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Dedication

This book is dedicated to my dad, Stanley Gansecki, whom I miss very much.
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 I plowed headfirst into the elevator—and smack dab into ... him!

I’ve never fainted in my life, but sure as hell tried to right then.

Still coherent, I heard the doors close behind me and turned to see no other soul had gotten in. Damn! I pushed myself away from his granite chest and stood tall. Well, as tall as my five-six could get next to what had to be his six-three. I shut my eyes and asked Saint Theresa to have the elevator get down in warp speed.

The damn thing stopped!

My eyes flew open. There he stood ... with his hand on the emergency stop button.

Guess Saint Theresa was busy.


One

“Open wide.” If I had to repeat that order to this kid one more time, I’d stick my head into the autoclave and roast my brain until it popped like a kernel of corn. Of course, first I’d have to remove all the instruments that are sterilized in the darn thing. That’s how my day was going. That’s how this damn career was going.

No, that’s how my life was going.

I glared at the closemouthed kid sitting in front of me in the pediatrician’s office I’d offered to work in for a week—and groaned.

What the hell was I thinking?

I had a permanent job at the Hospital of Saint Greg’s. I didn’t need this. Why did I insist on doing favors for others all the time?

Stinky Lapuc, the little boy sitting in front of me with his mouth clamped shut tighter than a clam facing a pot of boiling water, glared at me from his perch on the examining table. I called him “Stinky” because the dear must have eaten beans prior to his visit at the office. His real name on the chart was John. Boring. I liked “Stinky” better. It had character. He had gas.

I waved the throat swab in front of his beady, watery eyes. “Open wide, my dear,” I repeated in my best Cinderella’s Fairy Godmother voice. “Open wide and let Nurse Pauline Sokol take a peek at those handsome tonsils you have.” If not, kiddo, this swab gets poked into your tummy until you open. Okay, I’d never poke a five-year-old, but the way I felt right now, I enjoyed a moment of thinking I was capable of child poking.

Today while my feet hurt worse than Stinky’s possible strep throat, I stood there and looked at the swab in my hand. Before I stuck it into his bacteria-laced throat, I wished, for a second, that it was a magic wand and I could whisk myself away to Club Med.

Because, although I don’t have a mercenary bone in my body, I also didn’t have any money in my savings account, and a magic wand was the only way I’d get there. Admittedly, I’m a shopoholic, but hey, I’m single—not something I’m proud of by the way, and don’t get my mother started on that—and could shop till I dropped. But not today. Today even shopping didn’t pique my interest. Hell, I was tired of taking odd jobs on my vacations. I was tired of my regular job as a unit director in Labor and Delivery who hired and fired staff. I didn’t have the stomach for the firing. Frankly, I’d been considering the fact that I was ... burned out.

Nursing had been my life, yet now ... I needed a change. But I couldn’t afford to just quit with no future plans.

Stinky looked as if he needed to cough or yawn or something, so I aimed my swab. “Open wide, sugar-doll.”

His mother, Mrs. Lapuc and cousin to Andrea Lapuc, who went to high school with me and stole my boyfriend Stephen, gave me an odd look. “You think you could get him to open?” I asked in my most professional voice, although that poking thing wouldn’t leave my thoughts.

She took the boy by his collar. “Do what she says or no dessert tonight.”

Amazed that the old threat was still used by parents today (My mother had used it as her dinner mantra until I was about thirty. No, wait, she still uses it on me), I stood at the ready.

Stinky hesitated. Then, as if watching a drawbridge go up in slow motion when you’re the last car in line and you have to pee, I took the swab from the holder, held it at the ready, and saw his little lips part. It wasn’t enough yet, so I gave a pleading look to his mom.

“Dessert.”

That did the trick.

Or so I thought, until he bit down on the swab, leaving half of it in my hand. “Don’t swallow!” I reached toward his lips. “Open.”

He looked at me, then the remainder of the swab shot out with the force of his tongue clearly behind it. I looked down. The swab was stuck to my left breast. “Excuse me.” I walked out of the room, screamed inside my head and promptly went to get another one.

“Don’t do that this time,” I said, giving another pleading look at his mother when I came back in.

“He doesn’t feel good, you know.”

And I hated my career.

“That’s why he’s behaving like this,” she said, then grabbed his arm. “Open!”

He did, and the swab hit its mark before he clamped shut like Jaws again, and I had my—hopefully—last patient taken care of. I gave the mother instructions about the test and turned to go.

Mrs. Lapuc bundled Stinky up although the office had to be a hundred degrees. Outside was snow covered and maybe in the thirties, but this wasn’t Alaska. It was Connecticut, for crying out loud.

Babies cried. Toddlers ran rampant. Older kids, I’m guessing by the colorful language, yelled words to the nurses that even I didn’t use in the privacy of my home when alone, and the odor of diapers, full and ripe, mixed with medicine that no kid in their right mind would take unless under threat of mother.

The soreness in my feet spread to the tips of my shoulder-length blonde (natural, I swear!) hair, which was wrapped, nurse-style, upon my head. When I got to the nurses’ station and had given the swab to Maryann, the full-time nurse who’d know better what to do with it, I collapsed into a chair. Thank goodness it wheeled itself into the counter with the weight of my fall and not out into the hallway where I could have bowled over one of the little patients.

I leaned back with my hands behind my head and momentarily shut my eyes. Then I heard a rustle from behind and didn’t care if an attack of some sort was imminent, as long as a group of out-of-control kids didn’t wheel me into a closet, since I am, admittedly, claustrophobic. I didn’t budge.

“The Lapuc kid’s swab is negative,” Maryann said.

Relieved it was her and not that wild group or some crazed pediatric patient with a scalpel behind me, I managed to shake my head. “Good.”

“Want me to tell his mom? You look beat.”

To my surprise, one eye opened. The left one. It had always been my strongest and the deepest gray, which came from my Viking ancestors who’d invaded Poland years back. I didn’t know I had it in me to open either eye. “That’d be great.” With my one-eye vision, I watched her shuffling papers, signing things, writing notes. God, I was tired. “How do you do it? How do you manage to stay awake all day and not commit hara-kiri at the end of your shift?”

She laughed. I wished I had the energy to join her. It seemed as if it would be fun to laugh. I think I remember laughing in 1992.

“You get used to it,” she said as she turned and walked down the hallway.

Used to it? I sat bolt upright. That was like saying to drink Scotch you’d have to “acquire” the horrible, throat-burning taste. I didn’t want to acquire a taste for Scotch or get used to this never-ending state of exhaustion I’d been in the last twelve years.

I looked into the highly buffed side of the autoclave. There I was. Thirty-four years old. Bags threatening to materialize under my eyes and a possible wrinkle forming on each side. Crow’s-feet. I might have crow’s-feet! Okay, maybe they were from leaning my hand against my face, but I was starting to look ... older. Still, I told myself, I wasn’t bad-looking. In fact, in my youthful, self-absorbed teens, I actually won Ms. Hope Valley, twice. Blonde Polack beats voluptuous brunette Wop. That’s what I’d put in my diary.

Now I was burned out from nursing, had no husband—actually no love interest at present, and I refused to count Dr. Vance G. Taylor even though we’d been on and off again for the last five years. In high school he wore pocket protectors and was called “Vancy.” Today, well, I’d give him this. The guy was a living doll who still wore pocket protectors. Looked like a younger version of George Hamilton. Year-round tan included. Not even ethnic. True WASP, Vance was. And well off to boot. An orthopedic surgeon.

But there just wasn’t any spark between us. At least not on my end. My mother, bless her heart, couldn’t understand that one. Take a number, I thought.

Maryann came around the corner. I’d seen her reflection in the autoclave as she came from behind. “You ready to call it quits for the day?” she asked.

I looked at her in the silver metal. “No, I’m ready to call it quits ... for good.”

“You have no job?” my mother asked as if I’d grown two blue heads and just arrived from Venus. She looked about as shocked as she did when my oldest sister, Mary, had said she was leaving the convent and getting married. That news came after Mary had gotten her bachelor’s degree compliments of the Sisters of Saint Francis—and before she left. Talk about Catholic-induced guilt. Mom had won the prize that year. Now she might be in contention again, thanks to me.

“I’ll get something else.” I let my legs dangle off the stool while I rested my head in my palms on the turquoise Formica counter.

My parents had lived in this house for forty-three years, and never upgraded the decor. Each time I came back for a visit, I half expected Donna Reed to come waltzing in with Lucy on one arm and the Beav on the other.

The aroma of kielbasa and sauerkraut hung in the air, and tonight mother was cooking meatloaf. Since both parents were purebred Poles, the house had absorbed the aroma somewhere around 1970, and not even my mother’s Renuzit air freshener (fresh mountain pine) fetish could get it out of the air.

In truth, it’d grown to be a comforting scent. Smelled like a fake Christmas tree.

Right now I needed comfort. I inhaled deeply. Ah.

“Of course you’ll get something else, Pauline. There’s a critical nursing shortage in this country. With the baby boomers retiring, it’s getting worse.” She sliced a potato and plopped it into a pan of water.

At first I only stared. Mom sounded like a commentator on the five-o’clock news. Who knew the woman who left high school in her sophomore year to marry my father before he went to fight in the Korean War could come up with such a timely statement as that?

My father came into the room with my uncle Walt Macie. Walt never married, and had lived with us all of my life. He actually was a Maciejko, but somewhere along the line he and his brother, Stash, Americanized the name to “Macie.”

At the age of eighty now, Uncle Walt spent his days at the Elk’s Club, Bozuchowski’s bar (better known as the local hangout) and Boz’s, or played cards at the senior citizens center. Many a day my mother had to smooth the ruffled feathers of some widow whom Uncle Walt had connived into playing for cash.

Usually he only played for home-cooked meals or his favorite homemade chocolate chip cookies. I knew they weren’t good for his adult-onset diabetes, but I never scolded him since they made him happy, and I often told my mother to let him enjoy.

I wish I could be as happy as Uncle Walt and his cookies—diabetes or not. Hey, he was eighty years old, for crying out loud!

Despite my stupor, I managed a smile. “Hi, Daddy. Uncle Walt.” My head refused to leave my palms, so my words came out slurred.

Uncle Walt walked to my mother and took a slice of raw potato. He popped it into his mouth. “Pauline been drinking, Stella?”

Mother looked at me. “I only wish.”

I groaned.

I should’ve politely left and gone back to the condo I shared with Miles, one of the nurses at Saint Greg’s. “I’m not drunk. Wouldn’t waste the calories on liquor.” Or the money, I thought, and hoped Miles would spot me the next month’s rent. He would, I knew, but I hated to take advantage of my friend.

Daddy came closer. “What’s the matter, my little p[image: Image ]czki?” A p[image: Image ]czki (sounds like “paunchki”) is a Polish donut. A huge one. Fat and filled with prune filling. My father always called me his p[image: Image ]czki.When I was young, I paid no attention. At my age, though, I wanted to run out of the room screaming. Thank goodness I didn’t fit the bill of a round, stuffed donut.

Still, he meant well. My father was the hardworking silent type who retired after forty years in a factory making tiny parts for airplane engines, and I loved him. Even when he referred to me as a donut.

I sighed. “I’m burned out, Daddy. I can’t go back to nursing ... for a while. I need a rest.”

My mother clucked her tongue and set the pot of potatoes on the stove. “Rest, shmest.”

Uncle Walt lifted his Steelers cap off his head and rubbed his naked scalp. He and I were the only two Steelers fans in the house. Not that I lived here, God forbid. But the rest of the family—hell, just about the rest of the state—were Patriots fans, since this was New England. He looked at me. “Good for you. Take a rest. Come play cards with me.”

“Er ... as tempting as that sounds, I need to work. Only not in nursing.”

Mom wiped her hands on the towel hanging over the white enamel goose’s head next to the sink. She’d crocheted turquoise around it to match the Formica. I’m pretty sure she did that way back in 1969, before I was born. “Not in nursing?” She made the sign of the cross. “You’ve studied nursing in all those schools, Pauline Sokol. Good pay, too. Now what are you going to do? What job can you get to support yourself? Of course”—she turned and hung the towel over the goose—“you could move back here ...”

The next thing I knew, I was opening the door to my condo and running in as if fleeing a stalker. I had no recollection of leaving my parents’ split-level or driving my Venetian red metallic Volvo back here and praying it didn’t break down.

But here I was.

Miles had been napping on the couch and woke in a startled state. I must have been in such a hurry that I made too much noise. “Hey, sorry if I woke you.”

He rubbed his eyes as I collapsed into the comfortable white leather chair across from him. Spanky, our little joint-custody shih tzu-poodle mix weighing in at five pounds, eight ounces, jumped at my legs. I lifted him up and gave his tummy a tickle.

“You look like shit,” Miles said, sitting up.

“I’m guessing you’re not talking to Spanky.” I leaned back and groaned. “I hate my life. I hate my career. I hate the thought of moving into a split-level that smells like sauerkraut.”

“Jesus.” He stood up, rubbed his eyes and without another word walked out of the room.

Before I could nuzzle Spanky’s little body, Miles appeared with two bottles of Budweiser. He’d even popped the tops. I took mine from his outstretched hand and after a long, slow, welcoming sip, I said, “I quit my job today.”

“The one at the pediatrician’s that you’re filling in for?”

I shook my head no.

He glared at me. “First you scare the shit out of me in my dead sleep. Then you guzzle that brew as if it were calorie free, you, Ms. Health-nut, and now you drop a bomb like that on me. What the hell gives?”

“It’s true. I have to leave nursing ... for a while. Miles, I’ve been a nurse for the greater part of my adult life. A registered nurse with a master’s degree, no less. Shows you how many years I’ve put into this profession. Twelve. I even talked my supervisor at Saint Greg’s into not making me give a two-week notice since I was on vacation anyway. I just couldn’t go back. Thank goodness I was able to coerce Liz Pendleton to fill in for me at the pediatrician’s office until Kathleen gets her sunburned butt back.”

Miles could only stare. Probably because I kept talking and he couldn’t get a word in edgewise.

“Things have changed, Miles. When I graduated from Saint Francis Hospital School of Nursing, got a degree from Southern, then a masters from Yale, I thought I’d be a nurse for life.”

“I always thought—”

“Yeah. And even when those degrees hung freshly in their frames, I took jobs that no one else wanted. Still do. Extra jobs that exhaust me. Today I sunk to nearly poking a throat swab into the tummy of a kid—”

He shook his head. “You’d never do that.”

“I know. Maybe that’s my problem. Maybe I’m not daring enough. My life needs a jolt of some sort. Got any ideas?” I stared at him to make sure he wouldn’t hold back.

Miles had connections all over town. That’s what made him such a perfect roommate. How else could I have ever afforded leather furniture, a kick-ass gigantic television, which, I might add, made my Steelers appear as if they were running in the living room, or this condo near the lake? Miles pulled strings like a marionette artist and knew someone who knew someone for whatever anyone needed.

He was my closest platonic male friend. Of course his being gay had something to do with that. On more than one occasion I’d told him I’d marry him if he’d convert. I’d meant to Catholicism, he, of course, thought along the sexual lines.

For that I went back and forth with Dr. Taylor. Lately, though, it’d been a long time since that subject had come up. I made a mental note to have him invite me to dinner. It’d been some time since I’d seen him, and Miles had mentioned that he’d heard Vance had a new job. Yes, it was time to call him.

I needed that right now.

Miles sat back on the couch and wrapped himself in the mauve-and-black afghan one of his old boyfriends, Leonard, had knitted for him. I never liked the guy, but he’d been a whiz with knitting needles. Good thing he didn’t break Miles’s heart, or I’d have dealt with Leonard.

“Okay,” he said, “no need to explain. Been there, done that.”

“That’s right. You traveled around the Caribbean on your sabbatical a few years back.”

He lifted his bottle toward me. “Bon voyage.”

I took a sip. “Don’t I wish.”

His eyes softened. “Damn. You really can’t afford to get away.”

It wasn’t a question. Miles was a smart guy and one hell of an OR nurse. He was my closest friend, and the only one who knew I’d lost my shirt and most of my savings by stupidly co-signing a loan for a fellow nurse, Jeanine Garjullo, who I thought was a friend. We’d actually been roommates in a cottage on Long Island Sound for the first few years I’d worked at St. Greg’s.

My “friend” took off with the new Lexus she bought with the loan last year and left me with the bills. One payment every month for so many years I’d lost count but I knew I’d be older than Uncle Walt when the final amount was due. That’s when Miles let me move in so I wouldn’t have to go home to my parents. I could see the headlines in the Hope Valley Sentinel. Thirty-four-year-old middle child, the only single one, moves home with parents.

Made me cringe.

“Bingo. I need a non-nursing job that makes me enough money to live on.”

Miles leaned his head back, tapped a finger on his tooth. He always thought better like that. “Perfect.”

I jumped up—forgetting poor Spanky, who ended up on all fours much like a cat since he was about that size—and yelled, “What? What is perfect?”

Miles smiled. “I have a relative in the insurance business. Owns his own place. Insurance agency. He’ll hire you. Wear a nice suit tomorrow for an interview. Skirt. Not pants. Good thing you’re such a looker. I’ll make the call.”

He was up and poking the pager to locate our portable phone, which had a mind of its own and always snuck off so we couldn’t find it. The beeping came from the kitchen. I watched Miles walk through the swinging doors and contemplated which of my two suits I should wear to an insurance company interview: the black one that I used for funerals, or the red one I’d had since the late eighties, when “power red” had me thinking—mistakenly I might add—that I could get my staff to listen better if I wore it.

I’ll go with the black, I thought, as I heard Miles mumbling, then saying, “Tuesday morning. Nine it is,” because for some odd reason, I felt as if I were going to a funeral.

I looked at my watch. Three after nine. I uncrossed and recrossed my legs and looked at my watch again. Three after nine. Still. Waiting in an insurance office for a job was frustrating, to say the least. It didn’t help that I hadn’t been on a job interview since before the invention of the wheel. I’d forgotten how I hated this kind of stuff.

Pauline Sokol was never one for change.

If I were, I’d be backpacking it around Europe. Lack of money or not. Or at the very least, I would have moved out of the oh-so-very-ethnic town I was born in, grew up in, and, not adjusting well to change, would meet my maker in, no doubt.

A shuffling sound from the other side of a door to the waiting room took my interest. There hadn’t been a receptionist at the desk when I came in, so I politely sat in the waiting area, silently chanting, I can do this. I can do this. This became my mantra, although I really didn’t know what “this” was. Miles had given me no specifics except that I should be here at nine in my suit and meet his cousin Fabio Scarpello of the Scarpello and Tonelli Insurance Agency.

Miles had told me there was no Tonelli, but Fabio thought it would bring in more business to have two names on the sign above the door.

I looked across the room that mirrored my mother’s taste in fifties furniture and wondered about Fabio. Maybe this wasn’t such a good idea. That thought hovered in my mind as my legs stuck to the fire-engine red Naugahyde couch. The floor was black-and-white checked linoleum and I wondered if the same people installed it as had my mother’s turquoise-and-white checked flooring.

Before I got too deep in thought, I smelled something. A cigar—a cheap one. I looked up. To say Fabio was handsome would be a mistatement. He had deep brown eyes like Miles, but Fabio’s had sunk into their sockets, probably from years of reading insurance forms. His nose wasn’t big, but it hooked over, very beaklike. Miles was adopted into the Scarpello family, and, looking at the ethnic Fabio, I said a silent prayer of thanks in honor of my roomy.

“So, you’re going to work in ... investigating.” He wasn’t asking a question per se—more ogling me in wonderment.

I stood, held out my hand and blinked. I have no idea why someone thinks blinking can help clear up a misunderstood word, but I knew Fabio had meant insurance, even though it had come out as “investigating.” Odd. The man was odd. “I’m Miles’s roommate, Pauline Sokol.”

Fabio’s grip felt wet, although I’m sure his hands were dry. Perhaps oily was more like it. He had the nerve to wipe his fingers on his baby-poop brown (I was still having flashbacks of the pediatrician’s office) polyester suit after shaking mine. Single-breasted polyester jacket with plaid pants, no less. Despite a shudder, I knew I was doing the right thing.

“So,” I said, “will I be doing filing or answering the phone or—” Something mindless, please, sir.

He scrunched his eyebrows at me. “Investigating. Need a hearing aid, doll?”

“I ... no.” I thought better than to argue with my new boss. Miles had agreed to spot me the rent, but I couldn’t ask him to pay the monthly payment on Jeanine’s loan. In other words, oily Fabio Scarpello or not, I needed this job.

“With your medical background, you’ll be perfect, doll.”

“You really did say investigating. As in snooping on people?” If he called me “doll” again, I’d borrow a filled diaper from one of my nephews and leave it in Fabio’s office overnight.

“Snooping is exactly what it is.” He flicked the ashes from his cigar into a nearby ficus plant. I only hoped that if it was silk it was flame retardant. He grinned. “Yep, snooping.”

At the moment Fabio looked more intelligent than I felt. Oh God. What a thought.

“You’ll get a video camera, some equipment. You buy them. If you need, I’ll float you a loan. ...”

Loan! Oh ... my ... God ! I heard the word, saw his mouth keep moving, but all my brain could detect was the L word. Like I would ever sign my name on a piece of paper that had the L word on it ever again. No way! I had decided soon after Jeanine rode off into the sunset in her shiny, black Lexus that I’d never be able to buy a house for the rest of my life. Because no way could I force myself into applying for a loan.

Now Fabio was talking loan. I wanted to scream, but at least was able to control that action, since screaming during a job interview had to be a no-no.

“Got it?”

I looked at him. He was waiting for an answer, but I’d drifted off into “Nightmare on Loan Street” and hadn’t heard a thing. I gave him my best smile and mentally scrambled for a lie. “I’m so sorry, sir. I didn’t get what you said.” He glared at me. I knew he was thinking I couldn’t do the job, so I added, “Recent ear infection and all.”

“Oh. Hope it gets better.”

And I hope God doesn’t punish me with a real one. “How kind.”

“Anyway. Get me evidence of fraud from the cocksuckers who claim injuries, collect, cost me mucho and then go on about their merry way.” He now spoke so loudly my ears hurt, and I think I felt an infection coming on.

I stared at him. The words snuck out of my numb lips. “I’m going to be an insurance-fraud investigator.”

He clucked his tongue like my mother always did. “Only for the medical cases. I’ve got a beauty of a one too. Don’t pay any attention to the bullshit about murder.”

I slapped myself in the head. “Duh. Medical cases. Of course. I knew that.”

Fake slap or not; truthfully, I didn’t know what the hell I was getting myself into.

Wait a minute! Murder?


Two

I crossed and uncrossed my legs about a million times. Damn. I should have gone with the power red suit. That skirt was longer. This black one crept up my legs, and Fabio’s slimy stare followed it every inch. Yuck. Conversation. I needed to say something to get his attention. My skin was starting to feel his staring, and I suddenly had the urge for a shower.

I’d get Miles for this.

No, I told myself, he knew exactly what he was doing. Miles knew his cousin and how the man’s mind worked—one step up from the gutter. The job was mine on looks alone, and Miles knew that. Not that I considered myself such a looker, but I’d heard rumors since “developing” around age twenty. I suppose Miles knew I’d have a hell of a time changing careers in my early thirties with no other education other than in nursing, and that sending me to Fabio was the best thing to do.

The guy was a genius. Miles, that is.

The only thing I’d get him on was the suggestion to wear a suit. If I had pants on, Fabio wouldn’t have such a view. I crossed my legs at the ankles like ladies are supposed to do.

Maciejko women—my mother’s family—were known for their legs. My grandmother on Mom’s side, who we fondly called Babci since it meant grandmother, had a set on her that looked as if she ran the New York marathon annually. Look out New York City Rockettes! Hardworking Poles could look damn fine if they didn’t overdo the shots and beers and kielbasa.

Fabio shuffled his foot. Got my attention.

“So, when would you like me to come back?” Now that I was going to be gainfully employed, I should go out and celebrate. Charge something on my credit card, with the “light at the end of the tunnel” theory that I’d be getting a paycheck soon to cover the bill.

He slid his gaze from my legs, lingered far too long for good taste on my chest and finally made it to my head. Something about Fabio I noticed right off the bat though: He didn’t look me in the eyes. He had an annoying habit of looking over my head.

I actually turned to see if there was something behind me, but saw only tan-and-brown woven wallpaper peeling at the top near the corner wall. I turned around.

“Come back?” he said, and turned toward the door he’d slunk in from. “I need someone today, doll. Dick Stacey quit out of the fucking blue. If that ain’t enough, Mike Morton is home with the gout. Gets it every few months because he won’t lay off the sauce. That leaves you to pick up the slack, doll.” With that, he walked out the door.

Feeling a bit like Alice chasing the rabbit through Wonderland, I couldn’t decide whether to follow or stay safely in the waiting room. This “doll” sat there dumbstruck.

Suddenly, like the Cheshire Cat, a head appeared behind the Plexiglas window of the reception desk. It belonged to a woman wearing a skintight white suit with black polka dots on the collar as well as the ribbon in her bright (and I don’t use that term lightly) yellow hair, and on her gloves. Gloves? Hadn’t seen them on anyone since 1979, except in the winter. These weren’t wool though; they were a stark white with tiny black dots on the ruffles.

She looked at me and shoved the window door to one side. “Hi, chéri. What can Adele do for you?”

Motionless for a few seconds, I could only stare. Adele could be a prostitute, was my first thought. What? Stop that, Pauline. How snobbish of me to think that because her cleavage could hold an entire pencil box full at one time, and that her use of the endearment could be misinterpreted, she could be a streetwalker. Despite the overdone blue eye shadow, the fire-engine red lipstick and the cheeks that looked like, well, red polka dots, she would be rather attractive if she toned it down.

Shaking my confused, stupid thoughts out of my head, I smiled. “I ... I’m going to be working here.”

She leaned over to get a closer look. That cleavage kept me staring at the wall behind her. Similar to what Fabio had done to me, but I wasn’t showing cleavage today, and I figured, he’d stare anyway, at any woman.

“Work here?” she asked.

“Why, yes.” I managed to get back to some state of normalcy. Adele’s outward appearance had confused me at first, but some kind of motherly warmth emanated from her. She had the best smile I’d ever seen, with teeth whiter than her suit. “Mr. Scarpello—”

“Fabio, chéri. ‘Mr. Scarpello’ was used for his father, may his soul rest in peace. Using it for”—she motioned with her head toward the back door—“him is tantamount to disrespect for the dead.” She held out her hand. “I’m Adele Girard.”

I liked the way she rolled her Rs. “Nice to meet you.” I shook her hand. “I’m Pauline—”

She waved toward the door. “Come back here and get comfortable.”

As I walked to the door where Adele stood leaning against the dark brown paneled wall, Fabio stuck his head out of what I assumed was his office. The royal blue carpet smelled of mildew and had more spots on it than Adele’s collar had polka dots.

“Miles sent her here. Have her fill out the paperwork for taxes and shit like that, then send her to me,” he said, and then pulled his head back into his office like a giant ostrich hiding in the sand.

I figured Fabio might have good reason to hide.

She waved a “don’t pay attention to him” hand at me. “Come in here.”

Adele proved to be as warm as her smile. She got me coffee and a donut that resembled a p[image: Image ]czki. I took the coffee and passed on the donut and learned that Fabio had taken over the business when his father passed away two years ago. Everyone missed him, she’d said.

And by her tone and the actual things she said, no one was too fond of Fabio. Duh.

“But ... Adele will give him credit for not running the place into the ground,” she said in her adorable Canadian accent, which she’d told me she couldn’t shake, having spoken French since birth. “He’s a shit most of the time, but so filled with greed, chéri, that he actually has this place making money. One thing his father wasn’t too good at. No, Mr. Scarpello wasn’t a greedy man. God rest his soul to all eternity.” She made the sign of the cross on her head.

I felt compelled to join her.

After mounds of paperwork had my John Hancock on them, I took the donut Adele had again offered, knowing what I needed was a good sugar high. Now I had to go see Fabio and find out what the hell I’d actually be doing.

“What?” My voice came out so high pitched I might need to change to soprano from alto in the church choir. Naw. It was only a logical gut reaction to Fabio’s words. “I have to do what?”

His forehead wrinkled like the prunes my uncle Walt ate on a daily basis, claiming regularity is how he lived so long, and said, “Shit. Don’t you listen ... Oh , that’s right. Ear infection.”

I was ready to say “What infection?” but remembered my earlier lie. I wasn’t good at lying. Catholic-school-induced conscience and all. How good could I be at spying? And all by myself, as Fabio had just explained. Lord, what was I doing?

Fabio shoved a folder across the desk. Of course it had to make several detours on the way since his desk was covered in files, dirty napkins, filled ashtrays, old donuts on paper plates and who knew what else—I sure didn’t want to find out.

“You read through the information in the file. Your first one stiffed Workers’ Comp. Fake back injury. I need you to prove the fucker is faking it. You get yourself some detective equipment, like I said before. Video, camera, those kinds of things. No need for a gun yet—”

My throat constricted so I squeezed out, “Gun?!”

He shook his head. “Miles is going to owe me big time, doll, if you keep this up. No gun, I said.”

“But you also said ‘yet.’”

“Yeah, right. Some suspects don’t want their little money-making schemes found out. They get a little testy about it.” He shrugged. “Sometimes you need protection.”

I took a long sip of now-cold coffee. When it settled enough that I was certain it wouldn’t spew out of my mouth, I managed to say, “Testy? I’m guessing someone who is crooked enough to commit fraud, wouldn’t ever want to be found out.”

Fabio winked. “Atta girl, doll. You’re catching on. Brains and boobs. Miles said you were smart.”

How smart could I be if I was sitting here talking about spying on criminals?

“Any questions?” He took a partially smoked cigar from an ashtray overflowing with butts of cigarettes and dead cigars and started to relight it.

I hesitated. Had to, in order to clear my confusion, astonishment and impending fear. A short pause. There. Now I might be able to come up with some questions. “Actually, Fabio, I do have several—”

“Go have Adele introduce you to Goldie. Nick’s out on a job. Goldie’s a vet. Goldie’ll show you the ropes.” He spun around toward the window, set his feet on the counter and leaned back.

I guessed a nap was in order but didn’t stay around to find out. I left my coffee cup on his desk, thinking it wouldn’t be noticed in the debris and knowing if I tried to carry it, my trembling hands would spill coffee all over my suit. No sense wasting money that I didn’t have on a cleaning bill.

Adele had her head bent forward with earphones tucked beneath the polka-dotted bow in her hair. She typed on a keyboard, obviously transcribing notes. And with gloves on, no less. I hated to interrupt but needed some motherly comforting—and had a feeling Stella Maciejko Sokol wouldn’t volunteer when she heard about all this.

The gun part wouldn’t leave my thoughts.

I tapped at the door, but Adele didn’t turn around. So I went inside and gently tapped on her shoulder. Her head flew up, the wire of the headset caught on her flailing hands and a giant potted fern took the brunt of her actions and ended up on the floor.

“I’m so sorry!” I scrambled to help pick up the pot. Luckily it was plastic made to look like pottery and didn’t break.

Adele looked at me, took a deep breath and sighed loudly. “Adele doesn’t do well with sneaking up on her. Not since eighty-eight, when I was convicted.”

I couldn’t help myself, yet I’d never been the nosy type. “You were convicted?”

She straightened her hair while looking in the shiny part of the electric coffeepot next to her desk and reapplied her cherry red lipstick. “Embezzling. Learned my lesson. Thank the good Lord Mr. Scarpello found it in his heart to hire me after I got out.”

Got out? Geez. She was adorable but an ex-con. Pauline Sokol never did well with change and this is exactly why. I figured it wasn’t prudent to ask for any more details, since she wasn’t offering.

Then she said, “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 held up her gloved hands. “Burned in the joint.”

I could only nod. Adele sat silent for a minute. I figured she was thinking of her mom, so I said, “Fabio said I should have you introduce me to Goldie. When you’re ready.”

“Oh ... sure . Sure thing.” She leaned near and touched my arm. “Don’t be afraid now, chéri. Goldie can help you. Don’t pay attention to the outside.”

Outside? Outside of what? Oh ... my ... God. And here I thought the “gun” thing was frightening.

The hallway behind Adele’s office narrowed toward the end. Stale cigar smoke coated the walls, causing the burnt scent to overpower the musty odor that permeated the reception area. Two doors, one on each side, were at the end. One open. One closed. I guessed that one was Goldie’s.

Through the open one I noticed a young man and a woman at desks, typing on keyboards, talking on phones. Adele said that was the extent of the office staff and she’d introduce me later. “No one there can help you, chéri,” she said as she hesitated outside the closed door.

“Maybe we should call first?” I stepped back, not even admitting how stupid that sounded.

Adele looked at me. “Hmm. I never thought of that. We have an office intercom, but it don’t work, and Fabio is too cheap to get it fixed.” Again she touched my arm. “Don’t you let meeting Goldie get to you. Adele is right here. Just remember that Goldie is ... well, Goldie.”

Instead of it getting creepier that she spoke of herself in third person, I convinced myself that it was motherly. I told myself not to be afraid with Adele standing next to me.

After a quick knock with her still-gloved hand—Adele’s other hand gripped my own—a muffled sound came from inside.

“Is someone in there with Goldie? Because if they are, we could come back,” I said.

Adele tightened her hold on my hand. “Chéri, that is Goldie,” she whispered to me.

“But it sounds like—” A man? A woman? One with a baritone voice? No, what the hell did it sound like?

The door swung open.

I pulled back behind Adele. She stepped to the side and let me face Goldie ... alone.

A hand with long fingers that piano players would kill for reached out to me. I cringed, then reluctantly reached out.

“Hey, suga, you must be the new mole.”

Adele stepped back toward me. “Chéri, this is Goldie Perlman. Ex-Army intelligence.”

I glared at what had to be six feet of well-endowed woman in front of me. Goldie had on silver skintight slacks, looked like the stretch kind. Her feet, maybe size eleven, well, maybe twelve, sported gold spike heels with pearl-covered bows on them. Ack. My feet hurt looking at them. Not good for running, I’d imagine. Then again, with her size, she probably didn’t have to run from anyone.

I looked past the pants to her shirt. A tiger’s face nearly jumped out at me until I realized it was three-dimensional artwork, or at least looked like it. So real, yet sparkly too. Lots of gold and bronze colors. Actually very pretty, but not my taste. The two golden tiger’s eyes glared at me.

I moved to the side, out of tiger view.

She smiled, revealing a set of damn fine white teeth with a slight overbite. But they sparkled like the shirt and pants. Her makeup, muted earthy tones, was done to perfection, as far as I could tell. Of course I’m no expert, since all I ever use is Maybelline pink blush and matching lipstick. Miles always nagged at me to buy more expensive stuff or at least to let his friend Carl, who worked at Macy’s department store, do a makeover.

Goldie didn’t need a makeover.

She was beautiful. I tucked the idea of asking her for help with my makeup into the back of my mind. I shook her hand and winced at the grip. Wow. She must work out more than I did.

Geez. She really didn’t look like my idea of an investigator. More a movie star.

Adele smiled at Goldie. “How’s it hanging, chéri?”

Goldie chuckled. “Long, honey child. Long.”

They howled.

I started to join in, then froze. Hanging? Long? Long!

I looked up at Goldie. Really looked at her, past the beautiful skin, the perfect nose that any Pole like myself would kill for, those darn teeth and—I swallowed so loudly that Adele and Goldie glared at me.

Goldie was a he.

Now I realized his wrists were too thick to be a woman’s. Should have been a dead giveaway, but I had been mesmerized and didn’t notice. Okay, that didn’t bode well for my investigative skills.

Adele must have seen my mouth gape open. She reached out with a gloved finger, very nonchalantly I might add, and ever-so-gently pushed my lower jaw closed. “Miles introduced Goldie to Fabio. Goldie is from New Orleans.”

As if that would explain why a six-foot-tall, maybe Cajun, man would be dressed up in an outfit snazzier than any I owned for New Year’s Eve and still look as if he could win the Miss America title after waking up with wrinkles in his cheeks and his auburn hair spiking out all over. He was that good-looking. Shit. Maybe I could fix him up with Doc Taylor to get him off my back.

I realized why I was here and decided I’d hang on to the doc a bit longer. I really needed that, soon.

Miles’s friend. Now it made sense.

I’d been so overwhelmed by the job, Adele and Goldie that I hadn’t put two and two together. Miles might have mentioned Goldie a time or two, but ... I had no idea he looked like this.

Feeling as if I really had stepped through the looking glass, I smiled at Goldie. “Pauline Sokol. Nice to meet you.”

Adele slapped herself in the head. “Where are my manners? Sorry. Oh, Pauline is the new investigator Fabio might have mentioned to you—” She turned toward me. “Goldie calls all of you moles.”

Goldie laughed. “Come on, suga, we need to talk.” He pulled me into his office, and Adele clattered down the hallway.

With Southern manners any mama would be proud of, Goldie showed me into his office and offered me a drink. As I looked at the moss-covered tree growing in the corner, the zebra-striped couch next to the glass coffee table resting on elephant legs and Goldie’s desk made of chrome and more glass, I mumbled, “Scotch, neat.”

“A girl after my own heart.” He turned to open a mahogany cabinet near the window then pulled out the hidden bar.

“I mean ... coffee.” Scotch? Where’d that come from? This was getting worse. I couldn’t help but stare. Even his voice didn’t give him away. I’d seen Ru Paul on television a few times, and Goldie could give him a run for his money, although Ru was gorgeous too.

He looked back. “I’ll take the Scotch. You get the Joe.”

As I sat and sipped the coffee latte he’d whipped up, I decided I liked Goldie. Although the most flamboyant friend of Miles, I automatically considered Goldie a friend of mine, too. He told me how he’d been in the Army, worked intelligence as Adele had said and went back home to New Orleans, where he wanted to open his own private investigating firm but never did.

After nonstop work and burning out (been there, done that), he met Miles at a Mardi Gras parade. Amid the ruckus and the gaudy plastic doubloons thrown from the floats, Miles convinced him to move north and work for his uncle, Mr. Scarpello.

Goldie said he never looked back.

“Now, Fabio gives you the file and you’re pretty much on your own. You get yourself some good equipment, suga. Not that cheap stuff that breaks down before you know it and you’re paying twice as much cuz you have to buy more. A good video camera is a must.”

“Thank goodness I have one already.”

He polished off his Scotch, wiped a long finger across his bottom lip. “Let me guess. One of those older models that is about two feet long with a dick of a microphone sticking out on the end long enough to poke someone in the eye?”

“Why ... yes.” That wasn’t a good thing? Not the dick in the eye thing, but the long microphone?

“Suga ...” He walked to the wall unit and turned on the television. While I watched Emeril pour some batter into a Bundt cake pan, Goldie snapped off the tiger’s left eye from his chest.

“What are you ...”

He opened the eye, which still stared at me, and took a cord from the back of the television and connected it. With the aplomb of a Boston Pops conductor, he waved his hand toward the TV.

A few seconds of snow, followed by a blue screen, and then ...

“Oh shit!”

I materialized on the screen, standing in the hallway and obviously trying to hide behind Adele. Whoever said television added ten pounds was correct. I decided I would run an extra lap that night. “How’d you do that?”

He shook his finger at me. “See how you’d be too obvious with your dick camera?”

“Completely.” I did, but those ten extra pounds wouldn’t leave my thoughts.

“We’ve got a lot of work to do, suga. The right equipment is a must in this business. Come on.”

After hours of Goldie’s Fraud Investigation 101, I really did need that Scotch. I settled for a Coors while Goldie poured himself another Scotch.

“I had no idea there was so much to the job. I might be in way over my head.”

Goldie leaned back in his black leather chair with leopard armrests and said, “I have no doubt that you are, suga. But what the hell.” He lifted his glass in a toast. “Life is short. Go for it.”

I looked around the room that obviously Goldie had furnished himself and said, “I’ll do just that.”

But, truthfully, inside I screamed, “Help! I’m about to drown!”

I poked my toe out from the bubbles. One thing about Miles: He knew how to live. I always teased him that he was born with an interior-decorating gene.

Our tub was sunken into the floor of the bathroom, all salmon-colored marble. Gold water spigots shaped like dolphins sat at one end, and at the other were the controls for the stereo system, phone and the jets that were now massaging my sore muscles.

I’d done that extra lap and two more.

No man was going to look better than Pauline Sokol!

Alongside the tub was the tan folder, on suspect Ms. Tina Macaluso, that Fabio had given me. My first case! What a rush! What was I doing?

I’d read it over and over, until my bathwater cooled. Still I remained submerged in thought. Goldie had made this investigation stuff sound so easy—and obviously it had been, for him.Then again, he was ex-Army Intel.

He probably did great with the investigating—it certainly didn’t look as if money was a problem for him. And he’d said Fabio gave decent bonuses for good work. Adele had said Goldie’s conviction rate of frauds was in the hundreds and the monies recovered in the millions.

Damn.

I could do this. I could get my first case solved. Goldie’s “Go for it” had said as much.

Tina Macaluso was a dead woman.
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