."

      "Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

      “Just keep an eye on that cop for me.”

      “Will do.”

      He thanked me and helped me with my coat. I gave him a quick hug and headed out.

      Outside, standing on the sidewalk, I paused to wrap my scarf around my neck.

      I hope that satisfies you, he’d said.

      The problem was, it didn’t. Nope, not at all. Not one bit.

      And if I knew Blackie, it wouldn’t satisfy him, either.
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