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  PROLOGUE



 

 

            I had just stepped out of the shower and was toweling myself dry, when I remembered my engagement ring was lying in the soap dish on the sink’s counter. I stopped, looked at it, and hesitated before I slipped it back on my finger.

            It was a beautiful ring. Myron insisted on the 5-carat sparkler, even though I said I wanted a smaller stone.

            “I want everyone to see it,” he had said, squeezing my hand as we stood in the jewelry store. “I want them to know you’re all mine, darling.”

            I had mixed feelings when he said that. I was happy he loved me so much, but his possessiveness made me feel smothered, chained like a prisoner. For a moment I wanted to give it back to him and say I wasn’t ready, that I had just gotten divorced and needed time, but I held off. He was so excited about our engagement; I didn’t want to hurt him. I couldn’t burst his bubble then, he had already committed himself to the operation —the eye operation to try to restore his sight—the operation that could leave him paralyzed for life.

            I also couldn’t tell him that I was pregnant with his child—a child I had conceived the first night we made sizzling, unprotected love. Yes, I thought, it’s too soon to tell Myron that my dreams of having a child might become true, because I had miscarried twice before. I’ll tell him when I get past the third month, I decided rubbing my stomach, when the doctor tells me the dear, sweet baby nestled in my womb would be carried full-term. I slipped the ring on my finger, and toweled myself dry.

            After cleaning my teeth and rinsing my mouth, I grabbed a hair brush. I peered in the mirror, watching myself tug the brush through my long, unruly red hair, squinting in pain each time I tried to free a knot.

            “What are you going to do about Lulu?” I asked my pale, freckled reflection.

            Lulu, my sweet, four-foot ten-inch, eccentric, black, best friend, recent landlady, and business partner, was in trouble. She had been madly in love with Howard, also known as “Snookems,” and had moved into his spacious loft.

            “We’re going to try living together for a few months before we get married,” Lulu had said. “I don’t want to make the same mistake I made with my four other husbands”—the same four husbands who still resided in our building on Sutton Place, the same husband’s who had bilked every penny they could get out of Lulu before they deserted her.

            But a couple of months after Lulu had moved in with Snookems, they had an argument. Yesterday Lulu packed her bag, took her dog—Coco Bill—and returned to the apartment we share.

            “You’ll make up,” I had told her. “Snookems loves you, and you adore him.”

            I knew she was about to admit it, and I was sure I could talk her into patching things up, but the building’s intercom had buzzed, cutting off our conversation.

            “Dere’s a cop down here, askin’ fer Lulu,” Mickey, our bookie-doorman announced. “Should I send im up?”

            I should have told him to say we weren’t home. For some reason, the hairs on my arms stood straight up the moment I heard the word “cop”. I had a feeling something was wrong. And I was right, something was very wrong.

            When the plain-clothes cop came up to our apartment, he told us that Snookems had gone flying out of his window on the 21st floor, shortly after Lulu had left him. Lulu was now a suspect. Even worse, after the cop left, Lulu fell apart.

            “I should have stayed there,” she wailed. “I shouldn’t have left. My sweetheart, my Snookems, splattered all over the street. It’s horrible. It’s my fault, Merrie. If I were there, he’d be alive today.”

            As hard as I tried, I couldn’t sleep a wink after I got into bed. I kept picturing the cute black man with the overly big afro, splattered on the pavement, with bits and pieces of him lying on parked cars: a leg here, a leg there, his head surrounded by oranges on the fruit stand in front of his building, and Snookems’ blood splattered everywhere, even on shrieking passersby.

            How am I going to deal with Lulu, I asked myself, sitting down on the edge of the tub, nausea welling up in my throat from the horrid images. I looked down at the pink bunny-slippers on my feet, and felt my heart slam against my chest.

            How am I going to deal with my engagement to Myron? I’m not sure if I truly love the man. And how am I going to deal with McDougal? He calls every week, and my heart races even though I tell him I’m involved with another man. And why do I want to cry when he tells me that he won’t give up on me?

            I finally gave up the fight to remain calm and cried, muffling my sobs in a thick towel.

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER ONE



 

 

            I was so upset this morning that I forgot to bring my clothes into the bathroom so I could dress after my shower. Instead of going back to my bedroom, I slipped my wrinkled pink night shirt back on, and headed to our tiny kitchenette.

            I flipped the light switch, and a dim red bulb came on, barely illuminating the tiny space. The kitchen—like the rest of the two-bedroom, two-bath, rent-controlled apartment—was painted black from floor to ceiling. All of Lulu’s furnishings and window coverings were also done in black, making her apartment as dark as an unlit cave. But I was getting used to the dark-ness, and overcoming my childhood fear of it. My brother Aaron had sent me to Lulu’s place so I could rent a room, and from the first moment I met her in her cave-like home, I knew she’d become my very special friend.

            I had just turned the gas on under the teakettle, when Lulu walked in. Her lovely ebony face was ashen, and her usual sunny smile was missing.

            “Lu?”

            She broke into heart-wrenching sobs and rushed into my arms, her tears soaking my nightshirt.

            “Honey, it’ll be all right.”

            “No, it won’t. It’s never going to be all right,” she wailed.

            I pushed her onto a small café chair and sat opposite, grasping her hands in mine. “You’re going to get yourself sick. You have to pull yourself together.”

            “I am sick,” she mumbled. “I can’t believe this. How could it be?”

            “Lu, talk to me. Get it off your chest. You’ll feel better.”

            Lulu sniffed back her tears and looked at me.

            “He didn’t do it, Merrie. He didn’t jump. I know he didn’t do it. Snookems would never have jumped from that window. He lived on the 21st floor. He was afraid of heights. He never ever went to the window to look out. It made him ill.”

            The teakettle whistled, the screeching sound echoing in the small room. I got up and turned the stove off, then sat down again.

            Lulu pulled the dish towel off the sink, and dried her eyes. “Merrie, you were right last night, when you said he loved me. I’m positive he did. And he loved my dog, too.”

            “But you said he was jealous that you were giving Coco Bill too much attention. You said that’s why you fought with him and moved out of his loft.”

            “I thought about it all night, after the cop told me that Snookems went out of his window. Snookems loved Coco Bill. He always made the dog join us in bed after we made love. I’d wake up in the morning and find his arm around that lazy, almost deaf dog. No, Mer, the man loved that dog as much as I did. He didn’t mean it when he said Coco Bill was slobbering all over his expensive furniture and ruining it. He always patted the sofa so the dog would jump up on it, and sit next to him.”

            “I don’t understand. If he loved your dog, why did he make a fuss about him? Why did he tell you those things? It’s almost as though he wanted you to leave.”

            “He did want me leave. I’m positive he started that argument because he knew I’d rush out of there. He knew I loved Coco Bill, so that was the only thing he could do to get me out of his place. Snookems must have known he was in terrible danger. He wanted to protect me, Mer. I’m sure of it. He had to get me out of there fast. He had to have known something was about to happen—something very dangerous.”

            I involuntarily rubbed my stomach, instinctively protecting my baby. “Honey, I know you were nuts about the guy, but maybe you’re misreading his affection for you.”

            “No! I’m not. Two days before our breakup, Snookems took me to his attorney. Not only did we sign a pre-nup, but Snookems signed a new will and set up some sort of trust.”

            “A will?”

            Tears trickled down Lulu’s cheeks again. She brushed strands of her long, platinum-blonde, frizzy hair off her face. Her short body slumped forward; she twisted her fingers together until her knuckles turned white.

            “Merrie, Snookems knew about my past—my being a hooker—my living with the old man until he died. I told him about the old man paying for my education to become a decorator, and how he had left me a few bucks to start a new life when he passed on.

            “Snookems said that he, too, wanted to make sure that I would be taken care of for the rest of my life. That I wouldn’t struggle—that I’d have money to fall back on. That’s why he changed his will to leave everything he owned to me.”

            I ran my fingers through my hair, and took a deep breath before going on. “Lu, what about Snookems’ family? Did he have any? And if he did, why didn’t he leave anything to them?” I got up, poured boiling water into our mugs, dropped the tea bags in, and brought the mugs to the table.

            “I asked him that.” She took the mug, removed the teabag, and stared at the tea. “He told me they were all bastards, and they didn’t deserve anything.”

            “Lu, do you realize that if the cops find out about that will, they’re going to think you had a good motive to kill your lover?”

            “I know.” She looked up at me. “That’s why you and I have to solve this crime.”

            “What?” I rubbed my stomach again. “That can be dangerous. Remember when Sheila took a shot me, thinking I knew she had murdered her sister? I could have been killed.”

            “Merrie, the last thing I want to do is put you and the baby in danger, but I need your help. You know the cops will just accuse me, rather than go looking for whoever did it.”

            I sucked in a deep breath. “All right, but if things become too dangerous for us, I’m going to borrow some money from Myron to hire a private detective. I still haven’t gotten the money I was supposed to from my divorce settlement, but I’m sure Myron will be happy to help me out until I do.”

            “I’m here,” Cissy called out moments later, after letting himself into the apartment.

            In spite of my foul mood, I had to smile. The three and a half-foot man with the mop of curly brown hair, was wearing a bright yellow jogging suit that made him look like a canary.

            “Lu, you okay? You look like shit,” he said.

            “Thanks for the compliment, Shorty.”

            Cissy took a sip of Lulu’s tea without asking. “Merrie called me last night and said you left Snookems.”

            “I’m back home, all right, but Snookems is dead.”

            “What! She didn’t tell me that.”

            Coco Bill ambled into the kitchen, his leash dangling from his drooling mouth. He rubbed up against the midget’s leg and whined.

            “Hi, boy,” Cissy said, scratching the standard black poodle’s curly head, which was level with his. “Lu, as soon as I come back from taking Coco Bill to crap in front of the Indian’s restaurant, I want you to tell me everything.”

            Lulu sighed. “Sure. Why not? Maybe you and Phillip can help Merrie and me solve the murder.”

            “He was murdered?”

            “I’m sure of it.”

            “Oh, my God. Why is that you two are always involved with murders?”

            “I guess we’re just lucky,” I mumbled. “Maybe Lulu and I should open a detective agency, instead of doing decorating.” I got up to rinse my cup at the sink, and Cissy sat in my chair.

            “Lu, who do you think did it?”

            “I don’t know. Maybe it was one of Snookems’ sleazy relatives. They were always hitting him up for dough. At any rate, we have to be careful. I don’t want Merrie to injure her baby.”

            “Lulu!” I burst out. “That was supposed to be a secret.”

            “Oops.”

            Cissy jumped up and crushed me to him; his face nestled below my breasts.

            “Oh, Merrie. A baby! How wonderful! Can Phillip and I be godparents?” He looked up at me with pleading brown eyes.

            I laughed. “Why not? I can’t think of two more loving people.”

            “What about me?” Lulu asked.

            “Of course.” I smiled.

            “Great,” Cissy squealed. “Your little boy will have two gay midgets and one crazy black woman to love him.”

            “It’s going to be a girl,” Lulu said adamantly.

            “It’s going to be a boy,” Cissy argued.

            Coco Bill woofed and poked Cissy’s leg. The house intercom buzzed. I pressed the button.

            “Yes?”

            “Da same cop dat wuz here last night, is down here lookin’ for Lulu again. Should I send im up?” Mickey asked.

            “Yes,” I replied, clicking off. “Shit,” I mumbled, knowing my peaceful life was going to be screwed up again.

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER TWO



 

 

            I let the cop in.

            “Can you turn on a light?” he asked.

            “Why are you cops always asking me to turn on lights and waste electric?” Lulu asked. “You all have eye problems?”

            “What do you mean ‘cops’? I’m the only one assigned to this case. Who else was here?”

            “Forget it,” I jumped in, not wanting to tell him that we were involved in another murder a few months back. “No one was here. Lulu keeps the place dark because she gets headaches from too much light. Come in, officer. Let’s get this over with.”

            “Who are you,” the cop asked, looking down at Cissy.

            “The Tooth Fairy,” Cissy said. “You wanna’ make something of it.”

            “Cis, please take Coco Bill downstairs before he makes a mess up here,” I urged.

            Cissy looked up at me, then took hold of the dog’s leash and left, grumbling that he would be right back.

            “Why don’t you come in the living room,” I said, taking hold of the cop’s arm. He let me lead him into the living room, and sat on one of the black leather chairs that faced Lulu’s black leather sofa.

            “Guess you like black,” he sneered. “Are you in mourning or something?”

            “No, I decorate in black,” Lulu snapped, her back ramrod stiff. “Now what the hell do you want at 8 o’clock in the morning, officer?”

            “Don’t get testy with me, lady. You’re in serious trouble.”

            “How so?” I asked, sitting across from him, not caring that my night shirt was so short; he could probably see my lace-edged panties.

            “I hear there’s a will leaving everything to your friend, here,” he said, directing his comment to me instead of Lulu.

            “So what?” Lulu said. “The guy loved me. Is there a crime in that?”

            I cringed when Lulu said the word crime, feeling she was digging a deeper hole for herself.

            “No crime in writing a will. However, as I understand, you only knew the guy a couple of months. So, I’m wondering… why did he rush to make out a will?”

            Lulu sat on the sofa beside me, and tucked her legs beneath her bold-flowered caftan. “How’d you find out about that will so soon? Who told you?”

            The cop smiled. “We got a call from…” He took a small pad out of his shirt pocket, glanced at it, then said, “Howard Everet Simon’s step-brother, Malcolm, called the station last night.”

            “Snookems’ brother Malcolm called the cops? Ha,” Lulu laughed. “That dirt-bag was always hitting up my boyfriend for money. His construction company is going down the toilet, but this last time, Snookems turned him down flat.”

            “Excuse me,” the cop said. “Are you referring to the deceased, Mr. Howard Simon, as Snookems?”

            Lulu sucked in a deep breath. “Yes. That’s what I called him. Officer… don’t you think it could have been the stepbrother who pushed Snookems out the window?”

            “Miss Pearson, I never said he was pushed out of the window. Why are you?”

            “Cut the crap. He had to be pushed. Snookems was afraid of heights. He wouldn’t go near that window with a ten-foot pole.”

            “Seems to me that you’re the only one who would benefit from his death,” he replied, scribbling something on his pad.

            “I’m back,” Cissy called from the hallway. “Did the fat prick leave yet?”

            I cringed. “We’re in the living room.”

            Cissy walked into the room, spotted the cop, then sat on a chair next to him not caring that he had just cursed him out.

            The cop gave him a dirty look, then directed his question to Lulu. “So you think your boyfriend was pushed out the window, huh?”

            “Snookems was pushed out the window?” Cissy repeated.

            Tears trickled down Lulu’s face again. “I’m sure of it.”

            The cop continued to scratch notes on his pad.

            Lulu went on. “Cis, he made me leave. I know he wanted to protect me from someone. He loved the dog. He purposely picked a fight to get me out of there.”

            The cop’s eyes popped open, and he stopped writing. “Are you saying the dog pushed him out of the window?”

            “What?” Lulu bellowed. “Are you nuts?”

            “Lulu, calm down,” I said, patting her thigh.

            “And what about the will?” the cop went on. “The stepbrother said the estate’s worth millions, and you’re the only beneficiary listed in it.”

            Cissy got up and started jumping up and down. “Holy shit! Lu, that’s fantastic. Wait ’til fuckin’ Bill-the-fake-Indian finds out you’re a millionaire. Holy shit, he’ll be beggin’ to get back together with you.”

            The cop’s eyebrows rose even higher. “Who’s this Bill? What has he got to do with your dead boyfriend?”

            “Nothing,” Lulu answered. She turned to Cissy, who had sat down again. “I am never going to let that son-of-a-bitch back in my bed. Do you hear me, Cis?”

            “I hear you. But I’m telling you, he’s gonna’ be crawling up your long skirts the minute he finds out. Mark my words, sweetheart. That creep will be looking to dip his fingers in your purse just like he did last time he cleaned you out.”

            The cop coughed, then tucked his pad back in his pocket and rose. “I’ll be back,” he said, trying to sound like Arnold Schwarzenegger, but looking and sounding more like Lou Costello. “I’ll see myself out.”

            Lulu, Cissy, and I waited until the front door closed.

            “Lu, I wouldn’t take this too lightly,” I said. “As far as I can see, you’re the only suspect the police have.”

            “Oh, there’s going to be a lot more suspects when I’m done,” she answered.

            The intercom buzzed again. I went into the kitchen and pressed the button. “Yes, Mickey. What is it this time?”

            “Dere’s a Miz Hamilton down here. She wants ta see, Lulu. Should I send er up?”

            “Miss Hamilton?” I hesitated, then told him to do it.

            I walked back into the living room. “Lu, there’s a Miss Hamilton coming up. Do you know her?”

            Lulu frowned. “That has to be Snookems’ stepsister. She and Snookems were partners in a spa. That is, until he found out that the spa was a front for a bordello.”

            “A bordello?” I gasped. “Lu…”

            There was a knock on the door. Lulu called out, “The door’s open. Come in.”

            The door opened. “Hello. I can’t see. It’s too dark in here. Can you turn on a light?”

            “No!” Lulu shouted. “If you can find your way to my place, find your way into my living room.”

            “Lu…” I started to say.

            Lulu put her finger to her lips and smiled; her small white teeth glistening in the darkened room.

            I could hear the woman’s hand running along the hallway wall, and spotted her face the moment she peeked into the living room. She was a thin woman of medium height, somewhere in her mid-forties, dressed in expensive-looking clothes and clutching a real Gucci handbag to her chest. “Are you in there?” she asked, in a snooty, no-nonsense voice.

            Cissy immediately got up, walked toward her, and held out his hand to lead her into the room. “Yeah, we’re in here.”

            Miss Hamilton continued to stare above Cissy’s head. “I can’t see.”

            “Gimme your hand,” he said, his hand still outstretched.

            “Where are you?” She finally looked down. “Oh, you’re a midget,” she mistakenly declared.

            I knew there was trouble ahead. No one had permission to call Cissy that, other than his closest friends. The diminutive man had proven it at my divorce hearing, when he bussed hundreds of his little people friends to the courthouse. I found out later that he and his lover, Phillip, had paid for all of the Indian costumes his friends wore, and even the war paint smeared on their faces. Cissy even instructed the Indians to chant: “Down with Howard! Down with Howard! Scalp him! Scalp him,” to get even with my ex for calling him a midget. Yes, Cissy got even then, and I was certain he would get even with Miss Hamilton one day in the near future.

            I finally gathered my wits, walked over to the woman, and assisted her to my place on the sofa.

            “Are you Luella Pearson?” she asked, squinting to see me.

            “I am,” Lulu replied, and cut to the chase. “What do you want?”

            Miss Hamilton got up, stood before Lulu, and peered down at her. “I want to know what you did with my brother’s files?” she demanded.

            Lulu smiled, but I knew it wasn’t a smile. She was just waiting to pounce on the woman, like a tigress stalking its prey.

            “What files?” she answered smugly.

            “You know damn well what I’m referring to,” Hamilton said, her nose beginning to twitch like a rabbit.

            “Oh, those files.”

            Her nose twitched faster. “Where are they? They’re mine, and I want them this minute!”

            “Oh shit,” I mumbled.

            Lulu rose, placed her hands on her hips, looked up at the woman, and said slowly, “They’re my files now, so get the hell out of my place, you prissy bitch, before I throw you the hell out.”

            “I…I…” the woman sputtered.

            “I’ll show you out,” I said, taking her arm and trying to pull her away.

            She yanked her arm free, and stared back at Lulu. “You won’t get away with this! I’ll see to it!”

            She stormed out of the apartment, and I turned to Lulu. “Lu, what is she talking about?”

            “Damned if I know,” Lulu said, scratching her head. “But I’m sure as hell going to find out.”

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER THREE



 

 

            Two hours later, Lulu and I entered the Savoy Hotel to check out the progress of our decorating job in the lobby.

            Lulu, as usual, was wearing one of her thrift-shop flashy outfits, along with a tall Carmen Miranda-style hat. When she walked out of her bedroom before we left for the hotel, I had laughed.

            “Something wrong with my outfit?” Lulu asked, twirling around. “I kinda like the effect.”

            “It’s beautiful,” I lied, not wanting to hurt her feelings, and wondering which secondhand shop it came from.

            Lulu’s white peasant blouse with big puff sleeves was far too big for her, but I didn’t say so. And her multi-colored long skirt—on which she had sewn red and green satin ribbons from top to bottom—clashed with her lucky purple platform heels. To make the outfit even more outrageous, Lulu’s tall hat had matching ribbons wound around it, and some dangled down her long, Diana Ross frizzy hair; platinum hair that made her small oval face seem even smaller.

            “There you are,” Lulu’s best friend, Bloomers, called out the moment she spotted us. The buxom black woman rushed over, her face lit with an enormous smile. “I was waiting to take you gals for some brunch. You know, the let’s do lunch bit.”

            Lulu sighed, “I don’t know if I can eat a thing right now.”

            “What’s wrong, Lu?” Bloomers’ smile evaporated. “You never turn down a meal. Never. You always take doggie-bags home.”

            “He’s dead.” Lulu burst into tears, and hugged her plump friend’s waist.

            “Who’s dead?” Bloomers asked.

            “Snookems,” Lulu cried. “He’s dead. Squished dead. I’m never going to see him again.”

            “Snookems? Are you saying that your boyfriend Snookems is dead?”

            “Someone pushed him out of the window,” Lulu sobbed.

            “Hush. Hush.” Bloomers said, putting her arm around Lulu and walking her toward the manager’s office. I followed behind.

            Once inside, Bloomers pushed Lulu onto a chair. She grabbed a few tissues from a box on her desk, handed them to her, then pulled another chair over and sat before her.

            “Dry you eyes, Sweetpea. Tell me what happened. Do you know who pushed him?”

            Lulu wiped her eyes, sniffed, then said, “No. I don’t. But I sure as hell am going to find out who did it, if it’s the last thing I do on this Earth.”

            “I can’t believe it,” Bloomers said, grasping Lulu’s hands in hers. “Snookems’ firm manages and does the hotel’s accounting. Nobody from his office has notified us that he’s died.”

            “It just happened yesterday.”

            Bloomers got up and started to pace the small room. “That means his brother will take over the accounting firm,” she said, her ebony face lined in a deep frown.

            “His brother?” I repeated, sitting on the corner of an old wooden desk that was cluttered with papers and a half-filled mug of muddy-looking cold coffee.

            Bloomers stopped pacing and looked over at me. “Raymond Royce Simon, Snookems’ stepbrother. Lulu’s Snookems is… I mean, was a real gentleman, but I don’t mind telling you his brother’s a nasty bastard. When Myron’s butler was embezzling money from the hotel’s accounts and the hotel was in the red, Raymond called a meeting of all the employees.”

            “What happened?” I asked.

            I could see the anger building on Lulu’s best friend’s face.

            “The son-of-a-bitch told all of us that we were slacking on our jobs, and threatened to fire us. Then he cut our wages by 24 percent, and said if we didn’t like it to take a hike. I couldn’t up and leave. I told you both a while back that I’m supporting my daughter and her two kids who live with me. And I’m still struggling to pay off my dead husband’s medical bills. The other people working here are in the same boat as I am. The cut to their already small paychecks is killing them.”

            “Didn’t he restore those wages after the hotel got the embezzled money back from the off-shore accounts?” Lulu asked.

            Bloomers smiled a bitter smile. “You’ve got to be kidding. He fired two people who asked him about that.”

            “Why didn’t you tell me? I would have had Snookems rehire them,” Lulu said, her voice tinged with anger.

            “Sweetpea, I would never impose on our friendship.” She looked at me. “Merrie, I know Lulu’s told you about our past, so I’ll say what I have to say.”

            I nodded, and remained silent.

            She turned back to Lulu. “Lu, you and I may have turned tricks and lived in the streets, but I was thrilled the two of you were in love and living together. I would never, ever jeopardize your chance of happiness with that man by asking you to intercede on my behalf. Especially when I knew the two brothers were fighting.”

            My ears perked up. “Fighting? How do you know they were fighting?”

            “I didn’t know they had a fight,” Lulu said. “Snookems told me he didn’t speak to that brother, even though the man worked for him. When did he have a fight? How recently?”

            Bloomers thought for a moment. “About a week ago,” she answered, toying with the top gold button on her navy-blue dress. “I was returning to my office to get a few papers, and just as I was about to open the door, both men started shouting at each other. I was going to leave, but my curiosity got the better of me, and I eavesdropped.”

            “What were they shouting about?” Lulu asked, getting up from her chair and taking a step toward Bloomers.

            The phone rang. Bloomers looked at it, then picked up the receiver. “Manager’s Office… Yes, that’s me, Mr. Simon… I’m sorry to hear that.” She looked at us and nodded. “Please express my condolences to the whole family… Yes, I will. As soon as I can… Yes, I’ll stay late… I’ll see you then. Bye.”

            “Was that him? Raymond?” Lulu asked.

            Bloomers nodded. “He wants me to stay late. He’s coming over to inspect all of the files in the office.”

            “The files again,” Lulu mumbled. “He’s the second one today that’s asked about some files.”

            “Lu, there’s got to be something incriminating in those files. Why else would Snookems’ stepsister and stepbrother both be so eager to get their hands on them? And how did the sister know the files were missing from Snookems’ apartment? Does she have a key to his place?”

            Lulu removed her hat and scratched her head, then put it back on lopsided. “You’re right, Mer. There’s got to be something in those missing files if they’re both searching for them.” She looked over at her friend. “Bloomers, what did you hear? What were they fighting about? Think hard, sweetheart. Tell me everything you remember. It might be important.”

            Bloomers slipped behind her desk and sat on the worn leather chair. She sucked in a deep breath, expanding her ample bosom until the buttons looked like they would fly off her dress. “Hmmm… Snookems was first. He shouted, ‘how dare you do that? And in my hotels!’”

            Bloomers closed her eyes, and leaned back. The chair creaked beneath her weight. Suddenly her eyes popped open, and she snapped forward in her chair. “Yes, that’s it! Snookems said something about, if he ever saw or heard that Raymond was giving that white shit out in his hotel, he would turn him in. And Raymond shouted back that he would see him dead before he got a chance to do it.”

            “Drugs,” I gasped. “His brother had to be into drugs. What else could the white stuff be?”

            “You could be right,” Bloomers mumbled.

            “My man would never stand for that,” Lulu practically growled. “Raymond must have killed my Snookems to shut him up.”

            “What about his stepsister?” I asked.

            “What about his stepsister?” Lulu repeated.

            “Why is she looking for missing files? And what’s in those files? Can it be information about the drugs?” I asked. “Lu, how’d Hamilton know the files were missing from Snookems’ apartment? The cops wouldn’t let anyone into a crime scene. Not even a relative. Maybe Hamilton and Raymond are both involved in drugs.”

            Lulu paced for a moment, then stopped and stared at me. “I don’t know. You might have something there. Anything’s possible.”

            “Lulu, maybe Hamilton went to see Snookems after you left. She could have fought with him, pushed him out of the window, and then quickly searched the place and came up empty handed. So now, the brother’s after the files. What do you think?”

            “You could be right again,” Lulu agreed, sinking down on her chair and staring at the carpeted floor. “I hadn’t thought of that. It could be either of them, or both of them together.”

            “If they’re both looking for files, it has to be both of them.” I said quickly. “The two of them could have gone to see Snookems. When he wouldn’t give them what they wanted, they killed him and searched the place. In fact, now that I think about it, it stands to reason that there were two of them. After Snookems landed in the street, the cops must have rushed to the scene and Snookems’ doorman must have identified his body. The brother and sister had to search quickly, or they would have been nabbed by the cops while they were searching the apartment.”

            “It makes sense,” Lulu muttered. “Those dirty, stinking bastards…”

            “What do I do about the brother?” Bloomers asked. “He’s coming to my office tonight.”

            Lulu and I both looked at Bloomers. Her dark face was now ashen, and she was wringing her hands together.

            “Make like you don’t know anything,” I answered. “And don’t let on that you overheard their fight, or know anything about the brothers’ stormy relationship. Raymond may try to trick you into saying something, so be very careful.”

            “Bloomers,” Lulu said, suddenly rising. “Watch everything the skunk does.” She walked around the room, her hands clasped behind her. “Make sure you see what files he takes out of your office, if he does take any out. You hear me? In fact, take the next few hours and make a list of all your files. Just in case you can’t see what he’s removing, you can check your list when he’s gone.”

            “Oh, my God. This is terrible,” Bloomers mumbled.

            “You’re on our detective team now, Babe,” Lulu said. “I need you to help me and Merrie solve Snookems’ murder, or I’m not going to be joining you for fancy lunches anymore. I’ll be behind thick iron bars, eating Spam sandwiches on stale toast.”

 

 

 

 






  CHAPTER FOUR


 

 

            When Lulu and I returned to our building, Mickey’s head popped up and he smiled broadly, exposing his crooked yellow teeth. This time, the slovenly man didn’t bother to hide his racing form beneath the battered reception desk.

            “Hey dere. Yuze ladies seem to be very popular.”

            I cringed. “Am I missing something? What’s up, Mic?”

            “Dere was a gentleman here lookin’ for Lulu.”

            Lulu and I looked at each another. “Did he leave a name?” Lulu asked.

            “Yeah. Sure.” He reached beneath the desk, and retrieved a stack of crumpled pink message slips. He started thumbing through them, making them messier than they were.

            “Here it is,” he said, squinting, trying to decipher his own writing. “The gent’s name is Malcolm Monroe Simon. He left you his number, and said you should call ’im right away.”

            Lulu took the slip from him and stared at it for a moment.

            “Thanks, Mickey. Listen, if this guy comes back today, please tell him I’m not home yet. Then give me a buzz and let me know.”

            Mickey took off his cap, scratched his almost-bald greasy head, then set the stained cap back in place. Lulu had once told me he lived in the roach-infested basement, so I couldn’t help but conjure up the image of the beastly black things climbing all over him, causing him to scratch his head. I shuddered at the thought.

            “So what’s happenin’ wit you, Lu? How come dere’s a cop askin’ for you this time? Last time it wuz her,” he said, glancing at me. “Are you broads in trouble again?”

            Lulu shoved the pink slip in her bag, and sighed. “I guess you could say we’re in trouble. At least, I am. My boyfriend’s dead. The cop wanted to ask me some questions.”

            “Dead? Sorry,” Mickey said. “He wuz a nice guy. He’d always slip me a few bucks when he came calling on you, and the man in the penhouse.”

            “Thanks, Mic. Talk to you later,” Lulu said, blinking back her tears.

            I took Lulu’s hand and headed to the elevators. “Who is this Malcolm?”

            “Snookems’ other brother,” she answered. “Snookems told me his father married three times, and adopted three children from his next two wives. And if I remember right,” she said, pressing the elevator button, “Snookems was his first child. When his mother died, his father married a woman who had two kids: Malcolm Monroe and his sister Marcie, who later married a real creepy ex-con named Hamilton.”

            “Ah ha. So that’s who Hamilton is,” I said. “Did you notice how her nose twitched?”

            “Couldn’t miss it,” Lulu said. “Maybe she’s sniffing some of the white stuff.”

            The elevator door slipped open and we entered. After Lulu pressed the button for our floor, she continued with her explanation. “When Snookems’ father divorced his second wife, he married a hair dresser, and adopted her son, Raymond: the
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