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“The first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers....” That thought popped into my head the minute C. Philip Grimshaw opened his mouth to speak. We were in his Hartford law office just an hour before, sitting across from one another in a conference room. I was furious when he announced that I should settle a nuisance lawsuit brought by a couple of con artists, completely ignoring the fact that the Four Acorns Inn had passed its safety inspections.

“I’m saying this for your own good,” he chastised me with that annoyingly stern tone of his. “There’s no way for you to win in this situation, no matter what you do. The best you can hope for is to minimize the damage done.”

“That’s preposterous,” I told him hotly. “The woman is a liar.”

“Yes, but she’s a liar who is likely to win the case.”

“How? By pretending she has an injury? It never happened, I tell you!”

“That won’t matter to the judge or the jury, Scarlet,” he replied, frowning at me. “You have an unwinnable case. That’s it in a nut shell.”

“I’m just supposed to fork over the money to shut her up?” I was aghast at the notion that the money I earned cleaning toilets and changing bed linens should wind up in the pocket of the deceitful woman wearing a flaming pair of pants, the common attire of a proverbial liar.

“I’m afraid so.” He announced his decision like it was a done deal. Are you surprised that I begged to differ with that narrow-minded opinion?

“No way, no how! I will not pay her for concocting such an outrageous fabrication. It’s just so...so wrong!” I sat there fuming as the minutes ticked on. At three hundred dollars an hour, they were quickly adding up to big money; at the very least, I already owed him a hundred and fifty bucks for the first half hour of consultation, but I was pretty sure he would charge me for the full hour. Maybe he thought that I was so frugal that I would quickly fold up my tent and run. It’s not the first time people have underestimated my determination to live by my principles.

“That’s my advice,” Grimacing Grimshaw said. “You are welcome to take it or leave it.”

“Take it or leave it?” Was the man delusional? I had busted my fanny to get the Four Acorns Inn up to code. How could I possibly now agree to settle? It would be an admission that the management was at fault.

Back and forth we went, point by point, but the argument remained unresolved. I said some things I probably shouldn’t have said, but in my defense, I don’t think I would go back and change those words. C. Philip Grimshaw was a most deserving recipient of them. In fact, some of the things he said to me would have earned him much worse from any other client.

In all honesty, it wasn’t as if I had any inkling of what was to come. People express their emotions every day. It doesn’t mean they intend to kill anybody. If you took the average person and put him or her in my shoes, you still wouldn’t wind up with a murderer. Sane people don’t go around whacking people. They might, if cornered, defend themselves, but they would draw the line at killing someone, even an irritating lawyer like Grimshaw.

But that was then and this was now. C. Philip Grimshaw had left the building after my appointment. He had gone down to the parking garage and then he had really “left the building”. As in the man was dead. I stared down at the body on the ground. This was definitely murder. There was no mistake about that. Even Mr. Magoo, that old cartoon character, would have discerned that fact through those Coke bottle lenses of his.

“Oh, crap!” I pulled out my cell phone with trembling hands and dialed 911.

“Where are you and what’s your emergency?”

“I’m...I’m in the parking garage on Asylum Street. I just found a man stabbed to death.”

“I need your exact location.”

“Um....” I quickly glanced around in the cavernous underground labyrinth, searching for a clue. I read off the number emblazoned on the closest wall.

“Are you sure the victim is dead?” the dispatcher inquired.

“Yes!” I panted, starting to hyperventilate. “He’s got a-a-a knife stuck in his chest and there’s blood....His fa-fa-face is all gr-gr-gray!”

It suddenly dawned on me that I was kneeling beside a very dead body. Someone had deliberately plunged that blade into his chest. “Oh...what if the killer is still down here?”

“Stay on the line with me. Don’t hang up. Keep talking to me.”

I jabbered away as the shock set in. The dispatcher peppered me with questions. I answered each and every one of them. What was my name...my date of birth...my phone number...my address....And then she asked the big question.

“Do you know the victim?”

“Uh, yes. He’s...he was my attorney.”

Those last few minutes with C. Philip Grimshaw came rushing back into my brain. I could still remember the fury I felt as I confronted him.

“The first thing we do, let’s kill all the lawyers....” I had uttered that line to Philip in my last, desperate attempt to change his rigid mind, to convince him to stand up for what was right, to not be bowed by the willingness of the plaintiffs’ attorney to trample my good reputation.

When Shakespeare wrote the memorable line for Dick the Butcher in Henry VI, he wasn’t actually advocating that anyone should commit murder. Dick’s inspiration was Jack Cade, who believed he could become king if he got rid of all the ethical judges and lawyers who fought for justice. It was more about the use of corruption and violence to intimidate people into accepting civil disobedience than it was about slaughtering barristers.

Mind you, I might have raised my voice a decibel or two when I stormed out of the conference room and down the hallway. As my finger jabbed the elevator button in the lobby, I heard a woman gasp.

“Did she just suggest she wants to kill Philip?”

“It sounded like that to me,” said a second woman. I turned around, about to contradict them, but the moment they saw me glare at them, they scurried away like a pair of startled squirrels. No doubt they would continue their idiotic chatter in the ladies room, while they dug through their purses for the odd nut. Let them, I decided. After all, if they wanted to get their knickers in a bunch because they had overactive imaginations, who was I to stop them? Knock yourselves out, girls.

But just a half an hour or so after I quoted those famous words in the lobby of the Law Offices of Martin, Dubinsky, and Moore, I went to collect my car from the parking lot on Asylum Street and stumbled upon Grimacing Grimshaw’s body. My own stupidity was about to bite me in the fanny, and I was pretty sure it was going to leave teeth marks.

“This is such a nightmare,” I sighed into the phone. The voice at the other end immediately spoke.

“A nightmare?” There was something in the way she echoed my words that made me nervous. Did she suspect I was the killer? I quickly covered my unfiltered comment with a lame remark. I had no idea it would make matters worse.

“I was just in his office a short time ago.”

The moment those words slipped out of my mouth, I thought about those two twittering squirrels at Martin, Dubinsky, and Moore. When the pair of them discovered that C. Philip Grimshaw was deceased, they would share their version of the last conversation I ever had with the dead man. I was scrod on a platter. Please pass the tartar sauce.

“You were in the decedent’s office today?” The police dispatcher paused briefly. “What time was that?”

“Um....” 

“Ma’am?”

“It was....”

The sudden screaming of sirens proved a welcome interruption to the conversation. I quickly took the opportunity to change the subject.

“I think I hear the police coming now! How will they know where to find me?”

“Don’t worry. You gave me your location. They should be with you shortly. Now, you said that you had a meeting....”

And that was the moment that the tall, thin man in the black ski mask and blue ski jacket jumped out from behind the adjacent car and ran right at me. My stupefied mind suddenly realized something terrible was about to happen.

Stranger danger! A tiny voice in my head warned me there was trouble headed my way.

“What the....” I froze, unsure of what to do. 

Get up! On your feet! Now! The insistent voice was adamant.

This time my mind went into overdrive. I tried to rise from my kneeling position, and figure out how to fight him off, but the sight of a masked man barreling towards me kicked in my flight instinct. Run! For God’s sake, run!

Startled, I fell back on my fanny and tried to scoot my terrified booty across the cold concrete pavement in a pathetic effort to evade an assault.

“No, no!” I cried out, cowering against C. Philip Grimshaw’s shiny black Cadillac Esplanade. “Please don’t hurt me!”

The masked man never made a sound. When our eyes met for a few fleeting seconds, he seemed to sense I was no threat to him and turned his attention back to the corpse. Reaching a gloved hand into each of C. Philip Grimshaw’s pockets, he removed some items, including a thin, black billfold. These he tucked into the pockets of his blue ski jacket. Satisfied, he scooped up the black briefcase that lay beside the dead lawyer and simply walked away with his purloined goodies.

When my brain realized I was not going to be victim number two, there was a brief moment of relief, followed by an unexpected return of my fight instinct. The killer was about to get away with stealing the victim’s personal effects. It’s not that I believe robbery is a more serious crime than murder. Obviously, my mind was muddled by the shock I had experienced.

“Hey! Put those back!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as I rose up from my squat. “You put those back this instant!”

He took off, sprinting through the maze of Mercedes Benz, Subaru, Acura vehicles like he was Usain Bolt doing the hundred meter dash on the track. Complete idiot that I am, I actually thought I could catch him. Disregarding the instructions of the 911 dispatcher, I pocketed my phone, grabbed my purse, and launched my foolhardy pursuit. As luck would have it, that was the moment that the Hartford Police arrived on the scene.

“Hands in the air!” hollered a uniformed figure pointing something at me as I rounded the corner on my way to the next parking level. It took a millisecond for my brain to recognize it was a real cop with a real gun.

“But he’s getting away! The killer is getting away!”

“Hands in the air!” he hollered again, this time moving towards me with a purpose.

“You don’t understand!” I insisted, trying to make him understand the imperative need to catch the bad guy. “The killer’s getting away!”

As I stood there, trying to convince the cop to take up the chase, I suddenly found my right arm grabbed from behind and yanked upward. I was unceremoniously pushed over the front of a gray sedan and pinned down. The din of sirens in the parking garage became deafening, heralding the arrival of several more police cars. When the crazy cacophony of confusion finally ended, I tried to figure out what my next move would be. How was I going to get the police to understand the dire situation? The killer was probably already running down Trumbull Street, on his way to freedom.

“Oh, please tell me I am hallucinating!” said an unseen woman from ten feet away. I recognized that familiar voice instantly. It was music to my ears.

“Larry!” Relief flooded over me. “Oh, I’m so glad to see you!”

“Scarlet Wilson, what kind of trouble have you gotten yourself into this time?” demanded Laurencia Rivera, the experienced Connecticut State Police special crimes investigator. Before I could answer her, she gave instructions to the cop who was holding me. “Let her up. She’s okay.”

The minute I was no longer restrained, I grabbed my long-time friend by the neck and hugged her tightly, and then I let go. Larry was here. She would handle this. “You have to hurry! He’s getting away!”

“Who is getting away?”

“In the time it takes me to tell you everything, he will escape! The guy is wearing a black ski mask and a blue ski jacket. You have to catch him!” I urged her.

That’s when her police radio crackled. “Rivera, come in.”

“Rivera here.”

“It’s a dead body alright. Probably not more than fifteen minutes.”

“Copy that. We’ll be right with you.” She put her hand on my forearm. “Did you witness the murder?”

“That’s what I’ve been trying to tell you. The killer is getting away!”
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Chapter Two
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“He is Caucasian...tall and thin. He probably doesn’t still have the mask on,” I told the senior Hartford police detective on the scene. He instructed his fellow cops to pick up anyone wearing a blue ski jacket in the vicinity.

“Anything else?” He waited expectantly.

“L.L. Bean,” I blurted out. “The insignia on the jacket he’s wearing, it’s from L. L. Bean.”

“Good,” the detective nodded. He shared the information with the dispatcher.

“And he’s wearing trail shoes,” I added.

“Sorry?”

“Trail shoes. They’re brown, with black soles.”

“Suspect is wearing hiking boots.”

“No, not boots. Trail shoes. They’re like sneakers, but they’re for running on trails in the woods.”

“Okay.” He passed that along. “Anything else?”

“He’s carrying a black alligator briefcase. At least he was the last time I saw him.”

“Alligator? How, pray tell, do you know that?” Larry glared at me.

“Well, I suppose it could be crocodile,” I admitted sheepishly. “I’m not really all that sure what the difference is between the two. But it’s definitely the real thing, given that belonged to the victim. He was one persnickety....”

I managed to shut myself up before I shoved my left foot into my mouth, not that there was much room left over after the right one went in. What word could I use to finish the idiotic sentence I had started? “...Man.”

“Oh, spiffy. I can’t wait to hear your explanation of how you came to be involved in all of this, Miz Scarlet. I just know it’s going to be a doozy.”

“Gee, Larry,” I replied, still feeling a little frazzled after my run-in with the killer, “you make it sound like I knowingly bought a ticket for a front-row seat to the slaughter.”

“You mean you didn’t?” She set her sights on me with all that steely cop determination of hers. “You do have a terrible habit of being in the wrong place at the right time. Or is it the right place at the wrong time?”

“Now that’s rather mean-spirited of you. I was minding my own business in a parking garage. Why would I ever expect to find a dead body down here?” I gestured with a sweep of my hand at the poorly lit concrete fortress. I was more than a little offended at the implication that I was the homicide equivalent of a rubbernecker at a car crash. “I don’t go sniffing around for corpses, no matter what people think. It just happens to me.”

“That’s my point exactly. How does an amateur sleuth beat the cops to the dead bodies with such annoying regularity? You’re a murder magnet. You’re the Jessica Fletcher of Cheswick.”

“I’m what?”

“People drop like flies whenever you’re around. Do you pick up the scent of the killer’s impulse to strike and just hang out, waiting for him to act?”

“I beg your pardon!”

“The victim is dead and you just happen to be the only witness who saw the suspect.”

“It’s not my fault he was murdered, Larry!”

“No, it’s not. I attribute it to the accumulation of a massive amount of dumb luck within the earth’s atmosphere that always seems to settle upon you. It’s the same dumb luck that makes sure I just happen to pull task force duty on the day that Miz Scarlet stumbles onto yet another homicide. What are the chances of that?” She posed the rhetorical question to the assembled group of men and women. A couple of them snickered, clearly amused. “You can’t show up on some other cop’s watch? It always has to be mine?”

“You’re on a task force?” I was surprised by the news. She usually tells me things like that. “What kind of task force?”

“It’s one of those ‘none of your damn business’ task forces. Now march yourself back to the scene of the crime,” she instructed me, giving me a poke in the back. “Come on, Homs. We’ve got a dead body waiting for us.”

As we headed down the ramp towards the Cadillac Esplanade, accompanied by the Hartford detective called Homs, he hit me with a question I wasn’t expecting. It was the nail on my coffin, figuratively speaking.

“Any chance you and the decedent were acquainted?” 

“He’s my...he was my lawyer.”

“Oh?”

“Well, he wasn’t actually wasn’t officially my lawyer. I went to consult with him about a nuisance lawsuit that was filed against my inn.”

“You’re being sued?” Larry was surprised. “What did you do?”

“I didn’t do anything!” I recoiled. “Mimi Kitanen claimed she slipped and fell in the shower of the White Oak Room.”

“That’s ridiculous,” she scoffed. “I’ve stayed in that room. There’s nothing dangerous about that shower.”

“I know! Mimi claims that she tore her rotator cuff during her stay. She never mentioned it when she and her husband checked out. How can you not seek medical attention right away for that kind of injury? The pain alone would drive any normal person bananas! What if you need surgery to fix it?”

“Good points.” Larry agreed. “So, you hired yourself a lawyer and decided to fight the allegations.”

“That was what I planned to do,” I admitted, hedging the truth. “I made an appointment with C. Philip Grimshaw.”

“But things didn’t go as planned?” She asked me, a note of concern in her voice. She has a knack for getting down to the nitty-gritty.

“No.”

I could feel her eyes upon me. “Why do I think you’re holding out on me, Miz Scarlet?”

Before I could respond, the Hartford detective queried me. “How well did you know him?”

“Not well at all. It was the first time I had met the man. You see, we decided to countersue....”

“We?”

“I talked it over with my family and we came to a consensus that we weren’t going to give in to blackmail.”

“How were you planning to fight this?” he wanted to know.

“Well, we have an experienced private investigator looking into the background of the couple making the claim,” I told him.

“Kenny’s on the case?” she asked me. Bing! Larry pulled her cell phone out, momentarily distracted by an incoming text on her phone. I remained silent while she read it. Pocketing her phone, she glanced over at me. “Well?”

“Yes, he’s tracking down any previous insurance claims that were paid to the Kitanens by hotels, motels, and inns. He’s also looking for prior fraud convictions.”

“Good. That’s smart.”

“We thought so too, but C. Philip Grimshaw didn’t care. He told me to forget about going to court and just pay the settlement.”

“Did he explain his rationale behind the opinion?”

“He said it was an unwinnable case. But he didn’t even try to come up with a strategy to counter the suit, Larry. I told him that was unacceptable.”

When we came around the corner, a couple of Hartford Police investigators were busy securing the scene. Fifty feet from C. Philip Grimshaw’s body, Detective Homs put a hand out to stop me. “That’s close enough.”

“How did he take your response?” Larry inquired.

“He made it clear that he thought I was an idiot. I made it clear that I felt the same way about him.”

“You didn’t like each other?”

“There’s an understatement if I ever heard one,” I replied, shaking my head as my frustration resurfaced. “The man was impossible. He acted as if I was some giddy school girl who didn’t know diddly!”

“In other words, the guy was a stuffed shirt.”

“No, he was a pompous, narrow-minded know-it-all.”

“He got under your skin.”

I didn’t like the way the Hartford detective said those words or the way he studied my reactions to his questions. Was I really Suspect Number One in Grimacing Grimshaw’s murder? While my attention was focused on Homs, Larry tossed a question my way. It caught me off-guard.

“What would have happened if he hadn’t died?”

“You’ve lost me.”

“What would you have done about the lawsuit?”

“Ah, the lawsuit,” I sighed, pausing for a moment as I considered the possibilities. “I guess I would have gone home and shared the information with my family. We would have discussed it.”

“Would you have eventually taken Grimshaw’s legal advice?” she pressed on.

“No, I would have wanted to talk to another lawyer.”

“How did you come to pick Mr. Grimshaw?” The Hartford detective wanted to know.

“I didn’t. One of my brother’s friends knew him as a member of his investment club.” I rolled my eyes and sighed. Bur is always eager to make a recommendation. Lord knows he has a lot of contacts in business. This One knows That One, who knows The Other One, who once met So-and-So. But this time, he really bombed out. I wasn’t about to let him off the hook any time soon.

Larry met my gaze and didn’t look away. I could see the concern in those dark eyes of hers. “Did Mr. Grimshaw mention contributory or comparative negligence, Scarlet? Or assumption of risk?”

“No, Larry, he did not. He just said that there was no point in mounting any kind of a defense because we would not win.”

“That doesn’t make any sense,” she replied, her brow furled. “Your lawyer should always be able to come up with a defense for you. You should hear some of the ridiculous things that get said in criminal court.”

“Hoo-boy!” Detective Homs snorted. “It’s a wonder some defense lawyers aren’t jailed for contempt with some of the whoppers that come out of their mouths.”

“He tried to tell me that because Mimi Kitanen asked for such a small amount of money, it would be more cost-effective to settle than it would be to countersue.”

“Mr. Grimshaw clearly didn’t know you like I do, Miz Scarlet,” Larry shook her head. As a former high school teacher, I’ve never been easily intimidated by snarky or surly behavior. Many students learned that lesson the hard way.

“That’s the kind of game a scam artist plays,” said the Hartford detective. “He threatens you with a world of pain and then offers to go away if you grease his palm.”

“Vinnie’s right, Scarlet. It sounds like it was a shakedown, plain and simple.”

“That was my feeling,” I replied, “but Grimshaw refused to consider the possibility.”

“Walk us through what happened after you left Mr. Grimshaw’s office,” Detective Homs instructed me. “Did you go straight to your car?”

“No, I came out of the meeting and walked up to the Hartford Stage box office. The Googins girls want to see Feeding the Dragon. I promised to pick up their tickets.”

“Okay. What happened next?”

“Well, I figured that since I had already gone into the next hour at the parking garage, I might as well stop for a cappuccino.”

“And after your coffee, what then?”

“I went back to the garage to collect my car.”

“Which elevator did you take?”

I glanced over my shoulder and pointed. “It was that one over there.”

“Where were you when you first noticed the body?” he continued. “Show us.”

“Sure.”

I went to the elevator, did an about-face, and strode back towards the murder scene.

“I think it was right about here,” I told Larry and Vinnie. “But there was a car in that spot.”

“You’re sure there was another car parked right here, next to the body?” I could hear the excitement in her voice.

“Yes.”

Detective Homs pressed me for details. “Do you remember what kind of car it was?”

“It was a small, boxy thing, like a Toyota Matrix or a Honda Fit. Hey, wait a minute. When did that car leave? It was here after I found the body!”

“That’s odd.” Larry’s eyes narrowed as she ruminated on the information. “Don’t you think so, Vinnie?”

“I do,” he agreed. He turned his attention to the vehicles in the immediate vicinity. “What color was the car?”

“Silver.”

“Are you thinking what I’m thinking, Rivera?”

“I sure am. Maybe that’s why we couldn’t find the gentleman in the blue ski jacket,” Larry told him. “Shall we, Homs?”

“Yup.” Each of them withdrew their weapons from their holsters and moved swiftly away from me.

“Oh, geez! Do you two think he’s still in the garage?” I started to follow them, but the experienced homicide investigator put the kibosh on that plan with a wave of her hand.

“Must I remind you, Miz Scarlet, that you are a civilian? You are not licensed to carry a gun. You have no badge. You are not a trained....”

“Okay, okay!” I snapped, frustrated by her insistence on professional protocols. “Just go!”

“Bona, talk to our witness. Get her statement,” the senior Hartford detective called out to one of his underlings as he trotted away.

“Will do, boss.” Detective Bona, notebook in hand, trotted over to where I stood. “Why don’t we start with your name?”

“Scarlet Wilson. It’s spelled S-c-a-r-l-e-t.”

“There’s only one t, not two?” The way he asked the question, it almost sounded like he was trying to convince me I was spelling my own name incorrectly.

“Yes. I’m named after the Scarlet Oak.”

I watched Larry and Vinnie move through the parking garage, row by row, peering through the windows of every vehicle as they searched for the killer. Still in shock from confronting a killer, loaded with an overabundance of adrenaline pumping through my veins, I was itching to join the search. Maybe it was because that man terrified me so much. I just wanted him to be caught quickly, so I wouldn’t have him showing up in my next nightmare.

“What was the first thing you did when you saw the body?” Detective Bona prodded me to return to reality with a tap on my shoulder. I had questions to answer.

“I stopped in my tracks. I was stunned.”

“Did you realize the man was already dead or did you think you could render assistance?”

“No, I knew right away. I saw that knife handle sticking out of his chest. And his skin was an odd color.” I shivered, suddenly feeling the winter’s chill penetrating my bones as I stood there in the parking garage.

“Okay. Did you touch the knife, Ms. Wilson?”

“No, I didn’t touch anything. I pulled out my phone and called 911.”

“Did you try to alert the security guard?”

“Security guard? It didn’t occur to me. I mean, I would have if I’d seen him, but....”

“Did you see anyone at all?”

“No, not until that guy in the blue ski jacket popped up. I thought he was going to attack me, but he stole Mr. Grimshaw’s wallet from his pants pocket, along with some other items, and then grabbed the briefcase before he ran off.”

“You know the victim?”

“Kind of.”

“In what capacity?”

The moment I opened my mouth to answer him, all hell broke loose.

“Backup! Officers need assistance!” Vinnie hollered into his radio. “Teague, Smitty, he’s headed your way!”

Less than half a minute later, a blue streak went flying by us, followed by Larry, Vinnie, two uniformed officers, and another plainclothes detective. I was amazed at how easily the killer evaded his pursuers.

“That guy’s good,” I remarked.

“Excuse me?” Detective Bona shook his head. “Are you cheering for the bad guy?”

“No, no. I’m just pointing out that he’s a trained runner. I’ll bet he does marathons. See his stride?”

We watched the man cover a good two hundred yards at a brisk pace without breaking a sweat. He was definitely getting away.

“You might be right about that, Ms. Wilson. The man is fast.”

Upon their return from their unexpected fun run a few minutes later, Larry and Vinnie worked hard to catch their breath while Detective Bona shared some of our observations about the killer. That was a mistake on his part. It opened us up to ridicule.

“Ms. Wilson shared her thoughts with you, Bona? Do tell!” Larry snorted. The young detective was actually was naive enough to think she was encouraging him. When he mentioned that the suspect might be an experienced marathoner, I thought she was going to split a gut. “Miz Scarlet, give ESPN a call to see if they want to hire you as an expert sports commentator. We’re busy investigating a murder here.”
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Before I could open my mouth to respond to her snide quip, the shift commander showed up in his police SUV. He was prepared to mount an organized search of the area and quickly assembled his crew, assigning each of his two-person teams their own quadrants. I cooled my heels leaning against the patrol car, waiting for the detectives to get back to business. It didn’t take long.

“Would you mind taking a look at the deceased, Rivera? I know it’s not your case, but I’d appreciate your insight into the murder,” Vinnie told her as they walked away, on their way to the crime scene. “It looks like a run-of-the-mill stabbing, but I could be wrong.”

“Sure.”

I stood there for fifteen seconds, just long enough to give them a head start, and then I followed. By the time I caught up with them, Homs had pulled a pair of Tyvek booties out of a box in the trunk of his car and handed them to Larry. She slipped the shoe covers over her heels, shuffled over to the Cadillac, and bent over C. Philip Grimshaw’s very dead body.

“This is interesting, Homs,” she decided, her nose just inches from the handle that protruded from C. Philip Grimshaw’s chest.

“Why?” He put a pair of booties over his own shoes and joined her.

“It’s a hunting knife.”

“And that matters because?”

Grateful that the detective had left his trunk open, I helped myself to my own set of shoe covers. Heaven forbid I should be accused of contaminating the crime scene. Of course, since I was the one who discovered the body, it was probably a moot point, but why should I take the chance that could allow a killer to go unpunished?

Inching my way past the yellow tape that marked off the area, I played a quick game of “Red Light” with the detectives, taking a giant step here and a baby step there when their backs were turned to me, until I was close enough to lean over and examine the late Grimacing Grimshaw. Now that I was no longer in danger, my powers of observation improved considerably. I noticed that his mouth was open, as if he had tried to call out for help. He must have seen that knife coming his way and felt the blade as it was plunged into his chest. His eyes bore witness to the horror of the crime.

The knife was a big one, given the size of the handle, and probably expensive. It was definitely not one you would find in a kitchen. That’s when it struck me.

“The killer is an outdoorsman,” I announced, my confidence rising again. “It goes with the trail shoes and the L. L. Bean clothing, doesn’t it?”

“Do you mind?” Larry stood up and shot me a look that usually scared the pants off the suspects she interrogated, but I know her well. She’s got a lot of bark, but she doesn’t usually bite unless you break the law. If you do that, she’ll chomp on your fanny with teeth that don’t release until your derriere is parked in a jail cell. “This is a real crime scene, not some Hollywood set for fake forensic investigators, so take your CSI-wannabe self back over there!”

I ignored her cranky response and posed another question. “Doesn’t a knife like that normally come with a sheath?”

“So what if it does?” she retorted, lifting the lapel Grimacing Grimshaw’s pinstripe jacket with her gloved hand, to check the contents of his inside pocket.

“It points toward pre-meditation, Larry.”

“Say what?”

“Well, you can’t just carry a knife like that in your pants pocket. You might cut a vital body part, especially if you’re a man.”

“So? The guy kept it in a sheath. What does that have to do with the price of coffee beans?”

“If the handle is that big, doesn’t that suggest the blade is also big?”

She pointed towards the patrol car. “Why don’t you go wait for us?”

“Finish the thought,” Vinnie encouraged me, overruling Larry.

“If you’re just out to rob some stranger, why not bring a folding knife that’s easy to conceal? You keep the element of surprise as you sneak up on your target. But a knife that big...I don’t think you can really hide something like that. The killer didn’t make a mistake by choosing that weapon. He intended to do bodily harm to C. Philip Grimshaw.”

“You think he planned to kill the vic?” The Hartford detective jotted something down on his iPad with his stylus.

“I do.”

Larry shrugged, conceding the possibility grudgingly. “Maybe.”

“Okay, but here’s the thing. When he heard the sirens, he popped out from behind the car and came at me. At least that’s what I thought he was doing. I was terrified that he was going to attack me.”

“He probably felt like it,” Larry muttered. “Lord knows I’ve been tempted once or twice.”

“But he had no reason to do that. I’m no threat, even though I found the body. He wore a mask, so there was no way I could identify him. No, he specifically came back for the wallet and the briefcase.”

“He was probably a junkie, looking for money or valuables to finance his next fix,” Vinnie decided. 

“But he didn’t rob me, did he?”

“Do you still have your purse?”

“Yes.”

“So, he didn’t rob you. It would have been easy enough to snatch it.” Larry stared off into the dark, dank distance, lost in her musings. A moment later, she was back. “Could the perp see it when he suddenly appeared?”

“He could.”

“Hmm....” I watched her eyes focus on the elevator. Was she mentally measuring the distance from the elevator to the SUV?

Vinnie decided to try out a new theory. “Maybe he was trying to carjack the Cadillac and Grimshaw fought back, so he stabbed him. You interrupted the crime when you walked off the elevator. Once he was sure he could handle you, he came back for the keys.”

“Hmm....” Larry muttered again. She didn’t seem convinced. “He could have taken the keys without any interference from Miz Scarlet. She’s hardly a heavyweight champ.”

“Maybe he heard the elevator, but didn’t know who stepped off of it, so he ducked out of sight, just in case it was someone who could put up a fight.”

I knocked that one around in my brain and decided it was a poor fit. “I think the murder was personal. There was something in that briefcase he wanted.”

Vinnie studied me carefully, thoughtfully. “What gave you that impression?”

I took about twenty seconds to think about it before I responded. “He came back, even though he knew I was on the phone with the police dispatcher. He’d have to be a complete moron to try to steal the Escalade at that point. All the cops would have to do is sit on the exits.”

“Okay, maybe that doesn’t quite add up, but that could have been his original intent. Is there anything else that stands out for you about the guy?”

“He wasn’t scared.”

“With all due respect, ma’am, you’re a woman who just found a dead body. Logic suggests he would expect you to be scared of him,” he replied matter-of-factly.

“But he showed up after I heard the sirens. He had to know the police were right outside the parking garage. Wouldn’t a normal person flee at that point? No, he wasn’t worried about getting caught. He knew he could get away.”

“He’s cunning because he has experience as a hunter. He’s used to lying in wait. And he’s confident he can handle himself in dangerous situations.” Larry sighed. “Of course...that makes perfect sense. I wonder if he planned the attack specifically for this location.”

“You’re suggesting he stalked his victim, Rivera?”

“Think about it, Homs. If you’re planning to kill a guy without getting caught, a crowded parking garage is the ideal location; there are plenty of places available to you, so you can duck out of sight and sneak away. With so many exits, you can take the elevator, the stairs, or you can take off on foot.”

“That’s true. You could even climb into someone else’s car trunk and wait for the cops to leave,” I added.

“Ah,” Vinnie frowned. “I suppose we’d better put officers on the exits and inspect every vehicle before it leaves the garage.”

“Great.” A frustrated groan escaped from her mouth.

“That’s all the Hartford Police Department needs on a busy Friday afternoon, a massive manhunt in a parking garage during rush hour.” Homs pulled out his cell phone.

“Need I point out that you can’t really let anyone into the garage as long as there is a risk he might take a hostage, Vinnie?”

“I’m already on it, Rivera.”

“Boss!” Detective Bona came running down the ramp at full speed. “They’ve got him cornered two floors up! Hurry!”

By the time we arrived on the scene, the drama was over. The man found in the black ski mask and the blue ski jacket turned out to be the victim of a clever ruse. Not only had the killer forced him to exchange clothes with him, he had driven off in his victim’s 2010 Nissan Maxima.

“We’ve got the briefcase,” Detective Bona announced, carefully handling it as it was slipped into an oversized plastic bag. “It looks like the lock was forced open. And we have the wallet. There is two hundred dollars worth of cash in it.”

“So robbery was not the motive.” That really seemed to bother Larry as she stood there, flummoxed. “Can we be sure that the guy actually left the parking garage this time?”

“Let’s review the security tapes.”

“Okay. Miz Scarlet, I think it’s time for you to take your leave of us.”

“Oh, I can stay if you need me to....”

“No thanks. That won’t be necessary.”

“But you don’t even know what I was going to say.”

“I don’t need to know. Your work is done here. Adios, muchacha. Via con Dios.”

“Well, feel free to call me later, after you get home,” I told her. She crossed her arms and stared me down, waiting for me to leave. “Okay. Good luck with your investigation.”

“Bona, make sure Miz Scarlet makes it safely out of the parking garage. In fact, I’d like you to ride with her all the way to the street.”

“Sure, Rivera. I’ll be happy to do that.”

There it was, Larry wanted a guarantee that I would actually leave. Resigned to my fate, I pushed the key fob of my Ford Focus to unlock it. The detective opened the passenger door and slid onto the seat. But I paused by my hatchback door. Better safe than sorry. I lifted it up and peeked under the cargo cover, half-expecting the killer to be curled up there. But there was only my old pair of running shoes, an emergency road kit, and a bag of clothes destined for Goodwill.

“Is everything okay?” Detective Bona climbed out of the car.

“Yes, it’s fine.” I shut the hatchback door and walked around to the driver’s door.

“Were you expecting to see the murderer?” He gave me a grin. It quickly faded when he realized that was the truth. “Oh, I’m sure that guy is long gone, Ms. Wilson.”

“Scarlet. Call me Scarlet,” I told him as we got into the car. “Do you really think he’s gone?”

“You can call me Bona...or John.” He shut his door and strapped on his seatbelt. “And yes, I do think he’s gone. The guy he attacked said his assailant forced him to put on the mask and the jacket before he tied him up. He was lucky. We really thought he was the killer when we first spotted him.”

“That creep was probably hoping you’d shoot the poor guy,” I suggested. “Hey, wait a minute. If he forced his victim to put on the ski mask, it means he unmasked himself.”

“No, he was careful. He made the victim sit in the driver’s seat and threw the mask over the guy’s head from the back seat.”

“Darn!”

“That was a good try, Scarlet,” he told me. “At least you’ve got your head screwed on right.”

Gripping the wheel tightly, I rounded the corner a little too fast. The tires gripped the concrete and let out a loud squeal.

“Take it easy there, Danica. This ain’t the Daytona 500.”

“I’m sorry. I guess I’m just a little nervous. The thought of the murderer being on the loose is scary. You don’t think he’ll come after me, do you?”

“Naw, probably not.”

That was not the answer I was hoping to hear. “Is that the best you can do?”

“Oh,” he waved a hand in the air, “he’s long gone by now. Besides, it’s not like you got a good look at his face. You wouldn’t be able to pick him out of a line-up.”

“That’s true.” I pulled out my money to pay the parking fee. “There’s no way I’m a threat to him.”

“I have to admit it’s a weird killing,” John confessed. “I’ve only worked thirteen homicide cases so far, but this one seems different. Usually it’s some guy popping another guy who crossed him or owed him money. Or a lady who finds out her boyfriend is making time with her best friend. This one doesn’t feel like that, at least not yet.”

“You know what else is strange, John? When I was in C. Philip Grimshaw’s office today, I was really angry with him because he wouldn’t listen to what I had to say. Every time I tried to discuss the situation with him, he cut me off.”

“So?” he shot back as the parking gate rose to let us pass through.

“What kind of lawyer doesn’t want to make money?”

“I don’t get your drift.”

“I thought that he was trying to get rid of me.”

“He gave you the bum’s rush, eh?”

“It was as if he didn’t want to have to deal with all the rigmarole that accompanies a negligence case. He just wanted me to settle, so he could collect his fee and get onto the next case.”

“Drive around the corner and pull up to the curb. I want to ask you a few more questions,” he instructed me.

“Sure.” I put on my blinker and waited for a break in the traffic before I made the turn.

“Grab that one!” John pointed to a parking spot by The Russian Lady. I backed in, straightened out the wheel, and turned off the engine. “Don’t worry about the meter.”

Undoing my seatbelt, I pivoted in my seat. “What did you want to know?”

“What time of the day was your appointment with the attorney?”

“Two o’clock. Why?”

“I wonder if Grimshaw was supposed to meet his killer.”

“Oh.” I pondered that, staring out of the windshield as the cars roared by. “I suppose it’s possible. He was pretty impatient with me.”

“How long did you stay?”

“I was supposed to have a whole hour with the guy, but he irritated me so much, I walked out about half way through it.”

“How would you describe his demeanor when you first met him?”

“He was prickly right away. He instructed me to have a seat. I expected him to take notes and write down the details of the case. I barely had a chance to tell him about Kenny investigating the Kitanens.”

“Was he a partner in the law firm?”

“I don’t believe so. He might have been a junior partner, though.”

“So, if you left the meeting after the first thirty minutes rolled around, he could bill you for the whole hour and not get into trouble for skipping out?”

“Wow, I believe that’s correct, John. Do you suppose he deliberately picked a fight with me, so that I would go?”

“It’s one possibility.” He pulled out a small notebook and jotted something down. “What time did you get back to the parking garage?”

“It was maybe twenty minutes after I left Martin, Dubinsky, and Moore. I knew I had to pay for another hour’s worth of parking, so I took my time.”

“I wonder if his secretary would know if he had a meeting planned.”

“Why don’t we go and ask her?”

“No, sorry. I’d get my head handed to me if I took you along.”

“You could call her. I just happen to have her number.”

“Yeah, well, I just happen to have yours, Scarlet.” He gave me a wink as he yanked on the door handle to let himself out. “Have a safe trip home.”
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Chapter Four
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I let my mind wander through the events of the last week as I drove the twelve miles to Cheswick. I took myself back to my first impression of the acrimonious attorney.

He met me in the lobby of Martin, Dubinsky, and Moore and escorted me into the conference room, an ordinary-looking man, dressed casually in an Oxford shirt, tie, and khaki slacks, with tasseled leather loafers. C. Philip Grimshaw wasn’t exactly the average woman’s ideal heartthrob. Maybe it was the dour expression on his face that was off-putting. He didn’t seem to have time for the social niceties one normally observes upon meeting a prospective client.

Things quickly went downhill from the first sentence he uttered to me. I was totally unprepared for his unwillingness to fight for my rights by slapping a countersuit on the Kitanens that would send them scrambling for the nearest hole in the ground.

I admit that I was out for blood. I wanted those two libelous liars, those unconscionable slingers of slander, to suffer, to know what happens to people who prey on the innocent.

“In any case, Scarlet, it’s ridiculous to think that countersuing them for emotional distress and fraud will convince a judge to award you a hundred thousand dollars. They’re only asking you for a few thousand dollars. By the time you get done paying your court costs and your legal fees....”

“We’ll ask the judge to award us those,” I informed him. “After
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