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I’D SEEN DEAD things before. But I’d never seen anything as dead as Duncan Balmain, stretched out on the expensive Persian carpet in his lavish Upper East Side apartment.

Once the antic party boy, known for his irrepressible pranks and handsome face, Duncan was now a lifeless shell in a tuxedo and white shirt, his perpetual tan fading to ashes. He lay on his back, jacket open, revealing a bullet hole in his chest, his hands up, eyes half closed. There was minimal blood on the front of his shirt, but much more had seeped through his back onto the expensive rug. Although his position suggested he had been surprised, there was no expression on his face. Whatever he had been thinking he took to his grave.

Many would say Duncan got what he deserved. Others might withhold judgment, but Duncan’s reputation came with a lot of baggage. A rich boy who bought his way out of troubles—but not this time. The scene was disturbed by overturned lamps, a coffee table on its side, a smashed mirror, and a corpse sprinkled with shards of glass. 

Graydon and I had arrived a few minutes before at Duncan’s swanky uptown apartment. Needless to say, we never expected to see the owner laid out on the floor. Drunk, perhaps, by reputation, but not lifeless.

We were dressed for the party we had just left, not a death scene. Graydon was in his top hat and tails, looking insanely suave, but quite somber. My sky-blue silk gown featured plenty of sparkles and sequins that clung to my figure. The dress was not quite suitable to the November chill, but it was the style and every woman at our gala had worn even skimpier dresses.

A butler opened the apartment door to us, let us into the generous foyer, and collected our overcoats without looking directly at us. I patted my hair in a mirror over a marble console bearing a handsome marble bowl where someone had left a ring of silver and brass keys, one of which was a bent skeleton key that I doubted would open anything. Attached to the ring was a round medallion with initials in a fancy script: D. B.

The butler returned and ushered us into the living room without a word. There was a sharp smell of gunpowder and iron—or blood—in the air. The surroundings were handsome and modern in the Art Deco style, monochromatic in soothing shades of green, but the pictures on the wall were slanted, as if caught in the fracas. 

We hadn’t been informed that this investigation involved a death. I gasped and held my breath. But I did not scream. 

“Have the police been called?” Graydon asked.

“No, sir, Mr. Chaseborn. Only you. I am awaiting instructions from Mr. Balmain Senior.” 

The man who opened the door brought a sheet to cover the body, but Graydon gestured that he shouldn’t touch anything, and we stepped around bloodstains on the floor. There was a spotted trail of dark red from the room where the victim lay to another room down the hall. Whatever had happened before, what scene of mayhem, Duncan Balmain now appeared undisturbed.

“Were there any other staff at home?” Graydon asked. 

“No sir. The cook and housekeeper have left. I’m the only one who lives here with the Balmains.” The butler was middle-aged with thinning hair, unremarkable save for his English accent. Not quite the same accent as Graydon’s; perhaps a little less posh.

A tearful older man with a Scotch in one hand and an unlit cigar in the other stumbled in from a handsome book-lined library. It was as if he were following the crimson stream. His eyes were bloodshot, his hair was wild, and his hands were shaking. The butler lingered in the background, as silent as the bronze statues that flanked the mantel. 

“Esmé, are you all right?” I felt Graydon’s hand on my shoulder. My fingers reached for his. “Elf?”

Graydon liked to call me “Elf” and I knew he thought I looked like one. My face was heart-shaped and my eyes were blue green, slightly slanted up; however, my ears were not and never have been pointed. I knew my fiancé was not happy about my presence. We were new at this being-engaged business, and I had talked him into taking me along on this sudden call, away from the gala. 

“Thank you for bringing me with you.” I gazed up at him and he relented, his eyes crinkling with his own smile. “I know you didn’t want me here.”

“I still don’t. Even more now.” Nevertheless, he took my hand and gently squeezed my fingers. Graydon Chase was many things, among them some kind of private investigator, or as he preferred, an inquiry agent into all things financial—and now criminal.

He told me earlier, when we were interrupted at the gala, that answering the senior Balmain’s call would no doubt be long and tedious, involving boring paperwork and missing money. Now that we’d stumbled (figuratively) onto a corpse, that would require far more than paperwork. It would require police. 

“I could leave.” Who was I kidding? I wasn’t leaving. I wanted to know what happened.

“Sadly, not until the police come.”

“Who said anything about the police?” bellowed the angry old man who lingered in the hallway. He was the dead man’s father, Edward Balmain. “No police, Chaseborn. I’ve heard about your work and your discretion. And I didn’t know who else to call.” 

He gulped more Scotch. The fact that he used “Chaseborn” instead of Graydon’s business moniker of “Chase” told me Balmain came from the upper echelon of society and knew Graydon from those rarefied circles. 

“The police must be called,” Graydon said. “If you won’t call them, I will.”

I bit my lip to keep from shouting, What the hell is wrong with you, you old fool? Call the police!

The man seemed to notice me for the first time. “Who is she? Why is she here?”

“My associate, Miss Esmé de LaForet. She can be trusted.” I’m not sure Graydon believed that, but it was nice of him to say so. He refrained from saying I came from a part of society the upper class hated. I’d been a reporter and was now a playwright who’d achieved some notoriety. It was a time when many people still believed a decent woman should only be named in the paper at birth, death, or marriage. “Esmé, allow me to present Mr. Edward Balmain.”

I recognized “Old Moneybags,” as the papers sometimes called him. Edward Balmain was the president and owner of Balmain Construction, which supplied labor for some of New York City’s biggest projects. His hardened look and callused hands testified that he’d once spent time pounding nails and lifting loads of timber himself, before ascending to his current position. He also owned a bank; whether for prestige or convenience, I didn’t know. By reputation he was a hard, cold businessman, willing to throw women and children out on the streets or onto the railroad tracks, as the melodramas would have it. He famously claimed unions caused the Depression, and his company had been fighting them tooth and nail.

His son, the late Duncan, on the other hand, looked overly refined in a prep school way. I hadn’t seen Duncan alive, merely in news photos with a supercilious smile that even in print made you want to slap him. And now there he was on the floor, lying in his own blood. Minus the smile.

“My son.” Balmain’s voice broke. “My dead son Duncan. That she-devil destroyed him.”

“Are you referring to your daughter-in-law, Maura Balmain?” I had seen the names of all the Balmains in the society pages while seeking information on Rupert Chaseborn, aka Graydon Chase, my fiancé. When I saw the younger Balmains’ names, Duncan and Maura, they were inevitably described as one of the “It Couples.” 

However, the subtext of the news stories revealed that despite being married, Duncan Balmain was a notorious drunkard and skirt chaser. His father was a respected, if cement-hearted businessman, but all Duncan had managed to do was fail upward through a series of jobs. I learned less about the beautiful Maura. She seemed to fill her time with charity work involving children, but she came from a “less desirable class” of people, which probably meant hard-working, less educated, and most likely Irish.

“She killed him in cold blood,” Balmain blurted. 

She did? That was a shock. 

“Where’s the gun?” Graydon asked him. 

“She must have it with her.”

“Where is she?” I asked.

“Her bedroom. Locked herself in.” He gestured toward the hallway and the bloodstains with his glass of Scotch. “She’s going to prison. I’ll see to it. Put her in the chair, I will.”

“I want to see her,” I said.

“She won’t talk to you. She wouldn’t talk to me.” 

“It’s worth a try.”

Graydon raised his eyebrow. “Subtly, Esmé. And do stay out of the line of fire.”

“That witch just married him for his money! My money,” Edward Balmain shouted at Graydon, while I stepped gingerly over the trail of blood to where “the witch” was supposed to be hiding.

I knocked on the witch’s door.
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“GO AWAY,” A tear-choked voice yelled. There was a hiccup.

“Maura, my name is Esmé de LaForet. I’d like to hear your side of the story.”

“Who are you?” I heard hard breathing.

“I’m an associate of Rupert Chaseborn, also known as Graydon, Graydon Chase. Your father-in-law called him, but he hasn’t called the police yet.”

“It doesn’t matter, they’ll fry me. If I’m not dead already.” Sobs grew louder and she gasped for air. “Do you work with—with Rupert?”

I was alarmed at her reference to being dead already. And I didn’t know I’d be asked for my qualifications. 

“Yes. Sometimes. Balmain says you killed your husband.” More sobs came from behind the door. “He says it’s cold-blooded murder. But there are many reasons that people take a life. I want to hear your story.” 

“They’ll never believe me. Why hasn’t Edward called the police yet?”

“He doesn’t want this in the papers. He seems very concerned about the papers.”

“That damned old bastard. Of course he wants to keep it out of the papers.”

I detected a slight Irish accent. I tried again. “I don’t know who else is going to listen to you, Maura. But I will. I promise. And wouldn’t you rather talk to a woman?”

The lock clicked and the door cracked open. I put out a hand to warn the men not to storm the room. A swollen blackened eye peered out at me. No gun.

“Graydon,” I said over my shoulder. “I need ice and clean towels.”

I heard him direct the butler as I opened the door wide enough to slip through. I shut the door and quickly relocked it. Maura and I studied each other for a moment. Her black eye was the most apparent injury. When her robe slipped off her shoulder there was a patchwork of bruises on her skin. Across her abdomen, blood seeped through her nightgown in a jagged line.

“Something terrible happened to you tonight, Maura.”

She swayed on her feet. I rushed to keep her from falling. Her face was wet with tears and her skin blotchy from crying. I helped her back to bed, where more blood stained the covers, blood that now stained my gown. She slumped against the padded blue headboard and piles of matching pillows. The room had a bathroom with a shower. I found a washcloth and wet it to wipe her face. 

“Tell me about your husband,” I said.

“Duncan was so handsome, such a catch,” she said through labored breaths. “I was so lucky he wanted me, everyone told me how lucky I was.” It was an effort for her to talk. Tears leaked from her eyes. There was a discreet knock at the door. I opened it a crack. 

“Your ice, Miss.” The butler handed me the ice and towels. Graydon held back Balmain, and I slammed the door with one hip and relocked it. I covered some ice with a towel. 

“Hold this on your eye.”

She winced. “It hurts.” 

“You don’t have a maid?”

“A lady’s maid? No. I like to do for myself, and the housekeeper, Mrs. Bailey, helps out if I need it. There’s a cook half the week. They were here when I married Duncan. I never felt they liked me.”

“Did Duncan do this to you? The eye? The rest of it?”

She sighed. “It’s not the first time. Everyone in New York thinks I do nothing but walk into walls.”

“Did the staff know?”

“Everybody knows. Nobody says anything.”

“Not even Mrs. Bailey?” I was surprised. My part time cleaning lady, Amelia Applegate, had an opinion about everything, including her job title. She told everyone she was my ‘head housekeeper.’

“She keeps the house stocked with ice bags and aspirin. They all steer clear of Duncan when he’s in a mood.” Maura was breathing hard. 

What was there to say? Prince Charming had turned into the Beast. An old story. 

“You should lie back on the bed.” I helped her with the pillows.

“He wasn’t the same person I met.” She sounded as weary as anyone I’d ever known. “It was good at first. Wonderful. He took me dancing, he bought me presents. But there were rules. So many rules. I always had to be perfect, look perfect, do the right things, say the right things, wear the right clothes.” 

“Are you wounded? Your stomach.” I gestured to the blood. For all I knew it could have come from her dead husband.

“I have been wounded since the day I married him. Duncan became so critical,” Maura continued. “He started to compare me with other women. Every other woman. The women he could have married.”

I handed her a clean towel. She lifted the nightgown, revealing a huge gash, and placed the towel gently on her abdomen. I bit my tongue to keep from screaming at the open slash on her belly. She groaned in pain.

Maura Balmain didn’t resemble the gorgeous bride in the silver-framed photograph sitting on the dresser. Her eyes in that tinted picture were dark blue under raven eyebrows. Her hair was glossy and black, longer than the popular styles. But now her skin was deathly white. She’d lost a lot of blood. I’d heard enough stories from enough women to know that if a man hits a woman, he will do it again. Violence was inside him like a devil, written in police reports and newspapers and whispered from woman to woman.

“Tonight. What happened tonight, Maura?”

“Drunk as usual. Or cocaine.” She sobbed. “More and more, it was the coke that made him crazy. He called it ‘nose candy.’ I thought he’d be happy when I told him he was going to be a daddy. But he didn’t want the baby. He never did.” Blood was seeping through the towel.

“You’re pregnant?”

“Three months gone.” It came out in a whisper. “I was. I still might be if I live through the night.” She reached one hand across her belly, protecting the babe that we both hoped was still there. I stared at the blood on her nightgown. How deep was that wound?

“Good God. Duncan cut you?” I saw a discarded garment on the floor, pink silk, soaked with blood. “We have to get you to a doctor.”

“No. I’m not leaving. I’m not going to jail.”

I hoped she wouldn’t go to the mortuary. “I know a nurse. But you need a doctor—”

“If the police don’t get me. If I don’t die first.” 

“You’re not going to die. I won’t let you.” I had no idea if she would die or not. I pressed the towel as gently as I could to her abdomen. She breathed heavily. 

“He said I couldn’t have it. I’m supposed to stay thin and beautiful. That was our bargain. Women who have babies get fat and ugly. That’s what Duncan says. But I was so happy, because I wouldn’t be lonely anymore.”

“What happened next?” 

“He said he was going to cut it out of me. He tried to. He did this. He grabbed a big hunting knife from over the mantel and came after me. But he tripped over that damn expensive rug. I ran to the library, where he keeps his guns.” She closed her eyes. 

“The gun?”

“My brother taught me how to shoot. I tried to get the pistol out of the desk drawer, but he slashed me, slashed at my belly. I couldn’t let him kill my baby! I threw the ashtray at him, gave me time to get the gun. I thought he would stop when I pointed it at him, but he lunged at me. I squeezed the trigger.”

“His body is in the living room, not the library,” I said, staring at the tears running down her face.

“I didn’t want him dead. I want my baby to live. Baby should have a father. I shot him, but he wouldn’t stop. I ran to the living room. Duncan kept coming. I had to stop him, so I kept shooting until he stopped. Murdered a couple of lamps. Assassinated the fancy mirror.”

“Where’s the gun now?” I asked.

“On the floor.” She pointed at a big automatic on the carpet by the door. “I locked myself in here with it. I was afraid he’d break the door down.”

Maura’s eyes were glassy. I left the gun where it lay and picked up the extension phone on her bedside table. I called Nurse Jesse O’Banyon, and I explained the situation. I begged her to come.

“How far along is she?”

“It’s early days,” I said, and Maura put up three fingers. “About three months.”

“Be there as soon as I can. Try to stop the bleeding. See if there’s a doctor in that building. You’re near that fancy Doctors Hospital. People with problems and a scandal and money, they go there. Keep the patient quiet.”

Jesse had tended both Graydon and me when we were struck by the flu virus that was still raging all over town. Jesse’s matter-of-fact competence calmed my nerves. I assured her there was no problem with being paid. I’d guarantee it myself.

“I’ll ask the butler if there’s a doctor.”

“It’s a butler kind of building, is it? Let me slip into my fresh uniform. Cops don’t bother me when I’m on a case wearing my blue cape and cap.”

Maura lay back on the pillows, weeping. I urged her to conserve her strength. I opened the door and called Graydon over. He and Balmain were waiting for me. I slipped into the hall and guarded the door with my body.

“What the hell is going on?” the old man demanded, in my face before Graydon could block him. “Why did she kill my son? My only child?”

Graydon pulled him back. “I’ve called Jesse O’Banyon,” I said to Graydon. “She’ll be over here soon. Can you alert the doorman? In the meantime, we need a doctor. It’s bad.”

I stepped forward and noticed both men looking horrified at my dress. I’d forgotten about the blood. I looked down. It was worse than I thought. Ruined.

“My God, Esmé, what happened to you? Are you all right?”

“It’s not my blood. It’s Maura’s.” I turned to the butler. He was instantly at my elbow.

“Sebastian, Miss.”

Sebastian turned out to be almost as capable as Robbins, Graydon’s valet. He would call for the doctor and alert the front door that a nurse was on her way. 

“I don’t want a scene! The publicity!” Balmain complained. “We don’t need a doctor. My son is dead.” He was a man in pain, but my well of sympathy was running pretty low.

“What about the police?” I asked Graydon.

“I called a detective I know at this precinct. He understands how delicate this is. He’s coming over, but taking his time. As he put it, ‘Don’t touch nothing, and make sure the stiff ain’t going nowhere.’ ”

I gathered the detective was giving us time to come up with some kind of story. Fine by me. I didn’t give a damn about Duncan Balmain or his very important father.

“He’s dead, isn’t he? Where’s he going to go?” 

“You’re pretty uppity, girlie.” Balmain glared at me.

I turned to face him. “Your son tried to cut the baby out of her body. Maura was protecting her unborn child.”

His jaw dropped and he staggered back. “Impossible!” he sputtered. “Duncan told me she couldn’t have children. Another reason I was against this marriage, to that trash.”

“Oh really? There are two sides to every story. Your fabulous Duncan didn’t want her to have a baby and ruin her figure.” I looked at Graydon, but he was as shocked as I have ever seen him. He held me back from tearing Balmain’s face off.

“It’s a lie,” Balmain said. 

I stared at the corpse of his son, despising a man I’d never even known. We were silent for a moment. Sebastian finished his calls. Like all good butlers, he stored information like a magpie and he knew most of the building’s residents. 

“Doctor Parkhurst should be here in a jiffy,” he said. “She resides on the eighth floor. She works at the clinic for women.” 

“Are you sure about this, Esmé?” Graydon asked. “About Maura?’

“I’m sure that’s her story. She’s bleeding badly and I have to get back to her. The doctor will give us a better picture.”

“My son.” Balmain gulped more Scotch. “He was perfect.” 

“Your perfect son apparently was two different people,” I spat. “Jekyll and Hyde. One face for the public, the other, the darker one, only his wife saw. I’m surprised you didn’t know that.” 

“She’s going to pay—”

“I’m concerned that she doesn’t lose her baby after this.”

“Baby? If there really is a baby.” His expression held fear, anguish, and some tiny scrap of hope. If Maura was as much an ‘Irish peasant’ as Balmain seemed to think, she would have the strength to live, I thought. Then she could lead a rebellion against him. 

I returned to Maura, asleep, still breathing. I compressed her wound and watched over her while we all waited. Doctor Wren Parkhurst arrived shortly, and then came the indomitable Jesse. It turned out the two women knew each other and worked well in tandem. Doctor Parkhurst seemed weary, but her dark eyes were lively and kind. Her brown hair, shot with a few strands of gray, was pulled back in a frizzy chignon, her shoes sensible. 

“Where is she?” I opened the door for the women. She took in the situation at a glance. “Oh Holy God,” was all she said. I left her and Jesse to do what they could. 

Sebastian greeted me with a toddy on a silver tray. “Honey and whisky, hot. Mr. Chaseborn suggested you might like it.”

“Thank you.” I looked to Graydon and suddenly my eyes were wet. I blinked back tears and lifted the glass. The warm liquid was comforting, but my blood-soaked dress made me shiver. 

“You have, darling, from time to time, mentioned something about an Irish cure, and I thought this might help.” He clinked his own glass against mine.

“Exactly so.” I would have liked to hurl myself at him, take comfort in his arms, but it wasn’t the time or the place, and I would bloody his tuxedo. I heard soft voices behind the door, but I couldn’t make out the words. The doctor soon opened the door, requested an ambulance, no sirens. They could take the service elevator up.

“Maura?” I feared the worst, but Dr. Parkhurst assured me that Mrs. Balmain was holding her own. She needed to be transferred to the hospital as soon as possible. I later found that ambulances from Doctors Hospital refrained from using sirens so as not to disturb people in their tony Upper East Side residences.

“And she wants to talk to you.” 

I stepped back in the room. Maura was awake and seemed calmer. “You can’t wear that gown, Esmé. Not like that. Take one of mine.”

“I couldn’t.”

“I have too many. Please take it. It’s a poor thank-you for saving my life. It’s never been worn. It will look fine on you and your red-gold hair. You’re Irish, I’d guess.”

“Half Irish. And really, I couldn’t.”

Jesse stepped forward with a dress Maura had selected for me. A lovely royal purple cashmere dress with a wide soft collar, trimmed in pink. 

“She picked it out and I think it will fit you. You can clean up in there.” Jesse gave me a gentle shove toward the bathroom. “Go on, you look cold. I don’t want you getting sick again.”

It was a kindness I wouldn’t soon forget. I brushed out my hair and wiped spots of blood off my face, arms, and chest. I took off my lovely ruined blue gown and put on the deep purple dress. I didn’t realize how chilled I’d been until then. 

I took a glance in the mirror and decided I looked somber enough to greet the police.
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I COUNTED MAURA Balmain darned lucky that the officers who arrived were a couple of Irish Catholic cops with a total of ten children (or so they claimed) between them. The detective who followed was likewise a Mick named O’Hara, Desmond O’Hara, Graydon’s contact, who clearly disliked the ultra-rich who played by their own set of rules. 

We all converged in the foyer as the police arrived, the ambulance attendants, Dr. Wren Parkhurst, Nurse Jesse, and Graydon and I. Only Balmain Senior stood rooted where he was in the living room, a furious drunk standing guard over his dead child. He wiped his tears with a wet handkerchief. The blood drained from Officer Clancy’s face when he heard what Duncan had done to his pregnant wife, his attempt to murder his own child. 

“She has a good chance of making it and keeping the baby,” Dr. Parkhurst said, “but she needs quiet and care right now. Is there coffee?”

As if he were psychic, Sebastian emerged from the kitchen with a tray of very hot and black brew. He served the ladies first. Dr. Parkhurst drank hers quickly and Jesse followed suit. I supposed they were used to grabbing whatever they could in their spare minutes.

Deathly pale, Maura was wheeled out on a gurney by the ambulance attendants. She closed her eyes to avoid seeing the devastation that stayed behind. Or perhaps she had fainted. The doctor and Jesse would accompany her to the hospital. I thanked them as they followed Maura down the hall.

“All in a day’s work,” Jesse said. “Thank God not every day is like this.”

Maura Balmain at least was spared more of the tawdry drama in the Park Avenue penthouse. For now, she wasn’t dead or in jail, but on her way to a country club hospital that catered to the wealthy. I pressed her hand before they wheeled her into the elevator. She pressed back. Soon, the reporters would be on this story with flashbulbs blazing, and this finally seemed to occur to Balmain Senior.

“As much as I have hated that tart, there can be no scandal. If there really is a child—my grandchild— My God.” He shook his head and let the thought linger in the air. The idea of a Balmain heir seemed to steady him. “Do you understand, Detective O’Hara? I know the commissioner.”

“Ain’t it funny how everybody on the Upper East Side knows the commissioner?” O’Hara said to no one in particular. He let out a sigh of exasperation. “Looks like I got a dead body, one Duncan Balmain. We are familiar with him at the station. A first-class troublemaker. Couple of assault charges hushed up. ”

“I resent that,” Balmain said. “He’s my son and now he’s been killed by that witch.”

The detective pushed his hat back on his head. “That may be, but I also got a young woman on her way to the hospital, brutalized and bloody. Pretty woman. Pregnant, she says. According to Doc Wren, somebody, presumably the late husband, tried to cut a baby out of Maura Balmain.” O’Hara reached for a cup of coffee. “If true, that is one hellacious crime and no one’s going to mourn the deceased.”

This scandal train was about to leave the station. Maura Fitzgerald Balmain did, after all, shoot her husband, Duncan Balmain. Just wait till the press got ahold of this story. 

“She told me that’s what happened,” I said. “And the black eye. Said everyone on the Upper East Side thinks she walks into a lot of walls.”

“Lot of that going around. Right, Riley?” O’Hara said to a uniformed cop.

“A man ain’t a man if he hits a woman, Detective,” Riley said. “He’s a coward weakling son of a bitch. Pardon my language.”

“We’ll see if she and the baby live. Our investigation may show self-defense.” O’Hara was halfway there already. “With any luck. Anybody seen the gun?”

“In the bedroom, on the floor,” I said. “I didn’t touch it. He attacked her first, she fired in self-defense.”

“I can’t believe any of this.” Balmain was red-eyed with tears and Scotch. “How can this be? Duncan told me she couldn’t have children.”

“Parents and children lying to each other? Imagine,” I said. “Maura says he slashed her with a big hunting knife. Must be here somewhere.”

“That’s up to our investigation to determine. The medical examiner’s on his way.” O’Hara scanned the apartment and his eyes landed back on me. I was very glad to be wearing Maura’s beautifully cut but conservative purple dress. It covered me up and the cashmere was so warm. I would have made a far tawdrier impression in a blood-stained party gown. “You, Miss. You look familiar.” His eyes traveled to Graydon and then back to me. I could see O’Hara’s mind at work. His brown eyes were small and shrewd, but not unkind. “Yeah, I seen you in the papers. Photos don’t do you justice. And your name?”

“Esmé de LaForet.”

“Right. The Scavullo murder. You were right in the middle of that mess. You look Irish.”

“Half. Esmé Rafferty de LaForet. I was just trying to do a good deed that day. Return a lost watch to Scavullo. It all spiraled out of control.” I treated myself to a dramatic sigh.

“That’s what they all say. Especially when they’re a sassy colleen. If I recall correctly, the two of you brought down two killers.”

“It was somewhat sensationalized,” Graydon said.

“Of course it was.” Detective O’Hara seemed amused. “I got one playboy detective Graydon Chase and one Esmé Rafferty de LaForet. Actress?”

“Playwright.”

“Playwright! Theatre people. Right. So what’s an Irish mix like you doing with this limey?”

Graydon stepped in, trying not to be bothered. “Esmé and I are going to be married.”

“God, I hope it’s not for this guy’s money.” O’Hara stared at me. “You don’t strike me as the type.”

“I’m not anyone’s type!” Well, that didn’t come out right.

“Except mine, O’Hara. She didn’t know who I was when we met. Dead set against me when she found out I wasn’t penniless. Not fond of the English either, but she made an exception in my case. Don’t know why.”

O’Hara rubbed his head. “Good sense, huh? Okay, for now.”

Balmain Senior watched stone-faced. He lifted his empty glass of Scotch for the butler, but O’Hara forbade it.

“You can all get drunk as a skunk after we leave. I want a semblance of rationality here.” His attention turned back to us. “How did you two happen to be here?” 

“Edward Balmain called my valet, said there was an emergency and I should come right over,” Graydon said. “I had no idea what we’d stumble upon.”

“I asked to come along,” I told O’Hara.

“I’m sure you did.”

“It’s been a very long day.” I started to sway and O’Hara told us to sit down.

“Balmain.” He snapped his fingers as if it helped him remember. “Junior and senior.” O’Hara lit a cigarette and inhaled deeply. “And Junior’s dead. What we got here is a great big problem.” 

“The problem is my son is dead, and that shanty Irish bitch killed him.” 

“Excuse me? Which ‘shanty Irish bitch’ would that be?” O’Hara stared Balmain down. “I’d be a little careful with the language around a bunch of Irish cops, if I were you. And you’re the one who don’t want any scandal, remember?”

“That’s right, and I know the—”

“Yeah, yeah, you know the commissioner. The new one or the old one?” O’Hara checked his notebook. “If Maura Fitzgerald Balmain dies, we got a double murder. If she lives, she’s gonna go free, I promise you. No one’s going to punish a woman for protecting herself and an unborn child. Especially a bunch of Irish cops.”

Balmain started to say something, but he sat down instead, shaking his head. “This can’t get out.” He regarded his empty glass. “What are you going to tell all those dirty newshounds when they come around like a pack of feral dogs?”

“They’re not here yet,” O’Hara said. “At the moment, there’s been a death and a severe assault. An investigation is underway. I feel bad for Mrs. Balmain, poor kid, going through that hell, and with a baby coming. But we gotta let the chips fall where they may.”

“It was obviously an intruder,” Balmain suddenly declared. We all turned to look at him. “I was wrong. An intruder, I say. Wouldn’t you agree, Detective O’Hara?”

“An intruder? Why would an intruder be after your son?” I could see O’Hara was giving Balmain the chance to come up with an acceptable story. I knew as well as anyone that the truth would be too much to take, at least here on the Upper East Side. It would be as bad as announcing that Jack the Ripper was visiting the neighborhood. 

“It simply must have been an intruder,” Balmain Senior said. “If I’m to have a grandchild, it cannot be the mother who killed the father. I won’t have it. You must see that, Detective.”

O’Hara shook his head and turned to the butler. “Sebastian, what did you see? Did you see any intruders?” 

“Sorry to say, sir, I didn’t see anyone or anything.” These rich folk had a real mania for butlers and valets who specialized in seeing and hearing nothing. “I was in my quarters down the hall when I heard the shots. To my embarrassment, Detective, I was quite frozen in fear. After the shooting stopped, I got hold of myself and called Mr. Balmain Senior on the telephone. Then I made my way into the living room.”

“But you didn’t check on Mrs. Balmain?” I blurted out. 

“You see, Miss de LaForet,” he said. “There had been many loud arguments before.”

“And what did you see?” O’Hara rubbed hi chin. “Once you got ahold of yourself.”

“I saw blood on the floor leading to Mrs. Balmain’s room. Her door was locked. Mr. Duncan was lying on the floor in the parlor, and Mr. Balmain Senior was pounding on the door.”

“You made it here pretty quickly, Balmain,” O’Hara said.

“I live upstairs. In the penthouse,” Balmain sniffed. 

“Convenient. So there’s no witnesses?”

“It was an intruder,” Balmain insisted. Under his breath he added, “If she’s really pregnant. Are you following me, O’Hara?”

“If people believe it was an intruder,” I said, “it could start a scare, and everyone on the Upper East Side will be looking for this guy who’s killing the rich and mighty.” I said it out loud, though I’m not sure I meant to. I was writing this scenario in my head as I went along. “That could keep the story alive.”

“You’re saying it would cause a panic?” O’Hara said. 

“I can see the headlines from here. Weeks of headlines,” I explained. “I was a police reporter.”

“Now you tell me.”

“Word would get out that a would-be thief broke in and killed Duncan Balmain and attacked his wife. That’s what Balmain is planning, right?” The old man in question didn’t even have the grace to look ashamed. “The police will have to expend a lot of resources on questioning suspects to make it look good. Suspects that don’t exist.”

“I’m afraid Balmain’s entire class would insist upon it,” Graydon said. “And the new commissioner.”

O’Hara groaned. “Everything’s a can of worms. We’d have to have a big manhunt. Lots of blues out on the street.”

“Undoubtedly. And a waste of police resources,” Graydon said. “What exactly is your point, Esmé?”

“On the other hand. Say it was an intruder. Say some other poor soul dies tonight. Maybe a criminal, a murderer? How many people die in New York City every day, O’Hara? How many poor John Does, how many forgotten men? Men who are guilty of other terrible crimes? I’m just thinking out loud.” 

I could see this story working on stage, but I couldn’t believe what I was suggesting. Stories form in my brain, and sometimes that’s where I wish they’d stay.

But Balmain Senior was now paying close attention. I could tell he was a blamer from way back. He wanted a fall guy to pin this rap on. And I wanted to protect Maura, at least for now. Did I care about giving a few cops a little extra work? I did not.

“Are you’re saying, Miss de LaForet, that we put the blame on some poor not-so-innocent crook who will just happen to die tonight?” O’Hara wasn’t indignant, merely interested. Very interested. 

“That is what you’re saying, isn’t it?” Graydon said.

“I’m only thinking in story terms. Fiction,” I said. “And I’m not talking about an innocent man. What if there’s some known bad guy? A killer, a thief, who bites the dust tonight, tomorrow. Someone O’Hara’s boys in blue fish out of a gutter.”

“It could happen,” O’Hara said. “Happens all the time.”

“Maybe he’s homeless, anonymous,” I went on. “Maybe he’s got a family who wouldn’t care about one more charge against him. Someone with a wife who suspects, or knows, all his evil deeds. A wife with many a black eye. And if some money were found on the corpse, maybe she could start over. She might not care what really happened. She knows he’s guilty of other terrible things.” I looked around to find them all, even Sebastian, staring at me. And nodding. “Hey, it’s just a story.” 

“So we’ve got this shady dead guy,” Graydon prompted me, “maybe a murderer, a gangster, a thug—” 

“With a lot of money in his pocket,” I said. “That’s the way I’d write this. I know the police don’t usually find money, but in this case there should be money, plenty of money. That money would have to go to a wife, a survivor, a family.” I stared at Balmain. He nodded. He didn’t seem shocked, or even mildly appalled.

“Money,” the rich man said. “How much money?” This was clearly a man for whom money had always solved problems. Why not this one?

“Too bad about Smiley dying too soon,” Officer Clancy said. “There’s this Smiley character, died two days ago in a bar fight. Bad apple. We closed three cases with his death, right, Detective O’Hara? Maybe there’s another one like him tonight or tomorrow. Sure would be convenient. For the whole precinct, I mean. And for Mrs. Balmain.”

O’Hara smiled. “Easier on the paperwork that way,” he acknowledged. “Plenty of John Does die in Hoovervilles and the shantytowns. And nobody wants to see a good Irish lass who was protecting herself and her baby dragged through the mud, maybe end up in prison.” 

“God knows there are any number of poor devils dead in the gutter by morning,” Officer Riley added. “Some may never even have a name.” 

“This woman tonight,” Officer Clancy said. “God willing, she’ll keep her babe. The devil who did this to her is dead. But do we dare sully the name of another dead man?” He paused to consider. “Or do we give his widow a chance for a new life? This is the devil’s own lottery you’re suggesting, Miss de LaForet.”

Is that what I’m saying? “Don’t listen to me. I’m just imagining how someone might find a fall guy for this dilemma. Maybe for a play.”

“Or for real life.” O’Hara pointed out what everyone knew. “We all want to save Maura Balmain. Don’t we, Mr. Balmain?” Balmain Senior said nothing. He knew I’d turned the tide his way. “We all need to keep our own jobs, and worse things can happen, and have happened.”

“Make it happen, O’Hara,” Balmain said imperiously. “I’ll pay whatever amount you think is fair. A thousand or two, perhaps? Anonymously, of course. Any amount to have this go away. Just do it.” 

O’Hara ribbed his jaw. “Just might work. All depends on the right scoundrel dying tonight or tomorrow. Let’s let Fate decide.” He picked up a cup of now-cold coffee. “It’s a good story, Miss de LaForet. Perhaps you’d like to join the force?”

He huddled with Balmain Senior and the two officers. I leaned back into one of the soft tan and green sofas flanking the fireplace and just watched them talk. At least this way Maura would have a chance of survival, along with her baby, all because of that Balmain money. Or because of my story?

The medical examiner arrived and studied the corpse. He paid attention to the bloody hole in Duncan, as well as where other blood had spilled and sprayed across the room. He traced it to Maura’s bedroom. The police collected my bloodstained dress, the towels, the gun, the bloody hunting knife. The ME didn’t say much, but he conferred with O’Hara out of earshot. I was lost in my thoughts when I glanced up to find Graydon looking at me. 

“I’d like to go now,” I said.

Graydon sat next to me on the sofa, probably closer than O’Hara would like. When we were finally released, Balmain Senior returned to his apartment and Sebastian was allowed to go with him. It seemed the butler’s nerves were none too steady. Graydon helped me put on my coat. 

Winter was in the air out on the empty street, but it felt calming to breathe in the cold crystal atmosphere without the smell of blood. For a moment, there was no speaking, simply silently taking in each other’s presence.

“Esmé, you’re crying.”
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I WIPED MY tears, which had come out of nowhere, and leaned into him, waiting for his arms to encircle me. 

“People are horrible, Graydon.” My words came out in puffs of steam.

“Not everyone is a Balmain, for which we can be grateful. You were wonderful tonight.”

He kissed me gently. I wanted more, but we were out on the public street. We caught a cab in the deep dark night. As usual, he escorted me to my door, then stepped inside to check the premises to make sure I was safe. 

“What, no wisecracks about checking for intruders?” 

“Not tonight. Stay a moment, Graydon. Please.”

“Just for a while.” He reached for me. 

“Night cap?” 

“Brandy and soda, if you please.”

I poured two snifters, adding a splash of soda to each. I didn’t drink much brandy, but the bottle looked pretty on my liquor cart. I wanted so many things at once, I wanted to wash the evening off me, as well as any residual blood from Duncan and Maura. I wanted to forget the last few hours and most of all, I wanted this man to hold me.

“I’m a mess, Graydon. I want to clean everything off me but you.”

“And I want to stay, but I mustn’t do anything to hurt our reputations, especially after this night.”

“Another murder, you mean?” We had met in a school supply closet when Scavullo was being murdered in an upstairs room. 

“As you pointed out, the journalists will be on this, chatting up the doormen, sniffing out gossip. Duncan Balmain was already a notorious character. They will know we were there. And it must be three o’clock in the morning by now.”

“Not late for theatre people. My neighbors understand.” They were used to my crazy hours. “And it’s you who are the roué.”

“Hardly. Though I grant you managed to find out a lot about me.”

“And all the women you escorted around town. Society news. You broke a lot of hearts.” 

I claimed the sofa and he sat with me, loosening his silk scarf, checking his watch, sipping his brandy and soda.

“I don’t care what they say about me, Esmé, or even write about me, but I will protect your reputation.”

“Such as it is. A scribbler, whether I write plays or news stories. Besides, most people don’t read the society news.”

“No, they prefer bloody murders on the front page. Where we have been linked. We’re getting a reputation.” He leaned his head back against the cushions. I put my hand on his delightfully hard chest. 

“We are engaged. People will understand.”

“I want you, Esmé, so very much, and we will find a way to be together soon, away from prying eyes.”

“You weren’t so particular with your previous lady friends,” I complained. I didn’t bring up his former hobby—painting nudes of at least two of those lady friends. But we shared a look.

“No, I wasn’t. And I have a dismal reputation. But we two are to be married, so I’m cleaning it up.”

“Does it matter now?” I’d met three women (including the two nudes) who were after Rupert Graydon Chaseborn. For his money and his status–and his looks. Three who wanted to marry him. After I found out who Graydon was, his real name, and that he was a rich boy, a very rich boy. All that money? I was beyond horrified. I had tried to stay away from Graydon Chase. However, Cupid is a contrary little archer and shot us both with his arrows, obviously giggling the whole time.

“I don’t want any harm to come to you in any way, even with their idle gossip. I have found the only woman I ever wanted. One who disdains my fortune.” He laughed. “But your play should be making a tidy sum by now.”

“Mere speculation. We’ve already made a spectacle in the newspapers. Notorious playboy and budding playwright.”

“Beautiful playwright with red-gold curls. My Elfin Queen.” He pulled at an errant strand. 

“I do not remotely resemble an elf.”

Graydon grabbed my fingers and kissed them. “I do love you so.”

I grabbed for him with a faint hope I could change his mind. His hands wandered as if frisking me for weapons. The kisses kept coming. 

“Don’t stop.”

He stopped and forced himself upright. “Sorry. I told the driver to wait.” We had to catch our breath.

“I regret that there are so many things we can never reveal. The way we actually met, you holding a gun on me.” I closed my eyes against the memory. 

“We’re building quite a terrible résumé. But that’s only on paper. Come here and we’ll say good night properly.”

He pulled me to my feet and I followed him to my front door. After another lingering kiss, he pulled away, urged me to remain safe, and shut the door. He waited to hear me click the lock, after which I ran to my front window to watch his tall silhouette climb into the taxi that pulled away from the curb.
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THE EVENING HAD begun on a different note—many different and swinging notes—to a dance band at the theatre gala playing tunes like “In the Still of the Night,” “Cocktails for Two,” and a brand-new number, not yet published, “These Foolish Things.” That tune seemed to be stuck in my head.

Maura Balmain’s purple cashmere dress reminded me that I had started out wearing a very different gown, a glamorous and theatrical and rather bare blue silk with a matching bejeweled headband. Now that it was in police custody, I would never see that dress again, though I had retrieved the headpiece.

The azure ensemble was one of my prized purchases from a flop play that producer Salvatore “Sal” Rossi deemed unlucky, precluding that wardrobe from future productions. The play lasted less than a week, and Sal was stuck with numerous extravagant costumes. The actors didn’t want them. They would carry the taint of failure. Theatre people can be very superstitious. The clothes I wanted had been fitted for the understudy and never worn, and Sal decided they were perfectly all right for me to purchase—at a steal. I was in need of a wonderful wardrobe to wear about town and to premieres, and those outfits looked like they came straight from the movies. Or Paris.

Because of my amazing new wardrobe, I had a fondness for that terrible play, Afternoon Tea with Nigel, but none for its snotty playwright, Julian Davis-Montclair. He had the nerve
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