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          Any place I hang my hat is home.

          
            JOHNNY MERCER
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      She thought they’d never leave. Clients, especially new ones, tended to fuss and delay, revolving on the same loop of instructions, contacts, comments before finally heading out the door. She sympathized because when they walked out the door they left their home, their belongings, and in this case their cat, in someone else’s hands.

      As their house-sitter, Lila Emerson did everything she could to send them off relaxed, and confident those hands were competent ones.

      For the next three weeks, while Jason and Macey Kilderbrand enjoyed the south of France with friends and family, Lila would live in their most excellent apartment in Chelsea, water their plants, feed, water and play with their cat, collect their mail – and forward anything of import.

      She’d tend Macey’s pretty terrace garden, pamper the cat, take messages and act as a burglary deterrent simply by her presence.

      While she did, she’d enjoy living in New York’s tony London Terrace just as she’d enjoyed living in the charming flat in Rome – where for an additional fee she’d painted the kitchen – and the sprawling house in Brooklyn – with its frisky golden retriever, sweet and aging Boston terrier and aquarium of colorful tropical fish.

      She’d seen a lot of New York in her six years as a professional house-sitter, and in the last four had expanded to see quite a bit of the world as well.

      Nice work if you can get it, she thought – and she could get it.

      “Come on, Thomas.” She gave the cat’s long, sleek body one head-to-tail stroke. “Let’s go unpack.”

      She liked the settling in and, since the spacious apartment boasted a second bedroom, unpacked the first of her two suitcases, tucking her clothes in the mirrored bureau or hanging them in the tidy walk-in closet. She’d been warned Thomas would likely insist on sharing the bed with her, and she’d deal with that. And she appreciated that the clients – likely Macey – had arranged a pretty bouquet of freesia on the nightstand.

      Lila was big on little personal touches, the giving and the getting.

      She’d already decided to make use of the master bath with its roomy steam shower and deep jet tub.

      “Never waste or abuse the amenities,” she told Thomas as she put her toiletries away.

      As the two suitcases held nearly everything she owned, she took some care in distributing them where it suited her best.

      After some consideration she set up her office in the dining area, arranging her laptop so she could look up and out at the view of New York. In a smaller space she’d have happily worked where she slept, but since she had room, she’d make use of it.

      She’d been given instructions on all the kitchen appliances, the remotes, the security system – the place boasted an array of gadgets that appealed to her nerdy soul.

      In the kitchen she found a bottle of wine, a pretty bowl of fresh fruit, an array of fancy cheeses with a note handwritten on Macey’s monogrammed stationery.

      
        
           

          Enjoy our home!

          Jason, Macey and Thomas

        

      

      Sweet, Lila thought, and she absolutely would enjoy it.

      She opened the wine, poured a glass, sipped and approved. Grabbing her binoculars, she carried the glass out on the terrace to admire the view.

      The clients made good use of the space, she thought, with a couple of cushy chairs, a rough stone bench, a glass table – and the pots of thriving flowers, the pretty drops of cherry tomatoes, the fragrant herbs, all of which she’d been encouraged to harvest and use.

      She sat, with Thomas in her lap, sipping wine, stroking his silky fur.

      “I bet they sit out here a lot, having a drink, or coffee. They look happy together. And their place has a good feel to it. You can tell.” She tickled Thomas under the chin and had his bright green eyes going dreamy. “She’s going to call and e-mail a lot in the first couple days, so we’re going to take some pictures of you, baby, and send them to her so she can see you’re just fine.”

      Setting the wine aside, she lifted the binoculars, scanned the buildings. The apartment complex hugged an entire city block, and that offered little glimpses into other lives.

      Other lives just fascinated her.

      A woman about her age wore a little black dress that fit her tall, model-thin body like a second skin. She paced as she talked on her cell phone. She didn’t look happy, Lila thought. Broken date. He has to work late – he says, Lila added, winding the plot in her head. She’s fed up with that.

      A couple floors above, two couples sat in a living room – art-covered walls, sleek, contemporary furnishings – and laughed over what looked like martinis.

      Obviously they didn’t like the summer heat as much as she and Thomas or they’d have sat outside on their little terrace.

      Old friends, she decided, who get together often, sometimes take vacations together.

      Another window opened the world to a little boy rolling around on the floor with a white puppy. The absolute joy of both zinged right through the air and had Lila laughing.

      “He’s wanted a puppy forever – forever being probably a few months at that age – and today his parents surprised him. He’ll remember today his whole life, and one day he’ll surprise his little boy or girl the same way.”

      Pleased to end on that note, Lila lowered the glasses. “Okay, Thomas, we’re going to get a couple hours of work in. I know, I know,” she continued, setting him down, picking up the half glass of wine. “Most people are done with work for the day. They’re going out to dinner, meeting friends – or in the case of the killer blonde in the black dress, bitching about not going out. But the thing is…” She waited until he strolled into the apartment ahead of her. “I set my own hours. It’s one of the perks.”

      She chose a ball – motion-activated – from the basket of cat toys in the kitchen closet, gave it a roll across the floor.

      Thomas immediately pounced, wrestled, batted, chased.

      “If I were a cat,” she speculated, “I’d go crazy for that, too.”

      With Thomas happily occupied, she picked up the remote, ordered music. She made a note of which station played so she could be sure she returned it to their house music before the Kilderbrands came home. She moved away from the jazz to contemporary pop.

      House-sitting provided lodging, interest, even adventure. But writing paid the freight. Freelance writing – and waiting tables – had kept her head just above water her first two years in New York. After she’d fallen into house-sitting, initially doing favors for friends, and friends of friends, she’d had the real time and opportunity to work on her novel.

      Then the luck or serendipity of house-sitting for an editor who’d taken an interest. Her first, Moon Rise, had sold decently. No bust-out best seller, but steady, and with a nice little following in the fourteen-to-eighteen set she’d aimed for. The second would hit the stores in October, so her fingers were crossed.

      But more to the moment, she needed to focus on book three of the series.

      She bundled up her long brown hair with a quick twist, scoop and the clamp of a chunky tortoiseshell hinge clip. While Thomas gleefully chased the ball, she settled in with her half glass of wine, a tall glass of iced water and the music she imagined her central character, Kaylee, listened to.

      As a junior in high school, Kaylee dealt with all the ups and downs – the romance, the homework, the mean girls, the bullies, the politics, the heartbreaks and triumphs that crowded into the short, intense high school years.

      A sticky road, especially for the new girl – as she’d been in the first book. And more, of course, as Kaylee’s family were lycans.

      It wasn’t easy to finish a school assignment or go to the prom with a full moon rising when a girl was a werewolf.

      Now, in book three, Kaylee and her family were at war with a rival pack, a pack who preyed on humans. Maybe a little bloodthirsty for some of the younger readers, she thought, but this was where the path of the story led. Where it had to go.

      She picked it up where Kaylee dealt with the betrayal of the boy she thought she loved, an overdue assignment on the Napoleonic Wars and the fact that her blond, beautiful nemesis had locked her in the science lab.

      The moon would rise in twenty minutes – just about the same time the Science Club would arrive for their meeting.

      She had to find a way out before the change.

      Lila dived in, happily sliding into Kaylee, into the fear of exposure, the pain of a broken heart, the fury with the cheerleading, homecoming queening, man-eating (literally) Sasha.

      By the time she’d gotten Kaylee out, and in the nick, courtesy of a smoke bomb that brought the vice principal, another thorn in Kaylee’s side, dealt with the lecture, the detention, the streaking home as the change came on her heroine, Lila had put in three solid hours.

      Pleased with herself, she surfaced from the story, glanced around.

      Thomas, exhausted from play, lay curled on the chair beside her, and the lights of the city glittered and gleamed out the window.

      She fixed Thomas’s dinner precisely as instructed. While he ate she got her Leatherman, used the screwdriver of the multi-tool to tighten some screws in the pantry.

      Loose screws, to her thinking, were a gateway to disaster. In people and in things.

      She noticed a couple of wire baskets on runners, still in their boxes. Probably for potatoes or onions. Crouching, she read the description, the assurance of easy install. She made a mental note to e-mail Macey, ask if she wanted them put in.

      It would be a quick, satisfying little project.

      She poured a second glass of wine and made a late dinner out of the fruit, cheese and crackers. Sitting cross-legged in the dining room, Thomas in her lap, she ate while she checked e-mail, sent e-mail, scanned her blog – made a note for a new entry.

      “Getting on to bedtime, Thomas.”

      He just yawned when she picked up the remote to shut off the music, then lifted him up and away so she could deal with her dishes and bask in the quiet of her first night in a new space.

      After changing into cotton pants and a tank, she checked the security, then revisited her neighbors through the binoculars.

      It looked like Blondie had gone out after all, leaving the living room light on low. The pair of couples had gone out as well. Maybe to dinner, or a show, Lila thought.

      The little boy would be fast asleep, hopefully with the puppy curled up with him. She could see the shimmer of a television, imagined Mom and Dad relaxing together.

      Another window showed a party going on. A crowd of people – well-dressed, cocktail attire – mixed and mingled, drinks or small plates in hand.

      She watched for a while, imagined conversations, including a whispered one between the brunette in the short red dress and the bronzed god in the pearl gray suit who, in Lila’s imagination, were having a hot affair under the noses of his long-suffering wife and her clueless husband.

      She scanned over, stopped, lowered the glasses a moment, then looked again.

      No, the really built guy on the… twelfth floor wasn’t completely naked. He wore a thong as he did an impressive bump and grind, a spin, drop.

      He was working up a nice sweat, she noted, as he repeated moves or added to them.

      Obviously an actor/dancer moonlighting as a stripper until he caught his big Broadway break.

      She enjoyed him. A lot.

      The window show kept her entertained for a half hour before she made herself a nest in the bed – and was indeed joined by Thomas. She switched on the TV for company, settled on an NCIS rerun where she could literally recite the dialogue before the characters. Comforted by that, she picked up her iPad, found the thriller she’d started on the plane from Rome, and snuggled in.
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      Over the next week, she developed a routine. Thomas would wake her more accurately than any alarm clock at seven precisely, when he begged, vocally, for his breakfast.

      She’d feed the cat, make coffee, water the plants indoors and out, have a little breakfast while she visited the neighbors.

      Blondie and her live-in lover – they didn’t have the married vibe – argued a lot. Blondie tended to throw breakables. Mr. Slick, and he was great to look at, had good reflexes, and a whole basket of charm. Fights, pretty much daily, ended in seduction or wild bursts of passion.

      They suited each other, in her estimation. For the moment. Neither of them struck Lila as long-haul people with her throwing dishes or articles of clothing, him ducking, smiling and seducing.

      Game players, she thought. Hot, sexy game players, and if he didn’t have something going on, on the side, she’d be very surprised.

      The little boy and the puppy continued their love affair, with Mom, Dad or nanny patiently cleaning up little accidents. Mom and Dad left together most mornings garbed in a way that said high-powered careers to Lila.

      The Martinis, as she thought of them, rarely used their little terrace. She was definitely one of the ladies-who-lunch, leaving the apartment every day, late morning, returning late afternoon usually with a shopping bag.

      The Partiers rarely spent an evening at home, seemed to revel in a frantic sort of lifestyle.

      And the Body practiced his bump and grind regularly – to her unabashed pleasure.

      She treated herself to the show, and the stories she created every morning. She’d work into the afternoon, break to amuse the cat before she dressed and went out to buy what she thought she might like for dinner, to see the neighborhood.

      She sent pictures of a happy Thomas to her clients, picked tomatoes, sorted mail, composed a vicious lycan battle, updated her blog. And installed the two baskets in the pantry.

      On the first day of week two, she bought a good bottle of Barolo, filled in the fancy cheese selections, added some mini cupcakes from an amazing neighborhood bakery.

      Just after seven in the evening, she opened the door to the party pack that was her closest friend.

      “There you are.” Julie, wine bottle in one hand, a fragrant bouquet of star lilies in the other, still managed to enfold her.

      Six feet of curves and tumbled red hair, Julie Bryant struck the opposite end of Lila’s average height, slim build, straight brown hair.

      “You brought a tan back from Rome. God, I’d be wearing 500 SPF and still end up going lobster in the Italian sun. You look just great.”

      “Who wouldn’t after two weeks in Rome? The pasta alone. I told you I’d get the wine,” Lila added when Julie shoved the bottle into her hand.

      “Now we have two. And welcome home.”

      “Thanks.” Lila took the flowers.

      “Wow, some place. It’s huge, and the view’s a killer. What do these people do?”

      “Start with family money.”

      “Oh, don’t I wish I had.”

      “Let’s detour to the kitchen so I can fix the flowers, then I’ll give you a tour. He works in finance, and I don’t understand any of it. He loves his work and prefers tennis to golf. She does some interior design, and you can see she’s good at it from the way the apartment looks. She’s thinking about going pro, but they’re talking about starting a family, so she’s not sure it’s the right time to start her own business.”

      “They’re new clients, right? And they still tell you that kind of personal detail?”

      “What can I say? I have a face that says tell me all about it. Say hello to Thomas.”

      Julie crouched to greet the cat. “What a handsome face he has.”

      “He’s a sweetheart.” Lila’s deep brown eyes went soft as Julie and Thomas made friends. “Pets aren’t always a plus on the job, but Thomas is.”

      She selected a motorized mouse out of Thomas’s toy basket, enjoyed Julie’s easy laugh as the cat pounced.

      “Oh, he’s a killer.” Straightening, Julie leaned back on the stone-gray counter while Lila fussed the lilies into a clear glass vase.

      “Rome was fabulous?”

      “It really was.”

      “And did you find a gorgeous Italian to have mad sex with?”

      “Sadly no, but I think the proprietor of the local market fell for me. He was about eighty, give or take. He called me una bella donna and gave me the most beautiful peaches.”

      “Not as good as sex, but something. I can’t believe I missed you when you got back.”

      “I appreciate the overnight at your place between jobs.”

      “Anytime, you know that. I only wish I’d been there.”

      “How was the wedding?”

      “I definitely need wine before I get started on Cousin Melly’s Hamptons Wedding Week From Hell, and why I’ve officially retired as a bridesmaid.”

      “Your texts were fun for me. I especially liked the one… ‘Crazy Bride Bitch says rose petals wrong shade of pink. Hysteria ensues. Must destroy CBB for the good of womankind.’  ”

      “It almost came to that. Oh no! Sobs, tremors, despair. The petals are pink-pink! They have to be rose-pink. Julie! Fix it, Julie! I came close to fixing her.”

      “Did she really have a half-ton truckload of petals?”

      “Just about.”

      “You should have buried her in them. Bride smothered by rose petals. Everyone would think it was an ironic, if tragic, mishap.”

      “If only I’d thought of it. I really missed you. I like it better when you’re working in New York, and I can come see your digs and hang out with you.”

      Lila studied her friend as she opened the wine. “You should come with me sometime – when it’s someplace fabulous.”

      “I know, you keep saying.” Julie wandered as she spoke. “I’m just not sure I wouldn’t feel weird, actually staying in – Oh my God, look at this china. It has to be antique, and just amazing.”

      “Her great-grandmother’s. And you don’t feel weird coming over and spending an evening with me wherever, you wouldn’t feel weird staying. You stay in hotels.”

      “People don’t live there.”

      “Some people do. Eloise and Nanny did.”

      Julie gave Lila’s long tail of hair a tug. “Eloise and Nanny are fictional.”

      “Fictional people are people, too, otherwise why would we care what happens to them? Here, let’s have this on the little terrace. Wait until you see Macey’s container garden. Her family started in France – vineyards.”

      Lila scooped up the tray with the ease of the waitress she’d once been. “They met five years ago when she was over there visiting her grandparents – like they are now – and he was on vacation and came to their winery. Love at first sight, they both claim.”

      “It’s the best. First sight.”

      “I’d say fictional, but I just made a case for fictional.” She led the way to the terrace. “Turned out they both lived in New York. He called her, they went out. And were exchanging ‘I dos’ about eighteen months later.”

      “Like a fairy tale.”

      “Which I’d also say fictional, except I love fairy tales. And they look really happy together. And as you’ll see, she’s got a seriously green thumb.”

      Julie tapped the binoculars as they started out. “Still spying?”

      Lila’s wide, top-heavy mouth moved into a pout. “It’s not spying. It’s observing. If people don’t want you looking in, they should close the curtains, pull down the shades.”

      “Uh-huh. Wow.” Julie set her hands on her hips as she scanned the terrace. “You’re right about the green thumb.”

      Everything lush and colorful and thriving in simple terra-cotta pots made the urban space a creative oasis. “She’s growing tomatoes?”

      “They’re wonderful, and the herbs? She started them from seeds.”

      “Can you do that?”

      “Macey can. I – as they told me I could and should – harvested some. I had a big, beautiful salad for dinner last night. Ate it out here, with a glass of wine, and watched the window show.”

      “You have the oddest life. Tell me about the window people.”

      Lila poured wine, then reached inside for the binoculars – just in case.

      “We have the family on the tenth floor – they just got the little boy a puppy. The kid and the pup are both incredibly pretty and adorable. It’s true love, and fun to watch. There’s a sexy blonde on fourteen who lives with a very hot guy – both could be models. He comes and goes, and they have very intense conversations, bitter arguments with flying crockery, followed by major sex.”

      “You watch them have sex? Lila, give me those binoculars.”

      “No!” Laughing, Lila shook her head. “I don’t watch them have sex. But I can tell that’s what’s going on. They talk, fight, pace around with lots of arm waving from her, then grab each other and start pulling off clothes. In the bedroom, in the living room. They don’t have a terrace like this, but that little balcony deal off the bedroom. They barely made it back in once before they were both naked.

      “And speaking of naked, there’s a guy on twelve. Wait, maybe he’s around.”

      Now she did get the glasses, checked. “Oh yeah, baby. Check this out. Twelfth floor, three windows from the left.”

      Curious enough, Julie took the binoculars, finally found the window. “Oh my. Mmmm, mmmm. He does have some moves. We should call him, invite him over.”

      “I don’t think we’re his type.”

      “Between us we’re every man’s type.”

      “Gay, Julie.”

      “You can’t tell from here.” Julie lowered the glasses, frowned, then lifted them again for another look. “Your gaydar can’t leap over buildings in a single bound like Superman.”

      “He’s wearing a thong. Enough said.”

      “It’s for ease of movement.”

      “Thong,” Lila repeated.

      “Does he dance nightly?”

      “Pretty much. I figure he’s a struggling actor, working part-time in a strip club until he gets his break.”

      “He’s got a great body. David had a great body.”

      “Had?”

      Julie set down the glasses, mimed breaking a twig in half.

      “When?”

      “Right after the Hamptons Wedding Week From Hell. It had to be done, but I didn’t want to do it at the wedding, which was bad enough.”

      “Sorry, honey.”

      “Thanks, but you didn’t like David anyway.”

      “I didn’t not like him.”

      “Amounts to the same. And though he was so nice to look at, he’d just gotten too clingy. Where are you going, how long will you be, blah blah. Always texting me, or leaving messages on my machine. If I had work stuff, or made plans with you and other friends, he’d get upset or sulky. God, it was like having a wife – in the worst way. No dis meant to wives, as I used to be one. I’d only been seeing him for a couple months, and he was pushing to move in. I don’t want a live-in.”

      “You don’t want the wrong live-in,” Lila corrected.

      “I’m not ready for the right live-in yet. It’s too soon after Maxim.”

      “It’s been five years.”

      Julie shook her head, patted Lila’s hand. “Too soon. Cheating bastard still pisses me off. I have to get that down to mild amusement, I think. I hate breakups,” she added. “They either make you feel sad – you’ve been dumped – or mean – you’ve done the dumping.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever dumped anyone, but I’ll take your word.”

      “That’s because you make them think it’s their idea – plus you really don’t let it get serious enough to earn the term ‘dump.’  ”

      Lila just smiled. “It’s too soon after Maxim,” she said, and made Julie laugh. “We can order in. There’s a Greek place the clients recommended. I haven’t tried it yet.”

      “As long as there’s baklava for after.”

      “I have cupcakes.”

      “Even better. I now have it all. Swank apartment, good wine, Greek food coming, my best pal. And a sexy… oh, and sweaty,” she added as she lifted the glasses again. “Sexy, sweating dancing man – sexual orientation not confirmed.”

      “Gay,” Lila repeated, and rose to get the takeout menu.
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      They polished off most of the wine with lamb kabobs – then dug into the cupcakes around midnight. Maybe not the best combination, Lila decided, considering her mildly queasy stomach, but just the right thing for a friend who was more upset about a breakup than she admitted.

      Not the guy, Lila thought as she did the rounds to check security, but the act itself, and all the questions that dogged the mind and heart after it was done.

      Is it me? Why couldn’t I make it work? Who will I have dinner with?

      When you lived in a culture of couples, it could make you feel less when you were flying solo.

      “I don’t,” Lila assured the cat, who’d curled up in his own little bed sometime between the last kabob and the first cupcake. “I’m okay being single. It means I can go where I want when I want, take any job that works for me. I’m seeing the world, Thomas, and okay, talking to cats, but I’m okay with that, too.”

      Still, she wished she’d been able to talk Julie into staying over. Not just for the company, but to help deal with the hangover her friend was bound to have come morning.

      Mini cupcakes were Satan, she decided as she readied for bed. So cute and tiny, oh, they’re like eating nothing, that’s what you tell yourself, until you’ve eaten half a dozen.

      Now she was wired up on alcohol and sugar, and she’d never get to sleep.

      She picked up the binoculars. Still some lights on, she noted. She wasn’t the only one still up at… Jesus, one-forty in the morning.

      Sweaty Naked Guy was still up, and in the company of an equally hot-looking guy. Smug, Lila made a mental note to tell Julie her gaydar was like Superman.

      Party couple hadn’t made it to bed yet; in fact it looked as though they’d just gotten in. Another swank deal from their attire. Lila admired the woman’s shimmery orange dress, and wished she could see the shoes. Then was rewarded when the woman reached down, balancing a hand on the man’s shoulder, and removed one strappy, sky-high gold sandal with a red sole.

      Mmm, Louboutins.

      Lila scanned down.

      Blondie hadn’t turned in yet either. She wore black again – snug and short – with her hair tumbling out of an updo. Been out on the town, Lila speculated, and it didn’t go very well.

      She’s crying, Lila realized, catching the way the woman swiped at her face as she spoke. Talking fast. Urgently. Big fight with the boyfriend.

      And where is he?

      But even changing angles she couldn’t bring him into view.

      Dump him, Lila advised. Nobody should be allowed to make you so unhappy. You’re gorgeous, and I bet you’re smart, and certainly worth more than —

      Lila jerked as the woman’s head snapped back from a blow.

      “Oh my God. He hit her. You bastard. Don’t —”

      She cried out herself as the woman tried to cover her face, cringed back as she was struck again.

      And the woman wept, begged.

      Lila made one leap to the bedside table and her phone, grabbed it, leaped back.

      She couldn’t see him, just couldn’t see him in the dim light, but now the woman was plastered back against the window.

      “That’s enough, that’s enough,” Lila murmured, preparing to call 911.

      Then everything froze.

      The glass shattered. The woman exploded out. Arms spread wide, legs kicking, hair flying like golden wings, she dropped fourteen stories to the brutal sidewalk.

      “Oh God, God, God.” Shaking, Lila fumbled with the phone.

      “Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?”

      “He pushed her. He pushed her, and she fell out the window.”

      “Ma’am —”

      “Wait. Wait.” She closed her eyes a moment, forced herself to breathe in and out three times. Be clear, she ordered herself, give the details.

      “This is Lila Emerson. I just witnessed a murder. A woman was pushed out a fourteenth-story window. I’m staying at…” It took her a moment to remember before she came to the Kilderbrands’ address. “It’s the building across from me. Ah, to the, to the west of me. I think. I’m sorry, I can’t think. She’s dead. She has to be dead.”

      “I’m dispatching a unit now. Will you hold the line?”

      “Yes. Yes. I’ll stay here.”

      Shuddering, she looked out again, but now the room beyond the broken window was dark.
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      She dressed, caught herself actually debating over jeans or capris. Shock, she told herself. She was in a little bit of shock, but it was all right. She’d be all right.

      She was alive.

      She pulled on jeans, a T-shirt, then paced around the apartment carrying a confused but willing Thomas.

      She’d seen the police arrive, and the small crowd that gathered even at nearly two in the morning. But she couldn’t watch.

      It wasn’t like CSI or SVU or NCIS or any of the initial shows on TV. It was real. The beautiful blonde who favored short black dresses lay broken and bloodied on the sidewalk. The man with wavy brown hair, the man she’d lived with, had sex with, talked with, laughed with, fought with, had pushed her to her death.

      So she needed to be calm. To get calm and stay calm so she could tell the police just what she’d seen. Coherently. Though she hated reliving it, she made herself see it again. The tear-streaked face, the tumbling hair, the blows. She made herself see the man as she’d seen him through the window – laughing, ducking, arguing. In her mind, she sketched that face, etched it there so she could describe him to the police.

      The police were coming, she reminded herself. Then jumped at the sound of the buzzer.

      “It’s okay,” she murmured to Thomas. “Everything’s okay.”

      She checked the security peep, saw the two uniformed officers, read their name plates carefully.

      Fitzhugh and Morelli, she repeated to herself as she opened the door.

      “Ms. Emerson?”

      “Yes. Yes. Come in.” She stepped back, trying to think of what to do, what to say. “The woman, she… she couldn’t have survived the fall.”

      “No, ma’am.” Fitzhugh – older, more seasoned to her eye, took the lead. “Can you tell us what you saw?”

      “Yes. I… We should sit down. Can we sit down? I should’ve made coffee. I could make coffee.”

      “Don’t worry about that. This is a nice apartment,” he said conversationally. “Are you staying with the Kilderbrands?”

      “What? Oh, no. No, they’re away. In France. I’m the house-sitter. I’m staying here while they’re away. I don’t live here. Should I call them? It’s…” She stared blankly at her watch. “What time is it there? I can’t think.”

      “Don’t worry about that,” he repeated, and led her to a chair.

      “I’m sorry. It was so awful. He was hitting her, then he must’ve pushed her because the window broke, and she just – just flew out.”

      “You witnessed someone strike the victim?”

      “Yes. I…” She clutched at Thomas another moment, then put him down. Instantly he jogged over to the younger cop, jumped straight into his lap.

      “Sorry. I can put him in the other room.”

      “It’s okay. Nice cat.”

      “He is. He’s really sweet. Sometimes a client will have a cat who’s aloof or just plain nasty, and then… sorry.” She caught herself, took a shaky breath. “Let me start at the top. I was getting ready for bed.”

      She told them what she’d seen, took them into the bedroom to show them her view. When Fitzhugh stepped out, she made coffee, gave Thomas an early breakfast as she talked to Morelli.

      She learned he’d been married a year and a half, and his wife was expecting their first child in January. He liked cats, but was more a dog person, came from a big Italian-American family. His brother owned a pizzeria in Little Italy, and he played basketball in his downtime.

      “You’d make a good cop,” he told her.

      “I would?”

      “You get information. I’m halfway to telling you my life story.”

      “I ask questions – I can’t help myself. People interest me. Which is why I was looking out the window. God, she must have family, parents, siblings, someone who loves her. She was just gorgeous, and tall – maybe a model.”

      “Tall?”

      “Oh, the window, where she stood in it.” Lila held her hands out, palms facing to indicate height. “She had to be about five-nine or -ten.”

      “Yeah, a pretty good cop. I’ll get that,” he told her when the buzzer sounded again.

      Moments later he walked back in with a weary-looking man of about forty and a sharp-looking woman a decade younger. “Detectives Waterstone and Fine. They’re going to talk to you now. You take care, Ms. Emerson.”

      “Oh, you’re leaving? Thanks for… well, thanks. Maybe I’ll grab a slice in your brother’s restaurant.”

      “You do that. Detectives.”

      When he left her alone with them the nerves he’d calmed sprang back.

      “I have coffee.”

      “Wouldn’t mind that,” Fine said. She crouched down to pet the cat. “Pretty cat.”

      “Yeah. Um, how do you take the coffee?”

      “Black’s fine for both of us. You’re staying here while the Kilderbrands are in France?”

      “That’s right.” Better, Lila thought, with her hands busy. “I’m a house-sitter.”

      “You stay in other people’s houses for a living?” Waterstone asked.

      “Not so much for a living – it’s more an adventure. I write for a living. Enough of a living.”

      “How long have you been staying here?” Waterstone asked.

      “A week. Sorry, a week and two days now since it’s today. I’m here three weeks altogether while they’re visiting friends and family in France.”

      “Have you stayed here before?”

      “No, first-time clients.”

      “And your address?”

      “I don’t have one, really. I bunk with a friend if I’m not working, but that’s rare. I stay busy.”

      “You don’t have a place of your own?” Fine qualified.

      “No. Low overhead. But I use my friend Julie Bryant’s address for official things, for mail.” She gave them another address in Chelsea. “I stay there sometimes, between jobs.”

      “Huh. Why don’t you show us where you were when you witnessed the incident?”

      “This way. I was getting ready for bed, but a little wired up. I should tell you I had a friend over – Julie, actually – and we had some wine. A lot of wine, to be honest about it, and I was wired up some, so I picked up my binoculars and looked out to see the window show.”

      “Binoculars,” Waterstone repeated.

      “These.” She stepped over to the bedroom window, picked them up. “I take them with me everywhere. I stay in different neighborhoods in New York and, well, everywhere. I travel. Just got back from a job in Rome.”

      “Somebody in Rome hired you to watch their house?”

      “Flat in this case,” she told Fine. “Yeah. It’s a lot of word of mouth, client recommendation, and I have a blog. I like to watch people, think up stories about them. It’s spying,” she said flatly. “I don’t think of it that way, honestly don’t mean it that way, but it’s spying. It’s just… all those windows are like little worlds.”

      Waterstone took the glasses, held them up as he studied the building. “You’ve got a pretty good eye line.”

      “They fought a lot, or had intense conversations, made up a lot.”

      “Who?” Fine asked.

      “Blondie and Mr. Slick. I named them that. It was her place because, well, it had a female vibe to it, but he stayed there every night – since I’ve been here anyway.”

      “Can you describe him?”

      She nodded at Waterstone. “A little taller than her – maybe six-one? Solid build – buff, so probably about one-ninety – brown hair, wavy. Dimples that popped out when he smiled. Late twenties, maybe. Very attractive.”

      “What exactly did you see tonight?”

      “I could see her – great little black dress, her hair falling out of an updo. She was crying. It looked like she was crying, and wiping at the tears, and talking fast. Pleading. That’s how it looked to me. Then I saw him hit her.”

      “You saw the man who hit her?”

      “No. I saw someone hit her. He was to the left of the window. All I saw was the hit – kind of a flash. A dark sleeve. And the way her head snapped back. She tried to cover her face, and he hit her again. I grabbed my phone. It was right on the nightstand, with the charger. I was going to call the police, and I looked out again, and she was against the window – her back against the window. It blocked out everything else. Then the glass broke, and she fell. She fell, so fast. I didn’t see anything but her for a minute. I called the police, and when I looked back up at the window, the light was off. I couldn’t see anything.”

      “You never saw her assailant?”

      “No. Just her. I just saw her. But someone over there, in the building, someone must know him. Or some of her friends, her family. Someone must know him. He pushed her. Or maybe he didn’t mean to, but hit her again so hard it broke the glass and she fell. It doesn’t matter. He killed her, and someone knows him.”

      “What time did you first see her tonight?” Waterstone set the binoculars aside.

      “It was right around one-forty. I looked at the time when I went to the window, thinking it was so late to be up, so I know it was one-forty, only a minute or so after when I saw her.”

      “After you called nine-one-one,” Fine began, “did you see anyone leave the building?”

      “No, but I wasn’t looking. When she fell, I just froze for a minute.”

      “Your nine-one-one call came in at one-forty-four,” Fine told her. “How long after you saw her was she struck?”

      “It had to be under a minute. I saw the couple two floors up come in – dressed up like for a fancy dinner party, and the…” Don’t say sexy naked gay guy. “The man on the twelfth floor had a friend over, then I saw her, so it was probably about one-forty-two or -three anyway when I saw her. If my watch is on the mark.”

      Fine took out her phone, swiped, held it out. “Do you recognize this man?”

      Lila studied the driver’s license photo. “That’s him! That’s the boyfriend. I’m sure of it. Ninety-nine percent – no, ninety-six percent – sure. You’ve already caught him. I’ll testify.”

      Sympathetic tears stung her eyes. “Whatever you need. He had no right to hurt her that way. I’ll do whatever you need me to do.”

      “We appreciate that, Ms. Emerson, but we won’t need you to testify against this individual.”

      “But he… Did he confess?”

      “Not exactly.” Fine put her phone away. “He’s on his way to the morgue.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “It appears the man you’ve seen with the victim pushed her out the window then sat down on the couch, put the barrel of a .32 in his mouth and pulled the trigger.”

      “Oh. Oh God.” Staggering back, Lila dropped to the foot of the bed. “Oh God. He killed her, then himself.”

      “It appears.”

      “Why? Why would he do that?”

      “That’s a question,” Fine said. “Let’s go over this again.”
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      By the time the police left, she’d been up for nearly twenty-four hours. She wanted to call Julie but stopped herself. Why start her best friend’s day off so horribly?

      She considered calling her mother – always a rock in a crisis – then ran through how it would go.

      After being supportive, sympathetic, there would come:

      Why do you live in New York, Lila-Lou? It’s so dangerous. Come live with me and your father (the Lieutenant Colonel, retired) in Juneau. As in Alaska.

      “I don’t want to talk about it again anyway. Just can’t say it all over again right now.”

      Instead she flopped down on the bed, still in her clothes, cuddled Thomas when he joined her.

      And to her surprise, dropped into sleep in seconds.

      
         

        
          [image: Two]
        

         

      

      She woke with her heart pounding, her hands clutching at the bed as the sensation of falling rocked her.

      Reaction, she told herself. Just a projection reaction. She rolled herself up, saw she’d slept until noon.

      Enough. She needed a shower, a change of clothes and to get the hell out. She’d done everything she could do, told the police everything she’d seen. Mr. Slick killed Blondie and himself, ripping away two lives, and nothing could change it, especially obsessing over it.

      Instead, obsessing, she grabbed her iPad, went on a search for any stories about the murder.

      “Runway model falls to her death,” she read. “I knew it. She was built for it.”

      Grabbing the last cupcake – knowing better but grabbing it anyway – she ate while reading the sketchy story about the two deaths. Sage Kendall. She even had a model’s name, Lila thought. “And Oliver Archer. Mr. Slick had a name, too. She was only twenty-four, Thomas. Four years younger than me. She did some commercials. I wonder if I’ve seen her. And why does that make it worse somehow?”

      No, she had to stop, do what she’d just told herself to do. Clean herself up and get out for a while.

      The shower helped, as did pulling on a light summer dress and sandals. Makeup helped more, she admitted, as she was still pale and hollow-eyed.

      She’d walk out of the neighborhood – away from her own thoughts, maybe find somewhere for a quick, decent lunch. Then she could call Julie, maybe ask her to come over again so she could just dump all this out on a sympathetic, nonjudgmental ear.

      “I’ll be back in a couple hours, Thomas.”

      She started out, walked back, picked up the card Detective Fine had given her. She couldn’t reasonably stop obsessing until she’d finished obsessing, she told herself. And there was nothing wrong with an eyewitness to the murder portion of a murder/suicide asking the investigating detective if they’d closed the case.

      In any case, it would be a short, pleasant walk. Maybe she’d use the pool when she got back. She wasn’t technically supposed to have use of the complex’s pool or gym as a non-resident, but the most considerate Macey had wheedled around that block.

      She could swim off the dregs of fatigue, stress, upset, then end the day with a whine session to her best friend.

      Tomorrow, she’d go back to work. Life had to go on. Death reminded everyone life had to go on.
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      Ash emptied the contents of the bag. “Effects,” they called them, he thought. Personal effects. The watch, the ring, the wallet – with too much cash, the card case with too many credit cards. The silver key ring from Tiffany’s. The watch, the ring, had likely come from there – or Cartier’s, or somewhere Oliver had deemed important enough. The slim silver lighter, too.

      All the shiny pocket debris his brother had gathered up on the last day of his life.

      Oliver, always on the edge of the next big thing, the next big score, the next big anything. Charming, careless Oliver.

      Dead.

      “He had an iPhone, we’re still processing it.”

      “What?” He looked up at the detective – Fine, he remembered. Detective Fine, with the soft blue eyes full of secrets. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “We’re still processing his phone, and when we’ve cleared the apartment, we’ll need you to go through with us, identify his possessions. As I said, his license lists an address in the West Village, but our information is he moved out three months ago.”

      “Yeah, you said. I don’t know.”

      “You hadn’t seen him for…?”

      He’d told her, told her and her hard-faced partner all of it when they’d come to his loft. Notification, that’s what they called it. Personal effects, notification. The stuff of novels and series television. Not his life.

      “A couple of months. Three or four months, I guess.”

      “But you spoke with him a few days ago.”

      “He called, talked about meeting for a drink, catching up. I was busy, I put him off, told him we’d make it next week. Jesus.” Ash pressed his fingers to his eyes.

      “I know this is hard. You said you hadn’t met the woman he’d been living with for the past three months, almost four months now.”

      “No. He mentioned her when he called. Bragging some – hot model. I didn’t pay much attention. Oliver brags, it’s his default.”

      “He didn’t mention any trouble between him and the hot model?”

      “Just the opposite. She was great, they were great, everything was great.” He looked down at his hands, noticed a smudge of cerulean blue on the side of his thumb.

      He’d been painting when they’d come to his loft. He’d been annoyed by the interruption – then the world changed.

      It all changed with a few words.

      “Mr. Archer?”

      “Yeah. Yeah. Everything was fucking great. That’s how Oliver works. Everything’s great unless it’s…”

      “Unless?”

      Ash dragged his hands through his mop of black hair. “Look, he’s family, and now he’s dead, and I’m trying to get my head around that. I’m not going to punch at him.”

      “It’s not punching at him, Mr. Archer. The better picture I have of him, the better I can resolve what happened.”

      Maybe that was true, maybe it was. Who was he to judge?

      “Okay, Oliver ran hot. Hot deals, hot women, hot clubs. He liked to party.”

      “Live large.”

      “Yeah, you could say. He liked to consider himself a player, but God, he wasn’t. Always the high-stakes table for Oliver, and if he won – gambling, a business deal, a woman – he’d lose it and more in the next round. So everything was great, until it wasn’t and he needed somebody to pull him out. He’s charming and clever and… was.”

      The single word slashed through him. Oliver would never be charming and clever again.

      “He’s his mother’s youngest, her only son, and basically? He was overindulged.”

      “You said he wasn’t violent.”

      “No.” Ash pulled himself back from the grief – that was for later – but he let the quick flash of temper come through. “I didn’t say Oliver wasn’t violent, I said he was the opposite of violent.” It stuck in his gut like a knife, the accusation that his brother had killed. “He’d talk himself out of a bad situation, or run from it. If he couldn’t talk himself out of it – and that was rare – or run from it, he’d hide from it.”

      “Yet we have a witness claiming he struck his girlfriend multiple times before shoving her out a fourteenth-story window.”

      “The witness is wrong,” Ash said flatly. “Oliver’s more full of bullshit and delusions of grandeur than anyone I know, but he’d never hit a woman. And he sure as hell wouldn’t kill one. Over and above? He’d never kill himself.”

      “There was a lot of alcohol and drugs in the apartment. Oxy, coke, marijuana, Vicodin.”

      As she spoke, cop-cool, Ash imagined her as a Valkyrie – dispassionate in her power. He’d paint her astride a horse, her wings folded, overlooking a battlefield, face carved like stone as she decided who lived, who died.

      “We’re still waiting on the tox screens, but there were pills and a half-empty bottle of Maker’s Mark, a glass still holding a finger of it, on the table beside your brother’s body.”

      Drugs, alcohol, murder, suicide. The family, he thought, would suffer. He had to pull this knife out of his gut, had to make them see they were wrong.

      “Drugs, bourbon, no argument. Oliver was no Boy Scout, but the rest? I don’t believe it. The witness is either lying or mistaken.”

      “The witness has no reason to lie.” Even as she said it, Fine spotted Lila, visitor’s badge clipped to the strap of her dress, walking into the squad room. “Excuse me a minute.”

      She rose, headed Lila off. “Ms. Emerson. Did you remember something else?”

      “No, sorry. I can’t get it out of my head. I keep seeing her falling. Keep seeing her begging before he – Sorry. I needed to get out, and I thought I’d come in just to see if you’ve finished… closed it. If you know for certain what happened.”

      “It’s still an open investigation. We’re waiting on some reports, conducting other interviews. It takes a little time.”

      “I know. I’m sorry. Will you tell me when it’s done?”

      “I’ll take care of that. You’ve been helpful.”

      “And now I’m in the way. I should go, get back. You’re busy.” She scanned the room. Desks, phones, computers, stacks of files and a handful of men and women working.

      And a man in a black T-shirt and jeans carefully sliding a watch into a padded bag.

      “Everyone’s busy.”

      “We appreciate the help.” Fine waited until Lila started out, then walked back to her desk and Ash.

      “Look, I’ve told you everything I can think of,” he began, and got to his feet. “Gone over it a couple times now. I need to contact his mother, my family. I need a little time to deal with this.”

      “I understand. We may need to talk to you again, and we’ll contact you when it’s clear for you to enter the apartment. I am sorry for your loss, Mr. Archer.”

      He only nodded, walked out.

      And immediately scanned for the brunette in the thin summer dress. He caught a glimpse – grass green skirt, long, straight tail of hair the color of a strong mocha – as she took the stairs down.

      He hadn’t caught much of her conversation with the girl cop, but enough to be fairly certain she’d seen something that had to do with Oliver’s death.

      Though the stairs were nearly as busy as the hallways, the squad room, he caught up with her, touched her arm.

      “Excuse me, Miss… Sorry, I didn’t quite catch your name up there.”

      “Oh. Lila. Lila Emerson.”

      “Right. I’d like to talk to you if you’ve got a few minutes.”

      “Okay. You’re working with Detectives Fine and Waterstone?”

      “In a way.”

      On the main level, with cops coming and going, with visitors working their way through security, she unpinned her badge, set it on the sergeant’s counter. After the briefest hesitation, he took his own out of his pocket, did the same.

      “I’m Oliver’s brother.”

      “Oliver?” It took her a moment, which told him she hadn’t known Oliver personally. Then her eyes widened. “Oh. Oh, I’m sorry. I’m so sorry.”

      “Thanks. If you’d talk to me about this, it might —”

      “I’m not sure I should, that I’m supposed to.” She looked around, gauged her ground. Then looked back into his face, into the grief. “I don’t know.”

      “A cup of coffee. Let me buy you a cup of coffee. Public place. There’s got to be a coffee shop around here, and it’s probably full of cops. Please.”

      He had eyes like Thomas’s – sharp and green – but she could see sadness in them. Sharp features, too, she thought, as if someone had carved them out with a keen and clever blade. The stubble gave him an intriguingly dangerous look, but the eyes…

      He’d just lost his brother, and more, his brother had taken two lives. Death alone was hard enough, but murder, and suicide, had to be brutal on the family left behind.

      “Sure. There’s a place just across the street.”

      “Thanks. Ash,” he said, holding out his hand. “Ashton Archer.”

      Something tickled the back of her brain at the name, but she offered her hand in turn. “Lila.”

      He led her out, nodded when she gestured to the coffee shop across the street.

      “I really am sorry,” she said as they waited for the light beside a woman who was arguing bitterly on her cell phone. “I can’t imagine losing a brother. I don’t have one, but I can’t imagine losing him if I did. Do you have other family?”

      “Other siblings?”

      “Yes.”

      He glanced down at her as they started across the street, washing along in the surge of pedestrian traffic. “There are fourteen of us. Thirteen,” he corrected. “Thirteen now. Unlucky number,” he said half to himself.

      The woman on the phone marched beside Lila, her voice pitched high and shrill. A couple of teenage girls pranced just ahead, chirping and giggling over someone named Brad. A couple of horns blasted as the light changed.

      Surely she’d misheard him. “I’m sorry, what?”

      “Thirteen’s unlucky.”

      “No, I meant… Did you say you have thirteen brothers and sisters?”

      “Twelve. I make thirteen.” When he pulled open the door to the coffee shop, the smell of coffee, sugary baked goods and a wall of noise greeted them.

      “Your mother must be…” “Insane” crossed her mind. “Amazing.”

      “I like to think so. That’s step-sibs, half sibs,” he added, grabbing an empty two-top booth. “My father’s been married five times. My mother’s on her third.”

      “That’s – wow.”

      “Yeah, modern American family.”

      “Christmas must be a madhouse. Do they all live in New York?”

      “Not exactly. Coffee?” he asked her as a waitress stepped up.

      “Actually, can I get a lemonade? I’m coffee’d out.”

      “Coffee for me. Just black.”

      He sat back a moment, studied her. A good face, he decided, something fresh and open about it, though he could see signs of stress and fatigue, especially in her eyes – deep, dark brown as rich as her hair with a thin line of gold around the iris. Gypsy eyes, he thought, and though there was nothing exotic about her, he immediately saw her in red – red bodice with a full skirt, and many colorful flounces. In a dance, mid spin, hair flying. Laughing while the campfire blazed behind her.

      “Are you all right? Stupid question,” she said immediately. “Of course you’re not.”

      “No. Sorry.” Not the time, not the place, not the woman, he told himself, and leaned forward again. “You didn’t know Oliver?”

      “No.”

      “The woman, then. What was it? Rosemary?”

      “Sage. Wrong herb. No, I didn’t know either of them. I’m staying in the same complex, and I was looking out the window. I saw…”

      “What did you see?” He closed his hand over hers, removed it quickly when he felt her stiffen. “Will you tell me what you saw?”

      “I saw her. Upset, crying, and someone hit her.”

      “Someone?”

      “I couldn’t see him. But I’d seen your brother before. I’d seen them in the apartment together, several times. Arguing, talking, making up. You know.”

      “I’m not sure I do. Your apartment looks right out into hers? Theirs,” he corrected. “The police said he was living there.”

      “Not exactly. It’s not my apartment. I’m staying there.” She took a moment when the waitress brought the lemonade and coffee. “Thanks,” she said, offering the waitress a quick smile. “I’m staying there for a few weeks while the tenants are on vacation, and I… I know it sounds nosy and invasive, but I like to watch people. I stay in a lot of interesting places, and I take binoculars, so I was…”

      “Doing a Jimmy Stewart.”

      “Yes!” Relief and laughter mixed in the word. “Yes, like Rear Window. Only you don’t expect to see Raymond Burr loading up the pieces of his dead wife into a big chest and hauling it out. Or was it suitcases? Anyway. I don’t think of it as spying, or didn’t until this happened. It’s like theater. All the world really is a stage, and I like being in the audience.”

      He waded his way through that to the key. “But you didn’t see Oliver. You didn’t see him hit her? Push her?”

      “No. I told the police. I saw someone hit her, but it was the wrong angle to see him. She was crying and scared and pleading – I could see all that on her face. I got my phone to call nine-one-one, and then… She came flying out the window. The glass shattered, and she just flew through it and fell.”

      This time he put his hand over hers, left it there because it trembled. “Take it easy.”

      “I keep seeing it. Keep seeing the glass breaking, and her flying out, the way her arms went wide, and her feet kicked at the air. I hear her scream, but that’s in my head. I didn’t hear her. I’m sorry about your brother, but —”

      “He didn’t do this.”

      For a moment she said nothing, just lifted her glass, sipped quietly at the lemonade.

      “He wasn’t capable of doing this,” Ash said.

      When she lifted her gaze to his, sympathy and compassion radiated.

      She was no Valkyrie, he thought. She felt too much.

      “It’s terrible what happened.”

      “You think I can’t accept my brother could kill, then kill himself. It’s not that. It’s that I know he couldn’t. We weren’t close. I hadn’t seen him in months, and then only briefly. He was tighter with Giselle, they’re closer in age. But she’s in…”

      Sorrow fell into him again like stones. “I’m not entirely sure. Maybe Paris. I need to find out. He was a pain in the ass,” Ash continued. “An operator without the killer instinct it takes to be an operator. A lot of charm, a lot of bullshit, and a lot of big ideas without any practical sense of how to bring them around. But he wouldn’t hit a woman.”

      She’d watched them, he remembered. “You said they argued a lot. Did you ever see him hit her, push her?”

      “No, but…”

      “I don’t care if he was stoned or drunk or both, he wouldn’t hit a woman. He wouldn’t kill a woman. He’d never kill himself. He’d believe whatever he’d gotten sucked into, someone would pull him out again. An eternal optimist, that was Oliver.”

      She wanted to be careful; she wanted to be kind. “Sometimes we don’t know people as well as we think.”

      “You’re right. He was in love. Oliver was either in love or looking for it. He was in it. Whenever he’s ready to be out of it, he wiggles out, takes off awhile, sends the woman an expensive gift and a note of regret. ‘It’s not you, it’s me,’ that kind of thing. Too many drama-filled divorces, so he went for the clean, callous break. And I know he was too damn vain to stick a gun in his mouth and pull the trigger. If he was going to kill himself – and he’d never hit that much despair – he’d’ve gone for pills.”

      “I think it was an accident – her fall. I mean all in the heat of the moment. He must’ve been out of his mind in those moments after.”

      Ash shook his head. “He’d have called me, or come running. He’s his mother’s youngest and her only son, so he was indulged. When there was trouble, he’d call somebody to help him get out of it. That’s his knee-jerk. ‘Ash, I’m in some trouble here. You have to fix things.’  ”

      “He usually called you.”

      “For big trouble, it would’ve been me. And he’d never mix pills with his bourbon,” Ash added. “He had an ex who went that way, and it scared him. One or the other, not that he wouldn’t go too far with either, but one at a time.

      “It doesn’t hold. It doesn’t,” he insisted. “You said you’d seen them together over there, watched them.”

      Uncomfortable with the truth of that, she shifted. “I did. It’s a terrible habit. I need to stop.”

      “You saw them fight, but he never got physical with her.”

      “No… No, she was more physical. Threw things, mostly breakables. She threw her shoe at him once.”

      “What did he do?”

      “Ducked.” Lila smiled a little, and he caught the tiny dimple – a happy little wink – at the right corner of her mouth. “Good reflexes. My take was she yelled – and she shoved him once. He did a lot of fast talking, gestures, smooth. That’s why I called him Mr. Slick.”

      The big, dark eyes widened in distress. “Oh God, I’m sorry.”

      “No, that’s accurate. He was slick. He didn’t get mad, threaten her, get violent? Shove her back?”

      “No. He said something that made her laugh. I could see, sense, she didn’t want to, but she turned away, tossed her hair. And he came over and… they got physical together. People should close the curtains if they don’t want an audience.”

      “She threw something at him, yelled at him, pushed him. And he talked his way out of it, talked his way into sex. That’s Oliver.”

      He never responded with violence, Lila considered. They’d had some sort of argument or fight every day, some disagreement every day, but he never struck her. Never touched her unless it was a prelude to sex.

      And yet. “But the fact is she was pushed out the window, and he shot himself.”

      “She was pushed out the window, but he didn’t push her – and he didn’t shoot himself. So, someone else was in the apartment. Someone else was there,” he said again, “and killed both of them. The questions are who, and why.”

      It sounded plausible when he said it, just that way. It seemed… logical, and the logic of it made her doubt. “But isn’t there another question? How?”

      “You’re right. Three questions. Answer one, maybe answer all.”

      He kept his eyes on hers. He saw more than sympathy now. He saw the beginning of interest. “Can I see your apartment?”

      “What?”

      “The cops aren’t going to let me into Oliver’s place yet. I want to see it from the perspective you had that night. And you don’t know me,” he said before she could speak. “Have you got somebody who could be there with you so you wouldn’t be alone with me?”

      “Maybe. I can see if I can work that out.”

      “Great. Let me give you my number. Work it out, call me. I just need to see… I need to be able to see.”

      She took out her phone, keyed in the number he gave her. “I have to get back. I’ve been gone longer than I meant to be.”

      “I appreciate you talking to me. Listening.”

      “I’m sorry about what happened.” She slid out of the booth, touched a hand to his shoulder. “For you, his mom, your family. I hope whatever the answers are, you get them. If I can work things out, I’ll call you.”

      “Thanks.”

      She left him sitting in the narrow booth, staring into the coffee he’d never touched.
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      She called Julie, and dumped the entire story while she tended the plants, harvested tomatoes, entertained the cat.

      Julie’s gasps, amazement and sympathy would’ve been enough, but there was more.

      “I heard about this when I was getting ready for work this morning, and it was the Big Talk at the gallery today. We knew her a little.”

      “You knew Blondie?” Wincing – the nickname seemed so wrong now. “I mean Sage Kendall.”

      “A little. She came into the gallery a few times. Actually bought a couple of very nice pieces. Not my sale – I didn’t work with her, but I was introduced. I didn’t put it together. Even when they mentioned West Chelsea. I didn’t hear the specific apartment building, if they released that.”

      “I don’t know. They have by now. I can see people down there, taking pictures. And some TV crews have done stand-ups in front of the building.”

      “It’s awful. A terrible thing to happen, and awful for you, sweetie. They hadn’t released the name of the guy who pushed her, then killed himself, not this morning. I haven’t checked since.”

      “Oliver Archer, aka Mr. Slick. I met his brother at the police station.”

      “Well, that’s… awkward.”

      “It probably should’ve been, but it wasn’t.” She sat on the floor of the bathroom, carefully sanding some shiny spots on the runners of one of the vanity drawers. It kept sticking, but she could fix that.

      “He bought me a lemonade,” she continued, “and I told him what I’d seen.”

      “You… you had a drink with him? For God’s sake, Lila, for all you know he and his brother are both homicidal maniacs or made men, or serial killers who worked as a team. Or —”

      “We had the drink at the coffee shop across from the police station, and there were at least five cops in there while we did. I felt terrible for him, Julie. You could see him struggling to come to grips with it, just trying to make some sense out of what’s just not sensible. He doesn’t believe his brother killed Sage, or himself, and he actually made a pretty good case against.”

      “Lila, nobody wants to believe their brother’s capable of this.”

      “I get that, I do.” She blew lightly on the runners to clear off the dust from the sanding. “And that was my first reaction, but like I said, he made a pretty good case.”

      She slid the drawer back in, out, in. Nodded in satisfaction. Everything should be so easy.

      “He wants to come over here, see his brother’s apartment from this perspective.”

      “Have you lost your mind?”

      “Just wait. He suggested I have somebody here with me, and I wouldn’t consider it otherwise. But before I decide anything, I’m going to Google him. Just make sure he doesn’t have any nefarious deeds in his past, any wives who died under mysterious circumstances, or other siblings – he said he had twelve, half and step.”

      “Seriously?”

      “I know. I can’t imagine. But I should make sure none of them have a shady past or whatever.”

      “Tell me you didn’t give him the address where you’re staying.”

      “No, I didn’t give him the address, or my number.” Her brows drew together as she reloaded her makeup in the drawer. “I’m not stupid, Julie.”

      “No, but you’re too trusting. What’s his name – if he gave you his real name. I’ll Google him right now.”

      “Of course he gave me his real name. Ashton Archer. It does sound a little made up, but —”

      “Wait a minute. You said Ashton Archer? Tall, rangy, blow-up-your-skirt gorgeous? Green eyes, a lot of wavy black hair?”

      “Yes. How do you know that?”

      “Because I know him. He’s an artist, Lila, a good one. I manage an art gallery, a good one – and we’re his main venue in New York. Our paths have crossed a number of times.”

      “I knew the name was familiar, but I thought it was because I had the brother’s name on my mind. He’s the one who did that painting of the woman in the meadow playing the violin – ruined castle, full moon in the background. The one I said I’d buy if I actually owned a wall to hang it on.”

      “That’s the one.”

      “Does he have any wives who died under mysterious circumstances?”

      “Not to my knowledge. Unmarried, but was linked with Kelsy Nunn – American Ballet prima ballerina – for a while. Maybe he still is, I can find out. He’s got a solid professional reputation, doesn’t appear to be completely neurotic, as many of them can be. Enjoys his work, apparently. There’s family money, both sides. I’m doing the Google just to fill in the blanks. Father’s side real estate and development, mother’s shipping. Blah blah. Do you want more?”

      He hadn’t looked  like big money. The brother had, she decided. But the man who’d sat across from her in the coffee shop hadn’t looked like money. He’d looked like grief and temper.

      “I can check for myself. Basically, you’re saying he’s not going to throw me out the window.”

      “I’d say chances are slim. I like him, personally and professionally, and now I’m sorry about his brother. Even though his brother killed one of our clients.”

      “I’m going to let him come over, then. He has the Julie Bryant seal of approval.”

      “Don’t rush this, Lila.”

      “No, tomorrow. I’m too tired for all this tonight. I was going to beg you to come over again, but I’m just tired.”

      “Take a long soak in that fabulous tub. Light some candles, read a book. Then put on your pj’s, order a pizza, watch a romantic comedy on TV, then cuddle up with the cat and sleep.”

      “That sounds like the perfect date.”

      “Do it, and call if you change your mind and just need the company. Otherwise, I’m going to do a little more checking on Ashton Archer. I know people who know people. If I’m satisfied, then he gets the Julie Bryant seal of approval. I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”

      “That’s a deal.”

      Before she took that long soak, she went back out on the terrace. She stood in the late afternoon heat, looking over at the window, now boarded up, that had once opened into a private world.
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      Jai Maddok watched Lila walk into the building – after the skinny brunette stopped for a brief chat with the doorman.

      She’d been right to follow the woman, right to trust her instincts and keep Ivan on the idiot’s brother.

      It wouldn’t be a coincidence the brunette and the brother came out of the police station together, had a long talk together, not when the woman lived, so it seemed, in the same rich American complex as the idiot and his whore.

      The police had a witness – this was her information. This woman must be the witness.

      But what had she seen?

      Her information also indicated the police were investigating a murder-suicide. But she had little hope, even with her disregard for police, that would hold up long, witness or no. She’d had to cobble that ploy together quickly due to Ivan’s overenthusiasm with the whore.

      Her employer was not happy the idiot had been disposed of before he’d given a location. When her employer was unhappy, very bad things happened. Jai usually made those very bad things happen, and didn’t want to be on the receiving end.

      So the problem must be resolved. A puzzle, she decided, and she enjoyed puzzles. The idiot, the whore, the skinny woman and the brother.

      How did they fit, and how would she use them to reach the prize for her employer?

      She would consider, study, resolve.

      She strolled as she considered. She liked the wet heat, the crowded city. Men glanced at her, and those glances would linger. She agreed with them – she deserved much more than a second look. And still, in the hot, crowded city, even she would not make a lasting impression. In affectionate moments, her employer called her his Asian dumpling, but her employer was… an unusual man.

      He thought of her as a tool, occasionally as a pet or a pampered child. She was grateful he didn’t think of her as a lover, as she’d have been obliged to sleep with him. The thought offended even her limited sensibilities.

      She stopped to admire a pair of shoes in a display window – high, glittering gold heels, thin leopard-spot straps. There had been a time when she was lucky to have a single pair of shoes. Now she could have as many as she liked. The memory of hot, blistered feet, of hunger so deep and sharp it felt like death, crossed the years.

      If she had business in China now, she stayed in the finest hotels – and still memories of dirt and hunger, of terrible cold or terrible heat, could haunt her.

      But money, blood, power and pretty shoes chased ghosts away again.

      She wanted the shoes, wanted them now. So she walked into the shop.

      Within ten minutes she was walking out wearing them, enjoying the way they showed off the knife edges of her calf muscles. She swung the shopping bag carelessly, a striking Asian woman in black – short, tight-cropped pants, snug shirt – and the exotic shoes. Her long tail of ebony hair swung down her back, and pulled high and tight, left her face with its deceptively soft curves, full red lips, large almond eyes of coal-black unframed.

      Yes, men looked, and women, too. Men wished to fuck her, women wished to be her – and some wished to fuck her as well.

      But they would never know her. She was a bullet in the dark, a knife slicing silently across the throat.

      She killed not only because she could, not only because it paid very, very well, but because she loved it. Even more than the lovely new shoes, more than sex, more than food and drink and breath.

      She wondered if she would kill the skinny brunette and the idiot’s brother. It depended on how they fit into the puzzle, but she thought it might be both necessary and enjoyable.

      Her phone pinged, and taking it out of her bag, she nodded in satisfaction. The photo she’d taken of the woman now had a name, an address.

      Lila Emerson, but not the address of the building she’d entered.

      Odd, Jai thought, but still it would not be a coincidence she’d gone into that building. But since she was there, she was not at the address displayed on the phone.

      Perhaps she would find something interesting and useful at the address of this Lila Emerson.
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      Julie unlocked the door of her apartment just after nine p.m. and immediately pulled off the shoes she’d been in far too long. She should never have let her coworkers talk her into going to that salsa club. Fun, yes, but oh God, her feet had been wailing like colicky babies for over an hour.

      She wanted to soak them in warm, scented water, drink a few gallons of water to filter out the far too many margaritas she’d downed, then go to bed.

      Was she getting old? she wondered as she secured the door. Stale? Boring?

      Of course not. She was just tired – worried a little about Lila, still raw from the breakup with David, and tired after about fourteen straight hours of work and play.

      The fact that she was thirty-two, single, childless and would sleep alone had nothing to do with it.

      She had an amazing career, she assured herself as she went straight into the kitchen to grab a giant bottle of Fiji water. She loved her work, the people she worked with, the people she met. The artists, the art lovers, the showings, the occasional travel.

      So she had a divorce under her belt. All right, two divorces, but she’d been insane and eighteen the first time, and it hadn’t lasted a year. It really didn’t count.

      But she stood, drinking straight from the bottle in the gleaming, state-of-the-art kitchen used primarily to store water, wine and a few basics, and wondered why the hell she felt so unsettled.

      Loved her work, had a great circle of friends, an apartment that reflected her taste – just her taste, thank you – a most excellent wardrobe. She even liked her looks most of the time, especially since she’d hired the Marquis de Sade as a personal trainer the year before.
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