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In order to get in, I had to think like an eighty-year-old man.

I asked myself, where would my Uncle Walt hide a key—then bent down and lifted the mat below my feet.

Nothing.

Well, I really had no intention of breaking a window or door to get inside. My heart sank, thinking I’d gotten this far and wouldn’t get to snoop around.

I stood up and leaned against the door. “Ack!”

My world spun in a flash.

When I felt pain shoot up my back, I realized I’d fallen onto the kitchen floor when the door, which had obviously been left open, gave way. I couldn’t move for several seconds and shut my eyes, waiting for the pain to subside. I sure as hell wasn’t going to call out for help. How could I explain me on the floor of a dead man’s house?

Then I heard a muffled sound approaching. Footsteps!

I opened my eyes to see a shadow standing above me.

A scream flew through my lips.


One

“Say ah.” I leaned forward with my flashlight aimed into my friend Goldie’s mouth. “Yikes.”

He opened his heavily mascaraed eyes and shut his coral-colored lips. I wished I looked that good in coral. Frankly, I wished I looked that good in anything similar to what Goldie wore.

“What does ‘yikes’ mean, Suga?” he asked.

I touched his hand and had visions of all the times I’d done that with the many patients I’d taken care of in the past thirteen years. That is, used to take care of. I’d sworn off nursing months ago. I didn’t miss my ex-career though. I’d burned out faster than a desert pine hit by lightning during a drought.

I rubbed his hand beneath the beautiful silver-and-turquoise bracelet that sparkled on his left wrist. As far as transvestites went, Goldie Perlman had class and damn good taste in clothes. I could learn from him where makeup was concerned, and actually had in the past. But, damn, I still couldn’t wear coral with my pale skin and gray eyes. “Yikes means your tonsils look like giant zeppelins.”

He raised his eyebrows. “What the hell—” A fit of coughing took his words.

“Remember the Hindenburg?”

“Before my time.”

“I know, but your tonsils are about that big, Gold. I could yank them out with my fingers. You need to go to a doctor ASAP.” I took my hand from his and set the flashlight down on his glass-and-chrome desk. Goldie had dynamite taste in furniture too, especially if you liked jungle themes. I flopped onto the zebra chair I’d grown so fond of since working for Scarpello and Tonelli insurance company.

I’d only been there a few months thanks to the connections of my roommate Miles, Goldie’s boyfriend. Miles’s uncle Fabio owned the place and after a “meltdown” of my previous career, I’d fallen into this new one. Working for Fabio. Ack.

“I hate doctors, Suga.”

I smiled. “Don’t we all.” This after the doctor I used to date nearly killed me—and not from an error in treating me medically. Actually, it was more along the line of murder. “I’m guessing you need those tonsils yanked out as soon as the infection clears.”

He gasped a high-pitched sound. Very flamboyant. Gotta love him. I looked around the office. Giant ficus trees draped in moss gave the feeling of being transported from Connecticut to the old South, specifically Louisiana, Goldie’s home state. As I tried to think of some words of comfort for my ailing friend, our boss walked in.

Fabio Scarpello. Yuck. Now I felt sick.

He glared at Goldie. “You look like shit.” Then Fabio handed him a file. “Here’s your next case.”

Goldie reached out with a perfectly manicured hand, then fell back against the chair.

“What the hell is wrong with you?” Fabio asked in his usual I-don’t-give-a-shit tone. I think he reached down to adjust his crotch through his brown polyester pants, but I yanked my head to the side so I didn’t have to watch.

Ouch.

I spun too fast, but the pain was worth not having to see Fabio. I hesitated, then without looking back said, “He’s got tonsillitis, Fabio. He needs medial treatment.” I felt about ready to pop the guy, but figured my fist would slide off the grease on his chin, so instead I rubbed my now sore neck.

Normally I loved Italians. Miles was one, even though he had been adopted into the Scarpello family, but this Fabio guy got under my skin. He was the consummate Hollywood version of Italian right down to the “wifebeater” tee shirts I’m certain he wore under his polyester suit jackets. Plus, he always wore brown. That more than likely wasn’t an Italian thing, but it was a Fabio thing.

He looked from Goldie to me, then yanked back the file. He turned to go, but not before he shoved it at me. “Here, newbie, get your feet christened with your second case. Prescription fraud. Two jokers to tail. Pauline Sokol, medical insurance fraud investigator extraordinaire, gets to prove herself yet again. Even though this case is way past your abilities, I don’t have a fucking choice.” He shook his head. “Christ. This time, don’t nearly get yourself killed.”

Then he was gone and all was right with the world.

Except that now I was facing my next assignment—alone. I’d only worked for Fabio once, and that case was a piece of cake. Workers’ Comp. Tail a suspect. Take pictures. Yadda. Yadda. Yadda. Okay, I won’t go into detail about how the first set of pictures I took was of the suspect’s butt. Suffice it to say, the camera was camouflaged as a beeper, and it hadn’t occurred to me to take it off my belt.

I learned my lesson though, and was ready—to work alone.

Perfect, since that first case had been “hindered” by none other than the mysterious Jagger. Be still my heart. Jagger was an enigma in the investigation field, even if no one knew who the hell he was, what his last name was—or his first for that matter—or whom he actually worked for.

Me, I really didn’t care.

There went my heart again—and something else. Okay, so the guy revved my engine, but, being the consummate professional, I never made a pass at him—nor he at me. Shit. Wait, there was that one kiss under the mistletoe at my mother’s house, but she’d egged him on, so it didn’t count.

Goldie started to cough. I looked at him. “You have a fever.”

He rolled his eyes upward. “How can you tell?”

“Your eyes are all glassy, and a ruddy hue the likes of my mother’s Christmas tablecloth is showing beneath your pancake makeup.”

“I’m dying,” he muttered.

I gave a soft laugh and a cluck of my tongue so as to convince him that he wasn’t nearly deceased and opened the file. “Oh.”

Goldie looked at me. “Oh? That’s your most professional assessment of your second case?”

I looked up. “Well ... shoot, Goldie.”

He sat bolt upright. “What is it, Suga?”

I leaned closer to look at the file. I flipped several pages, leaned farther down to look at a photo and the name. “I think one of my suspects is already dead.”

“That’ll mean less work.”

I looked up into his watery, feverish eyes. “True. But it’s Mr. Wisnowski.”

“Wis what?”

“Wisnowski. One of my Uncle Walt’s cronies from the senior citizens center.”

“So, old people die.”

“Uncle Walt’s been, well, for the last few days, he’s been insisting that Mr. Wisnowski ... he was ... killed.”

After consoling Goldie and his tonsils until he fell asleep on his zebra couch, I walked out of his office. Slowly I turned to shut the door without waking him. I’d promised to come back in a few hours and take him to the Hope Valley walk-in clinic. Mondays were usually busy, so he’d chosen to nap first and avoid the morning rush. Mondays were also senior citizens days. Well, truthfully, every day was senior day at the clinic.

Being a recently hired employee at Scarpello and Tonelli Insurance Company, I didn’t have my own office. Fabio had said I had to work through my probationary period, which was probably a year, before he’d cough up the furniture and space. Goldie had been sweet enough to let me use his office and equipment when necessary, but it didn’t make me feel as if I really belonged. As if I was truly a medical fraud insurance investigator.

I still felt like a burned-out ex-nurse working on a temporary job. Because, and this part wasn’t in my plans, as much as I wanted to get out of nursing, my last case had dumped me right back into my old scrubs, working undercover at a clinic. That, of course, was because of the overpowering persuasion of none other than Jagger. With my help, he had cracked a multimillion-dollar medical insurance fraud case.

But two people had died in the process. Thankfully, I wasn’t one of them.

I had made a sacred oath to myself that no one was going to get me back into nursing.

I headed down the hallway and into the receptionist’s little cubicle. I imagined Fabio had promised her a bigger space years ago, but here she sat in a tiny eight-by-four room. “Hey, Adele.”

She swung around, her earphone catching on the knob of the desk, yanking her back toward the wall. “Oops!”

I jumped up, but before I could untangle her, she’d reached up a gloved hand to do the job. Adele always wore white silken gloves. At first I’d thought it odd, but soon came to love the eccentricities of the displaced Canadian woman, who had become like a second mother to me.

Well, looking at her streetwalker-tight pink suit and bright pink lips that matched her nails, I knew my real mother would die at the comparison. You can’t judge a book by its cover was a cliché proven every day around here. From flamboyant Goldie with a heart of gold to greasy Fabio with the Godfather complex, to darling Adele Girard, who often spoke of herself in the third person, to Nick Caruso, with his leading-man good looks, the cast of characters often made me feel as if I were working on some movie set.

“You all right, Adele?” I plopped down on the nearby gray desk chair.

She smiled and spun around until she twirled back with a coffee in hand. She held it out toward me. I still had a hard time believing this woman was an ex-con. But she’d had a good reason for doing what she did. I can still hear her explaining, although I hadn’t asked. “My old lady was sick. The big C. Ate her up to nothing. And, to boot, no medical insurance. I needed that money. The jury was right to convict me. Don’t matter the need, you can’t steal.” She’d held up her gloved hands for me to study. “Burned in the joint.”

I looked over to see her watching me.

“Adele is always fine,” she said.

I took the mug. She’d given me the one she’d bought that said INVESTIGATOR SOKOL in bold black letters. “Thanks. Goldie looks like crap today.”

“Mmmm.” She took several sips of her own drink. I assumed it was coffee, but often thought Adele added a bit of “flavor” to it. Rum flavor to be exact. Nevertheless she was a darling and a wiz of a secretary. She’d helped me out so much with addresses and private info, I often wondered if she wouldn’t make a better investigator than I.

But there was the ex-con thing.

“Yeah, he’s got tonsillitis, I’m sure. Needs them yanked, but I bet it will be a challenge to get him to go under the knife.”

She laughed. “Have his boyfriend help.”

“Miles?” Now I laughed. “He’d be more of a wreck than Goldie, facing that prospect.”

“And he’s a nurse?”

“A great one, but when it comes to those he loves, he’s a basket case.” I set down my mug and picked up my file. “Fabio gave me Goldie’s case.”

Adele’s eyes grew dark. She gingerly set her mug down as if it would splinter into millions of pieces. “I see.”

Suddenly my coffee floated up my throat. No, maybe that was bile brought on by fear. Adele had me scared. Maybe it was her tone, maybe the look in her eyes, or maybe the way she pulled on the third finger of her glove. Up and down. Up and down until I reached out and shoved my hand over hers.

Startled, she pulled back.

I did the same, with an apology fresh on my lips. “Oh my God. I’m sorry. I have no idea why I—”

“Adele understands.” With that she got up, scurried to the door, and before I could get her to explain, Fabio shouted for her.

Damn.

I leaned back in my chair. It wasn’t often that I got bad premonitions about things. I left that sort of thing up to my mother, who still worried because I was single, had given up the career I’d been schooled in, worked in a field that almost got me killed and didn’t eat right. Don’t get me started on not having kids yet.

But, looking down at the folder in my hand, while I read the name “Sophie Banko” and “possible prescription fraud,” a heat spread up my arms, and a rocklike thud sounded in the pit of my stomach.

And, for some reason, all I could think was, Mr. Wisnowski had been murdered.

Of course I had no proof that Mr. Wisnowski had been murdered, but as I got into my Venetian red Volvo and drove toward my parents’ house, I just knew my Uncle Walt was onto something.

Call it female intuition—which, by the way, had served me well throughout my nursing career—or call it a hunch, but I had to find out, and talking to Uncle Walt was first on my list. He’d mentioned Mr. W several times in the past. I’d even met him at some social functions and had heard Uncle Walt talk about the real “catch” that Mr. W had dated.

Uncle Walt, my favorite uncle, had lived with us all my life. When my oldest sister, Mary, left the convent to wed—and yes, my mother spent the next few years doing penance in Mary’s name—Uncle Walt had been the super glue that had kept our family together.

I actually applauded Mary, since her wedding took the pressure off of me for a few years, but my parents and my mother’s other brother, Uncle Stash, had nearly come to blows. Stash was the rebel sibling who thought Mary was very “modern” by leaving the convent, and the fact that the Sisters had paid for Mary’s college education was an added bonus. He lived in Florida but came to Connecticut in late winter for his annual ski trip. That was the extent of his skiing.

Come to think of it, he had to be due any day now. Imagine a seventy-nine-year-old skiing. I became a ski-school dropout after giving it a shot with Uncle Stash back in the late 1980s. Everything hurt. It wasn’t fun. I often thought about heading south with him each time he went back. He was a trip, and staying with him could be fun.

I pulled into my parents’ driveway and looked up. Stella Mary Maciejko Sokol, aka Mother, and Michael Joseph Sokol, aka Daddy, had lived in this house for forty-three years—and had never upgraded. When I watched reruns of Donna Reed and Lucy, I knew where my mother had gotten her “decorating” taste.

The white structure, aluminum sided with classic black shutters, stood there, welcoming me back. When I got out of my car and walked into the foyer, I sniffed. The aroma of kielbasa and sauerkraut hung in the air. But I knew that couldn’t be possible. Today was Monday. Mother had to be fixing meatloaf.

You could plan your calendar on my mother’s menus. She made the same meal for each day of the week. Kielbasa and kraut were Saturday’s delicacy and the aroma hung around nearly a week. Not even my mother’s Renuzit air freshener (fresh mountain pine) fetish could get the Polish scent out of the air.

Truthfully, the air freshener had grown to be a comforting scent, much like a fake Christmas tree. Several times a year it soothed me—much like Linus’s blanket.

“That you, Pauline?” my mother called out from the kitchen. She spent hours in the kitchen each day. Didn’t even have a dishwasher since she said she could do a better job. Each year we kids offered to buy her one for Christmas, but she always declined—and we got stuck washing and drying on Thanksgiving, Christmas, New Year’s and any other holidays. With five kids—most with families—doing dishes was no short-term chore.

“Yes, Mom. It’s me. Who else would just walk in?” I turned down the royal blue shag carpeted hallway and headed toward the kitchen. Who still had shag carpeting in their houses? Thing was, my mother kept it impeccably clean, and with the fibers standing at attention, it looked much like I remembered it over twenty years ago. Not even a spot on it.

I nodded toward my father, who was sitting in his favorite chair near the bay window. “Hi, Daddy.”

He looked up from his newspaper, the sports section, and gave me his loving smile. “Hey, Pączki.”

I kissed him on the forehead where his brown hair sprinkled with gray had thinned to reveal too much skin. I couldn’t picture Daddy bald and wondered if he’d keep thinning until it was all gone. Then I gave my usual internal groan at his pet name for me. Pączki. A big, fat, round, often prune-filled Polish donut pronounced more like “paunchki.” That was my father’s endearing name for me since I was born a whopping ten pounds five ounces. But in my defense, I had heard my mother once say the nurses claimed I looked much thinner.

As a bit of a chubby kid, I paid no attention when Daddy called me that. But lately—okay, since my sixteenth birthday—I wanted to run out of the room screaming when he used it. Thank goodness I hadn’t fit the bill of a round, stuffed donut since then. Now—ta-da—I was a size four.

Still, he meant well, and I loved every balding cell in his body. He could call me whatever he wanted—but hopefully, not in front of my friends though.

Daddy was a hardworking silent type who’d retired after forty years in a factory making tiny parts for airplane engines, and now he spent his days golfing when it wasn’t winter and reading the newspaper the rest of the year. The guy had no real hobbies, but the paper took hours to get through. Not that Daddy wasn’t a good reader, it was just that he read everything—and sometimes out loud. When my mother gave him a project to do around the house, he took his time so you could count on not seeing him for days to months.

Like Houdini, my mother spun around and handed me a plate with a Dagwood-size ham sandwich on it. I never saw the woman even take the bread out of the breadbox. “Thanks, Mom.” I sat across from Daddy, knowing she’d produce some beverage very shortly. Most likely milk, since Mother accused me of not having enough calcium for my age. Not even close to menopause, I always insisted that I took calcium pills, which she said is hogwash compared to getting it naturally.

I took a bite of my ham, mustard, lettuce and tomato sandwich. When she wasn’t looking, I slipped out the hothouse tomato and stuffed it between the folds of my turquoise paper napkin. Matched the Formica countertops. January wasn’t tomato month in Connecticut.

Yesterday’s left-over ham tasted wonderful. Me, I’m no cook. Actually take-out food had become one of the basic food groups where I was concerned, and, as much as I hated to admit it, I loved hospital food. Thank goodness Miles cooked when he wasn’t at work. Truthfully, I think the only reason I remained alive was that my mother still fed me. For now, I had to hurry and talk to Uncle Walt, since I needed to head back to the office to get Goldie.

“Where’s Uncle Walt?” I asked after washing down a bite with the milk Mom had snuck in front of me.

Daddy never looked up from his paper. From where I sat I could see that he was mentally doing the crossword puzzle. “Should be back soon. Some lady called for him.”

Mother shook her head. “Tell us something new, Michael.”

I figured Uncle Walt was real hot with the ladies nowadays, then I laughed to myself. “Mind if I wait?” I looked up to see both glaring at me with shock and confusion on their faces. Where’d that come from? My parents not only didn’t mind if I waited, they usually—no, daily—suggested I move back in with them.

That’s when I’d miraculously find myself back at the condo I shared with my roomie, Miles Scarpello. Often, I wouldn’t remember the trip back but knew I made it at warp speed.

Mother sat down with a cup of coffee in her hand. Ready to ask where hers and Daddy’s sandwiches were, I caught a glimpse of the black wrought-iron clock with golden hands above the stove. Eleven forty-five. They never ate lunch until noon or dinner before six. Breakfast was at 6 A.M., before they went off to daily 8 A.M. mass at the Polish church, Saint Stanislaus.

Hope Valley was very ethnic and neighborhoods and Catholic churches divided up where the immigrants had settled.

“Actually, Stella,” my father said, “didn’t Walt mention some funeral?”

She took a sip of coffee and set down her salmon-colored Melmac cup on its saucer. Mother always used cups and saucers, not mugs. Melmac had been our family’s dinnerware since before my birth. It was a tough, hard plastic created in the 1940s, used by the army in WWII, and which then became popular in the fifties and sixties, when my parents must have bought theirs. “Funeral? Oh, that’s right. One of his buddies from the senior citizens center passed away.”

Or was murdered.

I gulped. “A lady?” A long shot, I knew, but if she said yes, then I wouldn’t have that murder issue to think of right now.

“Henry Wisnowski.”

I dropped my sandwich onto the Melmac dish below.

“Watch out, Pauline!” Mother was up in a jiffy and wiping the crumbs off the table. Good thing I didn’t spill my milk.

Of course, if murder were involved, I would have a lot to cry about over that milk. I shuddered, reliving my last brush with murder, despite the fact that Jagger had come to save me.

Jagger.

My heart pitter-pattered. Once Goldie and I made a bet that Jagger was FBI, but there was never a definitive answer from him. Not only wouldn’t I don nursing scrubs again, but sadly, I’d never have to work or see Jagger again.

“Pauline? What is wrong with you?”

My eyes fluttered. I’d gotten stuck in a Jagger-induced moment. “Wrong? Nothing, Mom. Well, I have a new case—”

“Case, smase.” Mother got up and reheated hers and Daddy’s coffee. “When are you going to go back to nursing? The job you’d trained for all those years. Even a master’s degree. You made such a nice nurse.”

Nice? After thirteen years, I’d hoped for “excellent” or at least “well-qualified.” “Mom, I have a job. It’s investigating.” I wiped the napkin across my lips.

Two slices of hothouse tomato fell onto the Melmac dish.

Mother looked at me. “If you didn’t want tomatoes, you should have said so, Pauline Sokol.”

And you still would have put them on. “I didn’t think of it.” Since you materialized the sandwich before I saw the ham come out of the Saran wrap. “I have to go take Goldie to the doctor. Tonsillitis.”

“Can’t his boyfriend take him?”

Mother loved Miles and had grown to love Goldie too. She even baked them apple pies for Christmas and gave them each condoms as stocking stuffers. I know she had the best intentions in mind, but...

I had to get out of there.

I hurried over and gave my mother a peck on the cheek as I shoved the dish into the sink, thankful Melmac was indestructible, although it did stain and burn. But not my mother’s set. Then I kissed Daddy on the forehead. “See ya.”

Once in the driveway, I took a deep breath, hopped in my car, shoved it into reverse and hit the pedal. A loud clank hit the air. I swung around to see Uncle Walt getting out of a 1963 Ford Thunderbird roadster—a convertible, no less. The white exterior sparkled, and the red interior, which I could still see even with the top up, was immaculate, as was the driver.

I knew cars, since Uncle Walt was a car buff and I read all his magazines, mostly in my mother’s john. I flew out of the car. “Anyone hurt?”

Uncle Walt came around from the passenger’s side. “You can’t hurt someone in a vintage car like this at that speed, Pauline. They don’t make them like this nowadays. You should know that.”

I stared at the Thunderbird’s bumper. Not a scratch. Mine, however, had a dent, which needed a good plastic surgeon.

I looked at the purple-haired woman sitting behind the wheel. Wearing dark glasses the size of Where’s Waldo’s, she sat there fluffing her hair in the rearview mirror. I wondered if the crash had dislodged any of the strands. Didn’t look it—she had to have had a can of hair spray all over that coiffure. Silver rhinestones sparkled from the frames of her black glasses, but they were nowhere near as bright as the gems hanging from her earlobes and around her neck. And wrists. And fingers. Well, four out of ten fingers.

Uncle Walt, you dog.
 
He looked in the window. “Helen Wanat, this is my niece, Pauline Sokol.”

Helen. Helen something. So this was the woman Henry Wisnowski and now apparently Uncle Walt fancied. Hmm.

I reached my hand out to shake hers. Firm grip for a senior. “Favorite niece, that is,” I said.

Uncle Walt and I laughed. Helen looked at both of us as if we were whacko. “Family joke,” I added. I leaned near Uncle Walt while Helen went back to the mirror to wipe some fire-engine red lipstick from her tooth. Very white tooth. Original if I ever saw one.

Uncle Walt looked at his watch. “Oh boy, eleven fifty-five. You coming in for lunch, Helen?”

Never looking away from the mirror, she said in a rather deep voice, “We just ate at the restaurant, Walty.”

I could only stare. Walty?

He shrugged. “How about you, Pauline?” He released my grip and started to turn as if he thought if he didn’t make it in by noon, Mother wouldn’t serve him. Of course, that idea wasn’t far from reality.

“Mom fixed me a sandwich earlier.”

He froze. “It’s not noon.”

“You got me on that one. No telling what she was thinking. Anyway, I came here to talk to you.”

Before he could say anything else, Helen turned back, stuck her head out of the window and blew a kiss. I guessed it wasn’t for me. She did nod in my direction, though, as I said, “Nice meeting you.”

Once inside, Uncle Walt must have remembered that he did in fact eat after the funeral since he didn’t touch Mom’s coleslaw with vinegar. He told us that the Wisnowski family put on a pretty nice spread at the Polish Falcon Club. He apparently reconsidered and began to eat a ham sandwich. I smiled to myself when he slipped the hothouse tomatoes out and, more clever than myself, shoved them into the pocket of his black suit jacket.

I only hoped he remembered them soon after leaving the table. Not like me.

Uncle Walt and I excused ourselves and went into his room under the pretense that we were going to look up Helen’s vintage Thunderbird in one of his magazines. Once I walked through the doorway into the “brown” room, I slunk into the overstuffed chair by the window. Mom kept the room clean, and Uncle Walt was almost a neat freak, although not as bad as Goldie or Miles. No one was as addicted to clean as Miles was.

Uncle Walt methodically took off his suit jacket and removed the tomatoes, which he wrapped in a tissue and then set on the end table. He reached over and switched on a lamp whose shade was a still life of Niagara Falls. Any second now, I expected the water to cascade onto his brown carpet. I looked at the dresser near his bed.

Uncle Walt had saved me financially during my last case when he miraculously produced a wad—and I’m talking a four-figure wad of cash—from a secret drawer. That’s how I bought my first surveillance camera.

“So, Pauline, need more money?” He hung his jacket over the wooden butler near the closet door.

“Hmm? Oh, no. I don’t need money.” Well, I do, but this time I have to earn it. “No, Uncle Walt, I actually came to you on official investigator business.”

“You mean how I know Henry was murdered?”

If my teeth weren’t “original,” I’d be wearing them on my lap. I reached up to push my jaw shut. “Well, actually, yes.”

Uncle Walt beamed. Suddenly, he looked as if he had a purpose in life—and that was to help me with my case.

Most times I didn’t know what I was doing, but being a stubborn Pole, I persisted. I sure didn’t need an eighty-year-old “helping” me out.

“He was cremated, you know.”

How could I? “No, actually I didn’t.” I shifted in my seat at the thought. No body. Difficult investigation.

Uncle Walt settled on the bed and pulled at his suspenders a few times. “You need answers, Pauline, and I’m your man. But one thing I need to know is, why are you asking about Henry’s murder?”


Two

Just as Uncle Walt was about to spill the beans as to why he thought Mr. Wisnowski was murdered, my cell phone went off. Thank goodness, too, since, honoring the confidentiality of my case, I had no idea what I would tell him as to why I was interested in Mr. Wisnowski’s death. It also gave me time to try to think of a lie about that. Lying was not in my top-ten mastered skills.

Catholic school and all.

A scratchy, pathetic voice wheezed from the other end. Goldie’s appointment. I told Uncle Walt we’d talk real soon, scurried out the door before having to stop for a cup of tea and some kind of homemade dessert, and headed back to Scarpello and Tonelli Insurance Company.

That’s where I found Goldie curled up in the fetal position on his zebra couch, looking very much like a baby boy—no, girl. I leaned near. No, boy. His mascara—okay, girl—had smudged off onto the sleeve of his gold-and-white-striped blouse. Either way the guy looked pitiable.

I wrapped him in a faux fox jacket and hurried him out to the car, whispering to Adele on the way what I was doing. I didn’t want Fabio to come bustling out of his office and insist Goldie stay to do some stupid work. That’d be like Fabio. As for me, my nursing instincts collided with my womanly intuition, which bombarded my motherly desires every time I ran across someone who was ill, and I had to help.

And darling Goldie was a mess.

I pulled up to the entrance of the Hope Valley Clinic and told him to get out and wait for me on the bench outside the door. Of course, with the number of elderly that frequented the place, he’d be lucky to get a seat. Still, it was a perfect clinic when you felt like crap. Not only could you get treated, but they also had a pharmacy and medical supply store on the same floor, owned by the same crafty conglomerate.

“Am I gonna die, Suga?”

I smiled at him before he stepped out. “Yes—”

“Oooooooh!”

I grabbed the faux fur sleeve. “Gold, joking. I was joking. We are all going to die, but not soon.”

He stepped out slowly and shuffled his gold spike heels on the pavement until he slumped onto the bench between two senior citizen ladies. They each smiled at him.

I readied to park and saw Helen Wanat pulling into a space. Made me think of Henry Wisnowski and how I hoped to hell death wasn’t going to be knocking on my door very soon. I made a mental note to call Uncle Walt from my cell phone while I waited for Goldie.

I hurried out of the car and took him by the arm. “Come on, Gold.” As we ambled toward the revolving door, I noticed a giant red circle with a red line across a cell phone much like the no smoking signs. Damn. I’d have to wait a bit to call Uncle Walt.

The receptionist, a twenty-something bimbo with blonde hair and glasses halfway down her nose, was snapping bubble gum. She looked up without blinking an eye. I assumed she saw plenty of odd characters while working at this clinic and had learned to accept everyone, or she was so jaded that she didn’t notice “not normal.” She shoved a clipboard onto the countertop. “Sign in.”

Goldie managed to fill in his information. I shoved the clipboard back at her. “How long does he have to wait?”

She looked over the glasses at me without a crack of a smile. “Until he’s called.”

I curled my lips so she could see, but figured I was wasting my time. “Duh,” I whispered to Goldie. “Come sit over by the window in the nice sun.”

He nodded and followed along. When he sat down, the nurse stuck her head out of the door and called, “Goldie Perlman.”

“Wow. Good timing.” I got up and gave him a hand. We walked to the door, where the nurse took a look at both of us.

“Who’s Goldie?”

“The sick one,” I said, patted his arm and turned to go. I swung back before the door closed. “I’ll wait out here after I make my phone call, Gold.”

He muttered something that sounded like “okay.” The nurse interrupted with “No cell phones on inside the building.”

Some days I just wanted to scream.

I went outside and sat on the bench, where I dug around in my purse. The cell phone was hidden on the bottom. I pulled it out and pushed the on button.

Nothing.

“Cripes.” I’d forgotten to charge it. This was a major thorn in my paw. I pulled myself up and headed to my car to find the charger that Jagger had given me.

Next to my car an old rattletrap of a Buick pulled in as I walked to the passenger side, where the charger was in the glove compartment. I was thinking about how Jagger had threatened to have a microchip put on my tooth so he could always find me, when the driver’s side door of the rattletrap swung open—and slammed into my chest.

“Whoosh!” Air flew out of my mouth, which had to be a good thing or I might have been really hurt.

An older gentleman jumped out of the car. Very spry for a man who had to be in his seventies. “Oh, my, Bellisima young lady, are you-a all right?”

His heavy Italian accent fit perfectly with his black pinstriped suit, heavy mustache and head of gray hair. Looked as if he’d stepped out of Don Corleone’s parlor after doing “business.” He was rather tall for an elderly gentleman, but I figured he held himself upright with perfect posture and that’s what made him look tall, and very handsome and—I’m sorry to say this, but I noticed—built.

Helen Wanat passed by and gave an award-winning smile to the guy who’d just winded me. “Hello, Joey.”

I think she purred.

Suddenly I wondered if purring at a nice, elderly, handsome Italian man could be construed as cheating on my uncle. She looked at me. I looked down. The print of the door handle of the rattletrap was imbedded in my Steelers’ parka. I was a diehard Steelers fan along with Uncle Walt and hated to see anything happen to my parka. “Accident. It was an accident,” I managed while still a bit short of breath. “How are you, Helen?”

“Fine.” She looked at me again as if to say that accidents like this probably always happened to me—and she wouldn’t be far from the truth. I turned toward the man who was ogling Helen. “My uncle is a friend of Helen. I’m Pauline Sokol.”

He held out a gray-gloved hand. I had visions of Adele, wearing her gloves. I shook Joey’s hand. Firm grip. Geez. I hoped my muscles still held up like his and Helen’s when I got to be their age. I figured Joey wore gloves as a statement of his past. He looked very traditional.

“Joseph Tino.” He bowed.

Wow. No one ever bowed at me. How cute. I found myself liking this guy already and wondered if about forty years difference would be a no-no for dating him. I mentally shook my hormone-driven thoughts out of my head and said, “Nice to meet you.”

He looked at my parka. “I can-a get that fixed for you?”

“Oh. No, I’ll just hang it in the bathroom when I shower and the steam will iron it out.”

Joey grinned!

Joey, you dog, you.

“And you are sura you are not hurt, Bellisima?”

I got stuck on the bellisima part and could only stare for a few seconds.

“He asked if you were hurt, Pauline.”

Wow. That got my attention. Helen’s voice packed quite the punch. Uncle Walt might be barking up the wrong tree with this one. I turned to her and said, “I’m fine.” Then I turned back to Joey. “I am fine. Thank you for asking.”

He excused himself and walked into the clinic. I hoped he didn’t have a serious illness. Helen stared at him as if he were a prime roast of beef and then nodded and went off toward the pharmacy. What a waste of a vintage set of wheels, I thought, looking back at her car. Suddenly I really didn’t like Helen.

Which reminded me of why I came out here in the first place.

Once the cell phone was connected to the charger, I called Uncle Walt. After a few minutes of chatting and telling him I’d seen Helen here, and Joey, Uncle Walt paused. “Joey the Wooer. Sheeeet.”

I mentally pictured the dapper Italian man. Okay, he probably could woo a woman over sixty since there was something almost sexy about him. Eeyeuuw. That was a pathetic thought. I didn’t even want to get into a mental argument with myself about how long it’d been since I ... That I blamed on my ex-boyfriend, old Doc Taylor, and his shenanigans. Instead of allowing my mind to go down that road, I asked, “Wooer?”

“Yep. Old Widow Bivalaqua gave him the nickname after she met him in the clinic.”

“Is he sickly?” He certainly didn’t look it.

“Joey? Sheeeet. I would guess he’s the Italian version of Jack LaLanne. You remember that old fitness guru who had the TV show Pauline?”

I pictured the man in the jumpsuit who ate healthy, exercised on TV and sold one of those juicer machines. Then I pictured Joey the Wooer. Hmm. Guess he could do his own over-seventy program. “I do remember, Uncle Walt. But back to why I called.”

“Henry?”

I held the phone close to my mouth and whispered. “Yes, Henry. Tell me about why you think he was ... murdered.”

“Okay, but you’re going to have to speak up.”

I looked around the car. No one in sight. “Why do you think that Mr. Wisnowski was killed?”

Pause.

“Uncle Walt?”

“I had to shut my door, Pauline. You know how your mother is. And, besides, Stash is due in any minute. Your father went to get him at the airport.”

I mentally groaned. Now we’d have a whole set of new problems to deal with. “Okay, so now you can talk.”

“Yes. Henry first met Helen at the senior citizens center. Bingo night. No, wait—”

I heard a shuffling, then a cough. “Uncle Walt? Are you all right?”

“Your mother passed by my door. Maybe we should meet somewhere. Somewhere inconspicuous.”

I mentally laughed. Imagine a thirty-four-year-old blonde in some clandestine meeting with an eighty-one-year-old bald man. Yeah, no one would notice. Maybe in LA or New York City, but in Hope Valley we’d stand out like the proverbial sore thumb. “I really have to get going on my case. Can’t you just tell me now?”

“Okay. No, it wasn’t Bingo night. It was Italian pasta night. Henry met Helen there and, well, everyone wanted to meet Helen, if you know what I mean.”

I refused that mental image. “Yes, go on.”

“She was new in town and well, this is a sensitive subject, Pauline. I sure hope no one is listening.”

Stupidly I looked around. The parking lot was empty except for me. Helen’s car was still in the space, but she wasn’t in it. Maybe she forgot something in the building. “No one can hear us.”

“Okay.” He coughed a few times to clear his throat.

In the meantime, thoughts raced through my imaginative brain. Sensitive? As in, he knows who killed Henry if he really was killed. Or maybe sensitive in some million-dollar-money scheme sort of way. Or maybe  ...

“Sex, Pauline. It all boils down to sex. S—E—X.”

Oh ... my ... God.

Sex and the senior citizens.


Three

What a thought. Actually, I respected and loved the elderly, and if they had sex, more power to them. They should live life to the hilt. Me, I guessed I was a wee bit jealous that they were having it—and I wasn’t.

This time I looked around to make sure no one could hear me and whispered, “Okay, Uncle Walt, you are going to have to explain that one. What does sex have to do with Mr. Wisnowski dying?”

Uncle Walt paused again. I wondered if he was adjusting the suspenders on his pants. He did that when he was thinking.

“It has everything to do with it. She—Helen, that is—came breezing into town about six months ago. She’s a widow. We’re mostly single or widowers at the center. Moves in with Sophie Banko. You know her, Pauline. She lives over on the corner of Pine and Maple Avenue. That big white house with—”

Sophie? My Sophie?

“The black shutters,” I managed to say so as not to sound too interested. “I remember her.” Of course I knew her, since she was my new case! “Didn’t she have a son who went to school with Mary?”

“The convent?”

“Uncle Walt. Behave. I think they went to Saint Stanislaus School together. They were grades ahead of me.” Mary was knocking on the door of forty. No, wait. She passed through last November. My mind was acting as if I was approaching that door soon, but I had years to go. And don’t get me started on that ticking-clock thing. In a few months, on March 24, I’d be passing through the door of thirty-five. I planned to sneak in the window so no one would notice.

Surely my mother would remember, though, and have some blind date over for dinner—and me.

“Forget the son. Loser, that one. Anyway, Helen sashays in, with that lilac hair of hers and that car—”

“Maybe you’re just interested in her set of wheels?”

“Pauline, you should be ashamed of yourself.”

My face flushed. I hoped Goldie was doing all right and not waiting for me. Then again, this was the clinic. Waiting was a way of life. “Sorry.”

“So, soon as Henry takes a liking to her—he also takes her out to dinner. You know that fancy restaurant down by the water?”

“Madelyn’s.” I knew it very well since my old boyfriend used to take me there. Of course, after his incarceration, I stopped dating him.

“Right. Henry was always the swinger of our crowd. Well, he starts bragging about ... you know.”

Geez.

“I’m thinking he’s got to be having problems in that department, like most of us. Old Man Richardson with a prostate the size of an eighteen-wheeler’s inner tube. Benny, who works as an usher in the movie theater, says he hasn’t had working parts since the eighties. Mr. Kisofsky pees about every twenty seconds, and truthfully, I’m not exactly Valentino when it comes to that department either, Pauline.”

That was more than I needed to know. More than I ever wanted to know. “I still don’t get—wait a minute. You mean Henry started using medication to help—”

“Viagra. At first I guessed he got his doctor to prescribe it. I don’t think that anyone should use that kind of stuff, Pauline. Let nature work or not. Then again, Henry smiled more than any of us, even when he was losing at poker. Even started to walk faster and not shuffle like so many of us do. Made us all wonder and feel a little pea green with envy.”

I had to once again laugh to myself—then delete those thoughts.

“Do you think he took too much or there was something wrong with the medication—”

“No, it had to do with the way he got the medication. I realized he couldn’t afford a prescription ’cause he told me his insurance wouldn’t cover it—not many of us on fixed incomes, with the stinking insurance we can manage to pay for, could afford the stuff. Especially prescription coverage. The government should be ashamed of themselves for the way they treat us old folks. Oh, but Medicaid covers it. Covers Viagra for those folks. Imagine. Geez. The pills run into the hundreds. Thirty pills for about three hundred bucks. Criminal.”

Criminal?

Was Uncle Walt insinuating that Henry got his Viagra illegally?

Suddenly I felt chilled even though I’d cranked up the heater. Although I had several questions to ask, he said my Uncle Stash had just arrived with his usual fanfare so he had to hang up. Illegal Viagra? Murder? Sex and the seniors? I allowed myself another chill and watched a shadow darken my window. Gulp. I grabbed my purse to use as a weapon if need be and then turned to the right.

Damn!

Outside stood Joey the Wooer.

Thinking of sex was not a good thing right now, because I could swear the old geezer was ogling me.

After I’d given a nice, polite smile to Mr. Tino and said I had to hurry inside to see how my friend was doing, I sat there in the waiting room, waiting. I thought about Joey the Wooer. The clichéd Italian Stallion. There was something about him. He’d actually looked as if he was going to talk to me when I had scurried off. I kinda liked the old man, but felt loyal to my uncle. And if they were both after Helen, well, I had to root for Uncle Walt.

The nurse opened the door. “Ms. Sokol?” She looked around the room. “Ms.—”

I looked up. “Here. Right here.” Then I jumped up. “How is he?”

She rolled her eyes.

“Good.” I knew Goldie was being Goldie and as evidenced by her reaction, he had to be all right. After all, if he were near death
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