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Ruby sat in the teacher’s lounge eating leftovers while reviewing her class lists. She dipped the samosas into a small cup of tamarind chutney, loving the spicy-sweet flavor on her tongue. She used her finger to scoop the chutney onto the flaky samosa crust when the cup’s opening was too narrow. She considered licking the chutney straight from the cup to get it all. 

Ruby was a petite 36-year-old Puerto Rican-Chinese woman with dark, curly hair, almond-shaped eyes, and a rotating wardrobe of Oxford shirts and dress pants. That year, she taught five classes: global history, US government, economics, the history of true crime, and AP US History. A few students took multiple classes with her, but she resigned herself to learning 75 students' names by the end of the week. Her principal always made them learn students' names quickly to build rapport. They bragged about the student-teacher rapport on the school website. 

Selene entered the lounge, and Ruby smiled at her colleague before turning back to her laptop. Selene was a thin Black woman in her mid-twenties with curly brown hair, usually worn in updos and ponytails. Today she had a high ponytail that reminded Ruby of Ariana Grande. Her skin glowed and shimmered in the dull room light. She wore a perfectly pressed blouse, a navy knit vest, and trousers with a razor-sharp crease down the front of each leg. Just when Selene should have looked boring, her square tortoise-shell eyeglasses and bright red lipstick made her look like she was playing a character in a play. Selene was the theater teacher and embodied main-character energy.

“Hey, Ruby.” Selene joined Ruby’s table, looking serious. “Did you hear the news? George Rohl died. The police are saying there was a murder.”

“Murder?” Ruby asked. That took her off guard. She’d gone from guzzling chutney to hearing about murder. George headed up the Rohl Foundation; they funded many of the school’s extracurricular programs. 

“They found him with his head bashed in.” 

Ruby head snapped up. Murder wasn’t a part of her world. “That’s awful.”

Selene looked around to check if they were alone. Ruby mimicked the gesture. “The police are questioning my brother. He worked there.” 

Ruby wasn’t sure she’d heard Selene correctly. “Why are they questioning Manny?”

“They said he’s young and fit. He physically had the strength to do it.”

Manny was Selene’s younger brother, a stocky Black man who loved card tricks and wore the same ten shirts he’d had since college. He was a lovable guy, not someone who would get involved in murder. He’d volunteered at enough school events for Ruby to be friendly with him, even though he was in his twenties and much younger than her. 

“Manny isn’t the type to hit someone over the head in a fit of anger.” Ruby shook her head. “How long was he working there?”

“I got my brother a job with Mr. Rohl last year. He was devoted to him.”

“What’s his title?” Ruby asked. 

“He’s an executive assistant,” Selene said. “He was updating grant paperwork and keeping track of programs. Occasionally, he interviewed grant recipients, though they brought someone else in to handle impact statements.” 

Mr. Rohl ran the foundation with his wife, Claire, and his brother, Paul, from his oversized apartment in Jackson Heights' historic district. 

“Do the police think Manny killed Mr. Rohl only because he was young and fit?” Ruby asked. 

The intercom buzzed, startling them both. “Ruby Jackson, please report to the main office. The principal would like a word with you,” a voice said. It sounded like the school secretary. Ruby ate the rest of her samosa, ignoring the directive. Most teachers would have run over immediately. 

Selene’s eyebrows drew together, with a vertical crease formed between them. “Aren’t you going to the office?” 

“In a minute,” Ruby said. “You were saying that your brother worked for Mr. Rohl. Was he working the day he died?” 

“Manny left the office late that day. He normally left at seven, but he stayed an hour later to finish up paperwork. It’s for the theater program grant. He wanted to get back to his apartment in Bay Ridge to shower before meeting a friend for dinner. He knocked a chair over on his way out, and the home aide for Mr. Rohl’s wife heard it.” Selene swallowed hard, as if her throat were dry. “I think she told the police that my brother killed him.” 

“All because the chair fell?” Ruby threw her hands up in frustration. “It’s a stretch from knocking over a chair to bashing someone’s head in.” 

“She doesn’t like Manny, and she swears he’s the only one young enough to kill Mr. Rohl. But Paul, Mr. Rohl’s brother, was there too. He’s always arguing with his brother.”

Ruby’s hand paused mid-motion, about to go to her throat. She wondered if the aide was the one who told the police that Manny was the only one young enough to kill Mr. Rohl, and they hadn’t thought of that themselves. Could that have been to distract from the others in the house? Ruby resumed motion, changing course to tuck a curl behind her ear. She didn’t want Manny to be jammed up. 

“Do you think Paul killed his brother?” Selene shook her head no. 

“I think it must have been a burglar.” Selene tapped the table to emphasize her point. “Paul heard Manny leave. Paul stayed over like he normally does when he comes to the city. They were preparing the grant package for my new theater class.” She smiled as she said it, and Ruby knew that it was a big deal for Selene to be given such a prestigious program to teach. The theater program had held a back-to-school event for the past three years, staging a new production to thank funders and kick off the school year. “But Paul didn’t actually lock the door until midnight, and there was a porter who came in and out of the apartment regularly to collect trash and recyclables. Never announced himself either. The porter sometimes hires out to help him collect and bag stuff quickly. Residents don’t like noise past certain hours.” 

“Did Paul see Manny leave?” Ruby asked. 

“No,” Selene said, shaking her head. “Manny said that Paul was answering emails at his computer, sitting on the couch in the office. Manny was in the dining room. He’d called me twice to find out info to put into the grant paperwork. Paul told Manny to go home when he realized it was late, and they’d continue in the morning.” 

Ruby grimaced, lips pulled down at the corners, with her lower teeth peeking through. The expression was exaggerated, but she wore it whenever she thought hard. 

“When did they find the body?” 

“Yesterday morning. The Jackson Heights Chronicle said that Mr. Rohl died from blunt force trauma.” 

“What evidence do the police have?” Ruby asked. 

“Only the home health aide saying she heard Manny leave,” Selene said, “and the fact that he checked on Mr. Rohl last. They think he did it while Mr. Rohl napped at his desk.” 

“ Mr. Rohl works in a different room than the rest of them?” Ruby asked. She wondered how big the place was. 

“Paul and Manny usually share an office,” Selene said. “It used to be the dining room. That night, Paul was in the kitchen, making himself a snack while he answered his emails. He missed dinner.” She scrunched up her face as if trying to remember something. “Mr. Rohl has a tiny study off the kitchen.”  

“How do you know all this?” Ruby asked. 

“I’ve been to the apartment a few times to pick up paperwork for other programs I’ve run,” Selene said, shrugging. 

The intercom buzzed again. “Ruby Jackson, please report to the office. Principal Figaro is waiting.” 

“Sorry, Selene,” Ruby said. She could stall going to the main office, but a double message meant she had to see what was happening. “I have to go.” She gathered her books and laptop. 

“Wait,” Selene said. Ruby turned back. “You said you once worked for a private investigator.  Do you have any contacts?” 

During a staff bonding session that summer, Ruby joined an icebreaker asking teachers about past jobs. Most had worked in retail and food service. Ruby stood out, telling her colleagues how she spent high school and college working at her uncle’s PI business. It was great until her mom asked him to fire her. Then she went to grad school to become a teacher. 

Ruby shook her head. “That was years ago,” she said. “It was my uncle’s private investigation agency. He still has it, but he’s basically retired. He mainly hangs out with his friends and plays dominoes.” 

Selene’s face fell. “I’m scared the police will only look for evidence that my brother committed the murder and won’t look at anyone else. Manny didn’t do this.” 

Ruby felt sorry for Selene. She liked Manny. She paused for ten seconds, then shrugged. 

“Let me see what I can do. No promises.” Selene grinned at her, and Ruby returned the smile, her mouth curling into a half-grin. “Let me see what they want in the office, and we’ll talk later.” 

Ruby waved goodbye to Selene and left.

******
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Ruby went to the main office, but the school secretary told her that Principal Figaro was meeting with a parent. Ruby didn’t point out that the secretary hadn’t mentioned that over the loudspeaker.

“Do you want to leave her a note?” she asked, and Ruby checked her watch before scribbling on a piece of school stationery she’d return during lunch hour. Ruby then checked her watch. She had 20 minutes before her next class and, if she was lucky, the coffee cart on the corner would still be there. She scurried out of the building, phone clutched in her hand, and a twenty in her pocket. Her luck held. The coffee cart was there. The man recognized her from her regular runs and greeted her warmly. She bought a large iced coffee with a few squirts of caramel and enough oat milk to turn it golden brown. It was a sweet treat that would make the block of classes fly by. 

Ruby paused in the school's parking lot, not wanting to go straight to class. It reminded her of her own high school years, dawdling behind the building and looking around to see who else might be hanging out. She’d thought it made her the coolest kid in school, but her adult brain laughed at how hard she worked to perfect her I’m too cool to care look. Adult her didn’t care how earnest and worried she looked as she walked around. She had a problem to solve. Not necessarily a case, but a problem. 

She took long sips of coffee, staring at her phone. She followed Selene on Instagram because it was public, and it was the first thing she pulled up, knowing how carefully Selene documented her life. It mostly showed her theater trips and museum visits with students. The school had relationships with most NYC institutions and could take students regularly on trips throughout the city. The students, mostly sophomores and seniors, since those were the ones Selene taught, grinned, braces and acne be damned, in their excitement. 

A trip from a week ago showed Manny holding up his right wrist to reveal a thick, rigid brace. Selene wore an exasperated yet fond look as she stood beside him. The caption said: This is what happens when a nerd tries to ride a bike.

Manny’s glasses were crooked, and he looked sheepish in the photo. Ruby smiled; Manny often volunteered to accompany Selene to the theater or other shows, since chaperones got comp tickets. He was a known klutz, hopeless at any type of physical activity. Maybe that could be part of his defense: he was too clumsy to pull off a murder. She shook her head, reminding herself what she’d told Selene: it had been years since she'd helped her uncle solve anything, and, honestly, most of those cases were insurance fraud. She was nosy, though, wanting to know more. 

Ruby clicked over to the internet and searched Mr. Rohl’s name. Most of the articles were short, but the Chronicle’s had more information. 

Local Philanthropist Found Murdered

By Luz Vega


George Rohl, local philanthropist and founder of the Rohl Foundation, was found murdered on Friday, September 1st. His brother found him in the home that Rohl and his wife shared. His brother was visiting from Poughkeepsie and stayed the night instead of heading back home. 

Rohl was found at 8:30 am, but it isn’t immediately clear what time he died. He is thought to have suffered blunt force trauma to the head. Police are questioning everyone who worked at the office. Sources close to the family say they’re shocked. 

“I don’t know who could have done this to such a sweet man,” Ally Armstrong, assistant to Rohl Foundation co-founder Claire Rohl, said when reached by phone. “He was kind and generous to a fault.” Police are investigating this shocking crime and asking the public to
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