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For Lynn Mitsuko Kaufelt, with love.


Realtor? Yes. Ruthless? Never.










Author’s Note


Waggs Neck Harbor is based on the Long Island village of Sag Harbor, though none of the characters or events or establishments herein are anything but pure invention.


I’d like to thank my friend Joan Carlson, who continues to pass on inspiring, delicious village gossip; Molly Allen, whose incisive intelligence and dry wit have helped illuminate every page of this book; and Bill Grose, who provided crucial early intervention.


I’d also like to thank the associates of Prudential Knight Realty for answering my relentless questions, with great humor, about the arcane real estate process.


Diane Cleaver, that star agent who got me to start writing the Wyn Lewis series in the first place, died last year, leaving a permanent black hole in my universe.


D.A.K.


Key West, Florida
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The Ruthless Realtors




	Petronella St. Cloud—The grand dragon of Southampton realty, she shows one mansion too many.


	Kathy Carruthers—Determinedly down-home, she’s been the Montauk Realtor forever and a day too many.


	Wynsome Lewis—Second-generation Waggs Neck Harbor village Realtor, she knows where the bodies are—she so often finds them.





Law Enforcement




	Lieutenant Detective Pasko—Tough and tightly focused, he longs to get back to the action (NY, NY) but needs a big solve to do so.


	Cora—Tough and tightly focused (on Pasko), she’s the computer conduit to the national as well as the local crime scene.


	
Homer Price—Waggs Neck Harbor’s first black police chief, he’s ordered to work with Pasko but has his own ideas about who the killer is.


	Ray Cardinal—Red-headed and raw, he’s recently been promoted to sergeant by his idol, Homer Price.


	Captain Savage—His métier is making life difficult for Pasko.





Major Players




	Frank and Merredith Jones—Brother and sister developers, they specialize in redoing old village houses, making lots of money and enemies in the process.


	Mike Bell—Muscle-bound and surly, he feels his family has been done out of their due and he’s going to get even, no matter what it takes.


	LeRoy Stein—Son of a local heiress and a European D.P.; among the three of them they managed to lose their silk shirts in real estate ventures.


	Lettitia (Lettie) Browne—Oft-retired actress and proprietor of the local inn, she’s doing what she can for Mike Bell.


	Liz Lum—Wyn’s erstwhile assistant; her daughter—Heidi—is also doing what she can for Mike Bell.


	Tommy Handwerk—Carpenter, village heartthrob, and Wyn Lewis’s husband, now he wants to be a dad.


	Nick Meyer—Wyn’s ex-husband; he and his zillionaire mother continue to include her in family goings-on.





Some Dead People Who Intrude on the Present




	Penny McFee and Harriet Leverage—A pair of attorneys killed a decade ago in a manner remarkably similar to current practices;


	Myra Fiske Stein—LeRoy’s much loved mom, she was a village princess who married the wrong man.


	Roman Stein—An outsider who thought he’d make a killing in Eastern Long Island real estate.


	Flinty Jones—Bereft widower and father of Frank and Merredith, he made a nice living from his junkyard until he hooked up with Roman.






Some Village Folk




	Antiquities shop owner Dickie ffrench


	Jane Littlefield ffrench, Dickie’s spouse


	Lucy Littlefield, Jane’s dotty aunt


	Yolanda, smart-mouthed secretary to Homer Price


	Mrs. Pizza, restaurant owner


	Thelma Eden and her daughter, Mary Jane, of the Eden Café


	Patty Batista, spa owner and aerobics animal
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Rain or shine, Petronella St. Cloud, a lean and mean seventy-six, made her daily fourteen-mile bike ride through Southampton township as if it were duck soup.


A chiropodist’s daughter, she had spent the last sixty years of her life transforming herself into the doyenne of Southampton’s real estate brokers. Working, as she claimed, twenty-five-hour days, flogging shacks near the lake in the beginning and then ranch houses off the highway and then gingerbreaded village houses and finally beachfront mansions, sitting on every possible charity board from Shinnecock Indian relief to the home for unwed Catholic mothers, turning every acquaintance into a contact, Petronella had laboriously, patiently achieved her goal. She was a fixture at all important society events, a near intimate of those to and for whom she sold property, every petty official’s confidante. If one had any social aspirations whatsoever, one purchased one’s house through Petronella St. Cloud.


Thus she had won the long, hard Realtors’ War, but the greatest battle had to be, more’s the pity, unsung. Mostly because it was not exactly legal.


Petronella closed her obsidian eyes against the pleasant glare of Eastern Long Island’s rising spring sunshine, propped her bike against the impressive barrier wall of Duck Farm Acres, an extremely upscale development, and allowed herself the luxury of remembering that delicious vintage real estate year, 1985.





It hadn’t started well, a glut of overpriced houses on the market and a glut of unemployed and suddenly strapped Wall Street types wanting to know why. “No buyers, Stupid,” were the words Petronella forced herself not to say. No income, either, and, as it happened, Petronella was then rather long on investments and short on cash.


She was so distracted she allowed herself to be elected chair of the local zoning board, figuring it would give her something to do besides fret over unsold, unsellable properties and mortgages coming due. It wouldn’t have been pretty, losing face in her world, as well as properties to the banks. Her enemies would have made the most of it. Her very career—her life—would be over, and then what would become of her? The specter of the Bide-a-Wee Home for the Aged loomed large in her nightmares.


Then a queer kind of angel, a person whose name Petronella had sworn to never let pass her lips, at least in conjunction with the duck farm development, approached her with the sort of extralegal proposition she had never before considered entertaining.


It was a classic real estate scam. The last important undeveloped acreage within the town limits was Teresa Bell’s duck farm. Teresa, a tough Waggs Neck Harbor girl, had attempted to work it herself, with the help of her no-account husband, Victor Bell, and her extraordinary brood of not surprisingly no-account children. So fertile were the Bells that at one point there was a Bell in every grade of the Waggs Neck Harbor school system.


Needless to say, the Bells as managers did not work out, and a desperate Teresa leased the farm to her brother-in-law, who disappeared within six months, stripping the farm of everything but pathetic, starving ducks and the rancid, stomach-turning smell endemic to duck farms.


Petronella’s informant had learned that the farm was about to be taken by the state in lieu of back taxes, that Teresa’s only shot at making any sort of money was to sell it to a Riverhead duck farmer who was evincing interest.


But if Petronella took action, quickly, Teresa could be cut out. Because here was a golden opportunity for enrichment vis-à-vis a major, elitist housing development.


“But,” Petronella objected, “the duck farm is undevelopable. It’s grandfathered in as farmland. Virtually untouchable.”


Her new business partner had said perhaps it was time that the county zoning board took a look at an industry that had been outlawed as unhealthy in virtually every other town in the state. Petronella, a quick study, said yes, it was.


Within the week the Petronella-chaired zoning board proscribed duck farming within the city limits; and Kathy Carruthers, a Realtor buddy of Petronella’s, had convinced the Bells to list and sell their heavily mortgaged land.


The buyers were an unlikely limited partnership made up of a Waggs Neck Harbor heiress, her son, and a self-made king of junk.


Ill-equipped to develop anything, the partnership went bankrupt in a matter of months, and a new combine—known as Duck Farm Acres, Inc., and represented by Kathy Carruthers and Petronella St. Cloud, stepped into the picture.


This legal entity bought the property on the courthouse steps and proceeded to develop it into a splendid, multimillion-dollar property.


Petronella and Kathy not only collected their hefty commissions but were named members of the Duck Farm Acres board. The principal board member, however, remained unidentified.


There was some noise, raised by the Bells, about the legitimacy of Petronella sitting on the zoning board that condemned a property she later helped to broker, not once but twice.


But this potential scandal was lost in the double tragedy that occurred in Southampton Village that season. The “sort of thing that couldn’t happen here” did, and the Eastern Long Island villages were shaken. Two popular, well-connected young female attorneys were strangled in their offices, motive unknown, their killer never found.


They were silly girls, working unattended in their unlocked offices, Petronella told herself. And they had been only marginally connected with the duck farm sale.


And as for the Bells and the other Waggs Neck Harbor fish, she refused to feel guilty. They would have been ripped off by anyone who felt like it. Petronella and Kathy and the One Who Had to Remain Unnamed just got there first. There was nothing to feel guilty about except for a tiny bending of the laws.


But deep down in her sere little heart, Petronella knew better.
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Done with her morning exercise, Petronella had changed costume and vehicle and made herself ready to show Shadows, the oceanfront white elephant she was hoping to unload. She had received it nearly a decade before in lieu of commissions owed when the former owner went bankrupt.


The playful prospect had characteristically insisted on anonymity (“Never mind who this is”) but Petronella knew. That telltale voice was a giveaway, no matter what the disguise. Shadows seemed a perfectly appropriate house and Petronella had good reason to believe this particular fish was ready to bite.


No sooner had Petronella hung up on that Friday-afternoon caller than Wynsome Lewis phoned. It never poured, Petronella thought. She had been sitting on Shadows for years and now suddenly there was interest.


Wyn had only requested a clientless preshowing, which in Realtor practice was like foreplay without touching; but on this bright spring Saturday morning, Petronella was in what was for her a sunny mood. If numero uno didn’t buy Shadows, then Wynsome’s ex-mother-in-law, Audrey Meyer, might. The thought of a bidding war between two rich contenders made her weak with anticipation.


Wyn’s ex-mother-in-law seemed the more likely purchaser, owning, as she did, the estate next to Shadows and interested in expansion. At this stage of her game Petronella St. Cloud didn’t do previews, but this was all too fortuitous, so she had sniffingly agreed.


Besides, Petronella was well disposed toward Wynsome Lewis. That presumably genuine platinum hair cut in a Prince Valiant “do” suited her right down to her otherworldly silver-gray eyes.


Wyn was thirty-five if she was a day, but she exuded youth and soured goodness and an irritating poker-faced naïveté. Having worked with Wyn on a number of occasions, Petronella didn’t for one minute swallow the naïveté or the goodness.


Truth be told, she rather admired the younger woman. If Petronella had been a woman given to sisterly relationships, she might have befriended Wyn.


But they had such different roles to play. Petronella was Old Southampton Village, noblesse-obliging it to the lesser souls of poor, service-oriented Waggs Neck Harbor. Wyn, determinedly democratic and intellectual, represented Waggs Neck, unimpressed by the would-be aristocrats of that superficial beach resort, Southampton. True friendship was out of the question.


In any case, Petronella was not exactly ecstatic about Wyn’s progress. She had returned to the East End of Long Island a decade ago following a disastrous brief marriage and had taken over her dead father’s realty business; the rest was local real estate history.


The timing had been very right. Semi-impoverished buyers, scaling down, were looking for smaller and cheaper houses, which Waggs Neck Harbor had in abundance. Still, credit had to be given where credit was due. Petronella was the first to admit that Wynsome Lewis knew her onions. She was making a fortune in commissions and reportedly socking it away against a potential down curve. She sure wasn’t spending it on wardrobe, Petronella observed.


Wyn’s officious mother had decamped for Manhattan and the glamour of a late-life career in higher education, trading the commodious old Lewis family house in Waggs Neck for the cramped one-bedroom, one-bath West Side co-op Wyn had received in her divorce settlement. It was all too neat for Petronella, who didn’t trust convenient solutions.


Her latest assistant had still not arrived by the time Petronella had to leave. She scratched an indecipherable, rancorous note, locked up, got into her behemoth of a car, and, damning the chirping birds overhead who were giving her a headache, took off.





When Petronella reached Shadows, she had to get out and push open the David Selznick gates. The lock had rusted and fallen apart some time ago. As she got back behind the oversized steering wheel, she glimpsed a large automobile parked in the driveway of Audrey Meyer’s neighboring estate.


Either the prospect was in the wrong drive or, worse thought, well-to-do day-trippers, already emerging from winter hibernation (it was only late April, for God’s sake), were enjoying a self-guided tour of the mansions of Southampton. She’d have to call the police, she told herself, suspecting the latter.


The drive up to Shadows had been cleverly planned to maximize the length of the property, long rather than wide with lots of unanticipated curves and surprising berms, the roadside overgrown and atmospheric. But no real land, Petronella reminded herself, scanning her property with her infamous gimlet eye. Less than three acres. And at the wrongish end of Lily Pond Lane. Perhaps this would be her lucky day and she could unload Shadows. She crossed her fingers.


The fish hadn’t arrived yet—no car was to be seen—so Petronella parked her ancient La Salle on the far side of the semicircular driveway, inhaled a thin chestful of ocean air—which she wrongly believed beneficial for her neuralgia—opened the front door, and walked across the ill-proportioned rotunda of a foyer.


She had intended for some weeks to disengage the outrageously expensive battery-operated alarm system the blood-sucking insurance people had insisted upon even though Shadows was uninhabited. This seemed as good a time as any. The mechanism was secreted under the central staircase.


And so was the fish.
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It was a seasonable Eastern Long Island spring day, the sun a convincing yellow, a muted breeze coming off the gray-green ocean, white-capped waves a surfer’s dream.


Wynsome Lewis was driving along, singing a favorite song (“I’m Just a Prisoner of Love”) with a 1937 Bing Crosby on the tape deck, knowing she should be feeling put out, her ex-mother-in-law’s unreasonable demands usually a just cause for a case of the pityme’s.


Not today, even though it was early on a Saturday morning and she had to pry herself away from bed and the embrace of her all-American toy boy of a husband and her aging yellow Lab, Probity, who had been a bad, bad girl on the linoleum kitchen floor.


Should have left it for Tommy to clean up, she told herself, but she was feeling uncharacteristically generous and even nice this morning, two emotions against her usual grain. Having lowered the ragtop on her beloved old Jaguar, glorying in the first real spring day of the season, Wyn told herself she’d better chill before she broke into the score from The Sound of Music and people mistook her for a rhapsodic nun.


Still, she couldn’t keep the buoyancy down, even with Petronella St. Cloud waiting for her. Her favorite flowers, white lilacs, were in bloom all over the South Fork and the resultant ambrosial aroma combined with the salt spray were enough to make her believe in aromatherapy.


She finally put a lid on the bubbling happiness pot when she maneuvered her car through Shadows’s wide-open gates and drove up the long, unnecessarily sinuous, and potholed drive. Instead of lilacs, here late April weeds were in full flower and Shadows’s languid air of doom was definitely dampening.


The thought of Tommy brought another tiny burst of joy—a reminder of how much she loved him. She wondered yet again at the depth of this emotion, still amazed at having chosen not only a certified male beauty, but a fellow who was unarguably a good, moral, ethical person without, as they said in England, side. Many of her friends neither liked nor understood their relationship, feeling Wyn had stepped down a rung. She didn’t much care.


Daunted by the cracked stones of Shadows’s once elaborate pathway, cursing herself for wearing the inappropriate low red heels just because they were new, Wyn stopped for a moment to look at the house.


The brick needed serious repointing; the half dozen chimneys were falling down; the barrel-tiled roof was due for total replacement. Shadows, she concluded sadly, was a tear-down. Wyn tried for a detached cynicism, but tended to get sentimental over old houses.


Shadows had once been an imitation English country house, built before the big wars, when Southampton was a rich second-generation Irish resort, long before it was discovered by the post-World War II moneyed international set.


It was an irony Wyn tried not to savor that Petronella, the foot doctor’s daughter (oh, everyone knew), had been saddled with Shadows when the aristocratic Myra Fiske Stein had lost it along with everything else.


Wyn, of course, knew exactly how much the property was worth, and so, of course, did Petronella. Both Realtors also had a fair idea of how much Wyn’s ex-mother-in-law was willing to pay for it.


Over the phone Petronella had claimed that there was a great deal of interest in Shadows. Wyn said ha! and observed that Petronella would be doing her heirs a favor if she could unload it. The new rich weren’t interested in the Hamptons. They were headed for Litchfield County, Connecticut, and homey, pricey rusticity.


“That’s how much you know, Wynsome,” Petronella said. “I am showing Shadows to an extremely hungry fish early on Saturday morning. You may come right after, if you must, but you do know that I don’t enjoy idle previews.”


Wyn also knew that Petronella was subscribing to that hoary ploy of having prospective buyers overlap. If there was any real interest, sparks of envy might fly and ignite a bidding war resulting in an actual sale. Wyn was aware that there wasn’t much that Petro didn’t know about the dark side of real estate transaction.


A mean thought came to her: Was she turning into a Petronella St. Cloud, the kind of career “gal” who lived for no other thought than profit and mercantile self-advancement? No, Wyn told herself, not quite certain. Tommy’s love and tons of money would save her.


She walked around Petro’s vintage sedan, thinking it looked like the vehicle Gloria Swanson swanned around in during Sunset Boulevard. She wondered where the potential client’s car was and supposed that they had met at Petronella’s office and that Petro had driven them here—though she usually preferred using her clients’ gasoline.


Stop being bitchy about Petro, Wyn told herself. Petronella had her quirks but she was a strong woman who had braved the realty world when it belonged to devil man, and she had conquered it all by herself. She should be a heroine of the woman’s movement, except she doesn’t believe in it and neither do I, Wyn admitted to herself, not being very fond of movements.


Climbing the cracked slate steps, she rapped noisily on the elaborately paneled, termite-damaged main door. Petro’s hearing wasn’t what it had once been. Wyn, impatient, opened the door and called her name.


Her voice echoed a bit around the rotunda foyer but there was no answer. Perhaps Petro’s in the loo, Wyn thought, and then realized the water hookup was probably disconnected. Not that that would stop Petro.


Wyn called out again. The room with its plaster friezes and dome roof was creepy. Authentically creepy. And heavy with the stench of mildew.


There was no response, so Wyn walked in. The shadows on the cracked plaster walls and the background sound of the ocean in mild turmoil didn’t comfort her. She didn’t much like un-lived-in places.


This one, reeking of major damp and minor animal deposits, felt especially desolate. Wyn had progressed a few feet into the circular foyer when she recognized Petronella’s going-to-court shoes: orange and low heeled, their toes pointed heavenward. The rest of her was half hidden by the marble central staircase.


Suspecting seizure or stroke, Wyn walked quickly to the spot where Petronella lay. It took her a minute to figure out what the hell that thing was twisted around Petro’s neck, but she finally saw it was a pair of blue panty hose.


Petro’s face was a much paler blue than the panty hose, which had been tightly wrapped. She wore a parody of the smile she had employed for most of her adult life in greeting potential clients. It indicated the sort of social poise that came hand in white glove with superior breeding. This last, thin-lipped rictus made Wyn, now on her knees searching for a pulse that wasn’t beating, unexpectedly miserable.


With distaste and trepidation and a sour taste in her mouth, she moved away, guiltily reassuring herself that there was no call to employ the kiss of life, that Petronella St. Cloud was beyond her help.


She left the house and used her cellular telephone to notify the authorities as she wiped away the unanticipated wetness around her eyes. Petronella St. Cloud had been relentlessly mean and self-serving but she had been her own woman, always, and hadn’t deserved this joke ending.





Later, Shadows came alive for one last moment. The techies arrived with their lights and noise. They crawled around, armed with plastic bags and tweezers and tiny, high-powered flashlights.


Wyn stood outside, leaning against Petro’s car, feeling suspended in time and gratefully numb. This protective balloon was popped by a doofus of a detective named Pasko, Who pointed out that the killer might still have been in the house when Wyn was bent over the unrevivable Petronella.


It’s too late for hysterics, Wyn told herself, but that didn’t stop her from having her own version of them, which entailed a rigid countenance and a tight-mouthed cellular call home. Tommy arrived fifteen minutes later, his mother driving.


It took a quarter of an hour of animated conversation with Pasko, and another cellular call to the Waggs Neck Harbor chief of police, Homer Price, before Wyn could extricate herself.


Tommy sent his mother and her Honda on their way. Driving the Jaguar with one hand, his free arm around Wyn, he muttered there-there’s. He knew Wyn wouldn’t thank him for taking her right to the hospital emergency room, but he had never seen her anywhere near this spaced out.


As they approached the West Sea Hospital emergency entrance, Wyn sat up and told him she was fine.


“Yeah, right,” Tommy said, unconvinced.


“I’m fine enough not to have to submit to the ER, butcher brigade’s pinchings and probings.” This convinced Tommy that she probably was. “Who the hell,” she wanted to know, looking at herself in the visor mirror, not liking what she saw, “would want to murder Petro?”


“Get real, Wyn,” Tommy said, heading for home. “The line woujd stretch from here to Secaucus and back.”


Once safe inside the house she had grown up in, Wyn kicked off the offending red shoes and found Probity waiting for her, tail awag. The two of them lay down on the green sofa, holding one another close, inhaling each other’s distinctive scents.


After a moment, Tommy joined them, wrapping his muscular arms around Wyn, which is what she wanted in the first place. Only then did she close her remarkable eyes and allow a picture to develop: Petro—turbaned head, clanking pearls, and hooded lids—came to light like a slow-developing Polaroid.


Despite the comforting embrace of dog and man, Wyn cried. She didn’t cry easily but when she did, her tears were copious and painful.


Wyn ordered herself to stop with the tears, but she couldn’t. She found she had genuinely cared for the old harridan and mourned her loss. “Who the hell,” she asked again, “would’ve wanted to kill Petro?”
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“This could be the big kahuna,” Pasko said to himself with uncharacteristic optimism.


He was daydreaming, basking in the continuing spring sunshine, sitting on the plastic bench facing the disconsolate West Sea Judicial Complex parking lot, a quarter filled with nondescript cars.


It was nine A.M. on the Monday following the Saturday when Petronella’s body had been found. He had spent Sunday morning at the gym, his mind going a mile a minute as he bench-pressed his weight: one hundred and sixty-two honed and toned pounds.


By Sunday afternoon he was at the keyboard of the shared computer terminal in the outer office, dredging up information on past cases. His lack of facility with the computer was frustrating; he wanted to stop cocking around with bullshit codes. He wanted to reach inside the damn thing and pull out what he needed with his fists.


On Sunday night, exhausted but hopeful, he had gone to bed in the narrow bare-bones West Sea town-house he rented. He was pretty certain, please Jesus, that this case was the opportunity for which he had been waiting nearly a decade.


is he was anxious to get started on this bright Monday morning but there were, as always, obligations to be met. The first was Cora. She had given him an ultimatum: a private meeting or a public scene. She had accepted, after wrangling, this semiprivate meeting place. She wanted satisfaction.


The West Sea Judicial Complex had been built thanks to a perceived rise in crime in this east end of Suffolk County. Insiders knew the crime rate numbers had been inflated but no one much objected to a severe, unnecessary ten-million-dollar building bringing jobs and bribes to the constituency.


In addition to Pasko’s and Cora’s offices, it contained six courtrooms, a forensic crime laboratory, and enough electronic equipment to run the next world war.


“These pussies” Pasko said in his weekly call to his adviser, a captain in Manhattan’s Sixth Precinct who served as Pasko’s “rabbi.” “Like they call this a hotbed of crime. It’s as hot as Siberia.”


“If you keep your nose clean… the captain began.


“Like it wasn’t my nose that got me into trouble in the first place.”


“This is true,” the captain agreed, amused; he loved Pasko as if he were a bad son. “You keep that clean, too. What you need, Pasko, is a big win out there. Then we maybe can bring you back.”


He’d been saying that for nearly ten years, ever since Pasko had been fired from the NYPD Detective Division for conduct unbecoming. It was a stale scenario: One of the money men behind the current mayor had arrived home unexpectedly to find Pasko in his bed and in his wife.


Later, Pasko’s captain, that Catholic rabbi, had arranged a job out here at the end of nowhere. To get back to the action, as the rabbi often told him, Pasko needed a triumph.


His father and his two uncles and several cousins had all been cops in the Hell’s Kitchen section of Manhattan, not one of them ever rising to anything like prominence, mostly because they didn’t care for prominence.


Pasko and his mother did, and he had gotten himself a good start in Manhattan, making lieutenant detective by the time he was twenty-six, mostly on the strength of the fact that he was relentless, had a few breaks in difficult cases, and possessed a laconic style that was popular with the men. And the women.





“He’s not all that tall but like he is so buff. Like he’s got this wrestler’s body and big bruiser hands and buns of molten steel. And like he talks like this.” Cora, Pasko’s most recent conquest, lowered her voice several octaves, put chin to magnificent chest, and said, “ ’Yo, how’s it hangin’, guy?’ ”


Cora, the computer jockey in the West Sea crime research department, was an important conduit to and from the FBI’s criminal files and the National Crime Network. She was the department’s source of genuine information, a woman of thirty often described as “one hot little redhead.”


Pasko knew he might be doing himself in by dumping Cora. But, he rationalized, making one of his usual mistakes, there were other computer jockeys and he already had his eye on a sweet brunette who had legs that wouldn’t stop.


Cora had brought about her own ruin by foolishly confiding in one of the secretaries who came and went with regularity. “That pouty lower lip. Like he’s permanently pissed off. I just want to bite it. And that gangsta way of walking. You know, I could marry that bastard tomorrow. Don’t think I’m not working on it.” She gave a tiny fake laugh, trying out the idea: “Like maybe I’ll get knocked up by accident. It worked for my old lady.”


When Pasko had this conversation repeated to him by any number of co-workers—Cora’s voice tended to carry—he went into complete dissociation. No phone calls. No drop-ins at the computer department. He thought it was the quick and painless way. And it was. For him.


Cora, who knew why, stormed out of the ground-floor glass doors demanding to know why. She was wearing a flattering peach-colored wrap-around dress, virginal makeup, and Kitty Kelly three-inch-heel sandals that made her nearly as tall as he.


Not getting up from the bench, Pasko explained slowly, carefully, in his deadpan way that “for me, Cora, marriage is like death. Fucking the same person for forty years… that’s like nuts. And who’d want to? Kids? People got to be crazy to have kids. I was born a free man. I’m going to remain one.”


“What about love?” Cora wanted know, grasping either elbow, her cute snub nose pointing up at him accusingly. “What about love?” she asked, as if playing a trump card.


Pasko said he didn’t know nothing about love and didn’t much want to. He stood up and got into his sporty gray V8 Cougar with the moon roof.


“Where you going?” Cora wanted to know, real tears in her eyes, smudgeless mascara smudging. “I’m not through.”


“Yeah you are.”


I’m going, he answered silently, to save my so-called career and my so-called life by finding out who strangled Petronella St. Cloud. Lord Jesus and half the male population of West Sea knew that Cora could take care of herself.
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