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Chapter One

To Do:

1. Catch up with old friends!

2. √ Phone Jill and set a date.

3. Land a new client.

4. Buy Paula a present for new baby.

5. Get back in shape!

From inside Tea & Tumble, I checked my phone for the umpteenth time. My best friend, Paula, was due to give birth any day now, and I’d promised to babysit her toddler when the time came. The café was empty save for myself, my four-month old daughter and another pair of moms with their infants camped out in the corner.

Tea & Tumble was rated as the top pick for baby friendly cafes in the Bay Area. It was decorated in pinks and greens with a colorful, plush carpet in the corner of the dining area and a large leather couch. On the carpet, the two infants drooled over picture books, while their mothers were perched on the couch sipping lattes.

I glanced at Laurie, who cooed up at me from her baby carrier nestled at my feet. “Paula’s going to have her baby any day now. Are you ready for a new friend?”

Laurie batted her hand out, grabbing at imaginary items.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” I said. I freed her from the infant carrier, then lowered my voice. “Then you can slobber over the book of the month club choice like those other two in the corner.”

Laurie flashed me a wide, toothless grin.

“Besides,” I said. “A girl can never have too many friends.”

A gust of wind vibrated the windows of the café, and I glanced outside to see Jill parking her car.

I hadn’t seen Jill since quite some time before my pregnancy, and I was looking forward to visiting with her and catching up on gossip.

She climbed out of the car, wearing an asymmetrical orange blouse that caught the wind and billowed about her. She reached inside the car and pulled out a tan coat that matched her leggings and set off her black, stiletto thigh-high boots. As she wrapped it around herself, she spotted me in the window and waved vigorously. She sprinted across the street in her stiletto boots, short blond bob flapping in the wind.

Dear God, I wouldn’t be able to walk in those boots, much less run in them, but Jill looks chic and fashionable, as usual.

I placed Laurie up to the window and moved her little wrist back and forth in a hello. When I pulled her back into my lap, a man wearing a long, dark coat and a black skull cap with a Smith & Wesson logo on it turned the corner.

He raised an arm as if hailing Jill.

She didn’t notice him and pulled open the door to the café.

The wind rumbled through the café as Jill stepped in.

The moms in the corner glared at Jill as she made her way toward my table, annoyed that their tête-à-tête had been momentarily interrupted. Jill ignored them as she clippity-clopped over to my table.

Jill pressed her frozen check against mine. “Hey, stranger!”

Jill and I had been chummy once, but had fallen out of touch. In fact, now that I thought about it, it’d probably been several years since we’d last seen each other. But since the birth of my daughter I’d felt the need to get in touch with old friends and build a community around her. I held her up. She was dressed in a little pink knit dress that my best friend Paula had sent while visiting Paris.

“This is Peanut,” I said.

“Oooh, love the dress,” Jill leaned in toward Laurie, who reached out and grabbed a fistful of Jill’s blonde bob while shrieking with delight.

Jill’s hand shot up to her head to save her hair from getting pulled out by the roots.

“Sorry,” I said, detangling Jill’s hair from Laurie’s fist.

Jill laughed and rubbed Laurie’s chubby knee. “Good to meet you, you feisty little thing.”

“And sorry I’ve been so out of touch,” I said.

She pulled off her coat and took the seat across from us. “Well, I can see you’ve been busy so, of course, I forgive you.”

She didn’t know the half of it. We’d only talked briefly to set up our lunch date and I still hadn’t told her about my new career as a P.I. Since giving birth to Laurie, I’d managed to be involved in several murder investigations and basically had decided to launch a private investigation business. But since I didn’t have a P.I. license, I was doing a semi-very-unofficial mentorship under Albert Galigani, an ex-cop, to hone my skills and become marketable.

“Do you know the guy across the street?” I asked.

Jill frowned. “What guy?” She glanced over her shoulder.

“The one on the corner wearing the Smith & Wesson skull cap,” I prompted.

Jill remained turned away from me. “Why would I know him?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. I thought he called out to you when you were crossing the street.”

She gripped the table in a rather alarmed way, then swiveled back to face me. “I don’t know him.”

Something about the expression on Jill’s face told me she was nervous about the man.

I stared out the window, past the fog, and studied the man. He was Caucasian and looked to be in his thirties. He wore a long, dark coat and his skull cap was pulled down around his ears.

“He seems to be lurking,” I said.

Jill waved away my concern. “This is San Francisco. There’s always someone lurking.”

The swinging double doors at the back of the restaurant creaked open and the hostess who had seated me approached. She handed us menus, then ran a hand over her frizzy red hair. “Anything to drink?”

“I’ll take a cup of coffee,” I said.

Jill bit her lip as she perused the back of the menu where the beverages were listed. “I’ll take a Mexican hot chocolate.”

Mexican hot chocolate? Yum!

I flipped my menu over and scanned the list.

The waitress nodded and turned to go.

“Uh. Wait. I think…”

I found the entry: "Fiery Hot Chocolate | Muy Caliente! Our own hot chocolate blend that really packs a kick. Starts creamy with a hand-scooped ganache topping and ends with a spicy wallop."

“Oh. I see. Fiery, spicy, kick, wallop. It sounds… um…”

Jill laughed. “It’s not for the weak hearted. It’s made with chipotle chili chocolate.”

“I’ll stick with the coffee.”

The waitress looked at me through her eyelashes. I understood the look as a warning not to waste her time again.

What attitude!

She turned on her heel and disappeared through the swinging doors.

“So what have you been up to?” I asked. “Catch me up on your career. I understand you’re the hottest restaurant critic around.”

Jill sat to attention. “An accidental career. Who would've thunk it?”

I balanced Laurie on my lap, letting her dig her feet into my thighs as she practiced putting her weight on her legs. She could only keep herself upright for a moment before her legs turned to Jell-O again.

“You always had a discriminating palate,” I said.

She giggled. “You mean I like to eat. And I know how to string a few snarky remarks together. Enough, anyway, to make people pay attention.”

In the past few months, Jill had become somewhat of an internet sensation. Her reviews were everywhere and she was always popping up on the latest foodie blog.

“Your latest review went viral, right?”

Jill put a finger to her mouth and eyed the moms in the corner. Although they seemed engrossed in their own conversation, Jill leaned in and whispered. “Don’t talk about that, though. My picture’s not out there and I don’t want people to know who I am. Not yet anyway.”

I nodded. “Are you going to do a review of this place?”

“If I have time.” Jill shrugged. “Maybe. It’s just that something’s happened recently that’s kind of stuck in my craw.”

I waited for her to continue, but instead of saying anything she rubbed at her chin.

“What is it?” I asked.

“I reviewed Brent Miles’ latest restaurant. Or should I say his attempt at a restaurant.” She made a face indicating how lacking she’d actually found it. “Anyway, he called me. It was very…well, frightening—”

“Frightening? What happened?”

“He threatened me.” Jill leaned across the table closer to me. “He warned me that I need to recant the review. Said I better make it seem sincere or else.”

“Or else what?”

She raised an eyebrow at me and shrugged. “I told him to stuff it. Just because he owns half of San Francisco he thinks everyone is ready to kiss his ass. Well, he can kiss mine now, because I’m not recanting anything!”

Her tone surprised me. I had always known she was tough but now she seemed downright ferocious.

The hostesses with the frizzy red hair returned with two steaming mugs in her hands. She placed my coffee in front of me, sloshing hot liquid over the top and onto the table. I pulled Laurie away protectively.

The waitress didn’t even notice; she merely put Jill’s mug in front of her and asked, “Ready to order?”

Jill smiled up at her. “Not yet.”

The waitress smiled back.

Well, there you go. Jill got smiles, I got a coffee mess.

“Let me know when you’re ready,” the waitress said. She spun around and attended to the other moms that were camped out on a large leather couch in the corner of the tea house. One mom leaned in and whispered something to the waitress, then they all turned and stared at us.

I lifted my mug and sighed as I placed it back down into the puddle of coffee on the table. I needed another hand. “Want to hold Laurie?” I asked.

Jill quickly glanced at her immaculate blouse. “Um, yeah. Sure.”

She didn’t look at all sure.

I reached into the hulking diaper bag that was always with me now and pulled out a clean spit-up rag and handed it to Jill.

She looked relieved as she placed it onto her shoulder and took Laurie.

I quickly wiped up the liquid on the table and watched in horror as Laurie batted a hand dangerously close to Jill’s hot chocolate. The other hand had already found its way into Jill’s hair.

Jill grimaced.

I finished mopping up the coffee and much to Jill’s relief took Laurie back, who squealed like a demon.

“Tell me more about your experience with Brent Miles,” I said, hoping to distract Jill from Laurie’s wailing.

“Oh no, let’s not talk about him. He’s boring.” Jill’s eyes roved out the window and she frowned.

I followed her gaze out the window. “What?” I asked.

The man with the skull cap was still on the corner. He seemed to be staring right at us. A chill ran up my spine and I hugged Laurie to me.

“That guy is still there,” I said.

Jill fluttered a hand around dismissing him.

“What do you think he's still doing there?” I asked.

Jill shrugged nonchalantly. “He’s probably waiting for someone.”

I stared at him through the glass. He took something out of his pocket and looked down at it, most likely a phone. Jill was probably right; in a few seconds whoever he was waiting for would turn up. I tried to ignore him even though my P.I. senses were firing like crazy.

“He gives me the creeps,” I muttered.

Jill turned away from the window. “I have news.” She glanced at the swinging doors and whispered. “I got my own show over at the Foodie Network.”

“What?” I whispered back, only my whisper was so loud, it bordered on being a cheer.

Jill’s hand covered her lips, signaling me to keep my voice down.

“That’s awesome!” I said, this time more quietly.

She nodded at me. “I just came from the studio. The set is amazing!”

The swinging doors to the back opened as our waitress walked through them. She stopped momentarily to check in on the moms in the corner.

“Shoot,” I said. “We’d better order or she might yell at me.”

Jill snorted and flipped her menu over.

I scanned the list. I was hopeless under pressure. I only made out words like saucy, spicy, savory and hot. It told me nothing.

The waitress stood before us poised with paper and pen.

I decided to order whatever Jill did, which turned out to be the Mediterranean Panini: prosciutto ham, fresh basil, tomato and feta.

Sounds good to me.

“Same for me,” I said.

The waitress nodded at me. I’d just made her life easier and I was somewhat in her good graces now. She retreated through the swinging doors.

As soon as the waitress was out of earshot, Jill leaned in and whispered urgently. “I can’t let Brent Miles know about the show. He can ruin things for me, Kate.”

The skin on my arms turned to goose bumps. “Ruin things for you? How?”

Before she could answer, the sound of a dog barking erupted out of Jill’s purse. I stared at it, surprised.

Jill giggled. “Like my ring tone?” She pulled her Tory Burch bag onto her lap and began to dig through the front pocket. “Brent Miles is weird, Kate.” She pulled out her phone and grimaced. “Egad, I hope it isn’t him calling right now!”

The vision of the skull cap man holding his cell phone flashed in my mind. I twisted in my chair to look across the street.

Skull cap man was gone.

“UC Med Center,” Jill said.

I turned back to her. She was staring at her phone display an expression on her face somewhere between puzzled and cautious.

“I missed the call,” she said flatly.

I grimaced. A hospital calling couldn’t be good news, could it? Unless it was a message from her doctor, then it might be. Only judging by the look on Jill’s face, it didn’t seem hopeful. “Maybe they’ll leave a message,” I said.

Jill shook her phone as if that would speed up the voicemail alert function. “I hope everything is all right with Perry. He went hiking this morning.” Her lips twisted and her forehead creased as she thought for a moment. “I hope he didn't sprain an ankle or something."

I nodded reassuringly. “And who is Perry?”

Her face lit up with a smile. “He is my latest conquest. He’s hot, hot, hot Kate. I can’t wait for you to meet him. 6’4’’, sandy blond hair, dimpled chin. Looks straight out of a Pendleton catalogue.”

I laughed. “You usually go for the short, bald type.”

Jill almost snorted out her hot chocolate, then clamped a napkin to her mouth. After a second she cleared her throat and said, “I do not.”

I laughed again. “What about Henry?”

Jill chuckled. “I was 16 for God’s sake, and he wasn’t bald. He was…”

“Bald. He was bald. Even at 17, he had a receding hairline.”

“Henry was very sweet. I can’t believe you have such a cruel memory.”

I feigned innocence. “I’m not saying there’s anything wrong with short, bald guys. I’m just saying I thought they were your type.”

“Nobody’s type is short and bald.”

“Let’s see, there was Henry, then Richard, Brandon, Mitchell—”

“Okay, shut up. Maybe looks aren’t that important. All the guys you mentioned were like, artistic, poets, you know?”

It was my turn to snort.

Jill pointed a finger at me. “And you’re forgetting Gunter. Remember him?”

“Who could forget Gunter? He was a Nordic god.”

Jill raised her eyebrows at me. “Only he was a little jerky. Perry is just as hot as Gunter, but sweet.”

She blushed.

“Oh. A little rosy around the edges, are you? Is it love? How long have you been seeing each other?”

“A few months,” she smiled. “We met at Bottle Top downtown. Do you know it?”

I shook my head. “Please, I don’t get out.”

She laughed. “You’re out now.”

I waved her off. “This is different. It’s a baby-friendly place. What is Bottle Top, a club?”

“No, a swanky restaurant I reviewed,” Jill said.

“So it’s love, then?” I pressed.

“I gave it a pretty good review.”

I laughed. “I meant Perry.”

She smiled. “Him, too! I give him a great review!”

“Wedding bells?” I asked.

She blushed. “You know what, Kate? Maybe. Maybe, finally, yes.”

Her phone beeped and she glanced at the screen, then frowned. She held up a finger. “One second, okay?”

I waved a hand at her. “Of course.”

She tapped at the screen, then pressed the phone to her ear.

My stomach rumbled and I fidgeted with my water glass. When was my lunch going to arrive? The waitress hadn’t even brought a bread basket!

I laughed to myself suddenly, thinking if I were a restaurant critic, I would be as harsh as Jill. I absently wondered what she liked about this place. Yes, the atmosphere was cozy and kid friendly, but where was the food, for God’s sake?

Jill covered her mouth with her hand. I watched her face. It didn’t look like good news.

Our waitress approached with steaming plates in hand. As she placed the dishes in front of us, Jill pushed back from the table.

“Kate. I’m so sorry. I have to go. Perry’s at UC. He fell from Painted Rock.”

“What? Is he okay?”

Painted Rock was a cliff on the north side of San Francisco. It was a featured attraction on the Land’s End hike that ran from Ocean Beach and Sutro Baths all the way to the Legion of Honor. There were many notorious cliffs, one of which was Painted Rock, which boasted some of the most spectacular views of the Marin Headlands and the Golden Gate Bridge. The cliff literally dangled over the Pacific. A fall from there could be grave.

“I don’t know.” Jill pulled a credit card from her purse.

I waved her away. “I got it, don’t worry. Do you want me to go with you?”

“Oh, thank you, Kate. But no, you have the baby. You can’t bring her to a hospital.” Her face crinkled at the word hospital and I could only guess what was rushing through her mind. She added, “I’ll call you tonight.”

She leaned over to kiss my cheek, then rubbed Laurie’s knee. “Goodbye little baby. I hope to see you soon.”

I nodded and watched her leave, an uneasiness overcoming me. I looked at the corner. Skull cap man was back, and this time he trailed after Jill.


Chapter Two

Man!

Now I needed to pay immediately and the waitress had vanished again. I placed Laurie in her infant carrier, then fished around the massive diaper bag for my wallet. Why didn’t I have a small, cute purse like Jill?

I rooted past the diaper wipes and a pacifier.

Oh right, fashion purses don’t hold much baby paraphernalia.

Then I pushed aside my binoculars, and an UZI tactical self defense pen…

Fashion purses probably don’t fit much P.I. equipment, either.

I finally located my wallet and peeked inside. I had $17. Not nearly enough to pay for the chichi lunch. Probably not even enough to pay for the coffee drinks these days.

I pulled out my phone and messaged Jill:

SKULL CAP MAN IS ON YOUR TAIL. I WILL TRAIL YOU.

I rose and walked toward the back of the restaurant. “Hello?” I called out.

Our waitress appeared and I handed her my credit card. “I have to leave immediately. Can you ring me up?”

She made a face. “Is something wrong with the food?”

“No. Nothing like that. Just personal business.”

“Can I wrap it up for you?”

“No. Thank you.”

The waitress froze, then slowly she looked over my shoulder at the moms in the corner and then leveled a glare at me. “Are you a reviewer?”

“What? No. I just need to leave.”

I refrained from turning around and staring at the moms behind me. Maybe they had ratted out Jill, only somehow the message had gotten confused and now I was the target.

The waitress clutched my credit card and squinted at me. “Okay,” she said, drawing the word out unnecessarily. “One minute.”

Laurie began to fidget in her carrier seat. I returned to the table to pack up my purse. The moms in the corner were watching me. My phone rang. I answered quickly, expecting Jill, but instead my best friend Paula’s voice filled the line.

“I’m in labor!” Paula screamed out.

“Yippee!” I hooted.

“Yippee? This is real pain, sister.”

Suddenly a stern looking man strode out from the back room clutching my credit card.

The moms on the couch began packing up their gear.

“Do you have a ride to the hospital?” I asked Paula.

Laurie squirmed out of the carrier and onto the floor.

“Uh…hold on,” I said partly to Paula and partly to the stern man.

Paula screamed into my ear. “Hold on? Hold on to what? You’re actually putting a woman in labor on hold?”

I picked Laurie up; she began to cry.

My phone beeped with an incoming call, but I didn’t dare tell Paula to hold again.

The stern looking man thrust my credit card at me.

Was I over my limit?

“Are you Jill Harrington?”

I shook my head at him and glanced at my phone. Jill was beeping in. I pivoted my body so the man wouldn’t be able to see my phone screen.

He frowned. “Well, then you go by another name. Maybe you’re Carol McCarthy? You’re a crit, though.” He pointed at my card. “You’re not fooling anyone with this pseudonym! Kate Connolly? Please."

The waitress came out from the back and angled her phone at me. “I’ve got her picture now, Donald, don’t worry. We’ll be able to post this online and warn everyone about her.”

Laurie wailed louder and I pressed the phone to my ear, trying to ignore everything, only now Paula was wailing, too. “Paula, can you get to the hospital on your own?”

She took three short breaths, then said, “Yes, but I need you to pick up Danny.”

Danny was Paula’s two-year-old son, and our plan had always been for him to stay with me when she went to the hospital.

“UC won’t let him into the maternity ward without another adult present,” Paula continued. “David’s flight’s been delayed and I can’t reach—”

“UC? I thought you were going to California Pacific?”

Paula wailed again.

“Another contraction?” I asked.

She ignored my question. “Meet me at UC, not Cal Pacific. Our insurance changed. Don’t you ever listen—”

She continued to scold me but I covered the mouthpiece on the phone and addressed the dour man standing in front of me.

“Look,” I hissed. “I am not a food critic. My name is Kate Connolly. My friend is in labor and I have to meet her. Please run the charges on my card.”

Of course, I didn’t add that Jill was indeed a critic or the fact that if I’d been a critic I would have given the place the ultimate thumbs down.

The moms in the corner huffed past us with their silent, sleeping, perfect-angel babies. Laurie cried even louder and entwined her fingers in my hair. I yelped.

Mr. Sour grabbed the card from me and whipped around to hand it off to the waitress turned paparazzi.

“I don’t believe you. I’m going to splatter your picture all over the web,” she said as she turned on her heel.

My phone beeped as Jill’s call went into voicemail.

Darn it!

I rooted around the diaper bag and found a pacifier. Laurie kicked out her legs and arched her back when she saw it. I put it in her mouth and returned my attention to Paula. “I’ll meet you at UC.”

Although I had a baby in tow, UC seemed to be the place I needed to be anyway: while I took charge of Danny, I could follow up with Jill.

Paula let out a deep moan.

“Don’t drive. Take a cab!” I said.

She mumbled something.

“What?” I asked.

“Can you call me a cab?” she whimpered.

The waitress emerged from the back and slapped my credit card along with the printout onto the table.

“Yes,” I said to Paula and hung up.

I glared at the waitress and signed my name on the receipt. She snatched it from my hand, returning my glare.

I strapped the buckles on Laurie’s car seat.

There was no way she could squirm her way out now.

I dialed Yellow Cab and ordered one for Paula ASAP, then headed out.

Even though I was desperate to listen to Jill’s voicemail, I couldn’t stand the cafe one moment longer.

Once at my car, I secured Laurie’s portable car seat into the base, then hopped into the driver’s seat and dialed my voicemail.

Jill’s voice filled the line. “Kate. That guy isn’t following me, so there’s no need for you—”

There was a rustling sound, then a high pitched yelp from Jill.

The line went dead.


Chapter Three

I dialed Jill and got her voicemail. I pounded on my steering wheel and let out a few choice swear words.

Laurie made a noise from her car seat.

I adjusted the rearview mirror and studied Laurie in the Elmo mirror that was pinned to the backseat. “Sorry for the swearing, sweat pea.”

Laurie pointed at my reflection in her mirror and cooed.

I texted Jill.

R U OK? WHERE R U? I’M ON MY WAY TO UC.

Then I dialed my hubby, Jim.

He picked up on the first ring. “Great news, honey. Ramon is here,” he said. He’s cooking up a storm—”

“What? Ramon? What’s he doing there?”

We’d met Ramon over the holidays when I’d been investigating the murder of a reporter. Ramon catered for the television station the victim had worked for.

“Cooking!”

My stomach growled. “Uh! Sorry I’m missing out. Hey listen, Paula’s in labor. David’s flight’s been delayed so I’m on my way to UC. Can you meet me there and pick up the kids?”

“Kids?”

“I have to watch Danny. He’s not allowed into the maternity ward and neither is our little jelly belly.”

“Oh,” Jim said. “Uh, the empanadas are nearly out of the oven and I— ”

“Empanadas? Come on, Jim. I can’t take—”

“Well, it’s not only the empanadas. I have a sales call scheduled this afternoon. I really worked for this one, so I’d hate to reschedule. Can I call your mom? Maybe she can—”

A sales call, my foot! I knew he intended to dig into Ramon's dish unabashedly. But, okay, just because I didn’t get to eat lunch didn’t mean he had to starve.

“Okay, call mom. If she can come, you can stay home and eat. And try not to burn your tongue.”

<><><>

I pulled into the UC Medical Center parking lot like a chicken with its head cut off. Thankfully, Laurie had fallen asleep on the ride and she gave me no problems as I released her car seat from its base and snapped it into the stroller.

I wheeled the stroller to the hospital entrance and looked for mom. Instead, I saw my mom’s boyfriend, Galigani, who also happened to be my boss and mentor, approaching.

Galigani was tall and dark with a thick mustache. He’d retired from the San Francisco Police Department before I’d met him and started his own private investigation service. Under his guidance, I’d solved three crimes and had hopes of having a new career as a P.I.

“Hey, kid!” he said jovially.

“What are you doing here? It’s not your heart, is it?” I asked.

Three months prior, Galigani had undergone open-heart surgery.

He laughed. “If I keep hanging out with you and your mom, it might be. I’m here in lieu of Vera.”

“Why? Where is she?” I asked.

He placed a hand on his chest as though he were crestfallen. “I’m that disappointing?”

I leaned in to kiss his cheek. “No. I didn’t mean that. In fact, you’ll probably give me less lip than Mom.”

“Don’t count on it,” he said.

I pulled my phone out and checked the display. No word from either Paula or Jill.

“Come on. I need to get inside and check for my friends,” I said.

Galigani frowned. “I have to go inside? I thought I was just picking up the kids.”

I turned to him. “Are you afraid of the hospital?”

He looked at me like I was the dumbest person on the planet.

“Never mind,” I said. “Do you have a car seat in your car?”

He shook his head.

“How are you supposed to take the kids then?”

He stroked his mustache and asked. “They need car seats?”

I returned his ‘you’re the stupidest person I know’ look. Galigani simply looked back me, tilting his chin down so that he looked at me through his eyelashes. It was his best ‘I only have disdain for you’ look.

I whipped out my phone and sent a message first to Paula, then Jill and finally Jim.

Galigani continued to look at me. “Are you hoping that if you tap that thing long enough, car seats will appear out of thin air?”

“Funny,” I said, without looking up. “You can take my car.”

I dug into my diaper bag to retrieve my keys, while filling Galigani in on my lunch.

He frowned when I told him about Jill’s last message.

“Let’s check and see how her boyfriend, Perry, is doing. Maybe he’s here and she’s with him.”

“You want to go into the hospital with me?” I asked.

Before Galigani could answer, a yellow cab pulled up in front of us.

My mother burst out of the cab in true Vera style. She wore a blue and red striped knit cap that was somewhat reminiscent of a barber pole with a feather sticking out of it.

I hate to admit that I hesitated before saying the word, “Mom.”

Mom on the other hand didn’t hesitate at all. She gleefully yelled at us. “Hey, gang! I brought the lady of the hour.”

What was Mom doing in Paula’s cab?

Out of the cab jumped Danny, Paula’s two-year-old son, who pulled on mom’s arm and said, “Mommy’s stuck.”

A clodhopper attached to a very swollen ankle poked out of the cab and remained frozen in mid-air.

I left Laurie in her stroller with Galigani and motioned for Mom to take Danny to the curb.

I peeked inside the cab. Paula was in a semi-reclined position, wearing a flowered maternity smock and leggings, a hand on her protruding belly and a miserable expression on her face.

I smiled at her. “Need a little help?”

“Help, yes, but you can save the forced gaiety. I won’t be happy until this little sucker is out of my body!”

I grabbed her elbow and heaved her out. She was my best friend and I loved her like a sister. I knew her well enough to know that even if the contractions and labor pain were enough to put her in a bad mood, worse was having to suffer the maternity smocks and clodhoppers.

“You’re in the home stretch now,” I said encouragingly. “You’ll be back to your fashionable self in no time.”

Paula grimaced while Galigani secured a wheelchair.

Paula seated herself. “Ah. Thank you. Who said chivalry was dead?”

I paid the cabbie and joined my crew at the curb. Mom had already taken charge of the children. Danny clung to her leg while he fussed with the wrapper of a lollipop that she’d no doubt just given him, while Laurie squealed to be let out of the stroller.

“She was asleep,” I complained.

Mom laughed. “She’s a very smart girl. She knows when there’s excitement.”

“How did you end up in their cab?” Galigani asked Mom.

“Oh, I saw those dreadful rates for the parking garage, and there’s no way I was paying that! So, I had to hunt out a city spot.”

“She hailed us about five blocks ago,” Paula said.

Galigani handed Mom my keys. “Are you taking the kids, then? I’m going to help Kate out with a few things.”

Mom’s eyes flashed with excitement. “A new investigation?”

“Labor here, people,” Paula howled.

I gave Mom directions to where I’d parked and wheeled Paula into the hospital.

Galigani and I agreed that while I stayed with Paula, he would poke around and see if he could get any information on Jill’s boyfriend.

<><><>

After the hospital checked Paula into an observation room, the first words out of her mouth were, “When can I get the epidural?”

The nurse, a small blonde who looked not a day older than 12, said sweetly, “Oh, we need to see how far along you are before we can even get you admitted to Labor and Delivery.” She tapped at a computer monitor then said, “I’ll be back in flash. I just need to get you set up in our system.”

Paula smiled sweetly back to the nurse, but as soon as she left the room Paula let out a stream of profanity that someone suffering from Tourette Syndrome would envy. She finished with, “I want the stupid, stupid, stupid epidural now.”

“Hey,” I said, rubbing her shoulder. “They’ll get it to you soon.”

She let out a series of deep moans that frightened even me.

Another nurse peeked into our room and asked cheerfully, “Everything all right in here?”

Paula replied quickly, “Oh, yes. Thank you. My friend rubbed my shoulder and I feel better already.”

I frowned. The mere presence of the nurse had calmed Paula down.

The nurse proceeded to complete her check of Paula, including attaching as many monitors as possible. Neither Paula nor that baby would make a move or take a breath that wasn’t accounted for.

While the nurse worked, Paula had a contraction but breathed right through it. No moans, no swearing, no yelling. But as soon as the nurse left, satisfied that Paula was progressing as expected, Paula let out another scream.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.

“It's another contraction, dummy,” she said.

I cringed. “Sorry.”

The blonde nurse returned to check on Paula’s IV, which again turned Paula into an angel. When the nurse left, Paula began to moan as if she’d been stabbed.

I squeezed her hand. “Is there anything I can do for you?”

“Don’t touch me,” she said.

“How come you’re all nice to the nurses and mean to me?” I asked.

“I don’t know them,” Paula said.

I laughed. “Okay. I’m the punching bag until David gets here, huh?”

My phone went off and I crossed the room to get my purse.

Paula asked, “What are you doing?”

“Checking my phone. When you called I was at lunch with Jill—”

“You can’t check your phone now. I’m in labor! You’re supposed to be my support!”

I grimaced. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to offend you. It’s just that—”

She moaned again.

“You want to watch some TV?” I asked.

Paula stared at me. “Watch some TV?”

“You know, to distract you a bit.”

“Punching you in the nose might distract me.”

“In your condition, I think I can take you,” I said.

She didn’t laugh though, instead she moaned again, only this time deeper and longer as if possessed. I crossed to the door.

When she recovered from the contraction enough to speak, Paula asked, “Where are you going?”

“Nowhere. I’m looking for a nurse, hoping one will come in soon to check on you so you’ll be nice to me again.”

Paula’s face softened for a moment. “Sorry, Kate. You know I love you.”

She was overtaken by another contraction and I called the nurse. “I think things are speeding up in here. Maybe it’s time to move us to Labor and Delivery?” I said on the intercom.

A nurse came in to evaluate Paula. While Paula was distracted I checked my phone. Galigani had left me a voicemail and I itched to check it.

If I left the room, certainly Paula would notice.

“I’m just going to use the restroom,” I lied.

Paula moaned softly and glared at me. In the glare I could definitely tell she was calling me on my lie. The nurse stroked Paula’s forehead and she seemed temporarily soothed with the acknowledgement of the pain.

I escaped into the private bath that was attached to her room. I quickly dialed voicemail and listened to Galigani.

“Hey kid. I haven’t heard anything about your friend Jill, but I have news on the accident victim. It ain’t good. Call me.”

I dialed Galigani, and when he answered I ran the tap water to mask my voice.

“Hey,” I whispered. “What’s happened to Perry? What room is he in? Can we go see him?”

“He was DOA, kid.”

I gasped. “Oh no.”

“Yeah, terrible. The Coast Guard picked him up,” Galigani said. “They’re releasing him to the medical examiner. Do you think there’s any reason for me to try and flag the case?”

“Flag the case?” I asked. “You think there was foul play?”

“No. Well, I don’t know,” Galigani said. “That’s what I’m asking you.”

“Oh. Well, no. I mean, he fell while hiking, right?”

“Seems so,” Galigani said. “Although his girlfriend, Jill, is missing now, too…”

I swallowed past the fear building up in my throat. “Well, she’s not exactly missing, is she? I’m sure she’s going to call me soon.”

There were escalated screams coming from the hospital room. “I gotta go,” I said, hanging up.

I turned the water off and ran into Paula’s room. “How are you?”

She gave me the evil eye. “Awful. The nurse said I’m not progressing at all.”

Reaching out for her hand I said, “Oh, sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry about that. It’s not your fault. Be sorry about the fact that you’re sneaking phone calls in the bathroom when you’re supposed to be here supporting me!”

I squeezed her hand. “Sorry about that, too.”

She pulled her hand away. “And don’t touch me!”

I laughed and seated myself in the soft chair by the window. “Want me to sing to you?”

“No.”

“Did you bring a book? I can read to you.”

“No.”

“Okay, no TV, no singing, no reading. How about I play a meditation CD for you or something?”

She gave me a scathing look. “Meditation CD?" Her voice was filled with contempt. "Puh-leese."

“Those haven’t caught on with you yet?” I asked innocently.

She raised a brow at me but didn’t say anything.

After a moment of tapping my fingers on her food tray and eyeing her saltine crackers, I asked, “Did you bring a photo album or anything to look through?”

Paula stared at me. “What?”

“You know, in all the labor prep books they tell moms to pack some calming photos to look through. Like pictures of the beach with the little huts on stilts in Bora Bora overlooking the emerald water, or a picture of Danny or—”

Paula looked like she held back screaming at me in order to breathe her way through a contraction. When it passed, she said, “Okay, put on the stupid TV. Anything is better than listening to you.”

I decided not to be hurt and flipped on the TV. My stomach rumbled and I eyed the saltine crackers on Paula’s dinner tray. “Are you going to eat those crackers?” I asked.

Paula turned to me and seemed so upset that I could swear her eyes were glowing red. “What do you think?”

I leaned forward and snatched the crackers of the tray. “You’re not supposed to eat at this stage of labor. It could make you sick. I’m doing you a favor here.” I ripped into the package. “I didn’t get to eat lunch—”

“Sorry I interrupted your little soirêe with Jill,” Paula said sarcastically.

“No. You didn’t,” I said, stuffing a saltine in my mouth and ignoring her sarcasm. “That’s what I was trying to tell you when you—”

Paula’s shook her head. “Uh huh. I can’t hear it now. Sorry. Pain.”

Her face contorted, but she didn’t moan or have a bout of Tourettes.

“You okay?” I asked.

Paula nodded. “Yeah, that one wasn’t so bad.”

“I’m glad. It really sucks to see your best friend in pain.”

Paula smiled, not a full, normal Paula smile, but at least her lips twitched up instead of down.

“Tell me about Jill before I have a baby.”

I filled her in as quickly as I could. Oddly, she didn’t have a contraction during my story and she seemed almost herself.

When I was done we stared at each other.

“Did Galigani flag the body so the M.E. can take a look?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. You wouldn’t let me talk to him.”

“Call him,” Paula said.

I looked at the monitor that was tracking Paula’s contractions. “I don’t think I’m supposed to use a cell phone near the equipment.”

Paula followed my eyes. “Hey, look at my report there.” She indicated a roll of paper that was spitting out of the machine periodically.

I picked it up. “What?”

“I haven’t had a contraction in about 15 minutes!”

“So?”

“I don’t think that good,” she said.

“I’m sure it’s alright. Want me to call the nurse?”

“I guess, but I already know what she’s going to say.” She sighed. “False labor.”


Chapter Four

I drove home from the hospital quickly, my thoughts a jumble about Jill, food and babies. Jill hadn’t answered any of my messages and I needed to get home to my computer to find her address. I cursed myself for not being more tech-savvy. Surely there was a better way to access my computer than physically driving across town.

Not to mention, I still hadn’t had lunch and Ramon had left freshly baked empanadas at our house. But mostly, I really did need to check in on Jim and feed Laurie. It was already 4:00 pm and she was due to nurse.

At home, Mom had dropped the kids off with Jim, who seemed to be managing quite well with them, as the house was silent. I moved into the living room and saw that he’d pitched a tent in the middle of the room.

“Hi honey, I’m home.”

There was no answer. Jim’s bare foot was sticking out from the tent, which at 6'2" was no surprise. I leaned down and tickled it.

He laughed. “How’d everything go?” he asked from inside the tent.

“False labor.”

Jim peeked out, his blondish red hair rumpled. He frowned. “No baby?”

“Not yet. They sent her home. If she doesn’t go into labor again this week, they’ll induce her on Monday.”

“What a drag,” he said, emerging from under the tent.

“How did your sale thing go?” I asked, nuzzling myself into Jim’s arms.

“Actually, I think it went really well,” He kissed my face and squeezed me tight. “I have a follow-up presentation with them downtown and hopefully I’ll close ‘em then.”

“Good for you, honey. So proud of you,” I said, as I disentangled myself from his embrace and flopped onto the sofa. I was exhausted and hungry at the same time. I supposed it would be better to feed Laurie first and then eat on the way to Jill’s place.

“Bring Laurie to me, would ya?” I asked.

I needn’t have asked him, because he’d already scooped her into his arms.

He handed her to me. “She’s asleep.”

“And Danny?” I asked.

Jim cocked his head toward the tent. “He’s napping, snuggled in his Thomas the Train sleeping bag.”

I nodded. “You remember my friend Jill?”

“Of course. Jill’s all the rage on Yelp. Ramon was here making me empanadas because he’s going to be Brent Miles’ next star.”

“What?”

“Yeah, Brent Miles is opening a new restaurant. He tried Ramon’s catering service and hired him on the spot. Get this, Ramon found Jill on Facebook, saw she was connected to you and is wondering if you can get her to recant her bad review of Miles’ restaurant.”

I guffawed. “I don’t think I have a chance. Listen to this.”

I brought him up to speed on the events of lunch and the hospital. When I mentioned the fact that Jill had been followed by a guy wearing a skull cap and hadn’t returned any of my messages, Jim offered to go to her place and check on her.

“I was planning on doing that myself but I need fuel. Any empanadas left?” I asked.

I unlatched Laurie, who had basically nursed in her sleep, and passed her to Jim. He burped her while I fixed my blouse.

Jim laughed. “A tray full. I ate as many as I could,” he said, as he patted his flat stomach, “but even I couldn’t eat them all.”

<><><>

I took a plate of empanadas, delicious little pockets of warm dough stuffed with ground pork seasoned with garlic, onion, tomato puree, and dribbled with chipotle sauce, into Laurie’s nursery.

Laurie’s nursery doubled as our office, since we lived in a ridiculously expensive home in San Francisco that only had two bedrooms. It was either share an office with Laurie or move our computers onto the dining room table, which as it happened both Jim and I were against. We’d have to come up with a plan for when Laurie got bigger, but right now I needed to focus on Jill.

I powered up my PC and pulled up Jill’s address. I recorded it on a post-it note, and then did a Google search on Brent Miles.

He was an SF personality, a former seminary student who’d made a fortune when he founded Brent Miles Campaigns, dedicated to promoting underdog political causes. He’d made a secondary fortune on commercial real estate and was now trying his hand at restaurant ownership.

Jill’s review appeared in my search results. I clicked it.

“How on earth did my meal even find its way out of the kitchen? Can you say, zero quality control? My salad was wilted with the dressing slopped over the rim, made all the worse by the fact that I’d requested the dressing on the side. My burger was overdone yet lukewarm, served on a stale bun. The menu choices were a huge disappointment. All I can report is that Mr. Brent Miles’ PHILOSOPHIE must be not to go the extra mile.”

I grimaced. I could see how this review would scare people off from trying the new restaurant.

I poked around online a bit more and found a news article on SF Gate mentioning Mr. Miles. A former employee of Brent’s had died in a freak hiking accident in Yosemite the previous summer. He’d plunged more than 370 feet to his death after climbing the Mist Trial in Yosemite National Park. It had been an unusually high water year and there were signs posted near Vernal Falls prohibiting swimming in the Emerald Pool, but apparently the employee had done just that.

Another hiking accident…

This couldn’t be a coincidence.

My home phone rang again.

“Hello?” I said.

Galigani’s voice filled the line. “Kate, I’ve been thinking about that hiker. You know, your friend’s boyfriend?”

“Mmm-hmm,” I said, eager to beat him to the punch. “Looks like a Brent Miles’ employee had a similar accident.”

“Oh.” Galigani sounded annoyed. “You know about that?”

I laughed. “I’ve been trained by the best.”

“You haven’t been trained! You only started investigating a couple months ago. Don’t think that, either, that you know everything already. As soon as you start thinking that, then bam, something's gonna bite you right in the—”

“I don’t think I know everything already!” I interrupted defensively.

Galigani harrumphed.

“I've only started looking into Brent Miles,” I said. “And I thought it was a pretty big coincidence, too. That one of his employees died at Vernal Falls.”

Galigani was silent for a moment. I felt like I needed to offer him something to soften him up a bit, but I wasn’t sure what he was looking for.

I cleared my throat. “You know I always appreciate any advice you have for me.”

This got a laugh out of him. Then he said, “Okay, kid, I’ll fill you in. Can you come over?”

“Actually, I’m on my way to Jill’s. She hasn’t returned any of my messages.”

Galigani let out a low moan. “That’s not good. Yeah, you’d better head over there.”

Jim came into the office and I hit the speaker button so he could hear my conversation with Galigani.

“So this is what I know,” Galigani continued. “Brent Miles is broke. The commercial buildings he owns downtown are all mortgaged to the hilt. He’s gambling what he’s got left in the restaurant business. He has plans to unveil three new restaurants this spring.”

Jim grabbed an empanada off my plate and said, “Yup. Empanada King.”

Galigani laughed. “How did you know?”

“The king himself was here trying out a new recipe.”

“Ramon?” Galigani asked excitedly.

Jim stuffed his mouth with huge bite and made an exaggerated ‘mmm’ sound.

Galigani laughed.

“So, are you guys thinking that Brent Miles is behind Jill’s boyfriend’s death?” Jim asked, “Like a threat or something for her to recant her review?”

“Exactly,” I said.

“But that makes no sense,” Jim said. “If he wanted her to change her review he’d threaten her about it, maybe, if he’s that type of guy. But how is killing her boyfriend going to make her change the review?”

“Well, he did that too. He threatened her. And I saw skull cap man follow her. What if killing her boyfriend is a warning? You know, declaring that he’s serious,” I said.

Jim shrugged. “Maybe it was just an accident.”

I stared at him.

“I know you guys are investigators and all. And you’re always looking for drama…um…I mean, looking for something to investigate, but it was probably an accident. Did you know that hiking is the most dangerous sport after skateboarding?”

“I didn’t know skateboarding was a sport,” I said, wiggling my computer mouse to bring my PC out of sleep mode.

I showed Jim the story on Brent Miles employee’s death in Yosemite.

Jim’s face turned white. “You’d better go check on Jill.”

<><><>

I wrapped the remainder of my empanada in a paper towel and finished it on the road to Jill’s house. She lived in the Russian Hill district of San Francisco, and I absently wondered how she afforded the rent. I mean, how much money could she be making from writing restaurant reviews? Although, with her new TV gig, rent probably wouldn’t be a problem. Right now, I just hoped to find her safe and sound and tried not to let my mind race with possibilities.

In Russian Hill, the streets were winding and cramped, parking non-existent. After circling the block for ten minutes I decided to double park on the corner and put my hazard signals on.

With the sun setting and a light drizzle starting, I jogged up the block to Jill’s. I could see Jill through her front bay window, curled up like a cat on the window seat. She was wearing grey sweats and holding a martini glass. She looked awfully comfy.

As soon as I’d had the thought I immediately felt guilty. People grieve in different ways. Who was I to judge?

Jill spotted me, a look of surprise on her face. She rose and disappeared from view.

I climbed up the steps as the front door flew open.

Jill embraced me. “Oh, Kate. I wasn’t expecting you. I had terrible news at the hospital. I’m a nervous wreck.”

“I know.”

She pulled away from me. “You know?” Her voice caught and she began to sob. “We were going to get married,” she said. “He’s gone now. Dead. Just like that. How does something like that happen?”

She buried her face into my neck and I smoothed down her hair. After a moment I prodded her back to the bay window. There was a new tissue box next to the seat and I placed it between us.

She tucked her bare feet under her and wrestled the first tissue out of the box, managing to free a clump of them together. She tried to shove the clump back into the box, making a noise that was a cross between a growl and whimper in her throat.

I took the tissues out of her hand and sat with her. We sat in silence for a while until she cried her way through the balance of tissues in my hand. When she reached the final one, I asked. “What happened to you earlier?”

She blinked at me. “What do you mean?”

“Last time we spoke, you got cut off. I left you a few messages and I waited around for you at the hospital.”

“You were at the hospital?”

I nodded. “Paula was in labor. Well, false labor.”

The news caused another jag of crying.

After a moment, Jill said, “I’m happy for her, really. Another baby. I wonder if I’ll ever have one.”

I patted her back, letting the awkward moment settle between us.

“When I got there they told me he was DOA.” She was hit by another bout of tears. “I didn’t even get to say good-bye.”

I sat silently holding her hand for a bit.

“His sister, Melanie, got there when I did. We left the hospital pretty quickly, and she’s coming over here,” Jill glanced down the street. “We need to get drunk.” She picked up her martini glass. “Lemon drop martini. Want one?”

I shook my head. “I’m glad you’re safe. I was worried about you.”

Jill frowned. “Why?”

“The creepy guy seemed to be following you and then when you called, it sounded like you screamed—”

“Oh. I think…I think…” She looked confused and scratched at her forehead. “I twisted my ankle on the curb when I got to the hospital. I must have dropped my phone. I’m sorry Kate. I don’t know.” She paused and glanced around the room. “I don’t even know where my phone is right now. It’s been powering itself off. I have to take it in for repair.”

She spotted her purse across the room, propped on a chaise with silk flowers embroidered on it. Jill’s apartment was as dainty as she was, decorated in whites and pinks. Behind the chaise was a floor lamp topped with a delicate lace shade. She padded over to her purse, fished out her phone and turned it on.

My own phone buzzed in my pocket.

I read a text from Galigani.

MONITORING POLICE SCANNER — BURGLARY AT 123 FRANKLIN.

THAT’S THE VICTIM’S PLACE. COPS ON THE WAY. MEET ME?

I heard a gasp from Jill. I looked up and saw her reading her screen.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Melanie left me a message. She stopped at Perry’s to get his cat. Someone was there and beat her up.”


Chapter Five

“Let’s go,” I said. “My car’s on the corner.”

Jill slipped on a pair of red flats, which were next to the window seat. She glanced at her dowdy sweats. “I can’t go like this!”

I looked myself over and cringed at the chipotle stain that had seeped into my t-shirt. “I’m in jeans. It’s fine,” I said, deciding not to call much attention to my sloppiness.

“Give me a minute,” she said crossing the room and disappearing down the hall. From her bedroom she called, “Do you want a fresh shirt?”

So my sloppiness had not gone unnoticed.

“That’d be great,” I called back.

Sighing, I pulled out my phone and messaged Galigani. I told him about Melanie and that we were on our way. Then I messaged Jim and waited for Jill.

After a few minutes, Jill returned in tan slacks and a red blouse that matched her Wizard of Oz shoes. Her face was freshly scrubbed, make-up reapplied, and hair coiffed.

“I’m ready,” she said, handing me a clean t-shirt. Printed on the front of the shirt was a logo for Escape from Alcatraz, a 1.5-mile swim that took place every year in San Francisco.

“Wow! Did you do the Escape from Alcatraz?”

She snorted. “God, no. A friend did it.”

I nodded. “Let’s go.”

“Oh, Kate. You don’t have to go with me. I’m fine. I’m sure you need to go home to the baby.”

I waved off her concern. “I left Jim a message. He’s fine watching her.”

Jill walked to her front door, her hand poised on the knob. “No, really. I’ll deal with Melanie on my own. You go home.”

I shook my head. “I haven’t had a chance to tell you yet. A few months back, I started my own P.I. business. My mentor, Galigani, is meeting us at Perry’s place.”

Jill’s face paled. “What?”

“We think you’re on Brent Miles’ hit list.”

<><><>

I drove to Franklin Street, while Jill sat quietly in the passenger seat. She offered a few directions when I complained about no left turns, but other than that she remained silent.

On Franklin, the parking wasn’t nearly as tight as I feared and I managed to nab a spot in front. Galigani’s car was nowhere in sight, and I also noted the absence of police cruisers.

Had we missed everyone?

Jill hastily climbed out of my car and hurried up the walk to Perry’s front door. Before we reached it, the door swung open and a short brunette holding an ice pack to her face appeared.

“Melanie!” Jill screamed as she rushed toward the woman. “Are you all right?”

Melanie lowered the ice pack, revealing a bruised eye. With her free hand, she gingerly touched her lip, which was swollen and cut.

Jill gasped. “Your face, my God!”

“Does it look as bad as it feels?” Melanie asked.

“Yes! You poor thing,” Jill said.

Melanie stepped aside and let Jill and me into the apartment. “I called the cops but they haven’t got here yet.”

She looked me up and down.

Jill said, “This is my friend Kate. She was over when you called and she gave me a ride.”

“I’m sorry for your loss,” I said.

Melanie nodded. “Thank you. I’m still in shock. I feel like Perry’s going to walk through the door at any minute.”

She wandered toward the brown leather couch and motioned for us to take a seat, but we all remained standing. The apartment was tidy, with a masculine décor. Burgundy rug, brown lazy boy chair and matching mahogany side tables all screamed out “bachelor” and seemed directly incongruent to Jill’s taste.

“What happened?” Jill prompted.

Melanie looked around the room, a lost expression on her poor, battered face. “I came to pick up Whiskers, you know? Where is he now?”

Jill shrugged. “He’s probably hiding. Go on.”

“I unlocked the door and came in, there was a rustling sound from the bedroom, I called out. I actually called out ‘Perry.’ Can you believe it?” She shook her head and gripped the couch. “Like it was him, in his bedroom. Like it was him that was going to come down the hallway, yelling at me for interrupting him or laughing or…”

She stopped herself short and sniffled.

I reached into my shoulder bag and searched for a hankie. I came up with a spit-up rag and decided not to hand it over; instead, I surveyed the room for a box of tissues.

“They’re here,” Melanie said.

“Who?” Jill asked.

Melanie jutted her chin toward the windows. “The cops. Finally. Took them forever.”

Jill switched her weight from one red Dorothy shoe to the other. She looked as if she were about to speak, but instead moved toward the front door.

A lanky officer stood on the stoop.

“Got a call about an interrupted robbery,” he said, matter-of-factly.

Jill motioned for him to come in. He surveyed the three us, eyes landing on Melanie. He grunted and took out a notebook.

I took out a notebook of my own. The officer, whose name tag read “Ross,” raised an eyebrow at me. I smiled. He said nothing to me and turned to Melanie.

“Tell me what happened,” Ross said.

I heard a car backfire and looked out the window to see Galigani searching for a spot to drop his rusty old car.

Melanie tentatively touched her split lip. “I came over to pick up my brother’s cat. He was…”

“He had a hiking accident this morning,” Jill said. “We’ve only just come from the hospital.”

“So who lives here?” Ross asked.

“My brother,” Melanie said. “Only…only now…” She teared up and her shoulders began to shake.

Jill put a hand to Melanie’s shoulder. “Perry lived alone,” she said to the officer. “We dated, but he lived here and I live in Russian Hill, Melanie lives across town, and Kate, well, she’s just here for moral support. She didn’t know Perry at all.”

The officer frowned, but made a note. “Uh-huh. I’ll need full names and relationships in a sec.”

Galigani appeared in the open doorway. “Ross. How are you?”

The officer looked across the room and seemed surprised to see Galigani. “Oh, Albert. What are you doing here?” He glanced at Jill, Melanie and me as if expecting an explanation from us. Melanie and Jill looked equally confused.

“Galigani’s my partner,” I said.

“Partner?” Melanie asked.

“We’re private investigators,” I replied.

Galigani crossed the room toward Ross and touched his arm. “Perry Welgan is at the M.E.’s office. We may be looking at homicide.”

“What?” Jill and Melanie said in unison.

Galigani glared at me and I cringed. I hadn’t exactly mentioned the Medical Examiner’s office to Jill yet, only that I thought she might be in danger.

“My brother had a hiking accident,” Melanie said, her face looking more swollen than before. “What does his accident…what does it have to do with…homicide?”

Jill shook her head. “No, no. It’s wasn’t a homicide. He fell.”

Melanie sank into couch. “Are you saying someone may have killed Perry?”

“Nobody killed Perry. Who would do that? He was liked by everyone. It was a horrible, tragic accident,” Jill said.

Galigani bowed his head. “I’m sorry to upset you ladies. I spoke out of turn. Of course, the M.E. won’t know anything for several weeks.”

Ross nodded solemnly and turned to Melanie. “What can you tell me about the break-in, Miss?”

Melanie wrung her hands. “I came over to get the cat and there was a man here, in the back. Someone I’ve never seen before. He hit me in the face and knocked me down. Then he ran out.”

While Melanie spoke, Galigani wandered over to the front door and examined the lock.

“Can you describe the man?” Ross asked.

Melanie shrugged. “It happened fast. All I really know is that he was tall.”

“How tall?” Ross asked. “I’m 6'4". Was he my height?”

Melanie stood up and compared her height with Ross’. “No. Not that tall.” She pointed to Galigani. “But taller than him.”

“Everybody is taller than me,” Galigani grunted.

Melanie laughed, then yelped. “Ouch. Don’t make me laugh, it hurts my lip.”

Galigani tilted his head in a sympathetic manner. “Sorry.”

Ross asked, “Was the man Caucasian, Hispanic, African-American—?”

“He was white, his hair was sort of dark, but not very dark, and a bit curly…oh I don’t know. I was so shocked, I guess his hair could have been any color.”

After a moment Galigani asked, “Did you have a key to the apartment? Was the door locked?”

Melanie frowned. “I have a key. I used it, but now that you mention it, I don’t think the door was bolted.”

Ross glanced around the room at the windows. “Any sign of forced entry?”

Melanie shook her head. “I don’t know. There aren’t any broken windows if that’s what you mean.”

“Does this place have a back door?” Ross asked.

“No,” Jill said.

“Was Perry in the habit of locking his front door?” I asked.

“Of course!” Melanie said. “I mean, this isn’t the worst neighborhood in the city, but it is San Francisco. You have to lock your doors! Anyway, he would have locked it because of Whiskers. Where is he anyway?”

Jill tapped nervously against one of the side table. “Well, it’s terrible luck, isn’t it? First Perry’s…awful accident…” Her eyes filled with tears and she blinked them away. “Now poor Melanie gets battered. We can just thank God that she isn’t seriously hurt.”

Galigani studied Melanie a moment. “Did your brother share anything disturbing with you, like strange phone calls, or maybe he thought he was being followed…”

“No,” Melanie said. “Not to me, anyway.” She looked at Jill expectantly.

Jill wiped at her eyes and shook her head. “No.”

“So you were the only one getting calls?” Galigani asked.

“Calls?” Ross asked.

Jill turned toward me, but before she could answer, Ross asked, “Who were the calls from?”

Jill shrugged helplessly. “I think they were from Brent Miles. One was for sure. A sort of threatening call where he asked me to recant a bad review I gave his restaurant, Philosophie.

Ross made a note in his book as if the information meant nothing to him, but Melanie took a sharp inhale of breath.

“Oh my God. He threatened you? What did he say?” she asked.

Jill waved her hands frantically as if she thought we were all on the wrong track. “No, no. I mean, he threatened my future as a critic, not my life.”

Melanie looked dumbstruck.

Galigani and I exchanged a look.

Then after a moment Melanie pointed to Jill and said the thing I’d feared she say. “My brother is dead is because of you.”


Chapter Six

“Whoa,” Galigani said. “We’re moving way too fast here. We’re still trying to figure things out. We need to—”

Melanie began to sob loudly. “I'm sorry, Jill, I didn’t mean to blame you.”

Jill clutched at Melanie’s hands and pulled her into an embrace. “No, no. Don’t apologize. I get it.”

“I didn’t know you were in danger!” Melanie said.

“No, no. I’m not,” Jill said. “Please don’t worry.”

Galigani exchanged a concerned glance with me.

Ross said. “I’m going to take a look around the premises. We may need to cordon off the area.”

Galigani nodded.

“Block off the apartment?” Melanie asked. “What about Whiskers?”

Jill pressed a hand to her temple. “Whiskers is the least of our worries.”

Melanie shook her head. “No, he’s just a kitten,” she turned toward Ross. “We can’t lock him out of the house!”

Galigani put an arm out toward Melanie. “Don’t worry, we’ll notify the SPCA with the cat description and your information, so you can be reunited.”

Although it seemed like the chances of that were slim, Melanie appeared mollified, because she nodded and wandered over to the window to peek out. Ross left the room to examine the back of the apartment. I jutted my chin at Galigani, then nodded after Ross, signaling Galigani to poke his nose around with the uniformed officer.

Galigani eyed Melanie and Jill, then nodded at me and walked down the hallway toward what I presumed were the bedrooms.

I wanted to call after him to look for a black skull cap with a Smith & Wesson logo on it, but what would that prove?

It would link the man to Perry, but certainly not prove homicide.

Melanie turned away from the window. “So, you’re a private investigator?”

I nodded.

Melanie looked at Jill, “Have you hired her to look into Perry’s case?”

“Case?” Jill shook her head. “I don’t think we have a case—”

“Well, what about the threats?” Melanie persisted. “We have to consider that Brent Miles could be behind this. I mean, what if—”

Jill pressed her fingers into her temples. “No—”

Melanie grabbed my arm. “I want to hire you. Oh, but…” She covered her heart with her hand and said, “But, I don’t have any money. I…what am I going to do? I want you to look into this—”

“Mel, calm down,” Jill said. “I know you’re in shock, but please. All we know is that Perry had a tragic accident—”

“Your TV show! On Foodie Network! You’re going to get some cash out of that, right? Are they giving you a signing bonus?” Melanie asked.

Jill's face flushed red. “No! I’m not getting a bonus. Where did you hear that?”

Melanie took a step back as if deflecting Jill’s anger. She looked surprised and a little confused, but Galigani and Ross returned to the room before she could respond.

Ross had tucked away his notebook and had some business cards in his hand.

“I didn’t see anything unusual, Miss, except that the television looked askew. Like someone was trying to wrench it off the wall. Can you tell if anything is missing?”

Melanie shook her head. “Only Whiskers, as far as I can tell.” She turned to Jill, “Do you want to look around?”

Jill shook her head and shifted her weight impatiently.

Ross handed Melanie a card. “All right. If you think of anything else, call me.”

I wondered about the television. Could they get fingerprints off it? Why hadn’t Ross lifted any prints? Was there something about the burglary he wasn’t taking seriously? Or was that something that was done later?

Could I learn how to dust for prints?

Galigani walked Ross to the door. They exchanged words I couldn’t hear and then Ross left.

Galigani turned to us, looking grim. “I’m so sorry for your loss today, ladies. Please let Kate or me know if we can assist in any way.”

Melanie leapt at him. “Please, oh yes, please.”

Galigani nodded.

“We’ll do what we can,” I said. “Don’t worry about the money. I’ll work pro-bono.”

Galigani gave me a strange look, then reached inside his jacket pocket for his business card.

Melanie took the card while Jill watched nervously, her face set in an expression I couldn’t read.

I recalled her words, this afternoon at lunch, about Brent Miles really being able to mess with her career. Her television foodie show would soon begin filming, and Galigani and I were about to crawl into Brent Miles’ life and make him miserable. No wonder Jill seemed upset.

And how likely was it that Miles had anything to with any of this? For all we knew, Perry could have slipped and fallen on his own.

What about the break-in then? A coincidence? Or an acquaintance of Perry’s trying to help himself to some of the belongings Perry would no longer need?

My thoughts were interrupted by Jill saying, “I’ll drive you home, Mel. You need some rest.”

“How will you get home?” I asked Jill.

“Don’t worry. I’ll stay with Mel for a while, until she feels better, and then I’ll take a cab.”

We left the apartment together and then Jill and Melanie split off from Galigani and me.

“What was that look you gave me?”

“Pro-bono? You’re not even supposed to be charging anyone. You have no license, remember?”

“Well, it’s still my time.”

Galigani snorted.

“Plus, I’ve always wanted to use the word pro-bono,” I said.

“What you meant was that I would work pro-bono.”

“I thought you were retired?”

Galigani laughed. “It’s okay. You can’t expect someone like that to pay a bunch of money to a P.I. Why do you think I drive my rattle-trap of a car? If I wanted to make money at this racket I’d be working for the likes of Brent Miles. Those are the P.I.’s that get the dough.”

“The ones defending the bad guys?”

Galigani ran a hand through his hair. “No, the rich guys. Doesn’t matter if he’s guilty or not. And remember, we don’t know anything yet. Brent Miles could turn out to be the good guy.”

<><><>

To Do:

1. Order dust kit!

2. Figure out what happened to Perry.

3. Buy Paula a present for new baby.

4. Get back in shape!

I slept poorly that night. My nightmares were filled with strange images from the hospital and Melanie’s swollen face. I’d even dreamt about a lost kitten.

Poor Whiskers!

My stomach rumbled. I suddenly realized that if I was hungry, then Laurie must be famished. I slipped out of bed and walked down our short hall to the nursery that was doubling as our office.

Jim was holding Laurie while staring at his computer screen, engrossed in some graphics. Laurie had her tiny fists entangled in his hair, laughing as she pulled. Jim let out an exaggerated yelp every time she did it, which seemed to cause an even greater amount of glee for her.

“Good morning!” I said.

Jim swiveled in his chair. “Hi, honey.” He kissed me and passed Laurie to me. “Someone’s been missing you.”

“No. She seemed perfectly happy with you.”

Jim smiled. “Oh, you’re just flattering me.”

I yawned. “Thank you for letting me sleep in. I was exhausted.”

He nodded. “I know. You’re doing too much. You need to relax. I made you breakfast.”

I squinted at him, suddenly suspicious. “Wait. You’re letting me sleep in, you’re playing with Laurie and you cooked? Something’s up. Out with it.”

Jim put a hand over his heart. “I don’t know what you mean. I always make breakfast.”

I guffawed. “No, you don’t! And you never let me sleep in and you certainly don’t play with the baby.”

“Whatdaya mean?”

I leveled a stare at him.

“Okay, maybe I don’t make breakfast as often as you do, but I do sometimes. And I’ve played with the baby before. She’s just getting more aware of things, so it’s more fun now. Before she was like a blob of goo.”

I pressed Laurie to my chest. “A blob of goo!”

Jim laughed. “Well, you know, like a bowl of Jell-O.”

“That’s worse! You went from blob to Jell-O.”

“Oh, but a Jell-O-y blob of goo that I love,” Jim said.

I punched him the shoulder. “I know you’re after something, and sooner or later you’ll spill. But in the meantime, I’m going to scarf down my breakfast.” I walked to the kitchen with Laurie in tow and found some dry toast on a plate and the coffee pot drained to about an inch reserve. “This is it?”

“What?” Jim called from the office.

“Dry toast and coffee dregs? That’s what you call breakfast?”

There was no response from the office.

Conveniently silent!

I broke off a piece of the dry toast and gave it to Laurie to gum. She seemed delighted. How ungrateful was I? I should be happy like Laurie; dry toast was better then nothing.

I smeared butter and some jam on my piece, pondering poor Melanie. I didn’t really have much to go on.

I moved into the living room and put Laurie on her play mat. I propped her up with a Boppy pillow where she practiced her balance for sitting. She wobbled to the left and then the right, and finally pitched forward, still clutching her piece of dry toast. She squealed out at me in protest, like I was a complete betrayer.

“Calm down, bunny girl.” I repositioned her and she swayed only a bit, then steadied herself. “There you go.”

She cooed at me, then immediately lost interest in me in favor of the toast.

I picked up my cordless phone and dialed Galigani. He picked up on the third ring.

“You busy?” I asked.

“I’m on hold with the M.E. Let me call you back.”

I paced while I waited and finally decided to make a fresh pot of coffee. While I was waiting for the coffee to brew, the phone rang.

“What did you find out?”

“About what dear?” Mom asked.

“Oh. Mom. I’m waiting on a call. Let me call you back.”

“Oh no, honey, I only called to find out if you need anything from the mall.”

“No. Thanks.”

“Not even something for Laurie? The little dresses here are so cute. Only $15. Really, how can I pass them up? I’m getting one for Paula’s baby. We’re certain it’ll be a girl, right?”

“Yeah. Okay, grab one for Laurie if you think they’re cute.”

“What size? 3 to 6 months?”

Oh God! I didn’t have a newborn any more.

She was already in the next size up.

Laurie cried out and I saw that she was face down on her play mat and struggling to flip herself over, because the Boppy pillow had her tangled. Okay, maybe she wasn’t so big after all.

“Yes, 3 to 6 months,” I said flipping Laurie over.

My phone buzzed as another call beeped through. “I gotta go, Mom.”

I switched lines. Galigani was on the other end.

“What did you find out?”

“Nothing. I was on hold forever and finally they got on the line and told me they’re doing the autopsy today. So I’ll have to call again tomorrow.”

“What do you think they’ll find? I mean, probably a broken neck or death due to drowning or something—”

“Unless he was killed beforehand and the body was dumped into the bay,” Galigani said.

A chill ran down my spine.

“No!” I said. “That can’t be.”

“Why not? When was the last time he was seen?”

Oh God. I hadn’t even asked Jill that. What kind of investigator was I?

“Ummm—”

Galigani laughed. “Did you forget to ask?”

“No. Forget implies that I’d intended to ask. I never even thought to ask her.”

“Don’t worry about it, kid. We all start somewhere,” Galigani said. “I’ll keep on the M.E. Why don’t you talk to your friend again?”

“Okay.”

“Oh, and if you’re up for it, why don’t you take the hike? It’s a nice day today, weather’s clear. You never know what kind of inspiration will hit you.”

“You mean the Lands End hike?” A fluttering of nervous energy coursed through me. “Yes, we should definitely check out the scene of the crime.”

“Want do you mean we? That hike is all uphill and I’m a desk jockey now.”

“Oh, come on!” I nagged.

“Hell no,” Galigani said. “And don’t get caught up with calling it a crime yet. As far as we know it’s an accident.”

“Right.” I hung up with Galigani and walked down the hall to Jim’s office/Laurie’s nursery. “Can you Google Land’s End and find out if it’s a stroller-friendly hike?”

Jim raised an eyebrow at me. “Uh. If it is, are you thinking family hike?”

I smiled. “The weather is clear—”

“Honey, I’d love to but I’m up to my ears with sales calls and I have to prep for my meeting downtown. Can I take a rain check? How about I stay home with Laurie?”

I sighed. Galigani didn’t want to go with me, Mom was going shopping, Jim had work, Paula was at the popping point and it would be too tender for Jill. For some reason, I wanted a pair of extra eyes. There was no telling what I’d come across and it seemed logical to have someone with me. I thought of my seventeen-year old neighbor Kenny. I sent him a text while I nursed Laurie, then dressed for the hike.

Finally, I did a quick search online for some P.I. tools. I found a dust kit and a lock pick set and ordered both. After all, you never know when they could come in handy!

As I was heading out the door, I got a text back from Kenny.

GOT A HOT DATE WITH MY BUTTER-EYE.

I laughed despite myself. Kenny had recently started seeing a gal who worked at our local café who sported a tattoo of a butterfly. Hence, we’d nicknamed her butterfly. However, Paula’s little boy, Danny couldn’t pronounce butterfly and instead called her butter-eye.

I’d have to go it alone, but that was alright. I was ready for adventure. I packed extra water into a day pack for myself along with some protein bars and hopped into my car. The drive along the Great Highway was lovely. For once, there was no fog on the coast and Ocean Beach looked expansive and majestic. I pulled into the parking lot above the Cliff House.

An uneasy feeling crept into my chest as I noticed that Brent Miles’ restaurant, Philosophie, was directly across the street from the entrance to the Land’s End hike.

Surely that was a coincidence….

There were a few more pubs and diners down the street and, of course, the Cliff House was a San Francisco landmark. So, hey, I probably didn’t have to read anything sinister into Philosophie’s location, right?

I found the trailhead for Lands End and to my chagrin, the path was paved. I could have strolled Laurie after all—although bringing a four-month-old to the scene of a crime…or potential crime…probably wasn’t one of my brightest ideas.

As I ascended, the pavement ended and the trail turned steep and narrow.

Okay, so, a stroller definitely wouldn’t have been a good idea.

The view was breathtaking. I could see the Golden Gate Bridge and the bay waters below me. I pulled out my cell phone and snapped pictures that immediately posted to my Facebook wall.

Within a minute I got a ping from Jill.

WHERE ARE YOU?

Yikes! I hadn’t thought she would see my status so quickly. How would she feel about me taking the same hike as her boyfriend before he’d fallen to his death?

If indeed he had fallen…?

While I hesitated and thought out my reply, I received another message from Jill.

I HOPE YOU’RE NOT HIKING LAND’S END.

What could I do? Shoot back a lame reply of “long story” or something like that? Commenting on the weather would sound completely asinine.

I figured calling her would be best.

She picked up on the first ring.

“Hi, Jill,” I said lamely.

“What are you doing? Are you at Land’s End?”

“Yeah. The Medical Examiner doesn’t have any results back yet and I thought I’d take a look at the site.”

“I wish you wouldn’t.” Jill’s voice was shrill and nervous. “It could be dangerous. Perry was an experienced hiker and if he fell, then…”

Then what hope did I have?

That was the unspoken piece.

“When was the last time you saw him, Jill?”

“Uh, the last time?” Her voice broke up and I feared she was about to cry.

When was I going to get better at this investigative stuff?

“Jill, are you okay?” I asked.

“Yeah,” she said in almost a whisper. “Uh, he spent the night at my house. So I saw him that evening. I knew he was going hiking in the morning, but I didn’t know where. I figured he’d go to Mount Tam. I left the house before he got up, because it was my first day of taping at the Foodie Network.”

Well, that answered that. If Jill had been with Perry the night before the hike, then it was pretty likely that he hadn’t been dumped here as Galigani had feared.

I could see a bench on the trail up ahead. Good. Somewhere to rest.

“I wish I hadn’t left him here at the apartment,” Jill said. “I…I didn’t even say goodbye. He was asleep—”

“You couldn’t have known—”

“I know. You’re right, of course you are,” Jill said. “But I can’t help thinking…well, anyway,” She sighed. “I had to be at the studio. I had a meeting with the producer. It looks like I might have a sponsor. We’re in negotiations.”

I reached the bench and collapsed on it. Man, this hike was steep.

“A sponsor? Jill, that’s fantastic!” I said with what little breath I had left in my lungs.

She was quiet for a moment.

“Jill?”

“I’m here,” she said her voice filled with sadness. “It’s that…it’s just that it sucks, Kate. You know? Professionally, things are really jiving. Really couldn’t be better. And then personally…”

“I’m so sorry,” I said.

There was silence on the line and I let it be. I dug my toe into the earth. The trail was hard and compact, like rock instead of dirt.

The sound of a sniffle came across the line.

“I’m going to go lie down. Will you call me when you get home, so I know that you’re safe?”

I agreed and we hung up.

I pulled water out of my pack and, after hydrating, continued up the hill.

Two hikers, a man and a woman, were on their way down. They smiled at me as they passed and I overheard them chatting about the views.

I soon reached Painted Rock. There was an official San Francisco Park and Recreation warning sign. It was dark wood with bright orange lettering that read, “People have fallen to their death from this point. Keep out.”

It seemed pretty clear. There was a trail but the warning sign was directly in its path. You couldn’t not see the warning sign. Perry would have had to have leaned into the shrubs to avoid it, so he had to have seen it. Why had he gone down the path?

I glanced at the dirt around the base of the sign and noticed that it seemed soft. How was that, if the trail dirt was rock hard? I pressed a finger against the sign and it wobbled back.

Could it have fallen? Perhaps Perry hadn’t seen it? I took a step backward and studied the fork on the trail. One path led uphill, where the two hikers who’d passed me had come from. The other path was short and looked like it went right off the cliff.

Dare I take a peek at the edge?

As I mulled over my options I noticed the earth was dark in two small circles at the base of the uphill trail. I stuck my sneaker into one circle. The dirt was soft, almost like mud, and it stuck to my shoe. I crouched and fingered the circle. It was a hole with fresh dirt in it. The soil around it was as rock hard as the rest of the trail.

I crudely measured the distance between the two circles with my sneakers. Two full feet and a half, the second hole reached my instep.

I moved to the warning sign and measured the distance between the two posts. The same.

Could someone have moved the sign?

If so, the sign would have blocked the uphill path and left the path that literally went off the cliff unblocked.

Why was there a path that went off a cliff? What kind of sense did that make? Surely, someone could sue over this.

I thought of Gary Barramendi, a high-powered attorney I’d had the privilege of working with. Maybe he could help Jill.

Actually, since Barramendi specialized in criminal defense, he probably wouldn’t be keen about a wrongful death case. I decided to let the idea go and focused instead on the sign.

Could I dust it for prints? I’d need to receive my dust kit first. Not to mention, get training on how to use it! I’d have to ask Galigani.

I took several pictures of the warning sign and saved them. I grimaced as I declined the automatic message to post the pics to Facebook.

How awful would that be?


Chapter Seven

When I reached my car at the bottom of the trail, I called Galigani and got his voicemail. I left him a quick message telling him the warning sign to the trail had been moved and asking him if we could fingerprint wood.

My stomach growled. I glanced at my watch. It was only 10am, nowhere close to lunchtime. Still, cold toast wasn’t a substantial enough breakfast for a mother who was breastfeeding, and I was starving. I needed a real breakfast and the fact that Philosophie was across the street was too much to pass up. I had to go investigate.

Digging inside my diaper bag/purse I rooted past an old ball cap and found my notebook. The thought of the waitress who snapped my photo nagged at the back of my mind.

What if she’d circulated my picture claiming I was a food critic or something?

For good measure I pulled out the ball cap and buried my hair inside it. It seemed a ridiculous disguise, but at least something was better than nothing.

I walked across the street toward the restaurant. The lights were dim and there was no traffic in front.

Could it be that they weren’t open yet?

Maybe they didn’t serve breakfast.

I pulled open the door. They were open all right, just empty. Looked like Jill’s review really had wreaked havoc.

The decor was a bit confusing. There were panels of quotes along the wall and the tables were made of scrap wood that some designer thought would look good together. The effect was dizzying.

I looked around for a hostess and saw none. While I waited, I read some of the quotes along the wall “All the easy problems have already been solved.” “Be nice to unkind people, they need it the most,” and my favorite, “When your dreams turn to dust, vacuum.”

It seemed that there was no hostess was on duty, so I seated myself and hoped for a waiter.

After a few minutes a man in his twenties approached me, wearing the customary server uniform of dark pants with a white shirt.

“Oh. Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in.” He handed me a menu.

I gave him my best smile. I considered asking to speak with Brent Miles, but then I wouldn’t know what to say to Brent if he were here. I was totally unprepared. Totally in over my head.

Oh well, at least I could eat.

I perused the menu.

Soup, sweet corn fritter, chorizo, white fish crudo.

I waved the server back to my table.

“I was looking for the breakfast menu,” I said as sweetly as I could muster. Better to make a friend of him if I wanted to get any intel.

His lips turned into a thin line, an expression somewhere between apologetic and sympathetic, and then he whispered, “It is the breakfast menu.”

“Soup for breakfast?” I asked.

He rolled his eyes. “I know.”

Dear God, no wonder Jill had panned the restaurant.

I forced a smile. “Well. I’m open to new things. I’ll try it. Omelet soup it is.”

The server looked relieved. “Okay, great. It’s not as bad as you might think. Can I offer you a cappuccino, espresso, or regular coffee with that?”

“Sure, I’ll have a cappuccino.”

He returned in a few minutes with a steaming bowl of soup along with a cappuccino.

“How did you hear about us?” he asked, placing the soup in front of me.

I really hadn’t thought this through. I had no idea what to say.

“I live in the neighborhood,” I lied.

“Oh, I haven’t seen you before.”

“I don’t get out much.” At least that much was true. “I just had a baby.”

Although now that sort of felt like a lie, too. Paula was about to have a baby. Laurie was already four months old, not even a newborn anymore.

The server placed a bottle of hot sauce in front of me. “Some like it hot,” he said.

I smiled at his corny line.

“I’ve never had soup for breakfast,” I said. “But I’ll try it hot.” I dashed some sauce into the soup and stirred. My spoon caught on something at the bottom of the bowl and I frowned.

The waiter laughed. “That’s the hash browns.”

This sent us both into a fit of giggles.

I had been trying to give the place the benefit of the doubt, but really, hash browns at the bottom of a soup bowl?

The waiter covered his mouth and whispered conspiratorially. “I could get the chef to make you a plain breakfast. Hash browns, sausage, omelet. Hold the soup.”

I laughed. “Yes. Who wants soup first thing in the morning?”

He shook his head. “Our owner is a fitness fanatic; he thinks that eating hot soup in the morning can rev up the metabolism.”

“Oh really?” I studied him a moment. Was he joking?

He nodded.

Wait a minute! If we were talking about revving up a metabolism, who isn’t game for that?

I stirred the soup. “You know, it is good to try new things from time to time.”

The waiter shrugged noncommittally.

“Who owns this place?” I asked, trying to bury myself in the soup and look as nonchalant as he did.

“Brent Miles.”

He said it offhandedly, like there was no reason for me to probe further. But, of course, I did.

“Oh. Mr. Miles. Right. I thought…” I hesitated, letting him fidget a bit. “I thought I read something online about him opening up a restaurant in the neighborhood, but I didn’t make the connection.”

It looked like he was about to come unglued. Especially when I mentioned the words “read something online.” Almost as if he were waiting for me to mention Jill’s review.

When I didn’t, he said, “Yeah. There was a lot of hubbub about him opening the place.”

I tasted the soup again then gave it a liberal dosing of hot sauce. Who knew what was good for the metabolism; maybe it was simply hot sauce.

He looked around the restaurant, double checking that no one had come in during our conversation. Then he leaned in. “In fact, I’m not sure if we’re going to make it. One of the reviewers wasn’t too kind to us.”

I feigned surprise. “Really? With this creative menu and all?”

“Well, that’s one of the things she hated!”

I pressed my lips together to avoid putting my foot in my mouth.

He continued, “That, plus the fact that we’re owned by Brent Miles. I think she had it in for him.”

“How so?” I asked.

This was something Jill hadn’t mentioned. Did she have an axe to grind with Brent? Why?

“Well, I don’t really know. Just something I overheard him complaining about.”

“Is he here?”

The waiter laughed loudly. “Here? He’s never here. He opens one business and then he’s off to the next. He doesn’t care what goes on here. Unless we fail. It’s a pride thing.”

“Is he opening up another restaurant?”

“Yeah. Fine Mexican dining. Yucatan style. New chef. I think it’ll be a hit.”

Ramon, the empanada king!

I took another taste of the soup and grimaced. Too much hot sauce. I gulped down some water and watched the waiter raise an eyebrow at me.

When I was sure I could speak without coughing I asked, “Where’s the new restaurant located?

“Pac Heights.”

I nodded.

I tried to take another sip of my soup, but I had completely ruined it with the hot sauce. Well, not that it was great to begin with, but now it was simply inedible.

<><><>

I got into my car and turned toward home. I was disappointed that the outing to the restaurant had not satisfied any needs, including the growling in my stomach. Jill had been correct with her review of Philosophie—maybe even kind!

But what the waiter had said bothered me. What kind of history did Brent Miles and Jill have?

As I pondered that my cell phone buzzed. I looked at the display. Jill. I pulled out of traffic and stopped in front of a fire hydrant.

“Hey Jill, I have good news.”

“What?” she asked.

“I found the area where Perry must've gone off-track at Lands End. The warning sign looks like it might have been tampered with.”

Jill gasped. “What do you mean?”

“Well, all I'm saying is that there is clearly a sign there now that says…gosh…I’m sorry to have to tell you this, but the sign says ‘People have fallen to their death from this point, keep out’. The sign is loose around the base. I felt like I could've pulled it straight up and out, but I didn’t want to do that because of the prints. I’ll send Galigani up with a dust kit, see if he can get anything off of it,” I said.

After a moment, Jill said, “A dust kit? You can do that? Pull prints off of a board like that?”

“Well, I can’t do that but Galigani can. Sure,” I said with a bit more confidence than I felt.

“Hmmm,” Jill said. “That would be great. How soon can he do it?”

I thought about it for a second. It was a rather steep hike and with Galigani's condition, only a few months post open-heart surgery, I didn't know if he be able to make it.

I’d figure something out.

“Well, we’ll need to do it as soon as possible. I left him a message before breakfast. I ate at Philosophie.”

Jill made an over-the-top retching sound. “Oh, sorry. How’d you like it?”

“You were right about the food. I was hoping to spy on Mr. Miles, but he wasn’t there.”

“No, of course not. He doesn’t get involved in any actual work.”

“Do you know him personally?” I asked.

“Yeah. I worked at his last restaurant, Tartare. The one that closed because of the kitchen fire. Do you remember that? It was in the news.”

“I do remember, vaguely,” I said.

“Guy was a giant a-hole to work for, if you know what I mean.”

“Do you think I can talk to him?” I asked.

“Oh, I don’t know. He’s not very accessible to the public.”

“Maybe I’ll just show up on his doorstep.”

She laughed nervously. “Oh my God, Kate. You can’t do that!”

“Why not? I already have his address.”

“He…well, he’s a VIP. A power player in SF. We can’t go around pissing those kinds of people off.”

But you already have.

“Are you scared that if I talk to him, he might get to your show sponsor and somehow intimidate them?”

“No. I…I don’t know. There are limits,” she said.

“Not when it comes to a murder investigation.”


Chapter Eight

On the drive to Miles’ place, the weather started to change. January in San Francisco could turn rainy at a moment’s notice. Dark clouds were blowing in and I had to put my headlights and windshield wipers on.

I ducked my head and sprinted up the gravel path to Brent’s mansion, feeling foolish. Certainly a house this size had staff. What were the odds I’d actually get to talk to him?

What would I even say if he was here? “Excuse me, did you kill Perry Welgan?”

Oh, ridiculous! I was wasting my time.

As I pressed the bell, I noticed the siding on the garage was badly scraped and dented. Before I could make sense of it the door opened and an elegant gentleman stood before me. He was at least six feet tall, wearing a light blue cashmere sweater, tan slacks and loafers. I recognized him from his photos online. This was definitely Brent Miles.

“Mr. Miles, I’m Kate Connolly. I’m a private investigator. I was hoping I could ask you a few questions.”

He nodded and swung the door open. “Come in, come in. Some weather starting to blow in, huh?”

As I stepped in the threshold of the doorway, he said, “Barramendi sent you?”

I froze. “Barramendi?”

He frowned, a slight crease between his eyes formed. “My attorney. He said he was assigning a P.I. to the case.”

I swallowed past the dry spot in my throat.

Barramendi had hired another P.I?

I’d only worked with him one time in the past, but somehow I’d hoped I’d get another shot to work with him. Obviously someone else had beaten me to it. Not that Barramendi owed me anything, but I couldn’t help the feeling of betrayal that stuck in my craw.

This was going to be awkward.

“I’ve worked with Barramendi before. But no, he didn’t send me.”

The crease between his eyes deepened. “I don’t understand, why are you here then?”

“I’m a friend of Jill Harrington.”

His eyes locked on mine. He seemed to silently calculate something in his head then motioned for me to enter.

“Have a seat,” he said, gesturing toward the living room. “I’m going to make a quick call to my attorney.”

Why had he already hired an attorney?

“That won’t be necessary, Mr. Miles. I just wanted to—”

“Are you working for Jill then?”

I nodded.

He took a deep breath. “Sit down. I’ll be right with you.”

He turned and strode out of the room. I gazed around but didn’t sit. I felt better standing, as if by sitting down I would give up something up. After all, this was his home. He already had control, but I wouldn’t let him tower over me.

Before I could snoop around the room, a loud engine rocked the windows and the gravel on the front path crunched and spattered between a vehicle’s tires. I peeked through the shades and saw a Harley-Davidson pull to a stop. It looked like a classic or vintage bike: really big, and shiny, and well taken care of.

A man dressed in a leather jacket, black jeans and boots dismounted from the bike. He pulled off his helmet to reveal a head full of dark hair, but his face was turned away from me. He crossed to the front stoop. The doorbell sounded throughout the house.

I heard footsteps approaching from the direction in which Brent had disappeared, so I took a seat on the couch and attempted to look casual, as though I hadn’t just been spying on his guest.

From my position in the living room I could see Brent open the door, but not the man on the doorstep that he was addressing with a curt, “Can I help you?”

I heard the man say through a thick Spanish accent, “Good afternoon, Mr. Miles. I’m Vicente Domingo. Mr. Barramendi sent me.”

What?

Vicente who? So this was who Barramendi had hired instead of me?

I watched Brent step aside and motion for the man who had just stuck a knife in my back to step in.

Vicente came into the foyer and smiled. He was strikingly handsome. His dark hair was offset with sparkling green eyes that creased a bit about the edges when he smiled. He brushed some drizzle off his leather jacket, then rubbed his hands together to dry them.

“You have great timing, Mr. Domingo,” Brent said, “as I’ve received a visit from Ms. Connolly. She’s been hired by Jill Harrington to,” he glanced at me and practically spit out his next line, “to investigate me, I think.”

Vicente gave me an appraising look as if he was a matador assessing the bull before a fight.

I felt a little unnerved, recalling that normally the bull is slaughtered in those fights, but only after being weakened by lances and spikes stabbed in its back.

I stood.

Who did this guy think he was, anyway?

Vicente Domingo? V.D. in my book.

He was sexy, that was for sure, but a P.I. and my competition? I couldn’t wait to run a check on him.

V.D. tapped his chin. “Connolly? I have heard very good things about you.”

I cleared my throat to interrupt him. The last thing I wanted was to hear about my reputation from this guy. “Excellent, then we should have no problem getting a few things cleared up. Mr. Miles, can you tell me about the phone calls you placed to Jill Harrington?"

Brett frowned. “What?”

“Jill has reported receiving threatening phone calls from you.”

Brent’s face reddened. “She did, did she? Who did she report that to? You? The police? What did she say I threatened her with? She doesn't work for me anymore so I couldn't very well fire her!”

I realized now that I hadn’t gotten any details from Jill on what she’d done at Tartare, so I asked, “In what capacity did Ms. Harrington work for you?

Brent looked taken aback and glanced at Vicente. Vicente shrugged, as if to say it was okay to answer my question, but he raised an eyebrow indicating to proceed with caution - aka don’t give too much detail.

Whatever, the guy was acting like a lawyer.

“I thought you people did background checks and such. Are we starting from scratch?” Brent said.

Vicente studied me.

I took a deep breath trying to remain calm.

“She was a goddamn hostess. What else would she be?”

“What about the threatening calls, sir, did you make them?” I asked.

Brent snorted. “Oh, back to that? Of course not. I’d already fired her—”

Jill had been fired? Why?

Before I could ask, Vicente stepped forward and said, “What is Ms. Harrington alleging?”

“That Mr. Miles was phoning and demanding she take down a negative review.”

Brent pinched the bridge of his nose. “Oh that? Well, yes I did phone Ms. Harrington one time and asked her to give us another chance.”

I tried to contain my glee.

Brent Miles had just confessed to the phone calls.

“So, she declined to review the restaurant again and you had her followed,” I said.

“Followed? What? No!”

Vicente ran a hand through his hair. “Ms. Harrington claims my client had her followed? What else does she allege?”

“The fact that she was followed is not an allegation. It's a fact. I saw the man following her myself.”

Brent shook his head. “No, that's ridiculous. I admit to one call. I asked her to be my guest at the restaurant and to give me and my staff another shot. But she refused. She babbled something about integrity. Imagine that. She’s a stupid girl with a pen who’d like to cut down a hard-working entrepreneur. She thinks she has some sort of right to post negative reviews. As if that has anything to do with integrity."

The sound of gravel crunching came from the driveway again, a car’s headlights flashed along the front window. Suddenly there was a loud crash followed by shattering of glass.

Vicente jumped. “My bike!” he shouted.

Brent covered his eyes with his palm. “Shit. The wife's home and she just ran over your Harley. Thank God you weren't on it.”

The three of us immediately exited out the front door and joined Brent’s wife on the driveway.

She had a helmet of perfectly coiffed blonde hair. She was screaming in hysterics. But neither her screaming nor the drizzly wet weather had any effect on it; her hair didn’t budge at all.

“Holy night! What is a motorcycle doing parked there?” she demanded.

“It isn’t parked there anymore,” Brent said.

“I didn’t see it!” she screamed.

“Apparently not,” Brent replied.

V.D. knelt beside his bike as if in mourning.

I watched them silently. The dented siding on the garage making sense; this was not Mrs. Miles’ first fender bender.

Brent embraced his wife, and her hysterical shrieking subsided.

She asked, “When did you get a bike?”

“It isn’t mine, it’s—”

“Mine.” V.D. stood up cradling a bike part that fallen off in his hands.

Brent’s wife pulled away from Brent and stepped toward V.D. “What in the name of all that is holy is it doing parked in my driveway?” she yelled.

V.D. stepped back, suddenly looking surprised. “Oh. I—”

“Now honey. Let’s not get upset. What’s important is that you’re all right,” Brent said.

She took a deep breath and patted her helmet hair, which of course hadn't moved an inch.

“That's right, dear. Thank you.”

Brent wrapped an arm around his wife’s waist. “Let's go inside. I don’t want you to catch cold.”

We moved inside. First Brent ushered in his wife, then came me, followed by V.D. and finally Brent.

Brent thumped V.D. on the back and said, “Please don’t worry. We have insurance.”

We found our places back in the living room, where Brent properly introduced his wife, Lillian.

She seemed to recoil when Brent told her I was a private investigator and that I was here to ask questions about Jill and their relationship—although no greater than the displeasure she had demonstrated to V.D. about his parking in the driveway. After the introductions were complete, she capped everything by saying to Vicente, "If you're ever here again, don’t park in my driveway.”

With that she stormed out of the room.

Brett pinched the bridge of his nose again. “Sorry, folks, Lillian’s recently had some news that is distressing her greatly. Please don't be offended. Vicente, of course I’ll take care of the bike.”

Vicente nodded, but his jaw was clenched and I noticed his full lips were pursed slightly.

I stood. “Mr. Miles, I’m afraid I need to cut our meeting short. If you will kindly give me the name and number of the gentleman who was following Jill I'll be sure to speak with him.”

Brent stared at me. “I told you I had nothing to do with that.”

V.D. said, “Nice try.”

I feigned confusion. “Oh, right. Sorry. With all the excitement around here I forgot. So tell me, when is the last time you saw Jill?”

“I haven't seen her in ages. I wasn’t at the restaurant the night she was there,” Brent said.

I picked up my bag. “Thank you, sir. If I have any additional—”

“You can talk to my attorney, Ms. Connolly. I don't appreciate the unexpected visit to my home. Next time—”

“Right,” I said over my shoulder as I headed toward the door. “Next time I could end up run over.”

“Cheap shot,” Brent called after me.

I crossed the street toward my car. I was fuming. Barramendi had a P.I. on his staff and it wasn’t me.

And did the guy have to be so cocky?

I pulled on the handle of my car door and swung it open. V.D. appeared behind me.

“Wait,” V.D. said. “Which direction are you going?”

“What?”

“I need a ride,” he hissed at me.

“Pfft. Forget it. Call a cab.”

Like I was really going to help the enemy!

“No. I need to talk to you. Can you wait until I get his insurance information?”

While I said, “Oh for crying out loud,” he said, “Thanks,” and walked back into the house.

I debated whether or not to wait for him.

How presumptuous for him to assume that I would wait.

And yet…what could he want to speak to me about?

I was extremely annoyed with him, that much was true, but for what? For getting hired by Barramendi?

That was totally sour grapes on my part.

If I were a polished professional I’d give him a ride and pump for information. Even if it didn’t yield anything on the case, I might at least be able to figure out why Barramendi had hired him and not me.

What was I lacking?

Uh…probably experience.

Although it was true that I’d recently solved a few cases, before my venture into investigating I’d been an office manager. Not much experience solving crimes there. I’d left my day job to have Laurie and then started my venture as a P.I. almost by accident.

V.D. walked out the front door again. As with many things in life, if you don't make a decision quick, the decision will be made for you.

V.D. held his helmet in one hand and adjusted the collar of his leather jacket with the other. “Mr. Miles is calling a tow truck, so I'm free to go with you."

I unlocked my car with the key fob and motioned to Vicente to get in. I asked him for his address. He lived South of Market.

“So, have you been a P.I. for long?” I asked.

He looked at me, surprised, “Me? Yes, of course.” And then, as if it hadn't occurred to him before, he said, “And you?”

Damn.

Why did I have to go putting my foot in it? Sure, he’d been doing investigations a long time. Why else would Barramendi have hired him? He was experienced, and he was probably good.

Instead of answering his question, I used one of my all-time favorite distraction tactics: I evaded his questions by asking one of my own, one I knew was sure to get his interest. “You been riding bikes a long time?”

He nodded, then in a sudden burst of emotion he said, “Can you believe she ran my bike down! It's a 1946 original Harley-Davidson Knucklehead!”

I refrained from snickering at the word knucklehead.

But just barely.

“It was pretty shocking, really, the way she blamed you,” I said.

He grimaced and sighed. “I can't believe it.”

From between our seats, my cell phone buzzed. I glanced at the caller ID; it was Paula.

“Hold on a second,” I said. “My friend’s about to have her baby. This may be the call.”

Vicente took the opportunity to pull out his own cell phone and scroll.

Paula's voice filled the line: “This ain’t no false alarm, sister. I am in labor now!”

“Yeah? Do you need me to pick up Danny?”

“He's here with his backpack on.”

“Okay. I’m pretty close, actually. I’m in the Sea Cliff, but I have to drop someone off South of Market and—”

“What? You have to go South of Market?” Paula asked. “There’s no way you’ll get here in time.”

“It won't take me—”

“I knew I should have asked someone more dependable to watch Danny,” Paula said.

“What? More dependable? I’m dependable.”

“No offense, Kate…uh! Contraction. I didn't mean it in a bad way. It's just…uh…”

“Forget about it, I know. I'm on my way,” I said, hanging up. “Look, my friend’s in labor. I have to pick up her little boy, so I can’t take you home.”

“No problem,” Vicente said. “I can go with you.”

I pulled the car over to the curb. “Get out.”

“I’m good with kids.” He smiled and fixed me with a piercing stare. “Drive.”


Chapter Nine

I turned the car around and drove toward Paula’s house.

Who did this man think he was, telling me what to do?

V.D. dropped his cell phone into a cup holder then leaned over and started to fiddle with the knobs on the radio, turning it on and searching out a station.

“What are you doing?” I asked, making no attempt to mask the anger in my voice.

He looked over at me, surprised. “Real Madrid is playing today.”

I flipped the radio off.

“Come on,” V.D. said. “I’ve got money on the game.”

“You can listen to it on your own time.”

He looked confused. “This is my time.”

“No. It’s my time. My car, my time.”

“Just because it’s your car doesn’t make it your time. And, by the way, if you hadn’t been at Mr. Miles house, then my Harley never would have been hit.”

I glared at him. “No. If you hadn’t been there then your Harley wouldn’t have been hit.”

“I had to be there. I was hired by Barramendi.”

Which begged the question: why had Miles hired Barramendi, a high-powered criminal defense attorney?

“So catch me up then. What do you know about Brent Miles?” I asked.

“Ah. You want information from me,” he said, looking at me through his long dark eyelashes—a look I was certain had been cultivated in tapas bars all over Spain.

“Why else would I drive a man I barely know, who frankly I find extremely annoying, across the city and back?”

He flipped on the radio. “To learn about soccer, of course.”

I turned the radio off. “Why did Miles hire Barramendi?”

“Do you really find me annoying?”

“Extremely. I said extremely. And yes. I do.”

V.D. held out both hands in an almost pleading gesture. “Why?”

“Answer my question first.”

He laughed. “Okay, what was it?”

“Why did Miles hire Barramendi?”

“Barramendi has been Miles’ attorney for years.”

“I thought Barramendi specialized in criminal defense.”

“He does, but the firm handles everything. Miles has been a client with the firm forever, and when this came up,” V.D. waved a hand around as if to dismiss any concern. “It was natural for Barramendi to be assigned.”

“When what came up?”

V.D. squinted at me and remained silent.

“What? Come on, spit it out.”

I was coming up to a red light and was tempted to hit my brakes a bit harder than necessary.

V.D. rummaged through his bag. “I want to give you something.”

He handed me a postcard.

I stopped at the light and glanced at the card. “What’s this?” I asked.

“Audition notice for my play.”

“Your play?” I asked. “Are you in it?”

He certainly had the looks to be an actor. And as far as I could tell, he had the cocky disposition to go along with it.

I cringed. I had a college degree in theater and had dealt with many temperamental actors back then, and the last thing I wanted to do now was revisit working with divas.

“No.” He laughed. “I wrote it.”

I glanced over at him. “You wrote a play?”

He nodded proudly. “Yes, I’m a playwright.”

“Now I've heard everything,” I said.

“What do you mean?”

“I thought you were a private investigator,” I said.

“Well, I am. But I write plays on the side. Just like, you know, you do all your other things on the side.”

I did other things on the side? What did I do on the side besides have a family? Was there some rumor going around that I was distracted? Could that be why Barramendi hadn’t given me the case?

“What other things?” I prodded Vicente.

“You know.” He motioned to Laurie’s car seat. “You’re a mom and everything.”

I held back my frustration and asked, “What’s the play about?”

He smiled. “Murder, of course.”

Turning onto Paula’s street, I shoved the postcard deep into the bottomless pit of my diaper bag/purse hoping never to see it again.

I pulled into Paula's driveway. Her husband, David, was standing in front of their house, a dinosaur-decorated backpack in one hand and the other hand resting on his two-year-old son, Danny’s, shoulder. Danny started jumping up and down as soon as he saw me.

David opened the back door and helped Danny into the car seat, glancing curiously at V.D. “Oh, Kate, I didn’t know you had company.”

“This is Vicente. He’s a private investigator for Barramendi.”

A confused expression crossed David’s face. “Nice to meet you,” he said to Vicente.

I could see Paula waving from their car pointing—no, rather, gesticulating— madly towards Vicente. “Who is that?” she mouthed.

I shrugged at her. It’d have to be a conversation for later.

<><><>

At home, Jim was rocking Laurie in his arms as he paced the room listening to some talk radio.

“I’m adding one to the litter,” I said, as I deposited Danny onto our couch. He had fallen asleep in the car after getting into an out-and-out battle with Vicente over which zoo animal was most like a human.

I don’t know if I’ve ever been happier to see anyone get out of my car than I was when I dropped Vicente off at his place in South of Market.

Jim switched off the radio. “Is Paula really going to have the baby this time?”

“I sure hope so,” I said.

We shuffled the children around as we converted the sofa into a bed and tucked Danny in. While we worked, I filled Jim in on the day’s events. He agreed that there seemed to be some missing information.

What had prompted Miles to call his attorney?

I put Laurie in her crib and retired to the bedroom with Jim. I wanted to mull over again what I’d learned in the course of the day and try to figure out what I had missed, but as soon as my head hit the pillow, all thoughts seeped out of my brain and I was instantly asleep.

<><><>

To Do:

1. √ Order dust kit!

2. Figure out what happened to Perry.

3. Research the competition (Vicente Domingo)

4. Go grocery shopping!

My door bell rang early in the morning and I felt like my eyes were glued together. Thankfully Jim was already up, because I heard our door unlock and then David’s voice.

There was a general tone of congratulations and some clapping each other on the back, then I heard Jim take off toward the kitchen, presumably to make coffee.

I rolled over and bumped into a child. I pried my eyes open and peeked out. Sometime during the night Danny had snuck into my bed. I rubbed him on the check to wake him. “Daddy’s here, buddy.”

Danny continued to snooze. I kicked off the heap of blankets and rose. It took me a moment to stretch out all the kinks from sleeping on only a quarter of the bed. How did one toddler take up so much room?

I slipped on my robe and headed down the hallway. “Do we have good news?” I called out.

“A beautiful baby girl. Chloe,” David said.

I whooped as I entered the living room and patted David on the back. “Congrats! How’s Paula doing?”

“Good. Only she’s driving me crazy. She wants me to force them to let her leave the hospital right now.”

“She’s nuts,” I said, chuckling. She should take advantage of the 24/7 care.”

“I know,” David said. “The last time she checked herself out early, we had to go back the next afternoon because she had postpartum preeclampsia.”

“I remember,” I said, recalling how Paula’s feet had swollen like balloons.

David nodded. “Not to mention, the sooner she comes home, the sooner Chloe comes home and…” he shrugged. “The nanny doesn’t start until next week,” he admitted.

I laughed. “Yeah, you certainly don’t want to be stuck on nanny duty.”

David shook his head vigorously as Jim entered with three cups of coffee on a tray.

“Kate, you’ve trained him well,” David said.

“I know, and with the way Paula spoils you, I’m sure you probably don’t even know how to make coffee.”

David, for his part looked dutifully shamed. He said, “I know how to make it, it’s the cleaning the coffee pot part I don’t like. So messy, all those wet coffee grounds.”

We laughed as the doorbell sounded, so I didn’t have a chance to explain to David that if he’d use a coffee filter, the grounds should stay out of the coffee pot.

Jim walked over to the door and looked out through the peephole. He didn’t say anything but immediately swung the door open. Melanie stood on my door step, her face still viciously bruised and swollen, looking even worse than when I’d first met her two days ago.

“I’m so sorry to disturb you. Is Kate…does Kate live—?”

I stepped into her line of vision. “Melanie, come in.”

“Oh, Kate! I’m so glad I got the right address,” she said, crossing into my living room.

She clutched a tie-dye messenger bag that was slung around her waist as though it might protect her from another attack.

I quickly introduced her to David and Jim and led her to my kitchen nook to sit, giving the men a chance to put away the sofa bed while allowing us a bit of privacy.

Pouring her a cup of coffee, I sat down next to her.

“How can I help?”

“Please don’t tell Jill I’ve come to see you.”

“Why? What’s going on?” I asked.

Melanie tinkered with the spoon on the table, then added some sugar to her coffee. “I have Perry’s phone. They gave it to me at the hospital.” She wiped gingerly at her bruised eye. “Damn, it hurts to cry.”

I rose and grabbed a box of tissues from my counter and passed it to her.

She took a tissue. “Thank you. They gave me his stuff, you know, after they told me he was dead.”

I nodded solemnly.

Wrestling her bag from around her waist, she dug out a phone, swiped at it and entered a password. “I think he was meeting someone at Land’s End, Kate. I don’t want Jill to know. It could be nothing, but if I know…” She sighed. “If I knew my brother at all, I’d bet he was meeting a girl there.”

She handed me the phone and I reviewed the sent messages log. Perry had had a text conversation with someone. It was a local number with no name attached. He’d made plans to meet someone for a hike at Land’s End at 8:00 a.m. on the day he’d died.

A chill ran up my spine. Could Perry have actually set a date with his murderer? Or was there a witness to what had happened? Or perhaps this was a random connection, a girl who maybe never even showed up and was therefore irrelevant? That didn’t seem likely.

“Do you know whose number that is?” I asked.

“No. I called it, but got a generic out of service message.”

“I can look it up. I have access to a reverse directory,” I said.

Melanie eyes brightened. “Oh, would you, Kate? That would mean a lot to me.”

“Yeah, come on.”

She followed me into my office/nursery. Laurie was awake in her crib and staring at her mobile, the bears were dancing about and Laurie was swatting at them with her feet. Laurie cooed when she saw me and Melanie gasped.

“Oh, she’s adorable! I didn’t know you had a baby.”

Before I could pick Laurie up, Jim called from the living room. “Honey, can you come here a minute?”

I indicated a chair next to my desk for Melanie to sit.

“Go ahead. I’ll wait right here for you,” she said, seating herself.

I joined Jim and David in the living room. They were standing near the front window.

“There’s a guy on our corner, right now, wearing a Smith & Wesson skull cap,” Jim said.

I stared at him. “What?”

“You think it’s a coincidence?” he asked.

I peeked out the window.

I was vaguely aware of Laurie crying from the other room and Jim moving to get her from the nursery, but mostly I was fixated on the guy across the street. It appeared to be the same guy who’d been outside Tea & Tumble.

Same hat, same height—it had to the same guy. But why was he here?

I glanced at David, who had now retreated to my fireplace mantel.

“David, was that guy on the corner when you arrived?”

He shook his head. We shared a silent moment, both of us presumably thinking the same thing, because David tilted his head toward my office.

Had skull cap man been following me, or was he following Melanie?


Chapter Ten

Jim emerged from the nursery with Laurie in his arms. “I changed her, mommy, but I think she needs you now.”

Laurie was desperately rooting around Jim’s shirt and hitting his chest with her little fist.

Melanie was sitting where I had left her, waiting patiently.

“Did you notice anything strange on your way to my house?” I asked her.

She frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Well, maybe I should start someplace else. Come to the living room.”

She followed me and peered out the front window.

“Do you know that man?” I asked.

“No, why?”

“It’s the same guy I saw when I had lunch with Jill the other day. I thought he followed her when she left.”

Melanie hugged her arms to herself. “Oh my God, do you think he’s connected to Brent Miles and maybe even…?” Her voice trailed off and she stepped away from the window.

“He showed up after you arrived. Do you think you were followed?”

A noise came from down the hall and Melanie startled.

“That’s Danny,” I said to David.

David nodded and called down the hall, “In here, buddy!”

The sound of Danny’s footsteps grew louder as he raced down the hall and into his father’s arms. His hair was tousled and he rubbed sleep out of his eyes as he asked, “Where’s mommy?”

“With your baby sister!” David said. “We named her Chloe.”

Danny nodded excitedly. “I want to see Chloe and mommy.”

David rubbed Danny’s back while still looking out the window. He mumbled distractedly, “Yeah, I know. Me too. Let’s have some breakfast and get dressed first.”

I watched Melanie peer out the window again. After a moment, she said, “Kate, I can’t be sure, but the guy across the street is the same build as the man who attacked me at Perry’s house.”

“We should call the cops,” Jim said.

Melanie groaned. “Yeah, but they took forever to show up at my brother’s place. This guy could be gone before they get here.”

“The Taraval police station is pretty close to us,” Jim said. “They should be able to get here fast.”

I shook my head. “No, they’ll scare him off and we won’t get any answers. Let’s use the station to our advantage.”

Jim nodded. “You want to set up a trap?”

I smiled. “Of course.”

<><><>

We came up with a plan while I nursed Laurie, and David got Danny dressed. We’d called my seventeen-year-old neighbor Kenny and asked him to babysit, instructing him to come around the back of the house. Melanie was to leave through the front door and see if skull cap man would follow her. If he did, Jim and David would follow him. If he didn’t, I would leave after Melanie and see if he tailed me. Either way, Jim and David would follow closely behind him.

I had Melanie call my cell and we put both phones on speaker. Melanie slipped her phone into her shirt pocket and we tested our connection. When we were convinced that we had full audio access to her, we sent Melanie on her way.

She was to head toward the Taraval Police Station. If she was tailed and something went wrong, like Jim losing her, then she was to park in front of the station.

Kenny knocked on my back door. It was refreshing to see his smiling face and dyed green hair.

Jim unlocked the door and let him in.

“S’up, familia Connolly!” He said, giving Jim a high five as he sauntered toward the counter. “Any breakie for the sitter?”

Our standing agreement with Kenny had always been to feed him. His parents were recent vegan converts and Kenny, being a growing boy, had a voracious appetite that tofu just didn’t satisfy.

“You’ll have to make it yourself,” I said, securing Laurie into her baby swing. “We’ve got a bit of project going on here.” I nodded to Melanie. “Ready?”

She rose. “Here goes nothing.”

I walked her to the front door and saw her out, making sure she reached her car safely and that skull cup man saw me retreat back inside the house.

Jim, who was monitoring us from the garage door vents downstairs, had a clear view of Melanie, me, and skull cap man.

I went to the staircase and waited for Jim’s assessment. We had agreed no one would look out the front window; we didn’t want to spook our stalker.

Melanie’s voice came through my phone. “I’m in my car now. I can’t tell what he’s doing.”

“He’s getting into a green Prius,” Jim called from downstairs.

I reported this to Melanie.

“Okay, I’m trying not to turn around and stare. I’ll keep my eyes on the road ahead of me and drive to Taraval Street,” she said.

“We’re going,” Jim called up to me.

I could hear Jim get into the car with David.

“Where’s daddy?” Danny asked.

“Hey, buddy, I make a mean Mickey Mouse pancake. Want to see?” Kenny asked.

Danny looked at me, concern furrowing his tiny brow. “Mickey’s not mean.”

I smiled. “He means delicious. A yummy Mickey Mouse pancake.”

Danny jumped up and down. “Delicious!”

He had a little lisp when he said the word, which made me repeat it and hug him to me.

“Come on, let’s crack the eggs, buddy,” Kenny called.

Danny took off running toward the kitchen with Kenny.

I heard the car in the garage start up.

Melanie reported that she was three blocks away with a green Prius on her tail. I conferenced Jim into the call.

“You guys can open the garage. They’re three blocks east heading toward the Taraval Police Station.” I said.

“Roger that,” Jim said.

I joined Kenny and Danny in the kitchen.

Kenny frowned. “How did the P.I. get left out of the surveillance?”

“I know,” I said, feeling more than a little annoyed.

I placed a griddle on the stovetop for Kenny. Our home phone rang.

Kenny looked at me. “Want me to get it?”

I nodded and took over pancake duty. Not only did I get stuck at home, while everyone else was out gallivanting, but now I had to make breakfast!

Kenny picked up the phone and frowned as he spoke. “Okay, okay, man calm down. I’ll tell her. Hello?” Kenny stared at the phone, then repeated, “Hello?”

“Bad news,” he said to me as he hung up the phone.

I frowned. “Who was that?”

“Dude said to call off the tail.”

I froze. “What? What dude? Was that skull cap man?” I asked.

Kenny shrugged. “I guess so. He didn’t really identify himself, just said to stop following him. He sounded pretty pissed.”

“How did he get my number?” I asked.

The memory of the waitress from Tea & Tumble taking my picture flashed through my mind. Could she have posted my information somewhere? A chill ran through my body. I felt exposed, like a goldfish in a glass jar; even worse, I felt just as dumb as one. Things were getting away from me, events were out of my control and I was in the dark.

The corners of Kenny’s mouth turned downward, but before he could respond, I said. “Damn!”

Danny repeated my swear word. I cringed. “No, Danny, don’t say that. Bad word. I meant darn.”

Danny pointed a finger at me. “Potty mouth, Kate!”

I clapped a hand over my mouth and Kenny openly smirked.

“What’s going on?” Jim said through the speaker on my cell phone.

“Jim, you’ve been spotted and warned off,” I said into the phone.

Jim cursed under his breath.

“Another potty mouth,” Kenny said.

I hit Kenny in the arm. “This is serious!”

Kenny puffed out his skinny seventeen-year-old chest and said, “Don’t worry, Kate. I’ll protect you.”

“Oh God,” Jim said. “Protect you from what? What’s going on?”

“Skull cap guy called our house,” I said.

“Are you sure it was him? How does he have our number?” Jim asked.

“I wish I knew,” I said.

I scrolled through the caller I.D. on my phone, but the call that had come through was marked as “unavailable.”

“What do I do now?” Melanie whined.

“I’m pulling over. You carry on to the police station,” Jim said.

I passed the spatula off to Kenny and rubbed at my temple. A headache was already forming. Whether it was due to lack of sleep or stress remained to be seen.

“I’m rounding the corner to the police station now and he’s peeled off,” Melanie said.

“Melanie, where do you live? We’ll hightail it over to your place. See if he’s heading there,” Jim said.

I felt absolutely useless at home. As a budding P.I. or a P.I. in training or a P.I. wannabe or whatever the heck I was, I should have been the one fending off the bad guy.

Melanie gave Jim directions.

I grumbled.

Jim said, “What’s that, honey?”

“Oh nothing,” I said. “I’ll do some research. Look up that number Perry called.”

“Okay, we’ll call you later,” Jim said, hanging up and disconnecting me from Melanie.

I sighed. It was just as well; they’d fill me in as soon as something happened.

I took the phone over to my office, hoping something would happen sooner rather than later, and left Kenny and Danny eating their pancakes. I peeked in on Laurie. She was still sound asleep in the swing. I envied that she could sleep through all the commotion but was grateful for the quiet time.

After powering up my PC, I pulled up the reverse database. As I feared, the number came up as a pre-paid phone with no name attached to it.

I sighed.

An ominous feeling overcame me. If Perry had been meeting another woman, then it was possible she could have had a pre-paid phone, but it didn’t feel right. Pre-paid phone equaled trouble in my mind.

My home phone rang again and I jumped. I squared my shoulders and prepared myself for a conversation with skull cap man.

“Hello?”

Galigani’s voice filled the line. “Kate, got your message late last night. What’s going on? We’ve got competition?”

The night before, I’d left Galigani a worried voicemail after dropping off V.D. Worried because a) I hadn’t been the one hired by Barramendi and b) V.D. knew something I didn’t.

“Yeah. Apparently Barramendi hired some Spanish playwright to look into things. Can you believe that?”

“Oh. Do you mean Vicente Domingo?”

“That’s him. V.D.”

Galigani laughed. “That guy’s kind of tough to read and he doesn’t play well with others. I’ll tell you that much. Last year, I worked a case for the prosecution and he was working defense. He did NOT share information. Nothing. Not one single name or number, nothing.”

“Is that customary for the prosecution and defense investigators to work together?”

“Sure. I mean, sometimes there’s sleight of hand.” Galigani sounded annoyed. “You know, someone trying to get ahead in their career at the expense of someone else. That especially happens in election years. But generally speaking, we’re on the side of justice.”

“So, why do you think Barramendi hired him?” I asked.

“They’re first cousins.”

“Ah, nepotism.”

I felt relieved.

Maybe Barramendi doesn’t think I’m incompetent after all.

I glanced at my cell phone. No update from Jim or Melanie. I could hear sounds of Kenny and Danny horsing around in the kitchen. All the commotion made it feel like Grand Central Station.

“Real question is, what spooked Miles? Why do you think he called his attorney?” Galigani asked.

“You’ve got me there. I tried to get it out of V.D., but the best I could do was a postcard about his play.”

Galigani snorted. “A play, huh? Maybe you should get involved. You know the old saying, keep your friends close and your enemies—”

“Don’t even go there!” And before Galigani could try to convince me, I said, “Hey, I have a situation developing here.” I explained about Melanie’s visit, Perry’s mysterious phone friend and the skull cap man tail gone wrong. I ended by saying, “Why don’t you come?”

“You have any food?”

“Mickey Mouse pancakes,” I answered.

Galigani made a semi-gagging sound indicating his disapproval of my offering and hung up on me.

<><><>

Fifteen minutes later, I opened the door for Galigani with Laurie in my arms. He was holding a pink pastry box.

“No wonder you’re a heart patient,” I said.

He smiled. “These are for you.”

“Ahh. That’s more like it,” I said, putting my hand out to receive the pastries.

Kenny must have smelled the doughnuts from the kitchen, because he instantly appeared and snatched the box out of Galigani’s hand.

“Let me help you with that,” he said.

We watched in amazement as Kenny inhaled four doughnuts in a row.

I pulled the box from him. “Didn’t you just eat pancakes? You’re going to get sick.”

Galigani seated himself on my sofa and said, “He’s just filling up one of his legs, Kate.”

I sighed, then broke off a piece of a chocolate-covered old fashioned and handed it to Danny, who had trailed Kenny from the kitchen and was now silently drooling over the box. Laurie let out a wail, not wanting to be excluded from the doughnutfest.

“Is it okay to give a doughnut to a four month old?” I asked.

Galigani and Kenny both answered at the same time. “Sure!”

I had my doubts. Really, Galigani and Kenny were the last people on earth to ask about either diet or child care, but now it seemed cruel to hold out on Laurie. I handed her a small piece. She kicked her legs in joy and gummed the doughnut while I hovered over her making sure she didn’t choke.

Galigani waved me off. “She’s fine. Look how happy she is.”

I leaned back in my chair. I was still nervous, but figured I was close enough to perform the Heimlich should the need arise.

“So what do you know about tracking down a pre-paid phone?” I asked Galigani.

Galigani shifted on the couch and helped himself to a glazed doughnut. “Got coffee?” he asked.

I nodded to Kenny, who took it as his cue to get it. He got up and grunted, letting out an “Aww, man,” as he walked out of the room.

“That’s pretty difficult. Probably a waste of time. Do you have the name of any of Perry’s buddies? Maybe someone knew of a squeeze he had on the side.”

I nodded. “I’ll get some names from Melanie. Let’s not mention it to Jill yet.”

Kenny returned with two cups of coffee. He placed one in front of Galigani and handed me the other.

“Hey, I don’t actually know if you do this, but can you dust a sign for prints?”

“What do you mean? You don't actually know if I can do that? Hello? Former SFPD here.”

“Right,” I said. “The sign at Painted Rock looks like it's been pulled out of place. The dirt around it was loose. It looked like I could have pulled in straight up and out, but I didn't want to mess with it.”

“Okay, where is the sign?” Galigani asked.

“Uh. That’s the thing…it’s kind of a hike.”

Galigani grumbled. “So I gotta walk?”

“Well,” I said, slowly, trying to think up a good way to disguise the fact that the ‘walk’ was actually straight up a hill that felt more like a mountain.

“Sounds like exercise,” Galigani said.

Kenny inhaled another two doughnuts. “Mmm, exercise.”

“Or you can teach me how to lift prints,” I said hopefully.

“Right. Put that on our list, but for now I could probably use some exercise.”

I laughed. “Okay. Well, maybe you can teach me how to lift prints anyway. We can consider this my first lesson.”

My cell phone rang and I jumped to answer it.

“Hello?”

“Honey,” Jim said. “We’re outside of Melanie’s house. Looks like the guy didn’t follow her home, but we’re going to hang out here a while and be sure.”

I glanced out my front window. Sure enough, skull cap man was on my corner.

“Don’t bother. He’s here.”


Chapter Eleven

Galigani took photos of skull cap man through my window and sent them to his ex-partner, McNearny, at SFPD. McNearny promised to look into it, but his tepid reply was not very convincing.

We brainstormed but came up with nothing better than either taking skull cap man for another wild goose chase or just plain going out there and talking to him. We chose to confront him.

We told Kenny to stay with the kids and watch through the window. At the first sign of trouble he would call McNearny.

Galigani and I left my house and crossed the street. I thought of Jim. If he knew I was about to confront this guy he would have never let me accompany Galigani, but then again, if I stopped and listened to Jim, I’d never get any experience. And I wasn’t willing to let this creep skulk around my house while I had an infant and a two-year-old inside.

At least I knew Galigani was packing heat. Not that I expected he’d need it. If I thought that, I would’ve stayed in the house, hugging Laurie in a back room.

Skull cap spotted us, then turned and ran down the street. Unfortunately, Galigani isn’t much of a runner, but I was working on it. So I took off after him, yelling, “Hey! Wait. We just want to talk.”

Skull cap man jumped into his car and fired it up.

Galigani took a few photos of the license plate with his phone and emailed them to McNearny.

I shook my head in despair. “What do you think he wants?”

“Obviously, he doesn’t want to talk. But let’s see if Mac can trace the plates. If not, I might be able to.”

Galigani was already heading up my staircase, but I remained outside.

Something wasn’t right. This no longer seemed to be about Jill’s review. Why stalk me? Could Brent Miles really be behind this?

I punched Jill’s number into my cell phone, and after a few rings she answered with a whispered hello.

“Jill? Why are you whispering?” I asked, hiking up my front steps and huffing in her ear.

“On the set. What’s going on?”

I explained about Melanie and skull cap man. I left out the part about Perry meeting someone on his hike. That could wait. It might help to know who he’d been meeting before blabbing it to Jill and causing unnecessary grief.

“A man following her? Was it her boyfriend?” Jill asked.

“Her boyfriend? No, no. Melanie definitely said she didn’t know this guy.”

Jill was silent a moment then said, “Well, I don’t know that you can take everything Melanie says at face value. Because, you see, she’s a terrible liar. I don’t mean she can’t pull off a lie; what I mean is, like, a compulsive liar. You know, like a pathological liar.”

My stomach dropped. “But I don’t get it. If this guy was her boyfriend, why would she pretend she didn’t know him?”

“The other day at Perry’s, she said someone broke in and beat her up. But, I mean, why in the world would that happen? Nothing was taken and the police didn’t find a forced entry or anything. And Perry was well liked by everyone.” Jill took a deep breath. “Honestly, I think her boyfriend Sam is abusive and I think she’s too scared to say anything.”

I took a moment to take in the information. Melanie’s swollen face flashed before my eyes and it both saddened and angered me to think that someone she loved could have done that to her.

And yet…there was something nagging at me. What was it? Oh yes!

“What about the TV?” I asked.

“What?” Jill asked.

“The TV was wrenched off the wall, remember?” I asked.

“Oh, that doesn’t mean anything. Perry probably tried to move it or something. He wasn’t very handy. And the police didn’t find any prints, did they?”

Before I could answer, Jill continued. “Anyway, it’s not the first time she’s shown up with bangs and bruises.”

Oh no!

I hated the thought of Melanie being pushed around by anyone, much less someone she was in a relationship with.

“And Perry told me she had, you know, uh…issues. I think the last guy she was with…sort of the same sad story.”

“Do you know where I can find her boyfriend, Sam? Like maybe you know where he lives or works?” I asked.

“I don’t have his address. But I can forward you his phone and email. I have to go now. They’re calling me to resume the show.”

“How’s it going?”

“Great. I’ll tell you all about it later. Keep me posted.”

Right after we hung up, my phone beeped with the message from Jill. It had an email and phone number for Sam Kafer.

<><><>

While I sat on my front steps and thought, mom’s car pulled into my driveway. She waved frantically at me as though she thought I might not recognize her. I smiled and waved back.

Mom climbed out of her car, in one hand she carried a shopping bag and in the other a god-awful teal and orange baby hat. The hat looked like something directly out of Dr. Seuss.

“The weather is turning cold,” she said, thrusting the hat at me.

“What’s this?” I asked, standing up and climbing my front steps with mom. “Is this for Paula’s baby?” I asked hopefully.

I tried to keep my tone neutral. Something that didn’t scream out, “Please don’t make me put this on my baby!”

Mom shook her head. “It’s for Laurie. I haven’t seen her in the baby cap I knitted her for so long, I figured she must have outgrown it.”

“Uh. Yeah. She did.” I lied.

Actually, last month I’d donated it to the Salvation Army along with a turquoise scarf she knitted Jim and a mustard-colored sweater she made for me. But Mom didn’t need to know that.

“It’s okay,” Mom said with a proud smile. “I made her another.”

“Great.”

“This is for Paula’s baby,” Mom said, indicating the shopping bag.

Nice. I’m sure Paula got a pretty, regular, off-the-shelf baby gift.

We stepped into the madness of my house. Galigani was on my computer in the office that doubled as Laurie’s nursery. In my living room were Kenny and Danny amid an oversized Noah’s Ark jigsaw puzzle that was strewn across my carpet. Laurie was in her swing greedily gumming the remnants of a glazed doughnut.

Mom rushed to Laurie and plucked her up out of the swing. “Who gave this baby a doughnut?” she demanded, glaring at Kenny.

Kenny startled as he glanced up from the puzzle. “It was Kate!” he said defensively.

Galigani entered the room and nodded enthusiastically. “Yes, yes, Kate was the one.”

Mom kissed Galigani saying, “Are you the adult supervising here? If so, we’re all in trouble.” She hugged Laurie protectively. “If she’s ready for solid food, then you have to give her something with some nutritional value. Bananas, carrots, squash—”

“I know.” I flopped onto the couch and rested my head in my hands, trying to ward off an impending headache.

“McNearny’s going to try to trace the plates, but my images are pretty blurry,” Galigani offered.

“I spoke with Jill. She said Melanie is a pathological liar and is in an abusive relationship. She thinks the story about the break-in at Perry’s was a fabrication.”

Galigani grumbled something inaudible and headed back to my office.

“Where are you going?” I asked.

“I’ll call Ross. See what, if anything, came from those prints.” Then he whispered, “I’ll be safe in here away from the food police,” and gestured toward Mom and the empty pink bakery box.

“No, you are not safe. Have you been eating these?” Mom lifted the lid of the pastry box by the corner. She pinched it between her thumb and forefinger as if not wanting to disturb fingerprints.

Galigani covered his mouth and gave an uncomfortable cough.

“Aw. I ate ’em. Me and the kid here,” Kenny gestured toward Danny, who had a ridiculous grin on his face alongside the smear of chocolate on his cheek.

Mom shook her head, apparently deciding the fight wasn’t worth it. Instead her gaze fell on the postcard Vicente had given me earlier, which I’d haphazardly thrown on the coffee table. She released the pastry box lid and picked up the postcard. “What’s this?”

Uh-oh.

I tried to reach across the table to grab the postcard before Mom could reach it, but I was too slow.

“What is this?” Mom repeated.

“What? Nothing. Nothing. Here, give it to me.”

Galigani left the room, knowing he was getting off easy about the doughnuts and choosing to get out of Dodge.

Mom read the postcard. “Auditions!” she said. “Are you planning on getting back on stage?”

“What? No! Of course not. It’s just a flyer someone gave me.”

“Who gave it to you?”

“An investigator. Someone Barramendi hired,” I explained.

“Well, are you going to audition?” she asked.

“No.”

Mom studied the postcard, which included a description of the play along with a picture of Vicente.

Danny climbed onto the couch next to me and used it as a trampoline, jumping up and down repeatedly. Kenny gave up on the puzzle and began to put away the pieces.

“My, my, my. Is this the playwright/investigator?” Mom asked.

“That’s him,” I said.

“Oh, he's handsome,” Mom said.

“Yeah, he's good-looking enough,” I answered.

“Are you sure you don’t want to audition?” Mom asked.

“Why would I want to audition? Like I don’t have enough things going on right now?” I motioned to Danny who was now attempting to do a headstand between the cushions of my couch, only he kept falling over sideways and whacking me in the head.

Mom ignored him and simply said, “Too much sugar.”

Kenny finished picking up the pieces of the puzzle. “I’ll take him to the park.”

I nodded toward Kenny and helped Danny into his jacket, while he was chanting “The park, the park, the park.”

Mom fingered the post card again. “Maybe I will.”

“What?” I asked.

“I’ll audition.”

My jaw dropped.

Mom was going to audition for V.D.’s play.

“Well, then I can be on the inside track,” she said. “Get the scoop from him. See what information he has.”

“No, mom!” I pleaded. “Please don’t audition.”

I could tell by the look in her eye it was going to be difficult to dissuade her, and the fear grew in my belly.

“You can’t audition for the play! Come on, Mom. What are you talking about? You have two boyfriends!” I glanced over my shoulder to make sure Galigani hadn’t overheard me, although the truth was that they seemed more comfortable with Mom dating multiple people than I was. “And your life is busy,” I said. “What about Laurie? She needs you.”

At the mention of her name, Laurie kicked her feet.

Mom shook her head and gestured to Kenny and Danny who were leaving through the front door. “You practically have an army here with you at all times.”

“But you need to knit hats and things for her! You can’t be out auditioning for some stupid play.”

Mother laughed. “You’re afraid I’m going to take your spotlight.”

I laughed. “No. Believe me, the spotlight is always on you, Mom.”

“Then what are you afraid of?” Mom asked.

Indeed. What was it? That I thought she’d make a fool of herself? A vision of Mom onstage in a tight bodice dress wearing an orange wig flashed before my eyes. While ludicrous, I couldn’t quite say it wasn’t something I’d seen before. Mom could handle herself. She always hammed it up and people loved her.

What was it then? And then it came to me. She would be with V.D. and not me. As though by choosing to audition she was choosing sides…

I hugged mom. “I don’t like the other investigator. I think he’s pompous and…well, I’m probably just resentful. He’s working for Barramendi and I was hoping I was on Barramendi’s short list.”

Mom rubbed my shoulder. “Well, you probably are, darling. You don’t know why he was hired. I’m sure it has nothing to do with you.”

“Galigani said they’re first cousins.”

Mom frowned. “Well, that’s probably one reason to hire someone, but if we solve the case first then Barramendi will remember that, won’t he?”

“I want to solve it on my own. Not because my mommy went and spied on the other investigator.”

“I’m not spying. I’m auditioning for a play.”

Galigani returned to the living room. “I have news. Sam Kafer is going to meet us at Lou’s Diner near the Land’s End. We can meet with him then go lift prints off the sign you said was moved.”

Mom pocketed the postcard. “I think I’m going to do it.”

“Do what?” Galigani asked.

“Spy on V.D.” I said.

Galigani kissed mom’s check. “Excellent!”

I sighed. I’d have to resign myself to it. There’d be no talking Mom out of it at this point, especially not with Galigani cheering her on.


Chapter Twelve

Galigani and I decided that we wouldn’t have time for the hike until after our meeting with Sam. Secretly I thought that Galigani would put off the exercise of the hike as long as possible.

As we drove to Land’s End, Galigani filled me in on the details from Officer Ross. The police had lifted some prints from Perry’s TV: one set matched Perry’s fingerprints, another set had no match in the database, and the third print was only a partial, and smeared, at that.

I thought about Jill. She’d been pretty adamant that she didn’t think anyone had really broken into Perry’s apartment. Could Melanie have contrived the entire scene? If she was being abused and trying to hide it, why would she fake a robbery and call attention to herself? It seemed like the opposite of what one would want to do.

Galigani turned into a parking lot that was below the entrance to Land’s End. We circled, looking for a spot. The lot was packed as it served both the hiking area and the nearby restaurants.

“Do you think that someone broke into Perry’s place?” I asked.

Galigani shrugged. “Yeah. I assume it was the same guy who followed Jill and then Melanie.”

“Skull cap man. Me too. What if it was Sam?”

“You mean, the woman made us go on a complete wild goose chase so we wouldn’t think her boyfriend beat her up?”

I grimaced. “When you put it like that, it makes it sound ridiculous.”

“No, no. Believe me. I’ve seen worse. Anything is possible. But it wasn’t Sam’s prints on the TV.”

“How do you know that?”

“He’s got a record. His prints are in the database.”

I let the information sink in. “Record? For what?” I asked, and then added, “And how do you know this already?”

Galigani looked at me as if I was a piece of foreign matter and he didn’t quite understand how I’d ended up in his car. “As soon as you gave me his name I ran a check. That’s what I do. Gather information.”

I nodded and indicated a parking spot that was opening up, hoping this might distract him from my lack of thoroughness as a P.I. intern/newbie/wannabe.

“What do you do? Just run off to meet the guy and hope he’ll play nice and not lie to you?” he asked.

Obviously, he had not been deterred.

I tried not to look offended. “I operate on instinct.” I smiled for good measure, feeling as if I’d been called to the boss’s office, and prepared myself for the lecture that was sure to follow.

Galigani stopped the car, waiting for the other vehicle to clear out of the parking spot. He twisted in his seat and faced me. “You can’t run off and meet with people without doing a check on them first. I thought we’d already had this conversation.”

I grimaced.

Of course we’d already had this discussion. What was I thinking?

“You need to make a checklist. You do that, don’t you?”

I blinked at him. “Yeah, I have a to-do list.”

“No, not to-do. To-do’s change every day or every hour even. A checklist, you know, certain things you need to do all the time when a certain thing happens. New person pops up on the radar, boom, run a background check. Easy as that. It’s not rocket science.”

“Right. I’ll add it to my list.”

He stared at me. “Add it to what list? You just told me you didn’t have a checklist.”

“I mean, I’ll add the note to create a checklist on to my to-do list.”

Galigani’s eyes bulged and he looked as if he would propel himself out of the car right through the roof. I refrained from laughing, knowing that if he thought I was taking his scolding lightly, he’d crack. Instead, I lowered my eyes and tried to look contrite.

Thankfully, he said nothing more on the subject and pulled into the parking spot. We got out of the car and crossed the street to Lou’s Diner. Galigani and I went inside and found a spot at the counter. Galigani ordered himself a bloody Mary.

“Aren’t you supposed to abstain from alcohol?” I asked him.

He smiled. “No. You?”

The bartender waited me out and I ordered a coffee.

“I can drink. I choose not to.” I eyed Galigani. “I want to be sharp. What about your heart?”

Galigani sat straighter on the barstool. “Look, I gotta have a drink to be able to deal with you.”

“Wow,” I laughed.

Galigani smiled. “They have the best Bloody Marys in the city. You have to try it.”

The bartender set our drinks before us. Galigani pushed his toward me and I took a sip. I had to agree. It was spicy and delicious.

“Yum!” I said.

Galigani nodded sagely.

“So what’s the deal with Sam’s record? What did he do?” I asked. Before he had a chance to answer, the front door opened with a bang.

We turned to look and in between the darkened restaurant and bright sunlight from outside stood the shadow of a large man, tall and imposing. He was about 6’4” and he let the door slam behind him.

“Galigani?” he asked, as he approached us.

I immediately noticed a circular bruise around his left eye. I checked out his hands. No marks that I could see.

“Yes,” Galigani said, rising off of his barstool and extending his right hand. “Thank you for meeting us.” He gestured in my direction. “This is my assistant, Kate Connolly.”

He gave me a firm and aggressive handshake. “I’m Sam.”

I tapped the area around my eye and said, “Ouch!”

Sam fingered the tender spot above his cheek next to his eye. “Yeah, I’m a plumber. Hazard of the job.”

Galigani frowned. “Never knew black eyes were a side effect of plumbing.”

Sam laughed, seemingly at ease with himself. “They are when you’re breaking in a newbie who’s eager to impress you. Guy was swinging a pipe around and talking too. I’m sure you know some people like that? They talk too much. Anyway, he hit me with a pipe by accident.”

I expected Galigani to make a joke at my expense. Something to the effect of how he knew only too well the hazard of breaking in an inexperienced intern, who, incidentally, did talk too much. But he simply said, “We’re looking into the death of Perry Welgan.”

Sam’s brows furrowed. “Why? I thought it was an accident.”

“Well,” I said, stringing out the word while glancing at Galigani for input.

Sam remained standing and crossed his arms in front of his chest. “Of course, I’ll be as helpful as I can.” Only his body language didn’t exactly scream openness.

The bartender approached us and Sam ordered a Bloody Mary. Showed how much I knew. The entire city knew that this was the place to order a Bloody Mary and I’d ordered a coffee!

“Can I have one, too?” I asked.

The bartender nodded. “Folks want to see a menu?”

I shook my head, and he began to mix the drinks.

“What do you want to know about Perry?” Sam asked.

“How well did you know him?” I asked, glancing at Galigani to see how much information I should release.

Sam shrugged. “Good enough, I guess. I mean, Mel and I aren’t that serious, but I’d met Perry a few times, helped him move a couch. That sort of thing.”

Galigani didn’t seem to be giving me any signal to shut up, so I continued. “Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt Perry?” I asked.

“No. Seemed a likeable enough guy.”

“Well, you may know,” I said, “Melanie came upon an intruder at Perry’s place. Maybe there were looking for something or—”

Sam frowned. “What do you mean? Mel came across an intruder? When?”

“Day before yesterday,” Galigani said. “She got banged up pretty good, too.”

At that moment, the bartender presented the Bloody Marys to us with a flourish. “Best in town. Ain’t that right, sir?” he asked Galigani

I tried not to let my irritation show. After all, he was just doing his job, but did the guy really have to interrupt us at the key moment when I wanted to watch Sam’s face?

“Why didn’t she tell me?” Sam wondered out loud.

“When the last time you spoke with her?” I asked.

“She called me from the hospital and told me about Perry. I wanted to pick her up but she told me she was with Jill. We’re getting together tonight…”

He didn’t finish the sentence, only took a sip of his drink and shrugged. “Chicks. Sometimes, I don’t understand them.”

How odd indeed that they hadn’t seen each other yesterday. I would figure that Melanie would want the comfort of her boyfriend on the day she found out her own brother had perished, but then again, with Sam’s bruised eye, who knew how comforting he was?

Galigani’s phone buzzed and he glanced down at the display.

“How long have you and Melanie been dating?” I asked.

The left corner of Sam’s mouth twitched. “Dunno. Don’t chicks keep track of that kind of stuff? Probably about six months or so. Yeah, that’s about right. We met in the spring.”

His attitude about Melanie seemed so cavalier. It didn’t seem like they were too serious. And, if he was responsible for her battered face, I hoped their relationship would soon be over.

Although, how was it that his face was battered too? Could Melanie have hit him? She was so petite I couldn’t imagine her socking this guy in the eye.

Galigani murmured something next to me and I realized he’d received some news on his phone.

I glanced at him.

“Do you hike, Mr. Kafer?” Galigani asked.

Sam shook his head, a look of confusion on his face. “No.”

“Were you working day before yesterday?” Galigani asked.

Sam nodded and took a sip of his Bloody Mary.

“Brent Miles is being detained by SFPD,” Galigani said, indicating his phone.

I took a sharp inhale. This indeed was big news.

Sam looked confused. “Brent Miles? Who the hell is that?”

“Brent Miles owns the restaurant Philosophie. Jill Harrington, Perry’s girlfriend, reviewed it, and unfortunately it wasn’t a very positive review. We understand Mr. Miles may have been responsible for placing threatening calls to Jill in addition to perhaps having her followed,” I said.

“We really don’t have any evidence of that,” Galigani interrupted, a strange look on his face that I took to mean, “Shut your trap.”

I busied myself by sipping my Bloody Mary. Oh! It was so yummy.

“Mr. Miles is being investigated because of a related accidental death. It was also a ‘hiking accident’. The night manager of another of Miles’ restaurants fell to his death in Yosemite,” Galigani said.

Sam frowned, his face registering shock. “Are you saying that Perry died because of some…some stupid review Jill wrote?”

Galigani and I exchanged glances.

“That’s what we’re trying to figure out,” Galigani said.

Emotion crossed Sam’s face and he pounded a heavy fist into the bar. “That is ridiculous. How could someone die over a restaurant review?”

Galigani pulled out a notebook and asked. “Can you give me the name of someone who can verify your whereabouts yesterday? You said you were working?”

The way Galigani asked it so calmly made me envy his training. However, no matter how smooth Galigani was, his question caused Sam to erupt.

“Are you asking me for an alibi?” he spat, as he rose to his feet.

Galigani sipped his drink and looked about as nonplused as if he was setting up a golf outing. “I’m not asking for an alibi, I’m asking if someone can confirm your whereabouts.” He raised an eyebrow at Sam. “Do you need an alibi?”

Sam’s face contorted, his eyes narrowing and upper lip turning into a snarl. “You can call Dustin, he’s the newbie that gave me this shiner.” He pulled out his phone and recited a number at Galigani, who diligently wrote it in his notebook.

“Are you finished with me?” Sam asked.

Galigani shrugged. “Unless you think you have anything else to share with us?”

Sam slurped the rest of his Bloody Mary and wiped his mouth with his hand. “No, I ain’t got nothing more to share.”

The door to the darkened restaurant opened and a silhouette of a man wearing a dark leather jacket and holding a helmet appeared. The man stepped into the darkness of the restaurant.

Sam took the opportunity to leave, mumbling a good-bye and exiting through the door, his form getting swallowed into the bright sunlight.

The bartender cleared Sam’s glass. “Another?” he asked Galigani.

Galigani shook his head. “Do you know the guy we were talking to?” Galigani asked him.

I studied the man with the helmet in the corner of the café. He was turned away so all I could see was his profile.

“He comes in from time to time,” the bartender answered Galigani. “He’s a tough character, huh?”

“Do you think he hits his girlfriend?” Galigani plainly asked.

The bartender shrugged. “I don’t know his girlfriend.”

“But you know him,” Galigani pressed. “Is he the type of guy who could lose his temper with a woman?”

“Perhaps,” the bartender said—although he said it under his breath and turned as he spoke, signaling us that the conversation was over.

I turned to Galigani. “So you don’t think Melanie was beaten up by the intruder?”

Galigani shrugged. “We need to look at things from all angles. It’s pretty suspicious that he had the bruise and he’s got a record—”

“But the prints on the TV weren’t his,” I protested.

“That doesn’t mean anything really,” Galigani said. “Those prints could be from anytime.”

The man with the helmet stepped forward into the light, his handsome face illuminated by the sunlight peeking in through the window.

Vicente winked at me, then flashed his dazzling smile at Galigani. “Yes, a record for assault and battery. It’s definitely something that needs to be looked at.”


Chapter Thirteen

I stuffed down my frustration and downed the rest of my Bloody Mary. What the hell was Vicente Domingo a.k.a. V.D. doing here? Had he followed us?

Galigani apparently wasn’t frustrated; he looked completely relaxed.

“Ah, Vicente. We meet again.”

Vicente extended his hand. “Señor Galigani.”

Galigani shook his hand. “I hear your big-wig client, Brent Miles, is behind bars?”

Vicente shrugged. “Pfft. Not for long. Barramendi will see to that.”

“And you have to make sure he stays out, right?” I asked.

“Of course.” Vicente said, waving to the bartender and indicating he wanted a Bloody Mary by pointing to mine then to himself.

The bartender nodded his understanding and got busy concocting another drink.

“What do you have?” Vicente asked.

Information? He wanted information from us?

No way. Not without a quid pro quo.

“How did you find us?” I asked.

He cocked an eyebrow at me. “GPS tracking on your phone.”

“You’re tracking my phone?” I asked, dumbfounded.

Vicente nodded casually. “Yours, and his.” He nodded to Galigani. “Even Sam Kafer’s.”

I inhaled sharply, trying to control my anger. I glanced at Galigani, wishing he’d blow his top all over V.D., but he said. “So, Kafer’s on your list, huh? You work fast.”

V.D. shrugged and accepted the Bloody Mary put in front of him by the bartender. “You know the procedure. Check out next of kin and all romantic relationships first. Kafer is the vic’s sister’s boyfriend and he has a prior. Elementary. And then the GPS of three of you together. Too hard to pass up.”

GPS tracking? I’d have to look into that later. It didn’t seem ethical, let alone legal, but if the competition was using it, I should be too. There was probably some tracking software I could get online.

Why was I always behind on everything?

I excused myself to use the restroom and took advantage of the excuse to text Jill. Hopefully, V.D. wasn’t tracking my text messages. I assumed that was illegal, but then again, what did I know? Just in case, I left Jill a cryptic message requesting she call me. Which she did immediately.

I decided to take the call in the privacy of the ladies room.

“Kate, I’m on break at the studio, so I can chat, but only for a minute. What’s going on? Have you found anything out?”

“SFPD has detained Brent Miles. Person of interest.”

“Oh my God!” Jill gasped.

“I know, but they probably won’t be able to hold him long. He’s got a top notch attorney, not to mention a P.I. who’s following me around.”

“He’s following you? Why?” Jill asked.

“Well, tracking us. Me and Galigani. We met with Sam, Melanie’s boyfriend. He’s got a bruise on his eye. Blamed it on a co-worker. Do you know anything about it?”

Jill tsked, then said, “Oh. No. I…I don’t know what to make of it.”

I fiddled with the faucet on the sink, an idea forming.

“Jill? Did Perry think Sam was abusing Melanie?”

“Perry knew Melanie had a tendency to sort of pick the wrong guy. She’s got a history of abuse. She swore Sam was different, but…”

I bit my tongue. I wanted to tell her that Perry had planned to meet someone on the hike, but I’d promised Melanie I wouldn’t say anything. Besides, I hadn’t figured out who he’d planned to meet yet. It could have been another woman, which she would want to know, but I also didn’t want to arouse her suspicions unnecessarily. And I certainly wouldn’t want to drag her through the emotions of betrayal if I was on the wrong course.

Could Perry have been meeting Sam? Perry could have given Sam the black eye, if he thought Sam was abusing his sister. It would make sense if they’d fought. Maybe it got out of hand and Sam ended up pushing Perry off the cliff.

And yet, what about the sign?

If Sam was abusive and he and Perry had fought over that, then Perry’s going over the cliff would likely have been an accident, a crime of passion type of thing. Moving a warning sign was a premeditated thing.

No, my theory didn’t seem to make any sense.

I sighed.

“What?” Jill asked over the phone.

I startled at her voice. I’d almost forgotten she was still on the line. “Oh. Sorry. I was lost in thought.”

“About what? What are you thinking?” Jill asked.

“About that warning sign. I’m going to go up the hill and dust for prints.”

“Be careful? Okay?” Jill said.

“Of course.”

She rang off, after saying, “Let me know what you find out.”

<><><>

Galigani and V.D. were still chatting when I emerged from the restroom. I gave V.D. a curt nod and indicated to Galigani that we should go.

V.D. raised an eyebrow at me, but said nothing as Galigani and I left the bar. It took a moment for my eyes to adjust to the sunlight.

“What did he say?” I asked.

Galigani blew out a breath. “Not much. I told you the guy doesn’t share. So I didn’t either. We talked about the play-offs.”

I laughed. “There’s always football, right?”

Galigani nodded. I filled him in on my conversation with Jill and my ideas about Sam being the person Perry had met.

We talked as we began the steep incline of the Land’s End hike. The wind was howling and I regretted not grabbing a hat or even a scarf. I thought of Laurie, realizing that soon it soon would be feeding time. I’d left Mom with several bottles so I probably had a little more time than usual to spend on the investigation.

“How much farther?” Galigani asked. A bead of sweat had developed on his brow and he wiped at it with the back of his hand.

How ironic. I was freezing and he was sweating.

“I think it’s a little bit higher. Are you okay?” I asked.

He nodded. “The exercise is good for the ticker.”

We followed the path along a twisty route and then a stunning view of the Golden Gate Bridge came into focus.

Galigani paused. He looked happy to have a credible excuse to stop.

I pointed to a bench that was up a steep incline. “Want to take a moment and enjoy the view?”

Galigani blew out air, keeping his cheeks puffed and giving the impression that he’d had it with the hike.

I placed my hands firmly on his back. “Come on. I’ll push you up the hill.”

“I can make it to the bench,” he said, indignation in his voice.

Ignoring him, I began to walk, pushing him ahead while I leaned into the steep hill.

“Uh. It’s much easier with a little engine that could behind me.”

I laughed. “Weird thing is, I was exhausted the first time I did the hike, too. I think knowing we only have one more hill is making it easier for me.”

We collapsed onto the bench as soon as we reached it.

“I should have trained you to dust for prints. Why didn’t I do that? Then I wouldn’t have—”

“The exercise is good for you. You’ll thank me tomorrow when you can’t get out of bed.” I laughed.

Galigani didn’t laugh, though; he grimaced and reached for his phone. “You think they can Medivac me out of here?”

Glaring at him, I pulled the phone out of his hands. “It’s steep but it’s only a quarter of a mile—”

“It was more than a quarter mile!” he growled.

I waved a dismissive hand at him. “Something like that. Quarter mile, half mile—”

He grabbed his phone out of my hand. “I’ll check.”

The wind seemed to be picking up and now that we were resting on the bench I felt colder than before. A lone raindrop landed on my wrist. “Come on. If you’re rested enough to play with your phone then you can make it up the next little bit. Painted Rock is around the next bend.”

“You say that as if the next bend isn’t a mountain.”

I grabbed his arm and helped him to his feet. His pride returned. “I got this,” he said.

We walked in silence for the next few minutes. It was beginning to sprinkle, and each time a raindrop hit Galigani he grunted. When we reached Painted Rock, I gasped.

“What?” Galigani asked.

I indicated the fork in the road. The main path continued up the hill, but on the other path—the one that went right off the cliff—the warning sign was gone.

“It’s gone! The sign is gone.” I looked around half expecting it to be in a nearby shrub.

Galigani frowned. “Are you sure?”

I nodded and indicated the large Painted Rock marker that was painted on the side of mountain. The dirt around the base of the sign had been soft and loose. I examined it now and found only two gaping holes.

“Do you think the cops pulled the sign?” I asked.

Galigani shook his head. “No. If they had, there would be crime scene tape.”

“Vicente!” I screamed.

“What?” Galigani asked, puzzled.

“Could he have grabbed it? Maybe he thought it had Brent Miles’ prints on it.”

“No,” Galigani said. His voice was emphatic and yet a skeptical look crossed his face. “It would be highly unorthodox.”

“Is it orthodox to track down the other P.I.s working on the case using some phone GPS tracking thingamabob?”

Galigani’s lips twisted, causing his mustache to work back and forth across his face. “Well, you’ve got to keep up with technology, but I can’t see stealing a piece of evidence.”

My hair, aided by wind, was swirling around my face. The sprinkles had turned to drizzle and I covered my face with my hands so I could focus. “Someone took it,” I said.

“It could be unrelated. You said the base was loose. Maybe hikers took it home as a souvenir.”

“Please. That’s ridiculous!”

Galigani pulled his phone out of his pocket. “Really? Happens all the time. You’d be surprised how many kids take street signs and stop signs and all sorts of things. And the sign had a pretty menacing message, too, right?”

“People have fallen to their death from this point. Keep out,” I said.

Galigani nodded. “What kid wouldn’t want that on their bedroom door?” He began to photograph the scene with his camera phone. I sighed. It was a good thing I’d brought him along. He began to make his way down the short path, ominously close to the edge.

“What are you doing? Get away from there!” I demanded, remaining absolutely rooted to the safe ground where I stood.

“Having a look. What the heck you think I’m doing?”

“Hello! People have fallen to their death from there!”

He gave me a dismissive wave. “You have no idea how many times this cat has flirted with death. I’ve got nine lives.”

“It’s not you I’m worried about. If anything happens to you, Mom is going to kill me. Now get away from the cliff, please.”

He ignored me.

“I’m serious,” I said.

Proceeding to ignore me, Galigani got down on his hands and knees and examined the dirt. He pulled a plastic baggie out of his pocket and rooted around the ground.

“What are you doing now?” I asked.

“Soil sample,” he answered.

The man carried around plastic baggies? I really needed to be better prepared if I was ever going to make it in this field.

Galigani shoved the baggie back into his pocket and stood. He wiped the dirt, which was quickly turning into mud, off the knees of his jeans and walked even closer to the cliff. “Oh my!” he said.

“What?” I asked.

“The view from here is amazing. No wonder people ignore the sign.” He took a few pictures. “Especially those photographers.”

He paced the edge of the cliff a bit, examining all the angles. I could barely avoid the image in my mind of him disappearing entirely off the face of the earth.

“I have to get home,” I said.

Galigani proceeded to pace the edge.

“It’s really started to come down now,” I said, wiping rain from my face.

Galigani didn’t answer.

“I’m hungry.” I yelled. “My baby’s hungry. I need to pay the sitter. Christ! Will you get away from the edge!”

He turned and began walking toward me. “Calm down,” he said. He joined me where I stood on the main path.

We began to descend the path toward the parking lot. The dirt path was becoming slick from the rain. “Be careful,” I said.

Galigani nodded and said, “I’m always careful,” as he started to punch a number into his phone.

“Who are you calling?” I asked.

“SF Park Service. They gotta replace that warning sign right away. Without it we’ll have another disaster soon. I don’t know why they don’t put a railing…”

Suddenly Galigani’s foot slipped out from under him and he pitched forward.

“Oh no!” I yelled, grasping at him. I grabbed hold of the sleeve of his jacket, but it wasn’t enough to stop his fall, and he took a tumble down the path, pulling me with him. I fell to my knees, but he was completely laid out on his back.

Ridiculously, laughter erupted from me.

“Stop laughing,” Galigani groused.

I continued to laugh. “I can’t help it. I’m so glad you fell here and not off that cliff!”

He grunted. “Way to look at the bright side of things, kid. But I think there’s something wrong with my foot.” He propped himself on his elbow to get a better view.

I stopped laughing abruptly and took a deep breath.

His leg and knee were pointed to the right and his foot was angled grotesquely to the left.

I grimaced. “I guess we’re going to need that Medivac after all, huh?”


Chapter Fourteen

The rain turned into an annoying drizzle as we waited for the paramedics to arrive. They took about fifteen minutes to get to us and, all the while, I got to listen to Galigani complain. Of course, I didn’t mind. After all, this was my fault. I should never have pushed him out of his comfort zone. Now, he’d likely be in a cast for six weeks.

As the medics loaded Galigani into the ambulance, he handed me his keys. “You can take my car home, kid.”

I took the keys. “I’ll follow you to the hospital.” I gave him my best charming smile, “Maybe they’ll outpatient you.”

He didn’t answer me, only made a face and turned away. I glanced at one of the paramedics, who subtly shook his head. Most likely, Galigani would be admitted to the hospital.

I jogged over to his car and noted the scratched-up vintage Harley-Davidson parked next to it. I looked around for V.D. but he wasn’t in the parking lot. I spotted him across the street in front of Philosophie, Miles’s restaurant. He was locked in an embrace with someone…someone who had immovable blonde hair.

Mrs. Miles!

The one and only who had wiped out his Harley yesterday?

She pulled away from him and dried her eyes. It looked as if she’d been crying on his shoulder, and I didn’t think she was all broken up about banging into his bike…

Was she distraught over her husband being hauled in for questioning?

Or was their relationship something else entirely?

How could that be, though? She definitely struck me as someone who’d only be interested in a man if they had dollar signs floating in their eyes, and V.D. was basically a starving playwright. All right, he could be making some money on the side with his P.I. business, but nothing compared to Miles. No. if Mrs. Miles was interested in him, she had an ulterior motive…

Could it be she needed his help in covering up a crime?

Mrs. Miles said something to V.D. to which he nodded. Suddenly, he turned and started walking in my direction. I jammed Galigani’s key into the car door and twisted. The keys stuck in the side position and wouldn’t budge. I tried to pull it out, but the key was slick from the rain, my fingers sliding off of it. I tried again, this time jerking so hard, the key actually broke off in my hand.

Shoot!

I stared at the broken key. This had never happen to me before. I cursed Galigani for having such a crappy car and an even crappier key. Then I immediately felt repentant. I’d only broken a key, he’d broken an ankle.

I could feel V.D. rapidly approaching and I considered my options. Could I head in the opposite direction and avoid him altogether?

“Hi, Kate!” he said, his voice full of cheer.

I groaned inwardly, then turned to face him. “Chummy with Mrs. Miles, huh?”

He frowned and glanced over his shoulder. “Oh. You saw us talking.”

I smiled. “That’s what you call talking?”

He laughed and cocked an eyebrow at me. “What do you call it?”

I waved an impatient hand at him. “Never mind.” I pulled my phone out of my pocket, hoping that he’d get on his bike and leave.

He looked around. “Where’s Galigani?”

I scrolled randomly on my phone. “Ummm. He’s out of commission, right now.”

V.D.’s eyebrows knit together, then a look of alarm crossed his face. “I saw the ambulance…don’t tell me—”

“I won’t, then.”

“What?”

“I won’t tell you anything. Look, I’d love to chat, but I need to make a call. See ya.” I wiggled my fingers at him.

He leaned on Galigani’s car. “Go ahead. Make your call. I can wait.”

Seagulls chirped in the distance and the sound of the waves crashing against the Sutro Bath retaining wall made me want to lure V.D. to the edge of the parking lot and push him into the ocean.

I wiped the drizzle off my phone and dialed home. Jim’s voicemail clicked on. “Honey,” I said into the phone. “Galigani broke his ankle and I’m stuck over by Land’s End. Call me when you get this message. I need a ride.”

V.D. quirked his head. “I can give you a ride. Where do you need to go?”

I eyed the Harley-Davidson next to Galigani’s car. “On that?”

“Yeah,” V.D. moved toward the storage box on the rear of the bike. “I have an extra helmet.”

“No.”

He smiled. “Come on. I owe you a ride, and I don’t like the feeling of owing anybody anything.”

“Good. I’m glad you don’t like it and you can continue to feel it, because I’m not getting on that thing with you. “

He licked his lips as if preparing himself for a challenge. “Afraid to get wet.”

I held my arms out, indicating my shirt already drenched from the rain and subsequent drizzle. “I’m already wet.”

“Don’t be scared. I’m a good driver.”

“I’m not scared. I’d rather take the bus.”

Actually there was nothing I hated worse than the bus. But at this point, I wanted Mr. Arrogant Pants away from me.

I hiked around Galigani’s car and headed toward the bus stop that was across the street in front of Philosophie. San Francisco was absolutely notorious for awful public transportation. I once watched a Muni bus driver pop over the curb of a crowded sidewalk and run over ten parking meters before correcting back onto the street. I figured since the bus practically never came, I could sit it out and wait for Mr. Harley-Davidson to whiz off.

I took a seat in the rain shelter and waited for him to leave. To my astonishment, a Muni bus turned the corner of the Great Highway and came lumbering toward me.

Darn it.

I couldn’t really see V.D.’s face, but I imagined a smug smile. He put the extra helmet back in the storage box, then put his own on his head. He climbed on to his bike and revved it up.

The bus was upon me. I suddenly realized that I didn’t even have cash for the bus. Not that I was going to climb aboard anyway, but for crying out loud, how unprepared could I be?

The bus doors opened and the driver looked at me expectantly. I waved him off and the doors closed. Before the bus pulled away, I was struck by brilliance. I stood and rounded the bus shelter and popped into Philosophie, all while the bus blocked V.D.’s view.

When the bus pulled away from the curb, I was safely tucked inside the restaurant. For all intents and purposes, V.D. thought I was on the bus.

I crouched behind a booth and turned my phone off, lest he be tracking my GPS signal or whatever the heck my phone was putting out. I watched as he mounted his bike and tore off after the bus.

Good. Now he was gone and I only had to figure out how to get to the hospital without a car, and without a serviceable phone.

I stood and glanced around the restaurant. It was totally deserted. Where was Mrs. Miles?

“Hello?” I called out.

The hostess with the frizzy red hair appeared. “Sorry, I didn’t hear you come in. We’re closed.” She looked over my shoulder, checking to see if she had an unruly mob on her hands.

“Actually, I’m not here to eat. I…um…my friend had an accident while hiking and I—”

“Oh!” Her delicate brow wrinkled and a look of genuine concern crossed her face.

“Can I use your phone?” I asked.

“Yes, of course. Follow me.”

She walked to the back of the restaurant. We passed the kitchen where the cook was bent over, checking something in the oven, and all that was visible was a chef’s hat that seemed to float above one of the counters.

The hostess unlocked the office door and ushered me inside. She pointed to a black touchtone phone that sat atop a meticulously clean mahogany desk.

“Thank you,” I said.

She nodded and closed the door behind her.

How odd that she’d leave me alone in the office, but hey, I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. I wiggled the computer mouse and a financial software program came to life.

I grumbled as I raked my eyes across the awful spreadsheet. It could have been in German or Arabic for all that I could make out of it. It looked like what you might expect from a restaurant, vendors like Antonio’s Bakery, The Farmer’s Market and Fresh Fish Daily. Certainly there was nothing that looked suspicious, from what I could tell.

Grabbing the black phone, I dialed Mom. Thankfully she picked up on the first ring.

“Mom, don’t panic. Everything is fine. Galigani is alive.”

“What?” Mom said, concern and panic suddenly in her voice. “Kate! What’s going on?”

“Calm down. I said, don’t panic.”

“How can I not panic when you start a conversation with ‘Don’t panic’?” she shrieked. “What’s happened? Are you alright?”

“I’m fine. It’s Galigani. We went hiking—”

“Oh dear God! Is it his heart?”

“He fell and broke his ankle. They took him up the hill to UC.”

“My poor Albert. Poor, poor, dear Albert—”

“Mom—”

“I’m on my way,” she hung up.

“Wait!” a loud dial tone assaulted my ear. Shoot! I hadn’t even gotten to the “I need a ride” part.

I started to dial her number again, when the hostess peeked in the doorway. “Everything okay?” she asked.

“Oh, I’m trying to get a ride to the hospital, but she…” I dialed Mom’s number again, fearful that if I stopped to explain, Mom would be gone. I listened to the phone ring. “She’s…gone.”

Of course, Mom had a cell phone like everyone else now, but that number was programmed into my phone and I’d have to turn on my phone to look it up, not to mention the probability of Mom actually remembering to take her phone with her was slim to none.

The hostess frowned. “You need a ride to UC?”

I nodded.

“I’m off in a few minutes. I can take you,” she smiled politely.

“Really? Oh, I…I wouldn’t want to impose…”

“It’s not an imposition, really. I live up the hill anyway.”

I couldn’t believe my luck. I’d have a ride and someone I could grill about Mr. and Mrs. Miles.

Perfect!

“I would so appreciate it,” I said, sincerely.

She nodded. “Let me tell the chef I’m taking off.”

She disappeared toward the kitchen, leaving me alone in the office. If there was only some information I could get here, then I wouldn’t feel like such a loser. Something to help me crack the case, something V.D. wouldn’t be privy to.

On impulse, I silently eased open the top drawer of the desk. Inside was a shiny silver and black Berretta handgun.


Chapter Fifteen

Crap!

I jolted upright and slammed the drawer closed as though it had bit me.

Whose gun was that? I couldn’t possibly accept a ride from the woman I hardly knew! No matter what information I could glean from her, putting myself at risk was not an option.

I pulled my phone out of my pocket and turned it on. At this point, it didn’t matter if V.D. found me here – so what? I called Mom’s cell phone.

The hostesses reappeared in the doorway. “Oh,” she frowned. “You have a phone.”

“I…it’s not working all that great,” I muttered as way of explanation, sometime the reception…”

She nodded, seemingly satisfied. “Yeah. It’s hit and miss around here. Ready to go?”

I held up a finger as I left a message for Mom, knowing full well it was in vain. “Okay, I’m in front of Philosophie, I’ll be looking for you.” I hung up and turned to the hostess. “I got in touch with her. She’ll be here in a minute, but thank you so much for the offer of the ride.”

“Oh.” A hurt look flashed across her face, then she shrugged it off. “Yeah, sure.”

I followed her back to the restaurant, and when we crossed in front of the kitchen she yelled out, “See you tomorrow, Ramon.”

I turned toward the kitchen and came face to face with my friend, Ramon.

We both stared at each other in shock. I knew Ramon was going to work for Miles, but I’d understood it would be at a different restaurant.

“What are you doing here, Kate?” he asked.

“I…um…Galigani got hurt hiking the Land’s End trail. He’s at UC and I needed a ride…” it was all getting complicated fast and I didn’t want to tell him in front of the hostess that’d I’d lied about having a ride. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to be the chef of a new restaurant, Empanada King, or something like that?”

He nodded. “Yeah, but Miles was…” he glanced at the hostesses, who narrowed her eyes at him. “I was getting familiar with the kitchen here,” Ramon clarified. “Anyway, I’m done now. I can take you to UC.”

“That’d be great,” I said.

The hostess leveled a gaze at me. “I thought you said you already had a ride?”

I waved my hand around dismissing the idea, hoping she would be detoured. “Ah, it’s a long story.”

Her face was hard as she stared at me, then Ramon. Suddenly I got it. She was interested in Ramon and not at all hot on the idea of him giving me – some mystery woman who just appeared on the scene and friendly with him – a ride.

I quickly mumbled something about my husband not answering his phone. Her face brightened.

Ramon took off the chef’s hat and then his apron. “No problem,” he said, moving toward a white laundry bin and balling his apron in his hands.

The hostess grabbed some soiled towels that were on the counter and pitched them into the laundry bin at the same moment as Ramon tossed his apron in. She timed it perfectly so that their hands touched.

He smiled at her, but in a friendly way, not catching at all that she was into him.

“Let’s go,” he said motioning me into the dining area and towards the front door. We exited the restaurant, then the hostess locked the doors behind us.

“See you tomorrow, Jess,” Ramon said.

“Yeah, sure, Ramon.” She smiled coquettishly at him. “Hasta mañana.” She slung an oversize handbag over her shoulder and took off down the hill, toward an auxiliary parking lot nearby.

Ramon and I hiked across the street and back into the parking lot where Galigani’s car was.

“She likes you,” I said.

He frowned. “Who?”

“The hostess. Jess,” I said.

Ramon stopped walking and stared at me. “Really? Why do you say that?”

I laughed. “Call it women’s intuition. I could tell by the way she was looking at you.”

He pressed his key fob and unlocked the car door. We climbed in and strapped our seatbelts.

“Where’s Mrs. Miles, by the way? I saw her a few minutes ago outside. She was talking to their private investigator, but then she disappeared.”

Ramon twisted in his seat to look at me. “They have a P.I.?”

“Yeah. The cops picked up Miles for questioning today,” I said.

“I know. That’s why I was at Philosophie instead of downtown. With all his troubles right now, the opening of Empanada King has been pushed out.” He shrugged. “I hope everything gets straightened out soon.”

I thought about the gun in the drawer and shiver went up my spine. “Ramon, are you sure you want to work for Miles? He has a ruthless reputation and I saw—”

“Kate, I’m sure he had nothing to do with that man’s death—”

“How do you know that? Do you know one of Mile’s employees fell to his death in Yosemite? Another hiking accident.”

Ramon frowned. “I think if a man like Miles wants anyone out of his business he just has to wave around the cash. I don’t think he’d start causing a bunch of hiking accidents. That’s too—”

“I saw a gun in the office,” I blurted out.

Ramon shrugged. “Lots of places have a gun around. You need to be able to defend against a customer gone postal.”

“Really?”

“Sure.” He stuck his key into the engine and started the car. “So, UC?”

“Yeah.”

Suddenly I was feeling sulky. Maybe Ramon was right. Miles intentionally trying to kill people via hiking accidents did seem absurd. After all, Galigani had slipped and broken his ankle without anyone plotting against him.

Ramon backed out of the parking spot and headed toward UC. As we turned onto Geary Street and I glanced at the Land’s End parking lot, my breath caught.

Behind the wheel of a green Prius was skull cap man. He was even wearing the same hat. I immediately ducked into my seat and kept my eyes on the passenger side mirror.

“What’s going on?” Ramon asked, alarm in his voice.

“That car! Behind you. Can you read the license plate?” I asked.

Ramon glanced in the rearview mirror. “No. My vision is good, but he’s too far away. Let me slow down…”

He pressed on the brakes and suddenly called out a series of numbers and letters. I repeated them to myself as I tapped them into the notes feature on my phone. “I got you!” I said excitedly.

“Got who? Who is that guy?” Ramon asked.

“I don’t know for sure yet, but now I’ll be able to track him. Is he following us?”

Ramon nodded. “I don’t know. Let’s see.”

Ramon got into the left turn lane to get onto Lincoln Way. After a moment he said, “Well, so far it looks like he is.”

“We need to lose him now. Can you lose him?” I asked.

Ramon smiled. “First you want him to get close, now you want him gone. Typical woman.”

From my crunched position, I twisted and punched him in the thigh.

“Ouch!” Ramon said, rubbing at his leg. “Okay, okay, hold on. I’ll get rid of him.”

“Get to Sunset Boulevard. We’ll lose with him with all those lights.”

Ramon nodded. “My thoughts exactly.”

I glanced at the phone in my hand. I turned it off.

Could skull cap man be tracking me through my phone like V.D. had?

Goose bumps appeared on my arms.

Why would skull cap man be tracking me?

<><><>

Ramon dropped me off at UC, then took off. He was going home to try a few new recipes and I secretly envied the hostess, who I guessed sooner or later would end up at Ramon’s sampling a few things.

I stopped at the front desk of the hospital and inquired about Galigani and also Paula. I knew she’d still be here with her brand new baby, Chloe. So it was a good time to kill two birds with one stone. Ah, one of my specialties. Multi-tasking.

The front desk gave me Galigani’s room number, but when I got there Mom was standing in the doorway and wouldn’t let me in.

“Mom! Hi,” I said, getting close to kiss her checks.

“Well, you have some nerve showing up here,” Mom scolded.

I frowned. “What are you talking about it? It’s not my fault—”

“Yes it is.”

“He fell. I didn’t push him.”

“You made a heart patient hike up a mountain!”

“I didn’t make him. He wanted to go…well, maybe he wasn’t crazy about hiking, but it’s hardly a mountain. It’s a trail—”

Mom waved a hand in my face, cutting me off. “He’s asleep now. They’re going to need to do surgery and probably put a pin in to set the ankle.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, fending off a headache. “I’m so sorry.”

Mom tsked. “I’d just signed him up at Arthur Murray Dance Studio!”

I squinted at her. “You’re upset because now he won’t be able to be your dance partner?”

Mom looked offended. “Well, yes! But that’s not the only reason. Can you imagine how much pain Albert’s in? Poor, poor dear!”

“Okay, well, tell him I stopped by. Oh, and let him know his car is still in the parking lot at Land’s End.” I left out the part about breaking Galigani’s key. After all, there’s only so much scolding a girl can take.

Mom frowned. “How did you get here?”

“I got a ride with Ramon.” I looked down the hospital corridor. “Well, if you’re not going to let me in, then I’ll go see Paula and the baby.”

Mom perked up. “Is she here?”

I nodded. “15th floor.”

She patted my arm. “All right dear, go see Paula. Tell her I’ll be up later.”

As I turned to walk away I had the evil thought that if Mom was to be busy playing nurse maid to Galigani that probably meant she wouldn’t be auditioning for V.D.’s play.

I smiled all the way to the 15th floor.

<><><>

Paula’s baby, Chloe, was the cutest thing I’d laid eyes on since I’d left Laurie at home several hours ago. Chloe was wrapped tight in a pink and yellow striped blanket with a small patch of dark hair on the top of her head. She smelled like a mixture of baby powder and roses. I inhaled her scent as Paula ranted about the nurses.

“Honestly, I don’t know why they won’t discharge me. This isn’t my first rodeo,” she said.

“You just had the baby! You should be here at least 48 hours and anyway, try and enjoy the help,” I said.

“I don’t need their help. I have you,” she smiled, but I nearly choked.

She laughed. “Don’t worry, I don’t really think you’re all that much help.”

“Hey,” I said. “I’m some help.”

“Barely,” she said. “Now tell me what’s going on with your investigation.”

I brought her up to speed with the morning’s events: Melanie being sure that Perry had been meeting someone at Land’s End, her being tailed by skull cap man, meeting Melanie’s beau, and Galigani’s fall.

After commiserating with me about Galigani and promising to visit him on the 3rd floor, she asked. “Who do you think Perry could have been meeting?”

“I don’t know and I feel awkward about asking Jill, because, you know,” I shrugged, “what if he was meeting another woman?”

Paula closed her eyes and lay back on the hospital bed. For a moment I thought she was going to doze off, but suddenly her eyes flew open. “Have you talked to any of Perry’s guy friends? Do you think you can ask one of them who he was meeting? They might know if he was two-timing Jill, right?”


Chapter Sixteen

Mom was kind enough to drop me off at home, but the ride did not come lecture-free.

When she pulled into my driveway, I was ready to bolt.

Mom unfastened her seatbelt. “Oh, stop acting like you want to get rid of me. You know I’m going to pop upstairs and see my grandbaby.”

We got out of her car and headed up the staircase. There was a brown package on my front stoop. I bent to pick it up and examine it. Smiling, I ripped it open. “My lock pick set and dust kit.”

Mom laughed. “Lock pick set? Are you going to break into your own house?”

“Now that’s not a bad idea. I could try it out and get some practice.”

Suddenly Jim flung open the front door. “Hey! I thought I heard voices. I’m on high alert since that wild goose chase!”

The smell of pepperoni pizza wafted through my living room. “Did you order pizza?” I asked, stepping into my front room.

“No offense, honey, but I’d starve if I waited around for you to cook.”

Mom immediately found Laurie snoozing in her crib and brought her to the living room. She cradled her, still asleep, and rocked her back and forth. She simply stared at her and she listened to Jim and me.

“So, David and I left Melanie at home. She said she’d call us if she spotted skull cap man hovering on her corner or anything.” Jim placed a slice of pizza on a plate and handed it to me. “And anyway, she said her boyfriend was coming over later tonight.”

I made a face. “Yeah, some boyfriend. Galigani and I talked to him today. He has a black eye, and Jill said Melanie struggles with a history of abusive guys.”

Jim frowned. “How does his having a black eye equal being abusive?”

I explained my idea about Perry and Sam fighting, then said, “He claims he got the black eye at work.”

Jim shrugged and served himself a piece of pizza. “I guess anything is possible. Does that other P.I. know anything?”

“The handsome playwright?” Mom chirped. “The auditions are tomorrow at 10 a.m. Now that poor Albert is laid up at the hospital—”

“What?” Jim asked.

I filled him on Galigani’s fall while Mom tsked at me.

Jim was wise to continue eating pizza and not comment on Galigani’s broken ankle.

“Well, like I said,” Mom continued, “now that Albert is in the hospital, I think I should audition for that play. It’ll give me something to do.”

“What about Hank?” I asked. Hank was my Mom’s other gentlemen friend that took her out to dinner and dancing quite regularly.

Mom glanced at her watch. “Oh!” she said. “I have to get home and get ready. We’re trying out the new restaurant down the street from my house. The specialty is fresh crab and garlic noodles.”

Jim took a huge bite out of his pizza and said with a mouthful, “Sounds good!”

Mom handed me Laurie.

Suddenly, I had an idea.

“Mom, about the audition. Can you text me tomorrow when you’re there?”

She squinted at me. “I thought you didn’t approve?”

I leaned in to her and whispered. “I had an idea about where I can try my new lock pick set out.”

“What?” Jim asked.

I walked Mom to my front door and said conspiratorially, “Vicente will be at his own auditions, right?”

Mom nodded enthusiastically. “Oh yes. You should spy on him. Like he’s doing to you!”

“Who’s spying on you?” Jim asked. “Skull cap guy?”

I didn’t think Jim would approve of my plan, so I said. “Yes. I got his license plate. I have to call McNearny and see if he can run it.”

Mom walked out the door and said over her shoulder. “It’s a plan!”

Jim called out, “If you’re making plans for tomorrow, I have a meeting downtown. I can’t watch Laurie.”

Shoot! If Mom was my decoy and Jim was going downtown, I’d have to get Kenny to babysit.

“No problem,” I said.

Jim, seemingly satisfied, helped himself to another piece of pizza. I left him in the living room with what remained of the pizza and took Laurie back to the nursery/office. With all the shuffling about, she’d woken up and become fussy. I nursed her then put her in the Baby Bjorn carrier. I paced around as I dialed Galigani’s old partner, McNearny, and left a message about skull cap’s license; maybe SFPD could track him down. Then I made arrangements with Kenny to babysit and then called Melanie.

She picked up on the first ring.

I asked her for a list of Perry’s friends.

“Well, if you want to talk to his best buddy, try Dustin Jasper. They’ve been friends for”—she stopped suddenly and became quiet. “I guess I should say they were friends, but I’m not used to the past tense yet.” She sniffled. “My brother was the only family I had left. Our dad died when we were kids and my mom passed a few years ago of cancer.”

“I’m so sorry,” I said.

She gave me Dustin’s number, then a call buzzed through for her.

“Kate, I gotta go,” Her voice sounded decidedly more chipper and she said, “That’s my boyfriend on the other line.”

“Wait!” I said, but she’d already hung up.

I’d wanted to ask her about Sam, although I wasn’t sure how to finesse it. I had to figure out if he was the cause of her bumps and bruises, but if he was, she wouldn’t have sounded so elated with his call, right?

I made a note in my book. I’d check in on her tomorrow and have a heart to heart. Next, I called Dustin and made arrangements to meet with him in the morning. Then, I researched the victim from the Yosemite hiking accident. His name was Rick Link. He’d been the manager at Tartare. I found an obituary online and a surviving relative, Henrietta Link, his mother. After a little digging, I had an out-of-state phone number for her and dialed on a whim.

The voice of an older woman said, “Hello?”

I explained who I was and asked if she could tell me anything about Rick Link.

Henrietta turned out to be full of Rick stories and happy to share them with me. Rick as captain of the football team, Rick as Prom King, Rick moving to California and competing in the Escape from Alcatraz race. We chatted for about fifteen minutes before I asked about his death. Silence filled the air like a lead balloon. Laurie broke the silence by offering up a small coo.

“Oh, you have a baby?” Henrietta asked.

“Yes,” I said.

“Then you can imagine,” she said.

“No,” I whispered.

“No!” She said immediately. “You shouldn’t have to. No mother—” Her voice broke off and she choked back a sob.

“I’m so sorry,” I said. “My friend’s boyfriend had a hiking accident the other day.” I continued to give her the information I knew about Brent Miles’ restaurants and his being brought in for questioning by SFPD.

“Rick’s death at Yosemite was an accident,” she insisted. “He went swimming in the Emerald Pool.” Henrietta’s voice got high-pitched and she sounded in complete agony. “The park investigators all agreed. It was an accident.”

“I understand,” I said, rubbing Laurie’s back through the Baby Bjorn. She’d fallen asleep and her breath warmed my neck, but it was little consolation. I felt terrible for wrenching at Henrietta’s memories.

“You can ask the girl who went camping with him,” she said.

“There was a witness?”

“No,” Henrietta said. “A girl went camping with him, but she didn’t go on the hike.”

“Do you remember her name?” I asked.

“Uh…” She hesitated. “Oh, my memory is great for some things, but not names. I’m sure I have it written down somewhere. She had blonde hair. I remember thinking it looked like a little helmet, or a halo or something. Sweet girl.”

I froze.

A helmet of blonde hair?

Mrs. Miles!

“Was her name Lillian?” I asked.

“Lillian? Yes, I think it was. I’ll look it up to be certain. You know, it’s strange, a gentleman called a few days ago asking the same thing.”

“Someone else called you? Do you know who?”

“No, I’m terrible with names,” she said.

“Was he from SFPD?” A thought struck me. “Or did he have a Spanish accent? Vicente Domingo?”

Ugh! I was always one step behind.

“No Spanish accent…and I don’t think he was with the police…”

Maybe it was Miles’ lawyer then. There was no telling.

I gave her my phone number and she agreed to call me back when she’d verified the name of the woman camping at Yosemite. We hung up and I pumped the air with my fists. “I got you, Miles! I got you!” I yelled.

Laurie jolted awake and Jim came into the room. “What’s going on?” he asked.

I danced around the room. “It’s starting to make sense! Miles hired a criminal defense attorney, not for himself, but for his crazy wife who can’t drive and pushes people off cliffs!”

Jim stared at me wide-eyed. “Honey, I think you may have just gone off a cliff.”

I laughed. “I saw her with Vicente. They were talking, she was upset. She’s desperate.”

“What would be her motive?” Jim asked.

“I dunno. Defending Miles’ reputation or fortune?”

Could Lillian Miles have been the woman meeting Perry on the hike?

A chill enveloped me as I recalled that Philosophie was across the street from Land’s End.

“What about skull cap guy?” Jim asked.

I narrowed my eyes at Jim. “For all I know the guy is another P.I.!”


Chapter Seventeen

To Do:

1. √ Order dust kit!

2. Figure out what happened to Perry.

3. Find skull cap man.

4. Get Galigani a get well card.

I spotted a parking place between an Audi and a Volvo, and prayed that I could squeeze in. Parking around the new ballpark was sketchy and even I couldn’t believe that I’d gotten lucky enough to nab a space. I triple checked the signs on the street to make sure I was clear. The last thing I needed was a parking violation.

The wind whipped me around as I slammed my car door shut and pressed the lock button on my key fob. The wind was so fierce, I immediately regretted not grabbing a jacket. Oh well, it was only a short jaunt to the apartment building. I could manage.

I put my head down and hurried toward Dustin’s. He was the friend of Perry’s I’d phoned yesterday, and he’d agreed to see me and answer any questions.

When I arrived, Dustin welcomed me in. Tall and thin, wearing Bermuda shorts, flip-flops and sporting a three-day growth of stubble, he stood in the entryway holding a coffee mug.

What did he do for a living to be able to afford such a care-free life of luxury in such an expensive city?

“Have a seat.” He motioned for me to cross into the living room. His loft was designer decorated, with an orange weave throw rug in the middle of the floor and several stylish leather arm chairs. The view of the new Bay Bridge, complete with San Francisco’s ballpark in the forefront, was simply stunning.

I stood at his window. “Wow!”

He smiled and joined me at the window. “It is nice, isn’t it? I’m hardly ever home, so I forget sometimes how magnificent the view is.”

“You’re home now,” I said.

He shrugged, “Yeah, right. I have a couple days in between trips. I’m taking off to Africa in a couple days…”

Must be nice, I thought.

He fell silent and I suddenly felt bad about feeling jealous. This man had lost a close friend.

“It’s awful about Perry,” he said, breaking the silence. “It’s so sad. I miss him already. We’d been buddies forever. I can’t believe this accident happened. He was supposed to go with me to Fiji, but then he bailed out at the last minute…and I keep thinking that if he’d come, he’d still be alive today.”

I always found these moments heart wrenching. A friend coming to terms with loss. Feeling completely inadequate, I muttered, “It’s not your fault.”

Dustin remained lost in thought, staring at the view out his window and taking a swig of coffee. After a moment, he said, “Well, I guess when it’s your time, it’s your time. Perry could have had a freak accident in Fiji, right?”

Only what if it wasn’t a freak accident?

I bit my lip and refrained from launching into questions like, “Do you have any reason to believe that there was foul play?” or “Can you tell me if anyone had it out for your friend?” Sometimes discretion was the better part of valor.

“Melanie told me you had some questions about Perry,” Dustin prompted.

Then again, I hated to waste an invitation.

“I think he was planning on meeting someone on the hike. Do you have any idea who?”

Dustin cocked his head and studied me. “He was meeting someone?”

“I don’t know, but according to some text messages that Melanie recovered, that seemed to be the case.”

“Was he meeting Jill?”

“No. Jill was with me, having lunch. He must have been meeting someone else.”

He frowned. “You met Jill for lunch? Why?”

“Oh, I’ve known Jill for a while. She got the call that Perry was in the hospital while we were together.”

He turned away from the view and leveled a gaze at me. “Then you know about her and Perry.”

I shrugged. “What do you mean?”

He took another sip of his coffee and wiped at the corners of his mouth with his fingertips. “I mean, he’d been trying to break up with her for a while. We were planning a trip to Mount Everest, Perry and I. When I asked him if Jill was interested in coming, he was all, ‘You know, like, dude, she’s old news’.”

Jill was old news?

“Perry was planning on breaking up with Jill?” I asked.

“As far as I know, the relationship was pretty rocky. He may have already kicked her to the curb.” He shrugged. “Let’s just say, she wasn’t in on the Everest plans.”

Jill had thought they were close to being engaged. A part of me felt heartbroken. Poor Jill had been searching for a long time for the right guy, and when she finally thought she found him, he’d ended up DOA at the hospital. And now, what? Mr. Right had been ready to toss her aside like yesterday’s lunch.

Dustin must have read something in my face because he said, “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything to her.”

I nodded. “My impression is, she thought things with Perry were peachy keen.”

Dustin raised an eyebrow. “So who was he meeting on the hike then?”

“Exactly,” I said. We had a mini stare-down.

I imagined Perry meeting Mrs. Miles. Suppose Jill suspected he’d been seeing her and wrote the bad review to ruin her business, could that be?

And then again, I thought of the soup for breakfast at Philosophie. No, they’d probably earned their own bad review.

“Do you have any ideas?” I prompted Dustin.

He shook his head. “No. I have no idea. Perry had a bit of a wandering eye, but I can’t imagine he’d take a date on a hike. He was more of a ‘get ‘em drunk and get laid’ kind of guy. If he hadn’t broken up with Jill yet, then he wouldn’t invest that kind of time with a chick. I mean, hiking is an all-day thing. You have to really like a girl to take her on a hike. Probably if Perry were cheating, he’d just hang out at a bar…well, you know.”

Not a woman then?

“Do you think Perry would have met with Melanie’s boyfriend?”

Dustin scratched at his beard and mumbled. “Sam? I don’t know. Did you ask him? Why would he meet up with him? As far as I know, Sam’s not much of a hiker.”

Now would be the moment to tell him I suspected foul play, but instead I asked, “How well do you know Sam?”

Dustin’s eyes darted around the room. “I don’t know him all that well. I know that he and Perry seemed to get along okay. I guess, I…” he shrugged. “Melanie deserves better.”

I studied him a moment. His eyes had taken on a glassy faraway look.

Could it be that he had unrequited feelings for Melanie?

Dustin cleared his throat. “You don’t think Perry’s falling was an accident, do you?”

I shook my head.

Dustin drank his coffee. “Well, I have to say that Perry was a very adept hiker. You know, with the trip to Mount Everest we were planning, he was hiking all the time. I just don’t see him following a trail that dead ends into the ocean…but I don’t know. What do you think happened? Did he get disoriented? I mean, the trail is clearly marked, right? I don’t understand why he would go down that path, but even if he did, he’d know when to stop. He wasn’t the type to seek out problems.” Dustin paused and we both looked out the picture windows again at the ballpark below.

After a moment, I said, “If you and he were planning a trip to Mount Everest, then he was the adventurous type, right? Maybe he was curious about—”

Dustin shook his head. “Nah, our hikes lately have been more about endurance and speed than curiosity.”

“What if the sign wasn’t there? What if it had been moved? Would he go down the trail then?” I asked.

Dustin frowned. “Why would the sign be moved?”

I pressed my lips together so as not to disclose the fact that I’d seen the dirt lifted around the base of the sign, and then, to make matters worse, the sign was now gone. After all, maybe Dustin had a reason to want Perry gone.

“When did you get back from your trip?” I asked.

Dustin arched an eyebrow. “Yesterday.”

So he had an alibi—or at least he claimed to.

I shrugged. “Do you know anything about Brent Miles or his wife, Lillian? They own the restaurant, Philosophie?”

A look of confusion crossed Dustin’s face. “Brent Miles? No, what does he have to do with Perry?”

“Jill gave the restaurant a bad write-up and says Brent Miles threatened her and asked her to recant the review.” I held my tongue about Mrs. Miles in Yosemite. After all, I had confirmed it and I didn’t want to burden Dustin with all my theories.

He finished his coffee and set the empty mug on a side table. “Sorry, Perry never mentioned the guy. I knew Jill was a critic, but I hadn’t heard anything about the bad review.”

I stepped away from the picture windows and headed toward the front door. “Thank you for your time.” I stopped, dug into my purse and pulled out a business card. “If you think of anything that could help us figure out what happened to Perry, please give me a call.”

On my way to the car, I made a mental note to verify Dustin’s alibi. Although it didn’t seem like he had a motive, I couldn’t be too careful. Everyone should be a suspect until I could prove otherwise.

<><><>

I started my car and pulled out into traffic. I’d left Dustin’s apartment feeling a bit unsettled. Had I learned anything? Jill and Perry hadn’t been as serious as she’d told me. Now the question was, did she know that? Or was she in the dark about Perry’s real feelings?

Did it matter?

I struggled with the answer. If Jill knew Perry wasn’t serious about her, then maybe I could tell her about my suspicions that he was meeting someone else at the hike without crushing her.

What about Sam? Dustin seemed to think that Sam and Perry got on fine, but I got the distinct impression that Dustin and Sam didn’t get along fine.

But then again, did that matter?

I glanced at my watch. It was almost 10 a.m. Soon V.D would be holding auditions for his next play and it was my chance to snoop.

I pulled into a parking spot across the street from V.D.’s apartment building and waited. Mom was going to be at the auditions and she was supposed to text me when he arrived. While I waited, I scribbled some notes in my book and updated my to-do list. At three minutes before the hour I received a text from Mom.

HE’S HERE. COAST IS CLEAR.

I climbed out of my car and crossed the street. Standing outside Vicente’s apartment building, I studied the mailboxes. Number 107 was marked “Domingo” in faded blue ink. I walked to the corner and waited for someone to leave the building so I could gain access. I tried to look normal, checking my phone for updates.

I glanced toward the apartment house and saw someone in the foyer approaching the front door. I hustled toward the glass doors. A young woman sporting a Goth haircut and dressed in black from head to toe pushed open the door and then actually held it open for me to enter.

I guess I look pretty non-threatening. Hopefully, I don’t look like the type of person who is about to break into someone’s apartment!

I sprinted up the steps to the first floor and located apartment number 107 on the right hand side of the hallway. The corridor was empty and I quickly pulled out the lock pick set I had ordered online. Adrenaline was pumping through my system and my heart was practically beating outside of my chest. I scanned the instructions on the lock pick set for the umpteenth time. All I had to do was insert the tension wrench and then put the pick in. It seemed simple.

I tried to relax, and slipped the tension wrench in. It went in easily, then I stuck the pick in and felt it catch inside the lock.

I smiled.

This breaking and entering could be fun!

Vicente hadn’t dead-bolted the door. I had the lock on the doorknob open inside of 20 seconds. Who knew I had such a talent for this type of thing?

I stepped inside of his apartment: Standard brown carpeting, blue paint with taupe finishes, very sparse and tidy. There were several file boxes along the side of the room. It looked like he had some unpacking to do.

There was a couch and small dark coffee table and in the corner of the living room a table that was set up as a makeshift desk with a laptop and a few folders on it.

Footsteps from the unit above pounded around on top of my head. It made me feel like the floor could collapse on me at any moment.

I could hear the sound of running water. Must be the apartment next door. The units were pressed so close together that it practically felt like you were living with your neighbor.

I crossed to the desk and set the lock pick set down. As I opened my bag to stuff it in, my phone buzzed. I pulled it out and read a text from Mom:

R U IN?

I texted her back.

I’M IN.

Mom fired back.

OOH. YOU ARE FAST. HAVE TO SAY VICENTE IS SO HANDSOME. HE’S FLIRTING WITH ALL THE GIRLS. EVEN ME!

I was tempted to text her back insisting that she was not a girl, but decided that I should probably focus on the task at hand. I slipped the phone into my pocket and opened the laptop. It was password protected. I sighed. I should have brought Kenny with me. He could hack into anything, but as it was I was out of luck.

I closed the laptop and picked up the folder, expecting some personal receipts or business to be in it, but instead a photograph of Sam Kafer stared up at me.

The sound of running water stopped. I actually heard a faucet knob squeak and the pipes rattle followed by a shower door.

An alarm went off in my head.

Holy Christ.

That wasn’t the neighbor’s shower…

I dropped the folder and hustled toward the door, fleeing into the hallway. I wasn’t exactly what you’d call stealth. The door slammed behind me and then bounced open again.

Darn!

Regardless, I raced down the staircase and out the foyer. Hopefully whoever had stepped out of the shower would be hustling to get clothes on and in the meantime, I’d be gone like the wind.

I sprinted toward my car and jumped in.

I thought back to the girl who’d let me in. Apparently, I don’t look like a typical criminal, so most likely no one would suspect me or stop me.

I revved up my car.

Why hadn’t I considered that V.D. would have a girl there? It made complete sense.

I texted Mom.

Busted. He had company...

Mom replied.

No doubt. Seems like he’s gotten three phone numbers in last five min.

I pulled out of the parking spot, relieved that no angry woman wearing a towel had fled out of the apartment looking to track down a burglar.

As I pushed my phone back into my bag a thought flashed into my head.

My lock pick set!

I’d left in on the desk.

Darn, darn, double-darn!

I repeatedly hit my forehead with the palm of my hand. It was all Mom’s fault; if she hadn’t kept texting me, then I wouldn’t have been so distracted…

No, I couldn’t blame it on her. It was my fault.

Now V.D. would know someone had been snooping around his apartment. Would he know it was me? Could he use the set to track me down, possibly pull my prints from it? Or maybe the person in the shower had seen me? She could be looking out the window right now at me.

As I rounded the corner of the block, I glanced out my driver’s side window toward the building. I couldn’t tell anything.

I cringed and hoped for the best, my thoughts turning to the folder on V.D.’s desk. Why hadn’t I taken it with me? Obviously, he suspected Sam. Why else would he have his photo in a folder?

Darn it! It burned me up that V.D. might have evidence against Sam and I didn’t know what it was. Part of me wanted to turn the car around and wait for whoever it was at V.D.’s apartment to leave. I could reenter after they vacated.

Oh, wait.

No, I couldn’t.

My stupid lock pick was sitting on his desk.

I banged my steering wheel in frustration. If he could figure this thing out so could I.

I headed directly to Melanie’s apartment.

It was time for some answers.


Chapter Eighteen

On the short drive to Noe Street, I ruminated over what I knew about the case. Melanie was Perry’s sister. She’d been beaten up at Perry’s apartment and I’d assumed her assault was related to Perry’s death. That had seemed a given, and yet…

Jill had said Melanie was a pathological liar.

Could it be that the bruises on her face were really from Sam? Perhaps Melanie was too embarrassed or even scared to admit that her boyfriend hit her.

If Perry had been defensive about his sister dating a guy who beat her—and what brother wouldn’t be?—then Perry could have confronted Sam. Maybe the confrontation had gone wrong. Perry beat Sam up, which would explain the bruise on Sam’s face, and then Sam had sent Perry over the edge of a cliff.

It could have happened that way.

One thing was clear, Vicente was definitely following Sam’s scent. I probably needed to look into him more carefully, too.

I was so aggravated with the case, my knuckles were turning white from my grip on the steering wheel. I turned onto Noe Street and compared the number displayed on my smartphone to that of a nearby house. I was still at least a block away. I began the infernal search for parking. On the next block, there was a Victorian style building down the street that had scaffolding against it with a huge black tarp covering it. The tarp was presumably there to keep in debris and protect the new paint job from the weather. Granted, it was probably a bad time to paint, but the real estate market in San Francisco had begun a slight uptick and many owners were prepping for spring sales.

I pulled into a spot across the street from the Victorian with the scaffolding, which I now realized was Melanie’s place. My front bumper encroached on the driveway, but I crossed my fingers and hoped I’d be back before the neighbors called my infraction into the Department of Parking and Traffic.

Melanie’s flat was quiet. It looked like the work crew still hadn’t shown up for the day. I climbed the stairs, counting them as I went. The building most likely had at one time been a single family dwelling and then had been converted to three units.

I reached the top floor, huffing and puffing.

48 stairs.

Wow. Climbing to the top floor of this apartment building was almost as aerobically challenging as the Land’s End hike. I pressed the doorbell and waited, suddenly missing Galigani.

I felt guilty about his ankle. I’d have to pop in on him at the hospital, as soon as I finished here, and then…I glanced at my watch. Where did the time go?

I’d have to head home first and feed Laurie before going to visit Galigani.

I rang the doorbell again, this time pulling out my phone and dialing Melanie at the same time. Her voicemail clicked on. I left a message.

Where was she?

I rattled the door handle. Locked.

If I hadn’t left my lock pick at V.D.’s I could have used the opportunity to snoop around inside Melanie’s apartment.

I grimaced. Breaking and entering, twice in one day? What was I becoming?

The tarp covering the scaffolding flapped in the wind.

I grabbed hold of it and peeked underneath, examining the scaffolding. It looked pretty substantial…

Could I climb onto it and get a look inside her flat?

I gripped the cool black plastic and stretched for a foot hold.

A rumbling engine rounded the corner. I pulled my foot back onto the landing and pretended to be immersed in my phone. The rumbling engine belonged to a Ford pickup, which pulled right in front of the flat, blocking access to the driveway. Obviously, the driver was less concerned than I about San Francisco’s infamous DPT.

A tall man in denim and work boots got out. He began unloading paint cans from the bed of the truck onto a dolly.

Darn it!

My plan was definitely foiled, there was no way I could hop onto the scaffolding without him shooing me off.

Oh well, it wasn’t like I’d learn much by peeking in her windows. At the most, I’d find out if she was a tidy housekeeper.

I began my descent down the 48 stairs.

The man pulled his dolly, weighted down with cans of paint, under the tarp. He glanced my way. “Morning, lass.”

“Good morning,” I said.

I absently wondered if should question him. What could he tell me? Maybe Melanie’s comings and goings?

“I was looking for my friend. We’re supposed to get coffee…” I lied. “but she’s not answering her phone.”

He winked at me. “It’s too bad I have work to do, otherwise, I’d get a cuppa with you, love.”

I laughed. “Oh, I don’t know that my husband would like that.”

He wrinkled his nose. “Those husbands are a bother.”

“Do you know my friend, Melanie? She lives on the top flat.”

He shrugged as he grabbed a sanding tool and climbed onto the scaffolding. “Should I know her? Does she want to have coffee with me?”

I shrugged back at him. “Maybe.”

He ascended higher. “Does she have one of the pesky things…what did you call it…a husband?”

“No. Not a husband. A boyfriend.”

One that I think is extremely unfitting for her, frankly, but hey, what could I say?

He grunted. “I hate obstacles like that. She’d have to be cute. Is she cute?”

“Uh…yeah. She’s cute.”

What in the world had I gotten myself into? Now I was matchmaking?

He was at the top of the scaffolding. He peeled back the tarp and looked down at me. “Is she as cute as you?”

“Now you’re just flattering me,” I said, digging out my key fob and turning toward my car.

Suddenly, the painter let out a low string of cuss words, followed by a loud “Christ Almighty!” and a repeated rapping on the window.

A chill raced up my spine and I stopped in my tracks.

“What is it?” I yelled up at him.

The tarp thrashed about in the wind where he opened it and I could see him drop the sanding tool. He pawed madly at a window.

I raced up the flight of stairs. “What? What’s going on?”

“Call 9-1-1,” he yelled, as he yanked on the window frame. The glass suddenly took a nose dive and shattered at his feet. He cursed again.

“Is it Melanie? What do you see?” I asked frantically pulling my phone from a pocket. The phone slipped from my hand and skidded down the flight of steps.

Damn.

I chased after it.

“Stay down there, lass,” the painter bellowed in his Irish brogue.

I glanced up to see him climbing into Melanie’s apartment. “No! Don’t go in there!” I screamed, frantically waving up at him.

All that remained visible of him was one tan work boot, which soon disappeared. I raced up the stairs, ignoring my dropped phone. “Hey! Hey! No, no, no! Don’t go in there!”

Out of breath, I reached the top landing and scrambled onto the scaffolding. The scaffolding had an unexpected sway and give. A wave of dizziness and vertigo assaulted me. Spots formed before my eyes and my knees suddenly felt weak.

Oh! I was so high up and this…this scaffolding!

Why, I was practically suspended in mid air.

The scaffolding felt completely untethered and had a ceaseless rocking. A gust of wind rumbled and the tarp whipped across my face, stinging my cheeks in the cold. I yelped. All I could do to regain myself was grip the freezing metal of the scaffolding and try to breathe.

“Hey!” I called to the painter as I collapsed onto my knees, broken glass from the shattered window biting into my jeans. “Ah!”

A strong hand gripped my shoulder. “Lass! What are you doing?”

“Uh.” The scaffolding lurched forward. “Oh God, this was a mistake.” My stomach turned as I feared the scaffolding would give way.

The hand pulled me to my feet and toward the window.

“I shouldn’t go in there! No one should disturb the crime scene.”

And it had to be a crime scene, of that I was certain.

But even as the words tumbled out of my mouth, I found myself climbing in through the window. After all, I wasn’t going to stay on the God-forsaken scaffolding that felt like it would collapse at any moment.

I crumpled onto Melanie’s floor and tried to breathe. The only thing I registered about the room was that I was in a bedroom—that, and the fact that there was a pair of feet sticking out from a small space between the bed and the wall.

“What in God’s name are you doing?” he asked.

“Hyperventilating!” I answered.

“I told you to stay down there and call 9-1-1,” he chastised.

“Uh-huh,” I said with my head between my knees.

A small grey kitten meowed and pressed its wet nose into the back of my hand. I moved my hand to pet it, but the cat ran and hid.

Whiskers?

“Are you afraid of heights?” the painter asked.

“I didn’t think so—”

“You shouldn’t be climbing on a scaffolding if you’re scared of heights. We’re up three flights! What if you got dizzy—”

“I am dizzy,” I said, beginning to lift my head.

His hand pressed on the back of my head, pushing it down again between my knees. “Don’t look, lass. Did you call 9-1-1?”

“I dropped my phone.”

He groaned and removed his hand from the back of my head.

Without lifting my head, I shifted and glanced at the pair of feet. “Is she—”

“She’s dead. Sorry, love.” There was a rustling sound, then the telltale beeping of a cell phone. “I’m calling from 753 Noe Street,” the painter said. “I…er…I found the occupant dead.”

I chanced to raise my head while he was distracted, but he immediately pushed it back down.

“It’s okay. I’m okay now,” I said.

“No, you’re not,” he said.

“I am. I’m fine. I want to see her.”

“Don’t get up. You have blood all over your knees,” he said.

Until now I had ignored the pain that was emanating from my legs. I looked down and saw shards of glass sticking straight out from my jeans.

He finished the call with the 9-1-1 operator and stood up. “Let me check the bathroom for some first aid supplies.”

“We’re not supposed to touch anything. The cops will have my ass. I’ll wait for the paramedics,” I said.

“Paramedics? No, I don’t think they’re sending any. I’m sorry, but she’s dead.” He squeezed my arm. “Were you very close?”

“No. We’d only recently met. She asked me to look into some things for her.”

He nodded, seemingly satisfied that I wasn’t going to fall to pieces on him. He turned and walked down the hallway, in search, I guessed, of first aid supplies.

I studied my torn-up jeans. Blood was dripping down the denim and onto my sneakers. The sight of it turned my stomach.

The painter returned with a bottle of disinfectant, cotton balls and tweezers. He wiggled his eyebrows at me and grinned. “Take off your pants, lass; it’s time we got down to business.”

“Not on your life,” I said.

He turned serious. “You can trust me. I’m a gentleman.”

“No. I’ll wait for a doctor.”

“I’m practically a doctor.”

“You’re a painter.”

“Same thing,” he said.

“No, it’s not.”

He made a face. “Sure it is, painting is all ‘bout cutting out disease; mold, mildew, lead, you name it and then putting on a fresh, healthy finish.”

“I don’t think it’s the same thing.” I tried to straighten my legs and winced.

“There are a lot of similarities.”

I tried to roll up my jeans starting at the ankle. I got as far as an inch and then it was clear that I wouldn’t be able to roll them up past my knees.

He grinned wickedly. “You’re going to have to take them down from the waist, love.”

I flashed him a death stare, which he took well. He wiped the grin from his face, then handed me a throw blanket that was on the foot of Melanie’s bed. “Here,” he said. “You can use this to cover up.”

I wrapped the blanket around my waist and lowered my torn, bloody jeans. He worked with incredible speed and gentleness. The disinfectant stung, but the overall sensation when he removed the glass from my legs was relief.

I looked around the room as he worked. What could I tell from the scene of the crime? Had Sam and Melanie had a final fight? The room looked relatively undisturbed, except, of course, for Melanie’s corpse.

My eyes landed on her feet and I suppose I must have been staring, because the painter said, “She’s not, you know.”

“What?”

He flashed me his lopsided grin. “She not cuter than you.”

“She’s dead!”

“Well, yeah, I get that. But I meant, if one were to overlook that—”

“You can’t overlook it! She’s dead! ” I nearly screeched.

He lowered his eyes and looked appropriately chastened. “I’m sorry. You’re right.” He secured the bandage on my knee and asked, “Do you have any cute single friends who aren’t dead?”

“Christ, you’re incorrigible,” I said. “Are you done?”

He examined my knees. “You clean up well. Very pretty knees.”

I pulled up my jeans in a huff and dispensed of the blanket. He laughed.

“Thank you for the first-aid,” I said. “You surprised me.”

He smiled. “I was a medic in the army.”

“Ah,” I said, limping over to Melanie’s body. I studied her. Her bruised and swollen face was slack. I sighed and fought back the feeling of despair that threatened to overtake me. No, better to get right to work than to give in to anguish.

“Did you touch or move her?” I asked.

“Yeah, I tried to get her pulse.”

“Was she face down?” I asked.

“Yes,” he said.

I bent over Melanie and examined her. Of course, I couldn’t tell anything from the body. She was dead. That much was certain. But I had no clue as to the cause or time. That was something the Medical Examiner would have to determine.

I glanced around the room. I couldn’t help but feel like I needed to take advantage of being on-site. Something V.D. was not—ha!

As soon as I had the thought, I immediately felt bad. Melanie was dead and I wanted justice for her. It didn’t matter if I were the one to solve the crime or V.D., as long as there was some closure…but…surely there was something I could pick up while being here that would bring me closer to solving the mystery.

“Were you here yesterday?” I asked the painter.

“Yes,” he said.

“What time did you leave? Was everything normal? Did you see Melanie? Did you see anyone else?”

He held up a hand. “Whoa, lass. What’s with all the questions?”

“I’m a P.I.”

He was quiet for a moment then said, “I was here yesterday. Now that you mention it, she came home and it seemed like she’d been followed.”

Fear churned in my stomach.

“Followed?” I asked in disbelief. “Guy in a green Prius?”

“No, two guys in a white Volvo.”

Jim’s car. The painter had seen Jim and David follow Melanie home to make sure she got home safe.

And she had. Only something else had happened after that.

“Did you see anyone else come or go?”

He shook his head.

“What happened with the window?” I asked.

The painter looked confused. “What do you mean?”

“It broke, I know, but was it closed? Or compromised? Why did it break?”

“It was open a bit at the top. I tried to lower it and it crashed out of the frame. But don’t worry, lass, I can fix it. You get a new glass and—”

I tuned him out and looked around the room. Had someone come into Melanie’s apartment via the window and scaffolding?

“Was there anything different about the scaffolding? Anything missing or moved or…”

“No.”

“Does it always shake that way?”

He laughed. “I suppose you get used to it.”

My gaze returned to Melanie. It didn’t seem like there had been a forced entry. So it may have been someone she knew.

In fact, hadn’t she and Sam had plans last night?

The phone on her nightstand buzzed. I leapt toward. The caller ID read out “Jill.” I wanted to answer the call, but hesitated.

The cops would already be raging mad at me for being inside the apartment and they’d certainly pop a gasket if I touched anything, so I refrained from picking up Melanie’s phone.

Although…

What if her phone went missing?

I could easily pocket the phone.

I felt the painter’s eyes on my hand and backed away from the nightstand.

What was I thinking? Deliberately tampering with evidence?

Maybe I was a criminal!


Chapter Nineteen

An engine idled outside. I crept toward the window and peeked out. In the middle of the street, an unmarked police car was stationed with its hazard lights on. An arm reached out of the skylight and placed a revolving blue and white light on the top of the car. I prayed that it was any cop other than McNearny.

Although McNearny was Galigani’s former partner at the SFPD and was usually helpful, he and I had had a rough beginning. He was, as a general rule, not always happy to see me. In fact, I was sure that if he never laid eyes on me again or heard my name, he’d be a happy man.

I must have been living life well, because Officer Jones stepped out of the car. I’d met him a few months ago, when I was working my first case. He’d been with McNearny then, but now he was alone.

I did a happy dance.

The painter frowned. “What are you so happy about, lass?”

“Much nicer cop then the one I was expecting.”

The painter shrugged and said in a skeptical tone. “There are nice cops?”

A secondary vehicle turned the corner. I watched in horror as that vehicle double parked behind the first one and the hazard lights came on. Jones waited for the other driver to get out of the car and, as luck would have it, a stocky, balding man stepped out.

McNearny!

I groaned. Clearly, I wasn't living all that well.

“What is it, lass?” The painter asked.

“Uh…” I said.

The painter raised an eyebrow. “Good cop, bad cop?”

“Exactly,” I said.

The painter patted my shoulder. “I can’t see you having anything to worry about, lovie. We found the body, we didn't…” He took an involuntary step back and stared at me. “At least I didn't— ”

“Oh, don't be ridiculous. I didn't kill her. It's just that…” I watched as McNearny and Jones headed toward the massive staircase, soon they were out of my line of vision. I limped toward the front door. “Never mind, you'll find out soon enough.”

I opened the door to the officers. “Hello, good officers,” I said cheerfully.

McNearny’s face immediately betrayed him; he turned so beet red that the only thing missing was steam coming from his ears. “What the devil are you doing here?” he spat. “I should have guessed. Any time there’s a homicide in the city you’re never far behind.”

“Already at homicide?” Jones asked, surprised. “How do we know that?” Officer Jones was younger than McNearny, with kind eyes and short dark hair that was gelled back. He smiled sympathetically at the painter and me.

McNearny ignored Jones and squinted at the painter. “Are you the one who placed the 9-1-1 call?”

The painter nodded and stuck his hand out toward McNearny. “Sean O’Neil.”

McNearny shook the painter’s hand, then reached into his breast pocket and produced a badge reading INSPECTOR PATRICK MCNEARNY. He showed it first to the painter and then flashed it at me saying, “So you don’t forget!”

Jones smirked and patted McNearny on the back as he came further into the apartment. “No one can forget you, Mac.”

The painter followed Jones into the apartment and gave him an accounting of our arrival on the scene. McNearny listened quietly and took notes only stopping to look up occasionally and scowl at me.

When the painter had finished, McNearny said, “And why exactly were you here, Mrs. Connolly?”

“The victim is the—”

“Whoa, we don’t know she’s a victim yet. We don’t know cause of death or time or anything,” Jones said.

“Right,” I nodded. “Sorry, her name is Melanie Welgan, and she’s the sister of Perry Welgan whose body was recovered after a fall from Painted Rock.”

Jones let out a low whistle. McNearny growled and the painter simply looked at his hands.

Jones suddenly scratched at his forehead. “Didn’t we bring in Mr. Miles for questioning on that one?”

“And Galigani broke an ankle hiking Land’s End,” McNearny rumbled.

Crap! Guilt overwhelmed me. Not only hadn’t I been able to prevent Melanie’s death, but it was probably my fault that Galigani was laid up in the hospital.

McNearny turned to the painter. “I’ll need you to go downtown and get fingerprinted.”

The painter frowned but nodded politely.

McNearny turned to me. “We have your prints on file, Connolly.” He then exchanged glances with Jones.

Jones outstretched an arm and ushered the painter toward the door. “My car is outside. Why don’t I pop you on over to the station?”

The painter walked with Jones to the front door, but stopped suddenly and flashed me a worried look. “Lass, you going to be alright?”

I smiled. “Oh, don’t worry about me. I’m in good hands with old Mac.” I patted McNearny on the shoulder who in turn grunted.

When they’d left the apartment, McNearny said, “I want to hear your theories.”

“You do?” I was stunned, but suddenly felt proud. I was starting to command some respect at SFPD.

“Not really, but I should. At least, then I’ll know what I can dismiss.”

So much for respect.

I took a deep breath. “Miles is represented by Barramendi, the top criminal defense attorney in San Francisco.”

He folded his arms across his expansive chest. “Tell me something I don’t know.”

“Barramendi hired a P.I.”

McNearny cocked an eyebrow at me. “Let me guess, her name is Kate Connolly.”

“No.”

McNearny frowned. “No?”

“He hired some guy named Vicente Domingo, who I happened to know is looking into Melanie’s boyfriend, Sam Kafer, as suspect número uno for the death of Perry.”

“And you know this how?”

I couldn’t very well tell McNearny that I’d broken into V.D.’s house, so I shrugged.

“Ah, I see.” He rolled his eyes and said in his most sarcastic and dismissive tone, “Very helpful.”

“Well, I do believe there may have been a history of abuse,” I said.

McNearny uncrossed his arms.

“Abuse between Sam and Melanie, that is,” I clarified.

“And you won’t tell me how you know this either?” he asked.

“My friend, Jill. She was dating Melanie’s brother. The first victim. The guy who fell off—”

“She’s the restaurant critic?” McNearny pressed.

“Right.”

“The one who panned Miles’ restaurant, Philosophie?”

“Exactly,” I said. I explained my theory about Melanie knowing the assailant and that Sam had plans to see Melanie last night.

McNearny paced around the room. When he got close to the bed, the kitten peeked out.

“Whiskers?” I called out.

The kitten came to me and I picked it up. He was all grey with a small patch of white from his chin to his belly. He was trembling, so I pressed him into my chest and stroked his ears.

“It’s starting to look as if Perry’s fall had nothing to do with Miles, isn’t it?” McNearny asked.

Before I could respond, his eyes landed on a bloodstain on the carpet.

“Wait a minute. Look at this!”

I cringed. “Sorry, that’s my blood.” I indicated my torn-up jeans. I cut myself on the glass from the shattered window.

“Christ, Connolly!” McNearny exploded. “Next time stay out of my crime scene!”

<><><>

After he collected his temper, he decided to walk me to my car. I’m sure his primary goal was to make sure I actually left, not chivalry.

He yanked on the front door and ushered me out.

“Got crime scene techs coming, you gotta go,” he said.

“Can I keep the cat?” I asked. “I think it was Perry’s. Maybe Jill will want—”

McNearny waved at me. “Keep it for now. I’ll follow up with next of kin and see what they want to do.”

I glanced around for a cat carrier, but McNearny was already hustling me to the door, and he didn’t seem in the mood to help me with cat care.

We walked down the flights of stairs and crossed the street.

He immediately spotted my car bumper encroaching on the neighbor’s driveway. He pointed at my car and said, “You’re lucky the neighbor didn’t call it in.”

“I’m surprised you’re not giving me a ticket anyway.”

From the look he gave me I almost feared he would. But then his expression changed and he reached into his pocket. “How about I give you this instead?”

He handed me my cell phone.

I gasped. “Oh! I forgot about it. I dropped it—”

“When you were all in a hurry to go and bleed all over my crime scene?”

“No, I…” I tried to take the phone from him, but he pulled his hand back toward his chest. “Is there anything else you want to tell me?”

My brain went into overload and I suddenly felt like a petulant teenager. To my embarrassment I even stomped my foot when I said, “Give it.”

His eyes narrowed. “There is something!”

“Well, I’m not hiding it! But it just occurred to me.”

“Spit it out.”

“The guy that was following my friend Jill, he also followed Melanie and yesterday he followed me…”

“Right. You left me a voicemail with the guy’s license plate number.”

“Exactly!” I said. “Who is he? Is he another P.I.?”

McNearny reddened. “You know I can’t give you that information!”

“Why not? You were going to give it to Galigani.” As soon as I said it, I regretted it. Galigani and McNearny were like brothers. They’d been on the police force together, there was an undeniable bond, but despite all that they still pretended they weren’t sharing confidential information.

And if anyone were to suggest that it was, they were asking for trouble.

His eyes blazed with anger and he leaned into me.

I’m ashamed to admit that I actually held Whiskers a bit higher as if for protection from McNearny’s fierceness.

“I was not going to give Galigani anything,” he said, and then to spite me he added, “Least of all would I give him a broken ankle!”

He spun around in a fury, but before he could get out of earshot, Whiskers hissed.


Chapter Twenty

I clutched Whiskers to my chest. “Already a little ally, huh?”

He purred.

When I got into my car, Whiskers’ claws came out and he clung to my lap.

“It’s okay, little guy. We don’t have far to go.”

He meowed loudly when I tried to pull him from my lap and put him into the passenger seat.

“Okay, you can ride just like this,” I said, revving the engine.

Was it even legal to transport a cat without a carrier?

I had no idea and it seemed that the laws in San Francisco were constantly changing, each time taking a piece of our liberty.

I figured my best hope to avoid an infraction was to get home as quickly as possible.

But first, I wanted to call Jill and give her the news about Melanie. I shuffled Whiskers on my lap and pressed at my phone.

Nothing happened.

Darnit!

My phone was completely out. Broken. Kaput!

If I hadn’t had a warm kitten on my lap to cuddle, I might have cried. As it was I decided to bury my face into his fur.

<><><>

When I got home, Laurie was sitting on a blanket in the middle of my living room. She was propped up with her Boppy pillow and Kenny was serenading her with the trombone.

Whiskers romped into my house, and raced under the couch.

“Ah, cute kitty!” Kenny said, putting down his trombone.

“Yeah, he’s only temporary. Don’t get too attached.”

Whiskers peeked out from under the couch and ran right to Laurie who flapped at him and cooed. He sniffed up at her.

Laurie absolutely adored him, squealing and grabbing at him.

“I’m nervous he’s going to scratch her,” I said, picking up the kitten and handing him to Kenny.

Kenny stroked the kitty’s chin. “He doesn’t look particularly fierce.”

I picked up Laurie. “Well, she could pull his tail or something.”

“Where’d you get him?” Kenny asked.

I flopped onto the couch and proceeded to fill Kenny in on Melanie’s demise, V.D.’s prime suspect and McNearny’s refusal to share any information on skull cap man with me.

Kenny made a face. “Pfft. I’m sure I can hack it. What’s the license plate number?”

I gave him the information and he settled into my office to try to produce some magical results. Although I have no doubt that a 17-year-old musical prodigy can probably hack into quite a few systems, I still wasn’t expecting much.

I grabbed my home phone and dialed Jill while I nursed Laurie. I was dreading telling her about Melanie, but figured it would be easier to hear from me rather than SFPD.

Unfortunately, I got her voicemail. I left an urgent message for her to call me at home instead of my cell, since that was now “out of order”.

While I fixed lunch, Kenny fiddled on the computer. After a few minutes, I heard him singing a victory song.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“Registered vehicle is a Prius?”

“Yes!” I said, coming into the office.

Kenny wiggled his eyebrows at me. “Mark Zloky lives at Gate 5, Liberty Dock in Sausalito.”

I frowned. “What kind of address is that?”

“Houseboat,” Kenny tapped himself a drumroll on my desk. “By the name of”— tap, tap, tap—“Shady Lady!”

<><><>

As I drove across the Golden Gate Bridge, I noticed a few clouds hovering above Alcatraz. It was a breezy day, and only a few sailboats were visible out on the bay. A gust of wind hit, and I could easily feel the sway of the suspension bridge. I remembered being afraid to cross it when I was little.

Today I was afraid of different things, like what Jim, Galigani or McNearny would say to me for running off half-cocked to investigate a houseboat in Sausalito.

Fortunately, Kenny was able to babysit Laurie a while longer, and if I hurried I would probably be home before Jim got back. If I returned home empty-handed, no one would even need to know about my trip. If I returned home with some worthwhile information, well then, the trip would be justified.

I took the first Sausalito exit, one of my all-time favorites. A cute little strip of shops lined the waterfront, selling everything from magic tricks to souvenirs to antiques.

I parked in the harbor lot and walked toward the docks across the short storefront strip.

There was a gelato store on the corner.

Mmmm. Gelato seemed to be screaming out my name.

Did it matter that I’d just had lunch? After all, lots of people had lattes and cappuccinos after lunch, right? Either that or they loaded their coffees down with sugar and cream. And what was gelato, except sugar and cream? So, I’d have a black coffee to go with it and call it good.

Hey, I’m a nursing mom. If we aren’t entitled to these leaps of logic, then who is?

I bought the gelato and coffee, then walked through the harbor eating my ice cream on the short walk to Liberty Dock. I settled onto a bench in front of several boats and watched some sea gulls fight for crumbs.

There was a smattering of boats parked in the harbor. I spotted The Shady Lady. It was the third boat on the right.

A couple peeled off one of the boats. She was in her sixties and dressed optimistically in bright clothes; he was dapper, in dark clothes and a hat.

They were chatting as they passed me. She had a sweet, southern accent— tourists on holiday to see the Bay Area.

I suddenly thought of my mom and made a mental note not to mention anything about seniors on a boating holiday to her. Knowing her, she’d be ready to sign herself up for a steamboat cruise on the Mississippi.

I watched The Shady Lady for a few minutes, trying to figure out what I’d ask Mark if he were home. Who was he? Why had he followed Jill, Melanie and me? Did he have a connection with Mr. or Mrs. Miles?

The best way to get answers was to ask.

However, there didn’t seem to be any movement on board or any sign of an inhabitant.

I walked the slick dock toward The Shady Lady, missing Galigani fiercely and wishing he were here to give me guidance.

“Mark?” I called out as I reached the boat.

When there was no answer, I climbed aboard.

It was a small vessel with an interior cabin below. I called out again. When no answer came, I peeked down the staircase to the cabin. There was a small door, but it was unlocked.

I called out again, “Anyone on board?”

When it was clear that I was alone, I wasted no time. I had no idea how long he would be gone and needed to find something, anything that could shed some light on why the guy had been following us.

The living quarters were down a short staircase. There was a small living room with a kitchen attached and a bedroom at the stern of the boat. I searched the main cabin, rummaging through every cabinet and cubby I could find, then went into the master bedroom and searched there. In the bedroom were a TV and a guitar. I searched the lone set of drawers and found nothing of interest.

The only thing I learned was that he wore a lot of dark t-shirts and jeans—which I’d already deduced from the few times I’d seen him. I didn’t see any computer.

How could he not have a computer in this day and age?

With my luck, he had a laptop and it was with him.

Impatience bubbled up inside me, but I stuffed it down. There was no way I was leaving empty-handed. I sat on the bed, deflated.

When I sat on the bed I felt a small shift and noticed that a corner of the plywood the mattress rested on peaked out. I stood and centered the mattress. The bed was a captain’s style bed. There was probably storage underneath. I yanked up on the plywood and it sprang open on hydraulic hinges, revealing a storage space large enough to hide a body.

I cringed at the thought!

Thankfully, there was no body there, only a cardboard box and…

Bingo! Inside the hidden storage was a laptop. I fumbled through the rest, some old clothes and stack of DVDs, then took the laptop and slammed shut the plywood. The bed looked a bit disheveled, so I straightened it up a bit and exited the bedroom into the living area. The boat rocked as I walked and suddenly it jolted hard to the right.

I heard footsteps overhead.

Damn! Someone was on board. Skull cap man!

How could I explain that I was rummaging through the guy’s stuff?

I hurried back to the bedroom and did the only thing I could think of.

Hide!

I yanked up the mattress and climbed into the storage compartment under the bed. Then I pulled the plywood down over my head.

In the darkness I wondered about the sanity of that choice.

What the hell had I been thinking? Why was I hiding? What was I afraid of?

My subconscious served up the image of Melanie’s bruised, lifeless face.

Oh, God! I have to get out of here.

But how? What if skull cap man was in for the day? Or, what if he decided to take a nap? Fortunately the plywood wasn’t flush, and a sliver of light shattered the complete black that otherwise could have been suffocating.

I listened as skull cap shuffled around the room. There seemed to be quite a bit of rummaging. My heart was beating so fast and loud, I was sure he could hear it.

He was looking for something. I hoped he didn’t decide whatever he was looking for was under the bed. I waited for him to get whatever he needed and get out. After all, it was a sunny day; didn’t he want to be out and about?

What if he decided to take the boat out?

The movement around me seemed to come to a halt as the rummaging stopped. Suddenly the plywood above me creaked and the cracks where the light had been filtering in closed. He was sitting above me.

Great.

After a moment he got up and then…

Oh no.

Please don’t open the…

Was there a way to hide myself further?

Where was my self-defense pen? I was so squished I couldn’t even reach my back pocket!

A creak, then a flood of light. A silhouette of a man hovered over me for an instant.

I must not give him the upper hand. I threw the laptop in his face and jumped out of the storage compartment, slammed directly into his chest.

He fell back, stunned, screaming, “What the—?”

I lunged towards the bedroom door and grabbed the handle. I yanked, but it was locked. I realized I was screaming, too.

The man was yelling, too: “Kate! Kate!”

My heart was racing and I couldn’t slow down enough to coordinate my fingers around the lock.

How did he know my name?

A hand reached out and grabbed my shoulder. I spun and kicked at the same time, missing his groin, but landing a kick square in his gut. He doubled over and I realized it wasn’t skull cap man after all.

It was Vicente Domingo.

“Why are you…ugh…” He collapsed onto the floor. “Why are you fighting me? We’re on the same side.”

On the same side?

Relief flooded me. I put a hand on my chest, trying to slow my wildly beating heart, but with the other hand I still fumbled at the door. “What side are you on?” I asked.

“The side of justice. That’s the same side you’re on, right?” V.D. cocked an eyebrow. “Unless you want to tell me something?”

“I’m on my client’s side.” I blurted, although I didn’t even technically have a client. “What are you doing here? Do you work with skull cap man?”

“Of course I don’t work with him.” V.D. lifted himself to one knee, one hand was still gripping his stomach, but with the other he reached for the laptop.

Damn.

“What are you doing here?” he squinted at me and then at the laptop.

I held my hand out for the laptop. “Give it here,” I said.

“You kicked me hard,” he said. His voice was filled with something more than a bruised ego. He looked at me, challenging me.

I said, “Give me the laptop. I was here first. It’s mine.”

He laughed cynically. “It’s not yours,” V.D. fired back. “And I have rights to this because I'm the one holding it and I'm the one who will walk out with it.”

“It's illegal to steal someone else's property,” I said, lamely.

“I'm not stealing it,” he said. “I'm borrowing it.”

We did a mini struggle. I pulled the laptop. He pulled it back and glared at me.

“Maybe we can work together,” he said.

“No,” I said, and with my increasing frustration I blurted out the inevitable, “You stole my client.”

“What?” he asked. “You were planning on getting Brent to hire you?”

“No,” I shrugged. “Mr. Miles isn’t your real client, is he?”

V.D. looked confused, then suddenly said, “You think Barramendi would hire you?”

Ouch!

He started laughing so hard I thought he might split his gut.

Thankfully, it seemed the kick I’d given him served to curtail a bit of his laughter, because he clutched his gut and said, “Don’t make me laugh. It hurts.”

“Good!” I said.

He got serious for a moment and said. “I’m sorry, Kate. But there was no way Barramendi was going to hire you.”

“Why not?” I challenged.

“Because he's my cousin and he owes me. Besides, I'm the only P.I. he ever hires.”

I refrained from telling him that I’d worked for Barramendi in the past. Who knew, perhaps they’d had a family feud going on.

Frustration welled inside me and I turned to leave.

“If you want, I’ll share whatever information I find on the laptop on one condition.”

I took a deep breath and waited him out. “What?” I finally asked.

“You audition for my play.”

I felt myself go cold. “I'm not auditioning for your play.”

“Why not? You’d be perfect for the main character, you know.”

“I wouldn't. I'm sure I wouldn't be.”

“Of course you would be. She's a hottie.” He gave me a lopsided smile.

Now what?

Was I going to argue that I wasn’t hot?

“And I cast your mother in the mom role. You’d be perfect in the daughter role. Besides your mom says you’re fantastic on stage. You trained in the theater, right?”

Oh God! I was going to kill Mom!

“I’m busy,” I said. “Very busy. New baby plus new career equals super busy,” I said.

“Well, it's only a staged reading at first,” he said. “Not so much of a time commitment—”

I cut him off. “Are you crazy? We're standing in Mark Zloky’s houseboat, stealing his laptop. Why are you negotiating with me over a staged reading?”

“You’re right,” he said. “Let’s get out of here.”

He unlocked the door and waved me ahead of him. I climbed up the short staircase, suddenly feeling uncomfortable walking in front of him. After all, he had just called me hot. Now he was looking at my rear-end.

I stopped at the top of the staircase and looked out into the main level of the boat.

The coast was clear. V.D. seemed to give no heed as to whether or not he would get out safely. I quickly climbed off the boat and made my way to the harbor. V.D. followed me, the laptop clutched under his arm.

I had to think of a way to get it.


Chapter Twenty-One

“At least the weather is clear today,” I said. “Nice day to be out and about.”

He nodded in agreement.

“How about an ice cream?” I asked.

He raised an eyebrow at me. “You want to have an ice cream with me?”

I smiled. “Sure, we can discuss the case a little bit further.”

He looked at me suspiciously. “Okay, and how about we talk about my play?”

“Yeah sure, you can tell me all about it,” I said as we made our way down the main drag of Sausalito.

We walked into the same gelato shop I’d been in earlier. I ignored the look the girl behind the counter gave me. After all, drastic times call for drastic measures. I ordered myself a big double scoop of lemon meringue pie gelato in a waffle cone. Vicente ordered himself a Rocky Road.

We took seats by the window and watched the people on the main drag.

“Is Mr. Miles out on bail?” I asked.

“No, no. They didn’t jail him, just brought him in for questioning,” V.D. said.

I raised an eyebrow. “Do you think they asked him about Mrs. Miles?” Then added, “Lillian Miles,” for good measure.

Vicente stuck his spoon into his Rocky Road cup and swirled the ice cream around. “I don’t know. Why would they ask him about his wife?”

I suddenly felt superior. I was privy to information V.D. didn’t have. Then a blast of self-consciousness attacked me and I wondered if he were simply pretending he didn’t know anything in order to get information out of me.

I decided to steer clear of a potential landmine and asked instead, “How did you get started as a P.I.?”

V.D. licked the back of his spoon. “Well, my cousin became an attorney, and he needed people to start investigating things for him, and I needed a way to make a living. He encouraged me to get my license. I've been working for him ever since.”

If Vicente was Barramendi’s go-to P.I., why had he showed an interest in hiring me?

“What do you know about Mark Zloky?” I asked.

V.D. shrugged. “Not much. Nothing, in fact. I’m not even sure why you’re interested in him.” He patted the laptop. “I’m hoping this will shed some light.”

I glared at him. Conflicting feelings battled inside me. I wanted so much to share my thoughts on the case with someone, but I realized I couldn’t share them with V.D. I figured he’d laugh at me when I got things wrong and in general make me feel like a fool.

I focused on my lemon meringue ice cream and silently decided not to tell Vicente about Melanie. After all, McNearny needed time to notify next of kin, and there was a chance her death might not even be connected to Perry’s…although I found that hard to believe.

We headed back to my car. His dented Harley parked next to my vehicle.

“So what’s up with your phone?” V.D. asked.

I suddenly realized that he couldn’t have tracked me through my cell phone. “It’s broken,” I said, turning toward him. “Did you follow me here?”

He laughed. “Of course.”

My blood boiled so fast, it felt like steam was coming out of my ears, but before I could turn my wrath on him, he pulled something out from the carrier case on the back of his bike.

“I went by your place to give this to you, but I saw you leave so I followed you here.” He held out a package wrapped in a plastic bag. “Does this belong to you, Mrs. Connolly?”

I took a step back, my anger turning to embarrassment. “No!” I said.

He smiled, an evil little wicked grin that said he knew I was lying. “How do you know? You don’t even know what’s inside.” He waved the package at me, taunting me.

“What is it?” I asked. I could feel my cheeks burning hot.

He pushed the package into my hand. “Take a look.”

I opened the package, already knowing what was inside: my lock pick set.

Ack, he knew it was me. I felt so foolish.

“This isn’t mine,” I said. I almost went so far as to say that I didn’t know what it was, but since I’m a P.I. in training, that lie would make me look even more like a dolt.

He pressed his lips together. I’m sure it was to suppress another goddamn grin. After a moment, he said, “Really? It must be yours.”

“No,” I shrugged. “What makes you think it’s mine? Where did you find it?”

“I fingerprinted it. I know it’s yours. Do you think I’m a rookie?”

I was silent.

“And I found it exactly where you left it. Did you learn anything?” he asked.

He studied me intently, his expression changing from the charming guy to something else, like maybe there actually was something he was hiding.

What could that be?

I shrugged off his intensity and laughed. “Just that you…”

“What?” he asked.

“You suspect Sam Kafer.”

Vicente’s expression changed. “Why do you say that?”

“There was a big glossy…headshot…” I cut myself off. “Oh, God!”

He smiled again, that annoying, cocky, smug, childish “gotcha” smile.

“Sam was auditioning for your play, wasn’t he?” I said.

Vicente nodded. “Yeah, I cast him today.”

I absently wondered about Melanie’s time of death. The Medical Examiner would probably give McNearny that information soon. Would Sam’s alibi be that he was auditioning for V.D.’s play at the time of Melanie’s demise?

I climbed into my car and said over my shoulder. “I didn’t find anything else at your apartment that was useful because there was somebody there.”

He laughed. “She scared you off, eh?”

“Yes.” I closed the door to my car, then rolled down my window. “Now are you going to share the information you find on the laptop or do I need to break into your place and steal it back?”

“There aren’t many things I share, Mrs. Connolly.” He got on his bike and smiled at me. “But I like your Mom, so I’ll let you know what I find.”

<><><>

On my way home I stopped at a pet supply store and stocked up on kitty litter, food, bowls, a few toys and even a scratching post. I wasn’t entirely certain Jill would adopt the cat, and even if she wanted him, I didn’t know when she would pick him up.

When I got to my house, I found Laurie playing on the floor with some plastic rings. Every time she pulled a ring toward her, Whiskers dove for it and Laurie squealed with delight.

I scooped Laurie into my arms. “How’s mommy’s little peanutty pie?”

Whiskers rubbed against my ankles then trotted over to sniff and paw at the pet store bags.

Kenny came into the living room gnawing on a crust of bread. “There’s nothing in the fridge,” he complained.

I laughed. “Didn’t I just give you lunch before I went to Sausalito?”

“Cha, but that was over an hour ago!” Kenny complained.

I sighed. I would have told him he was a bottomless pit, but I remembered that I’d had two ice creams and a coffee since I’d left. “Order takeout,” I said.

Laurie’s pudgy hand pawed at my necklace. She was already rooting for milk.

“I don’t have any money,” Kenny whined.

I fished a twenty out of my pocket and pressed it into his hand.

“Were you able to talk to the guy on the boat?” Kenny asked.

“No, I stole his laptop instead,” I said.

Kenny clapped his hands together in excitement. “Now we’re talking! Where’s she at?”

“It got stolen from me.”

“What?” he asked.

“I know. It’s ridiculous. Another P.I. swiped it out from under me. Long story.”

Kenny grumbled and I caught him up on my trip out to Sausalito. When I finished, the only thing Kenny said was, “Does the guy know how to hack?”

“What do you mean?”

Kenny shrugged. “The other P.I.—is he a computer guy or does he have a computer guy?”

“I don’t know. He’s a P.I. playwright.”

Kenny gave me a sidelong look.

“Oh God, you want to work for him now?”

Kenny placed one hand over his heart in a very dramatic gesture. “No, no, you know I…I…”

“Shut up,” I said. “His number’s over there,” I pointed to my office.

Kenny leapt off my couch. “I’ll let you know what I find.”

<><><>

After Kenny left I quickly fed the kitty then nursed Laurie. When I laid Laurie down for her nap, part of me wanted to nap right alongside her, but the other part needed to digest the case. When I figured out who killed Perry and Melanie, then I’d have myself a really good sleep.

I doodled in my notebook and tried to review what I knew, but my thoughts kept drifting to the second ice cream helping I’d had. I decided that I should go for an evening run as soon as Jim got home, so I changed into my running clothes and paced around my living room.

My phone rang and I dove for it, hoping it was Jill or Galigani. Mom’s voice filled the line. “I was cast in the play.”

“Congratulations,” I said. “I heard you were trying to get me cast as well.”

Mom laughed. “Oh, that was payback for breaking my beau’s ankle.”

I cringed. “How is he?”

“They’ve put him in a boot of some sort. A cast-boot thing…I think they’re going to release him today. I’m on way to pick him up anyway.”

“All right, tell him to call me when he can. I have news.”

Mom pressed me for the news and as I began to tell her about finding Melanie, my phone line beeped. “Oh, Mom, we’ll talk later. I gotta go. That’s Jill phoning me on the other line.”

I toggled lines over to speak with Jill.

She said, “Kate! I got your message. Sorry, I couldn’t phone you earlier. I’ve been in the studio filming all day.”

I broke the news to her about Melanie and listened sympathetically to her grief. She asked me the standard questions, “What happened?” “When,” the rhetorical “Why,” and finally the predictable, “Was I sure?”

I told her about my conversation with the Yosemite hiker’s mother and the fact that she’d indicated a blonde woman named Lillian had been camping with Rick the weekend of his demise.

She gasped. “Lillian is Brent Miles’ wife!”

“Right!” I said. “And another thing, I found out the identity of the guy following you. His name is Mark Zloky. We have his laptop. We’re looking to see if there is a connection to Miles or his wife.”

I hoped Kenny would get a chance to look at the laptop. After all, suppose V.D. hid or destroyed evidence that could link Mrs. Miles to creepy skull cap guy?

“What do you mean, we? Have the police arrested him?” she asked.

“Oh, no, no,” I said. “I probably shouldn’t have told you. I don’t know that any of this will stand up in court…I think its probably not a legal…what’s the term?”

“Search and seizure?” she asked.

The sound of my footsteps on my front stairs resonated through the living room and sent Whiskers skidding down my hallway. “Hey, one more thing. I have Perry’s kitten.”

“What?” she asked.

“Whiskers. He was at Melanie’s. She must have found him. Do you want him?”

She sighed. “I’m allergic.”

Secretly, I was thrilled, but convincing Jim was going to be a different story. We hung up as my front door lock clicked and the door swung open.

Jim smiled at me. “Honey! I landed the client!”

I hugged him. “Oh, I’m so proud of you.”

“I called you a couple times, but you didn’t pick up.”

“My cell phone broke.”

Jim made a sad face. “Oh, we’ll have to get you a new one tomorrow, huh?” He headed for the kitchen and rooted around for a beer. “What’s for dinner?”

“Uh…”

He laughed. “Why don’t I buy? Where do you want to go?” He glanced at my outfit. “Were you planning on going for a run?”

“Yeah. I was waiting on you. Laurie’s asleep. I have tons to tell you, but I’ll tell you over dinner. I’m going to take a quick run on the beach, okay?”

He nodded.

Whiskers peeked around the corner of our kitchen. Jim leveled a gaze at the cat, but before he could turn to me I was already down the hallway.


Chapter Twenty-Two

The smell of salt air was refreshing and I took big greedy gulps of it as sweat dripped down my forehead. I was running through the knee-high sand that spanned the distance from the Great Highway all the way to the coastline. When I reached the water, I ran along the coastline toward the Cliff House, my legs throbbing as my heels pushed against the harder, more compact sand.

I let the rhythm of the run carry me as thoughts floated in and out of my head, relieved that I was finally getting my figure and tone back after giving birth.

The weather was still clear, although a bit cold, and the wind whipped at my ball cap, threatening to pull it off my head. I had an unobstructed view of the Farallon Islands and beyond, the mountains of Marin, including Mount Tamalpais.

The sun was getting lower in the sky, casting a streaked orange and pink glow on the horizon.

No matter how many times I witnessed the sunset on the Pacific Ocean, I never grew tired of it.

What was getting tiring was the running, though. I glanced at my wrist watch.

What?

I’d been running an entire seven minutes.

That had to be wrong.

Maybe there was another way to get back into shape besides punishing myself with a relentless run.

Forget hiking too. Apparently that was pretty dangerous.

What I could use was some martial arts training.

Before giving birth to Laurie, I’d enjoyed a kickboxing class at my local gym. But it was purely a cardio workout, not really any self defense training of any sort. I was sure V.D. had training. He was a serious P.I. and Galigani had been through the police academy. Was there an academy for private citizens? Surely security folks had to go through something.

I made a mental note to look up karate classes when I got home.

I spied my watch again.

Ten minutes.

Crap. I’d wanted to get to twenty. On the one hand, I could think that I was already half way done, but all I could think was that I was only half way done.

Half way seemed like a good time to take a break. I collapsed onto the sand and kicked off my left running shoe, then dumped the sand out of it.

One of the things that bothered me about running on the beach was that it was difficult to gauge the distance I’d run. I glanced around, straining to find a telltale street sign off of the Great Highway. There was a tunnel area up ahead that passed under the highway and connected the beach to one of the Avenues. I wasn’t far from that, maybe only a block or two, so I decided that when I reached the tunnel, I could turn around and run home to enjoy a nice dinner out with Laurie and Jim.

I replaced my shoe, then stood and continued my run. A figure dodged out from behind the tunnel area, racing toward me menacingly.

My breath caught as I realized it was skull cap man.

Fear struck me immediately in my gut. Without thinking, without pre-meditating anything, I began to run in the opposite direction, trying to think of a way out.

I commanded my legs to move and pumped my arms as hard as I could, the previous run serving as an initial warm-up. My body now fueled and ready for flight, my feet hitting the sand with a speed I didn't know I was capable of. My lungs burned and my heart pounded through my chest until I thought it was going to explode.

Run, run, run, Kate!

I tried to remain calm as skull cap man advanced on me, hot on my trail.

A thousand thoughts collided in my head at once. Why was he chasing after me? If he was the killer, what was his connection to Melanie?

I felt his hand brush against my jacket sleeve. I shoved at him and kept running.

Suddenly he reached out and grabbed my ponytail; my head jerked back and the ball cap flew off my head.

“Get away from me!” I screamed.

Somehow his grip slipped. I evaded him and switched directions. I kept running, this time putting a greater distance between us. I focused on the tunnel. If I could make it to the tunnel and out to the other side, there were bound to be people around on the street.

It was either take the tunnel or risk climbing the stairs to the Great Highway. The problem with the stairs was that I’d have to traverse knee-deep sand.

No, it would be too risky to slow myself down on the looser sand.

I bemoaned my broken cell phone. Would Jim be missing me by now? Would he know that I was in danger? I could barely think of Laurie, my heart breaking when I pictured her little face and her toothless grin.

Skull cap man was swearing behind me, a vulgar string of obscenities hurled at me. He was closing the distance between us.

Suddenly I reached the tunnel and turned into it. My legs bouncing off the cement, giving me a feeling of speed as I pounded easily on the concrete without the added burden of having to pull my foot out of the sand.

Flashes of relief bobbed inside my stomach as I raced farther into the tunnel and away from skull cap man.

I was going to make it!

If I could get to the other side of the tunnel, people would be milling around the street and the café that fronted the beach.

I could yell for help.

But something was wrong in the tunnel.

It was dark, and remained dark the farther in I ran.

I swallowed past the panic, then I realized I'd made a deadly mistake. The tunnel had been closed due to new construction.

The tunnel dead ended.

I was dead ended.

Skull cap man was upon me, laughing. “Oh, Kate, not as smart as you think you are!” he snarled.

I hated him with an intensity I'd never felt before. I tried to marshal up all my resources, but I was huffing and puffing.

Could I take this man here in the tunnel? I needed a weapon. I needed leverage.

Right now, all I had was my head.

“What are you doing, man? I have nothing on you. You could walk away. I don't…I don't know who you are— ”

“That’s a lie,” he spat. His face was inches away from me. I could smell his sour breath. Coffee and rotted teeth mixed together.

It was dark inside the tunnel and I couldn’t study his features. There was something about him that was horrifyingly creepy, like I was staring into the eyes of a man without a soul.

“You’ve been to my place. You’ve been to my boat. Right, Kate?”

I hated the way he used my name. He said it with a mocking ring of familiarity, like we were long lost friends.

“No,” I lied. “I don’t know what you are talking about.”

He reached out with one hand and caressed my cheek. I slapped him away. He recoiled and in that moment when he seemed off guard I knocked him in the nose with my elbow.

He doubled over. I pushed him hard, his head bouncing off the concrete with a sickening crack.

I fled.

I wasn't fast enough, though. Before I could run out into the sunlight he was upon me. He pushed me hard from the side, throwing me off balance. I struggled not to fall and kept moving forward, but he dove at my legs. He grabbed me by my ankles and dragged me to the floor.

He pressed against me, his weight on top of my arms, pinning me to the ground. “You’re going to take a little trip with me, sweetheart. Don't worry, I’ll make you comfortable.”

He reached into his hip pocket and pulled out a small vial. He shoved it under my nose. I tried to push him off me but the fumes were too strong.

I tried to hold on to consciousness, praying for Jim and Laurie, then suddenly—blackness.

<><><>

When I awoke, I was bound to a chair in a dark room and he was standing above me. There was a decided sway to the room and I couldn’t figure out if it was me or the room. I looked out of the small circular window and spotted the twinkling lights from Alcatraz.

We must be on his houseboat.

What did he want from me? Why bring me here?

“Do you know who I am?” he asked.

“Yeah,” I said. “You’re skullcap man. Smith & Wesson man. You're responsible for Perry's death, probably Melanie’s too.”

His eyes narrowed as he studied me.

“Why did you do it? For hire? Brent or Lillian hired you, right? I'm sure…if you let me go…It’s nothing personal, if you let me go, I’ll pay. I can pay you.”

He laughed. “You don’t have any money.”

“Why add another crime to the list? You can let me go and take off on your boat. Go to Mexico, live on the beach.”

He smiled. “You know, those were my thoughts exactly.”

Relief flooded me.

Was he really going to let me go?

“But I can’t just let you go. You’d cause problems for her and then my final payment wouldn’t come in.”

Her? It was Mrs. Miles then, not Brent.

I swallowed my tears. “Final payment for what?”

He gave me a crooked smile. “For making you disappear, of course.”


Chapter Twenty-Three

I needed to keep him talking. Jim would figure out where I was, wouldn’t he? It was dark now, the sun had set. Jim would be missing me. Laurie would be hungry… Maybe, Kenny would pop over to the house and tell him about my trip out to Sausalito. Jim would figure it out, he had to. I had to believe that he’d come and get me.

“Take me to Mexico with you.”

He froze in place. “Seriously?”

I shrugged. “You don’t really want to kill me. You just want to get your payment. Let’s head down to Matazlan. Make sure she wires you the funds and then you let me go.”

I could tell the plea had done something to him, because his body language changed.

“I need the break, anyway,” I said.

He laughed. “They’re working you too hard, huh?”

I shrugged, not wanted to give away any more than I needed to.

I wondered if Brent even had any idea about her involvement. Would V.D. figure it out and call Jim?

“How much?” I asked.

“How much what?” he asked.

“How much did she pay you? How much is a life worth?”

“It started at 10k,” he said. His tone was proud, and I tried not to cringe. So little for a human life. I wanted to choke on my tears.

“Ten for the first, but then I doubled it the second time around. I ain’t risking no jail time for nothing.”

“They can’t pin it on you,” I said. “They don’t have any proof of you pushing Perry. They didn’t find any witness, nothing.”

He nodded, obviously proud of himself.

“Was Perry the first?” I asked.

He frowned. “Sure, what do you mean?”

I looked away from him and out the nautical window at Alcatraz…

“There was another guy, Rick Link. Died in Yosemite.”

Skull cap rubbed at his chin. “Yosemite? No, no. That wasn’t me.”

Football captain…prom king…Escape from Alcatraz…

Nausea bubbled up inside me. “Oh my God! She said Lillian, but she’d meant Jillian.”

“What?” Skull cap asked.

“Jill had the Escape from Alcatraz t-shirt. It was his, wasn’t it? Rick Link’s.”

A crashing sound came from overhead, pounding and shouting. The boat rocked violently. Sirens sounded in the distance.

“Help!” I screamed.

Skull cap man dove for the door of the cabin, but wood splintered all around him as Jim broke through it in one fluid motion. Jim tackled skull cap like a linebacker while I cheered him on.

Directly following Jim was Vicente. He piled onto skull cap man and restrained him, while Jim came to me.

“Kate,” Jim screamed, crushed me into an embrace. “Are you hurt?”

“I’m good, I’m good,” I said. “We were going to Mazatlan.”

He untied my wrists and then my ankles.

Before I could give him any explanations, he ushered me up to the top deck and off the boat. The sirens grew louder and at the end of the dock I could see Galigani directing a police cruiser to park. Two uniformed officers jumped out of the car and ran past us, climbing aboard The Shady Lady.

Jim squeezed my hand. “Thank God, you’re okay.”

“I’m glad you found me,” I said. “Where’s Laurie? Who’s watching her?”

“The cat,” Jim snickered. “And your mom,” he said, ushering me toward Galigani.

Galigani stood at the end of dock, leaning on a cane with his foot in a boot cast. He ruffled my hair when I got close and said, “Hey kid. You’re a sight for sore eyes. Glad we got here in time.”

“How’s your ankle?” I asked.

He scolded me. “Just because I led the charge in saving your butt, doesn’t mean I’ve forgiven you for taking me hiking.”

Jim and I both laughed and I leaned into him. “How did you guys find me?”

“Vicente called me. He and Kenny got some information off the laptop that showed—”

“It was Jill,” I said.

“You know?” Galigani asked.

“I pieced it together. She went hiking with the guy in Yosemite, right?” I asked.

“Right. His mother called the house after you left for your run, but I didn’t know what she was talking about, said that the girl who’d camped with Rick was Jillian Harrington.”

“Yes,” Galigani confirmed. “Miles suspected her of stealing from the restaurant and I suppose the manager, Rick Link, may have had proof. So she got rid of him.”

“Then Perry found out and blackmailed her,” Jim said.

“How did Perry find out?” I asked.

“Same way we did,” Galigani said, “Rick’s mom.”

Perry was the one who’d phoned her.

“If Jill didn’t pay Perry to keep silent,” Jim said, “he was going to ruin her career, not only as a restaurant critic, but also as a TV host on Foodie Network. So, she hired this creep,” he gestured toward The Shady Lady, “to get rid of Perry.”

“The guy went a little unhinged when Melanie interrupted his cleanup at Perry’s. He figured once Perry was out of the picture, he’d help himself to the guy’s big screen TV,” Galigani said, “But when Melanie interrupted the heist, he got nervous that she could ID him.”

Vicente emerged from the houseboat and swaggered toward us. “The police are reciting him his Miranda rights. How is Kate?”

“I’m fine,” I said. “Thank you for calling Jim and for coming along to help.”

Vicente smiled that charming, annoying smile. “Ah, come on, Kate. You know I couldn’t let anything happen to my leading lady.”

Jim cocked an eyebrow. “What?”

I buried my head in my hands. “He’s making me take the lead in his play. Mom is already cast.”

“And Kenny is going to play the trombone,” Vicente added. “We’re changing it up a bit. It’ll be a musical.”

Jim and Galigani laughed, a little too loudly if you ask me, but both said, “Ah! Brilliant. It’ll be a sold-out show!”

To Do:

1. Enroll in Martial Arts Class!

2. Get Whiskers his shots.

3. Find next client!

~THE END~

***
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•CHAPTER ONE•

Labor

The phone rang, interrupting the last seconds of the 49ers game.

“Damn,” Jim said. “Final play. Who’d be calling now?”

“Don’t know,” I said from my propped position on the couch.

I was on doctor’s orders for bed rest. My pregnancy had progressed with practically no hang-ups, except for the carpal tunnel and swollen feet, until one week before my due date when my blood pressure skyrocketed. Now, I was only allowed to be upright for a few minutes every couple of hours to accommodate the unavoidable mad dash to the bathroom.

“Everyone I know is watching the game. It’s gotta be for you,” Jim said, stretching his long legs onto the ottoman.

I struggled to lean forward and grab the cordless phone.

“Probably your mom,” he continued.

I nodded. Mom was checking in quite often now that the baby was two days overdue. An entire five minutes had passed since our last conversation.

“Hello?”

A husky male voice said, “This is Nick Dowling . . .”

Ugh, a telemarketer.

“. . . from the San Francisco medical examiner’s office.”

I sat to attention. Jim glanced at me, frowning. He mouthed, “Who is it?” from across the room.

“Is this the Connolly residence?”

“Yes,” I said.

“Are you a relative of George Connolly?”

“He’s my brother-in-law.”

“Can you tell me the last time you saw him?”

My breath caught. “The last time we saw George?”

Jim stood at the mention of his brother’s name.

“Is he a transient, ma’am?” Dowling asked.

I felt the baby kick.

“Hold on a sec.” I held out the phone to Jim. “It’s the San Francisco medical examiner. He’s asking about George.”

Jim froze, let out a slight groan, then crossed to me and took the phone. “This is Jim Connolly.”

The baby kicked again. I switched positions. Standing at this point in the pregnancy was uncomfortable, but so was sitting or lying down for that matter. I got up and hobbled over to Jim, put my hands on his back and leaned in as close as my belly would allow, trying to overhear.

Why was the medical examiner calling about George?

“I don’t know where George is. I haven’t seen him for a few months.” Jim listened in silence. After a moment he said, “What was your name again? Uh-huh . . . What number are you at?” He scratched something on a scrap of paper then said, “I’ll have to get back to you.” He hung up and shoved the paper into his pocket.

“What did he say?” I asked.

Jim hugged me, his six-foot-two frame making me feel momentarily safe. “Nothing, honey.”

“What do you mean, nothing?”

“Don’t worry about it,” he whispered into my hair.

I pulled away from Jim’s embrace and looked into his face. “What’s going on with George?”

Jim shrugged his shoulders, and then turned to stare blankly at the TV. “We lost the game.”

“Jim, tell me what the medical examiner said.”

He grimaced, pinching the bridge of his nose. “A body was found in the bay. It’s badly decomposed and unidentifiable.”

Panic rose in my chest. “What does that have to do with George?”

“They found his bags on the pier near where the body was recovered. They went through his stuff and got our number off an old cell phone bill. They want to know if George has any scars or anything on his body so they can . . .” His shoulders slumped. He shook his head and covered his face with his hands.

I waited for him to continue, the gravity of the situation sinking in. I felt a strong tightening in my abdomen. A Braxton Hicks?

Instead of speaking, Jim stood there, staring at our blank living room wall, which I’d been meaning to decorate since we’d moved in three years ago. He clenched his left hand, an expression somewhere between anger and astonishment on his face. He turned and made his way to the kitchen.

I followed. “Does he?”

Jim opened the refrigerator door and fished out a can of beer from the bottom shelf. “Does he what?” He tapped the side of the can, a gesture I had come to recognize as an itch to open it.

“Have any scars or . . .” I couldn’t finish the sentence. A strange sensation struck me, as though the baby had flip-flopped. “Uh, Jim, I’m not sure about this, but I may have just had a contraction. A real one.”

I cupped my hands around the bottom of my belly. We both stared at it, expecting it to tell us something. Suddenly I felt a little pop from inside. Liquid trickled down my leg.

“I think my water just broke.”

<><><>

Jim expertly navigated the San Francisco streets as we made our way to California Pacific Hospital. Even as the contractions grew stronger, I couldn’t stop thinking about George.

Jim’s parents had died when he was starting college. George, his only brother, had merely been fourteen, still in high school. Their Uncle Roger had taken George in. George had lived rent-free for many years, too many years, never caring to get a job or make a living.

Jim and I often wondered if so much coddling had incapacitated George to the point that he couldn’t, or wouldn’t, stand on his own two feet. He was thirty-three now and always had an excuse for not holding a job. Apparently, everyone was out to get him, take advantage of him, “screw” him somehow. At least that’s the story we’d heard countless times.

The only thing George had going for him was his incredible charm. Although he was a total loser, you’d never know it to talk to him. He could converse with the best of them, disarming everyone with his piercing green eyes.

Uncle Roger had finally evicted George six months ago. There had been an unpleasant incident. Roger had been vague about it, only telling us that the sheriff had to physically remove George from his house. As far as we knew, George had been staying with friends since then.

I glanced at Jim. His face was unreadable, the excitement of the pending birth diluted by the phone call we had received.

I touched Jim’s leg. “Just because his bags were found at the pier doesn’t mean it’s him.”

Jim nodded.

“I mean, what did the guy say? The body was badly decomposed, right? How long would bags sit on a pier in San Francisco? Overnight?”

“Hard to say,” he muttered.

I rubbed his leg trying to reassure him. “I can’t believe any bag would last more than a couple days, max, before a transient, a kid, or someone else would swipe it.”

Jim shrugged and looked grim.

A transient? Why had the medical examiner asked that? George had always lived on the fringe, but homeless?

Please God, don’t let the baby be born on the same day we get bad news about George.

Bad news—what an understatement. How could this happen? I closed my eyes and said a quick prayer for George, Jim, and our baby.

I dug my to-do list out from the bottom of the hospital bag.

To Do (When Labor Starts):

1. Call Mom.

2. Remember to breathe.

3. Practice yoga.

4. Time contractions.

5. Think happy thoughts.

6. Relax.

7. Call Mom.

Oh, shoot! I’d forgotten to call Mom. I found my cell phone and pressed speed dial. No answer.

Hmmm? Nine P.M., where could she be?

I left a message on her machine and hung up.

I looked over the rest of the list and snorted. What kind of idealist had written this? Think happy thoughts? Remember to breathe?

I took a deep breath. My abdomen tightened, as though a vise were squeezing my belly. Was this only the beginning of labor? My jaw clenched as I doubled over. Jim glanced sideways at me.

He reached out for my hand. “Hang in there, honey, we’re almost at the hospital.”

The vise loosened and I felt almost normal for a moment.

I squeezed Jim’s hand. My husband, my best friend, and my rock. I had visualized this moment in my mind over and over. No matter what variation I gave it in my head, never in a million years could I have imagined the medical examiner calling us right before my going into labor and telling us what? That George was dead?

Before I could process the thought, another contraction overtook me, an undulating and rolling tightening, causing me to grip both my belly and Jim’s hand.

When my best friend, Paula, had given birth, she was surrounded mostly by women. Me, her mother, her sister, and of course, her husband, David. All the women were supportive and whispered words of encouragement while David huddled in the corner of the room, watching TV. When Paula told him she needed him, he’d put the TV on mute.

When I’d recounted the story for Jim, he’d laughed and said, “Oh, honey, David can be kind of a dunce. He doesn’t know what to do.”

Another vise grip brought me back to the present. Could I do this without drugs? I held my breath. Urgh! Remember to breathe.

I crumpled the to-do list in my hand.

Bring on the drugs.
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•CHAPTER ONE•

At Sea

To Do:

1. Buy diapers.

2. Make Laurie’s two-month check.

3. Find good “how to” book for PI business.

4. √ Find dress for the cruise.

5. √ Ask Mom to babysit.

6. Exercise.

I stared into the bathroom mirror and wondered how I’d failed to bring a hairbrush along on the San Francisco Bay dinner cruise. I ran my hands down the length of my mop, trying to tame the frizzies. If I put a little water on the problem, would it help or make it worse?

The door to the restroom flew open. Sara, one of the moms from my new mommy group, appeared. She looked worse than I did. Her lipstick was smudged and her hair had the volume of a lion’s mane.

“Oh my God! Kate! I didn’t know you were here.” She took a step back toward the door, then hesitated, looking like she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar.

She was so prim and proper at dinner. Probably doesn’t like to be seen looking so rumpled, but hey, if you can’t look bad in the ladies room then there’s no safe haven.

Sara ran her hands along the front of her black cocktail dress, which was wrinkled and wet, then squinted at her reflection. She jumped into action, grabbing a paper towel and fixing the smeared lipstick. “Your husband’s been looking everywhere for you. The captain’s called an ‘all hands on deck.’”

“My hands too?” I asked, wiggling my fingers under the faucet to activate the automatic water flow.

Sara scrunched her mouth in disapproval.

“I guess I’m not up on ship rules,” I said to her reflection.

“Everyone has to go back to their tables, now!” She grabbed another paper towel and frantically scrubbed at the wet section of her dress.

I stopped fussing with my hair and shifted my gaze from Sara’s reflection to Sara.

If everyone was supposed to be back to their tables, what was she doing here?

“Why?” I asked.

“There’s been an accident.”

Goose bumps rose on my arms. “What kind of accident?”

“Helene fell down the back staircase.” Sara motioned me toward the door. “Come on, come on.”

<><><>

We made our way through a dimly lit corridor toward the main dining hall. The cruise ship held roughly seventy-five passengers although tonight it was only about half full.

The change in atmosphere was immediately noticeable. Not to mention eerie. The dance floor was empty and the music was off. We crossed the bar area, which moments ago had been packed, and hurried to our dining table.

Most of the passengers were seated at their tables. The chatter that had animated the room was subdued.

I spotted Jim standing alone at our table, gripping the back of his chair. He surveyed the room. When he saw me, his expression relaxed a notch, going from grim to serious.

I hurried to him and reached for his hand.

He embraced me. “Kate! I was worried.”

“I need to find my husband,” Sara said as she rushed past us and headed for the main stairwell.

“What’s happened? Sara said Helene fell down some steps. Is it serious?”

“I’m not sure. The captain asked everyone to return to their dining tables. Didn’t you hear him on the microphone? Where’ve you been?”

Before I could answer my elbow was jogged by Evelyn, another mommy from our group.

She was eight months pregnant with her second child. Her blonde hair was pinned neatly back, and her green eyes flashed enhanced by the lime scarf she wore. The scarf was arranged to draw the eye toward her protruding belly, which she proudly stroked.

“Kate! How awful! Did you hear about Helene?” Her lips curled a bit, almost as if she were suppressing a smile.

Why was she smiling? Almost gloating.

“Sort of. Is she all right?”

“Ladies and gentlemen,” the captain’s voice boomed over the microphone. “Please take your seats. We will be a bit delayed in docking in San Francisco due to an unfortunate accident aboard. The U.S. Coast Guard will be joining us shortly. Thank you in advance for your full cooperation.”

Evelyn squeezed my elbow and flitted off to gather her husband. Jim pulled my chair out for me.

“Coast Guard? What’s going on?” I asked.

Jim’s lips formed a line. “I was at the bar getting a Bud, when the brunette –”

“Sara, Miss No-Nonsense?”

“No. The other one, the one with the…with the…” Jim waved his hands around. “Fluffy dress.”

I nodded. “Margaret.”

Margaret was wearing a ballet tutu. I wish I could say it looked as ridiculous as it sounded, but the truth was it looked fabulous. Margaret was super tall, pencil thin, and had shapely legs. She looked as if she could have stepped out of a children’s book – a cartoon

character with spindly spider legs and a ruffle at her waist. But the gold top and shoes added something indescribable to the outfit. Making the cartoon Olive Oyl look glamorous and runwayish.

“Yeah, Margaret,” Jim continued. “She ran up to us, looking a little dazed, and said

Helene fell down the back staircase. Said she was unconscious –”

“Unconscious?” I felt a shiver run down my spine.

Jim pulled out my dining chair. “The captain asked if there was a doctor on board.”

I sat down and let him push my chair in.

We were the only ones at our table. Earlier, we had dined with all the parents from my new mothers’ group: Sara, Helene, Margaret, Evelyn and their husbands.

We had christened them: Sara was Miss No-Nonsense; Helene was Lean and Mean,

Margaret was Tutu, and Evelyn was Preggers. We referred to the husbands as Cardboard Cutout

Numbers 1 through 4.

Now, it felt almost irreverent to have given everyone a nickname.

“Where is everybody?” asked Jim.

I shrugged. “Helene, we know about, so her husband is probably with her, right? Wasn’t

Margaret’s husband –”

“Alan?”

“Yeah, Alan, isn’t he a doctor?”

Jim frowned. “A podiatrist.”

“Okay. Well, med school and all. Maybe she twisted her ankle. Did you see the heels she was wearing?”

Jim tried to hide his smirk by sipping his beer.

I pushed his shoulder. “What’s so funny?”

“You. We just heard that Helene may be unconscious and you’re worrying about her shoes!”

“I’m not worried about her shoes! I’m wondering what happened to her and where everybody is. I mean, the woman practically kills herself wearing some ungodly high heels, just to please some man, who probably laughed at her –”

Margaret descended the main staircase and closed the distance on our table. I cut myself off despite Jim’s snickers into his beer. She raised her hand in acknowledgment and sat down grim-faced.

“Where’s Alan?” I asked.

“With Helene,” she answered.

I shot Jim a smug look, which he ignored.

“How is she?” Jim asked.

Margaret’s eyes clouded over and she shrugged helplessly. “I don’t know.”

We sat in awkward silence. I perused the other three tables in the dining room. The parties at each table were as somber as we were. The four-hour dinner cruise on the San Francisco Bay had now been delayed indeterminately and nobody looked pleased about it.

Margaret fiddled with a cocktail glass that lingered beside her half eaten dessert. She lifted the glass and examined the contents. Only two melting ice cubes remained. She stirred them with her straw, hoping, I suppose, to release any vodka that might be clinging to them.

After a moment of disappointing results, she returned the glass to the table. Her eyes flicked toward the bar.

“Can I get you anything?” Jim asked.

Margaret flushed. “No. God, no. Thank you.” She picked up her discarded navy cloth napkin and wrung it.

From the main staircase Sara and her husband approached. Behind them Evelyn and her husband were struggling to keep up. Evelyn had one hand on her pregnant belly and the other on her husband’s shoulder. They took their places at our table in silence. The men smelled of cigar smoke and looked relaxed. In contrast, both women had pinched expressions.

Now, there were only three vacant spots at our table. Helene’s, her husband’s, and Alan’s. My eyes fell on Helene’s empty spot. Sara gave me a tight smile, then put her hand on Margaret’s to stop her fidgeting.

“Everything will be fine, you’ll see,” Sara said to Margaret.

Margaret lowered her eyes and nodded.

Suddenly we felt a bump and the ship jostled back and forth. Everyone in the dining room turned toward the sound. Through the starboard window we could see the U.S. Coast Guard vessel had arrived. Crew members were roping the smaller craft to our ship.

The Coast Guard quickly boarded our ship and disappeared out of sight with the crew members.

Margaret cleared her throat and eyed Evelyn. “Does anyone know what happened? I mean, did she just slip or what?”

I had noticed that the woman hadn’t been very chatty with Evelyn throughout the dinner and now wondered what the look Margaret had flashed her might mean.

Evelyn shrugged and returned Margaret’s look evenly. “How would I know? Ask Sara.”

Sara pressed her shoulders back and sat a little taller.

“She was really out of it,” Evelyn continued, rubbing her extended belly. “How much did she have to drink anyway?”

“I didn’t think she had that much, did she?” Margaret asked.

Helene’s empty place seemed to dominate the table. Her dessert plate still held the untouched apple turnover. The ice cream had melted and run over the edge of the plate onto the navy and white place mat. Next to the plate, two drained cocktail glasses loomed, and in the tall wine-glass only the stain of red wine remained.

A strange hush settled on our table.

Howard, Sara’s husband, slouched into his chair and casually slung his arm around the back of Sara’s. “Looks like we’re going to be here awhile.”

Everyone at the table looked at Howard, and then followed his eyes to the starboard window. The night and bay were dark except for a troubling light that was converging upon us.

“Oh good!” Margaret exclaimed. “That must be the hospital boat for Helene.”

The craft nudged itself alongside us. Silence descended on the entire dining room as letters on the boat came into view: “SFPD.”

…Excerpt from MOTHERHOOD IS MURDER by Diana Orgain © 2010

Buy MOTHERHOOD IS MURDER for your Kindle

FORMULA FOR MURDER

Book 3 of the MATERNAL INSTINCTS MYSTERY SERIES


© 2011 Diana Orgain

Sleuth and first-time mom Kate Connolly and her baby are the victims of a hit-and-run, but escape unharmed. A witness identifies the car’s French diplomatic license plates, yet when Kate and her hubby try to get some answers, they get le cold shoulder.

But there’s something going on at the French consulate that’s dirtier-and far deadlier-than any diaper.

Enjoy the following excerpt for FORMULA FOR MURDER

Chapter One

To Do:

1. √ Make holiday photo appointment for Laurie.

2. Send out Christmas cards Get them printed first—then send out Christmas cards.

3. Complete Start Christmas shopping.

4. Find a “Baby’s First Christmas” ornament.

5. Get Christmas tree.

6. Finish background checks Galigani gave me.

7. Get new PI client. How do I do this?

I checked Laurie in the rearview mirror. She was sound asleep; as usual, the motion of the car had lulled her into slumber.

She looked adorable, wearing a tiny red satin dress with matching red booties. We were on our way to get her first holiday photos taken. I couldn’t believe three months had evaporated; it seemed like she was born just yesterday. My best friend, Paula, had warned me the time would fly by, but this was ridiculous. How had I put off taking Laurie’s holiday photos? Now it was the first week in December and I’d be hustling to get them taken, printed, and sent out as Christmas cards.

It’s all right. From now on efficiency will be my middle name.

I cruised down the hill to the stoplight and stepped on the brake. Out of habit, I glanced in the rearview again and saw a silver SUV barreling down the hill.

Was the car out of control? It continued to speed and there was no telltale sign of the nose dipping as it would if the driver were braking.

They were getting closer! Almost on top of us.

I quickly looked for a way to avoid impact. The cars in front of me were waiting on the traffic signal and a steady stream of cross traffic moved through the intersection.

No! The SUV was going to hit us!

My eyes were transfixed on the rearview mirror. I held my breath, bracing myself for the crash at the same time my brain screamed for a miracle.

Please stop in time. Please don’t hit me and my baby!

Adrenaline shot through me, and everything felt as though it was happening in slow motion. I watched in horror as the SUV swerved violently to the right, but there was no way it could avoid hitting us.

The impact jolted us forward and I banged my head on the steering wheel. My seat belt caught and tugged at me just as we slammed into the car in front of us, then my entire body jerked backward, the base of my head smacking into the headrest.

Laurie let out a shrill wail, piercing into my heart. My gaze shot right and I locked eyes with the assailing driver. He was young, maybe only sixteen or seventeen, with longish brown hair and peach fuzz on his chin. His eyes were wide in shock. The SUV revved and tore off through the red light.

The light changed to green, and traffic—which had been stopped all around us—began to move again.

The passenger door of the vehicle in front of us opened and a woman jumped out. She rushed to my driver’s side. I unfastened my belt with only one thing on my mind.

Laurie!

My hands were shaking from the adrenaline pulsing through my system. I pushed open my door.

The woman asked, “Are you all right?”

“I don’t know. My baby! My baby!”

The woman’s eyes widened as she focused on Laurie in her car seat.

Why wasn’t she crying? She had cried out on impact but now she was silent.

My heart was lodged in my throat. I struggled with the door handle, my hands fumbling it. The woman reached over me and easily opened the door. I dove inside the backseat to Laurie’s side.

Traffic sped around us. One vehicle slowed then stopped. The driver yelled, “Is everyone okay? Do you want me to call a tow truck? The police?”

I swallowed past the lump in my throat and shouted, “Call an ambulance!”

My voice sounded near hysterical even to me. I examined Laurie, who upon seeing me started to fidget and then began to cry.

Was she hurt? Was I supposed to move her? Panic about spinal cord injury flooded my mind.

“What do I do?” I asked the woman. “I don’t want to take her out of the car seat. What if it hurts her little spine?”

“Can we get the entire car seat out of the car? Traffic’s not waiting, honey, and I want to get you two out of danger.”

I unclipped the car seat bucket and pulled the carrier out of the car. The woman grabbed the carrier, and we crossed a lane of traffic to the side of the road.

She set Laurie’s bucket down on a bed of ice plants. “My husband went after the guy,” the woman said. “I can’t believe he just took off like that!”

I nodded distractedly, my mind and attention on Laurie. “He was young, a kid.”

The woman blew out her breath in a sharp huff. “Probably on drugs!”

I leaned in as close to Laurie as I could without removing her from the seat, trying to soothe her.

“Did you see the plates on the car?” the woman asked me.

I rubbed Laurie’s check, she rooted toward my hand. She was either hungry or looking for soothing. “No,” I answered. “Just him. Long brown hair, peach fuzz, wide-eyed doe look on his face.”

“Foreign diplomat car. DL? What code is that? French?” she asked.

Sirens screamed from up the hill.

Help is on the way!

I pressed my check against Laurie’s and whispered, “Shhh, little angel, pumpkiny pie, Mommy’s here and help’s coming fast.”

The woman said something inaudible and looked up in time to see an ambulance accompanied by a police cruiser pull up to the curb. The paramedics jumped out of the ambulance.

An officer stepped out of the patrol car and began speaking with the woman.

One EMT leaned over Laurie and me. “How are you?”

“I’m okay. I think. My baby is only three months old. I didn’t want to take her out of the seat. Because, you know, I didn’t know if it was okay to move her. I’m scared of neck or spinal injury—”

“Right, right,” the EMT said, flashing a light across Laurie’s eyes.

I knelt in the ice plant and hovered over them, not caring about the dew that soaked through the knees of my jeans and chilled me.

The EMT looked at me. “Her eyes are responding okay, but I can’t tell much without taking her out of the seat. You want to go to the hospital? It’s down the street.”

I nodded, trying to shove down the hysteria welling inside me.

The EMT picked up Laurie’s bucket. Laurie was now seemingly beginning to panic, too, and her cry turned into a shriek, her tiny arms flapping about.

It broke my heart to see her in distress, not really able to calm her. Every fiber of my being screamed to grab the bucket from him, pull Laurie out, and cradle her.

Please just be hungry or fussy. Don’t be hurt, don’t be injured!

The other EMT helped me up off my knees. The woman seemed to be recounting the accident to the police officer. As soon as I got to my feet I followed Laurie into the ambulance. The EMT who had assisted me moved to the officer and said something I couldn’t pick up.

The officer nodded and came toward me. He was slightly taller than me and had a stocky build. Somehow his build reassured me as though it made him sturdy and dependable. “Ma’am, I’ll need a statement from you. If you leave me your information I can get it from you later.”

I absently looked around for my purse. For the first time since the accident I saw my car. It was completely totaled. My trunk was smashed in and the hood looked like an accordion.

How had I walked away from that?

What about Laurie . . . could she really be all right?

Tears flooded my eyes. “I don’t know where my purse is. I can give you my number . . . Can you call my husband?”

The officer jotted down my home number. “I’ll tell him to pick you up at the hospital.” He looked at me for approval.

I nodded. “Thank you.”

“I’ll be in touch, ma’am. I hope your baby is all right.” Anger flashed across his face and his jaw tightened. “Don’t worry: I’m gonna get the guy who hit you.”

I thanked him, then jumped into the ambulance, anxious to be with Laurie. She was still crying. Not knowing how to best channel my distress, I broke down and began to sob also, my brain trying to process the fact that this was the second time in Laurie’s short life that we’d shared an ambulance ride together. The fact that this time was not my fault did little to settle my nerves.

Why had the driver left the scene? Sure, he was probably scared, but didn’t he know a hit-and-run was a criminal act?

The EMT attending to Laurie put a small blanket over her and glanced at me. “Are you in pain, ma’am?”

I searched my pockets in a useless effort to find a pacifier for Laurie and shrugged at the EMT. “I want to hold her.”

“I know,” he said, almost in a whisper. “It’s hard to listen to them cry. Did you know just the sound of a baby’s cry makes your blood pressure go up?”

I shook my head.

He continued, “Yeah, in all mammals except for rats.”

We rounded a corner and arrived at the hospital. Laurie and I were unloaded and ushered to a small room. A nurse freed Laurie from the car seat, before I could protest, and laid her on a table to take her vitals.

Someone in green medical scrubs was asking me if I had any cuts or abrasions. I shook my head and felt a blood pressure cuff go around my arm. My eyes locked on Laurie, I didn’t even bother to look at him.

The nurse hovering over her asked, “How old is the baby?”

“Three months,” I answered.

“When’s the last time she ate?” she asked, stripping Laurie of her beautiful little holiday dress.

“A few hours ago.”

The nurse attached small metal pads to Laurie’s chest. Laurie let out a sharp cry.

“I’m so sorry they’re cold, sweetie,” she said.

The man attending me dropped my arm. “Normal,” he said.

I glanced at him in disbelief, then read the digital display: 120 over 80.

I closed my eyes. Did this mean I was a rat?

Surely if I were any kind of decent mother my blood pressure would be through the roof.

“Can you take it again?” I asked.

The man frowned. “You’re fine.”

I didn’t feel fine. I felt like a failure.

How could my blood pressure be fine? I’m a total and complete failure as a mom.

“Do you want to see a doctor?” the man asked me.

Again, I shook my head. “No. Just a pediatrician for Laurie.”

He nodded and left the room. The other nurse turned to me. “Are you breastfeeding?”

I nodded.

She handed Laurie to me. “Why don’t you nurse her now and see if she calms down a bit. All her vital signs are very good. Do you still want a pediatrician to look at her?”

“Yes, of course!” I answered.

The nurse nodded in understanding and left the room, promising to send the pediatrician on call.

I squeezed Laurie and fresh tears ran down my checks.

“Littlest! Please be okay. Please don’t be hurt,” I sobbed.

Laurie’s hand entangled itself in my hair and she yanked at it, letting out a howl.

I laughed and let her tug at my hair. “If you’re mad at missing a meal, then you’re probably okay, huh?”

I bundled her in a blanket, nursed her, and waited for the doctor while replaying the accident in my mind. Was there anything I could have done differently? Why did he take off? I know he was just a kid, probably only recently got his license. But how could he abandon us like that?

The door to the room opened and my husband, Jim, appeared. I leapt out of the chair, still holding Laurie, and fell into him. His strong arms engulfed us and made me feel safe for the first time since the accident.

In a rush of words I told him about the hit-and-run. He listened to me while he watched Laurie.

There was a soft rap at the door, followed by the creak of it opening. The pediatrician, a tall man with smooth olive skin and dark hair, stepped in. He had me place Laurie on the exam table, which caused me to go into full sob mode again.

He peppered Jim with questions regarding Laurie’s health, as he examined her. After a bit, he subjected me to the same battery of questions.

He finally said, “I think she’s fine. Of course, we’ll have to monitor her for signs of distress for the next forty-eight hours or so. But newborns are mostly cartilage; it’s probably you, Mom, who’s going to be hurting.”

He handed me a checklist of symptoms to watch for, including: vomiting, diarrhea, and lethargy, and then left the room.

I rebundled Laurie. “What did the police tell you?” I asked Jim.

“Not much. He said the guy in the car in front of you followed the assailant. He ended up losing him, but was pretty sure it was a vehicle from the French consulate’s fleet.”

A vehicle from the French consulate?

What did that mean? Why did he speed off? Why not stop?

“Was the car stolen?” I asked.

Jim shrugged. “I don’t know, the cop barely gave me the time of day. Told me to file an insurance claim and gave me an incident number.” Jim stared at me with a dumbfounded expression—one I’m sure matched my own.

After a moment, he said, “Of course, I didn’t press him much. I only wanted to find out about you and Laurie and how you guys were doing.”

I nodded.

“Why’d you ask if the car was stolen?” Jim asked.

“It was a teenager driving it.”

Jim exhaled. “So it’s some diplomat’s kid.”

“Maybe,” I agreed.

He squinted at me. “Let’s go there.”

“What?”

“Let’s track down the snot nose that hit you and Laurie.”

“Shouldn’t we let the police do that?”

Jim clenched a fist. “They already know it’s a car from the consulate. You think they’re itching to get involved with some diplomat’s pinhead son? If they were, they’d already be over there, right?”

I pulled Laurie close to me and pressed my nose into her soft check. She was asleep but my squeeze caused her little hand to reach out. I placed my finger in her palm and felt her small hand wrap around it.

“You know the police aren’t going to do a darn thing,” Jim continued. “They want us to open an insurance claim. Let us take the hit.”

Anger surged inside of me. “We already took the hit. Literally! Laurie and I.”

Oh God, please let my baby be all right.

The doctor had said to watch for signs of distress.

Didn’t I always?

I would be even more vigilant now.

“What about Laurie? I want to get her home. Make sure she’s okay. I want her to be warm and fed and content . . .” My voice caught as a sob bubbled in my throat. “I want her to be okay.”

Jim pulled Laurie and me into an embrace. “She’s okay, honey. She’s gonna be fine,” he said, his voice full of emotion “You heard the doctor: She’s all cartilage.”

“She not all cartilage. She’s a person! A tiny defenseless little person, with a heart and soul and . . .” Tears rolled down my face.

He tightened his grasp around me. Laurie squirmed between us.

“It happened so fast, Jim. One minute you’re there, stopped at a light, and then the next . . . what if . . .”

“I love you guys so much. I can’t stand the thought. All I can do is fight, Kate. I want to find the guy who ran into you. Accidents happen, I know. But you can’t just leave a mother and child in the middle of the road after smashing their car to smithereens.”

I nodded, swallowing back my fears. I picked up Laurie’s discarded dress and handed it to Jim. “Let’s go.”
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