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Chapter One
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Lydia Krause never made scenes, but tonight she longed to rip out the heart of the man approaching their table. 

Her neighbor, Peg DiMarco, smiled as she introduced her to the monster. “Lydia Krause, this is Marshall Weill. Marshall, Lydia just moved to Twin Lakes. I persuaded her to come to Bingo Night to meet her fellow residents.”

“It’s a pleasure,” he said, nodding with the self-assurance of a seventy-year-old male who had retained his trim physique and handsome demeanor. Everything about him was stylish and shouted “designer,” from his Italian loafers to the elegant suede jacket.

Marshall Weill? Could she be wrong? More than six years had passed. He stepped closer. Years of running her own company had sharpened Lydia’s B.S. sense, and this man was sleaze with a capital S.

She hesitated before shaking his extended hand then wished she hadn’t. His palm felt too smooth, almost as if it were slimed with sweat though her hand wasn’t damp. She jerked free of his grasp and lifted her hand to cover a false cough. At the same time, she questioned her visceral reaction. Was she suddenly psychic—able to detect sleaze with a handshake—or was her negative frame of mind getting the better of her?

“Marshall’s our HOA’s financial advisor,” Peg offered with pride. “He’s also handling several residents’ portfolios.”

Financial advisor? Portfolios? A frisson ran down Lydia’s spine. This couldn’t be a coincidence! 

The growing certainty that she faced an amoral, malevolent fiend vied with her mind’s insistence that he couldn’t possibly be the person she supposed him to be. To cover her dismay, she spoke disparagingly.

“I didn’t realize the homeowners’ association has enough funds to warrant the services of a financial advisor.”

Marshall Weill gazed down at her. “Regardless of the amount, you don’t want to let money lie fallow in a bank. Put it to work, I always say.” 

He smiled, revealing a gap between his front teeth. All doubt vanished. Lydia gasped.

“You’re Warren Mannes.” Suddenly lightheaded, she gripped the edge of the table.

The smile returned, but this time it was forced. “You’re mistaken. My name is Marshall Weill.”

The fear and anger Lydia read in his eyes empowered her. She’d recently moved to this Eden-like retirement community and felt obliged to protect her fellow residents from the serpent in its midst. She drew herself up and plunged ahead. 

“You’re Warren Mannes, and you’ve no business handling anyone’s money.”

Though she hadn’t raised her voice, people sitting at nearby tables sensed something sensational was happening and paused in mid-conversation to gape and listen. Lydia, usually so in control, was too enraged—too outraged—to watch her words.

“You went to prison for stealing millions of dollars from people who gave you their trust. Innocent people, whose lives you destroyed. Not to mention that company you took down!”

He gripped her arm. “Stop it! You’ve confused me with someone else.”

She jerked herself free. “Oh, no, I haven’t!”

“Lydia, get a hold of yourself!” Peg hissed, grabbing her other arm. “You’re spouting nonsense.”

“I wish I were.” Her baby sister’s face flashed in her mind, causing Lydia to wince in pain. Here stood Warren Mannes, decked out in expensive clothes and a salon haircut, enjoying a lifestyle paid for with stolen money, while Allison lay dead in her grave!

Incensed, she went on. “Six years ago, I attended his trial where victim after victim testified that this man stole their life savings. I’ll show you newspaper articles, Peg.”

A short, stocky woman who was undoubtedly the man’s wife pushed her way through the crowd until she faced Lydia. Her coiffed, stiffly sprayed hair bobbed as she exclaimed, “I hope you’re pleased with yourself, exposing a man before his friends and neighbors for a mistake best left in the past.”

Marshall Weill/Warren Mannes grimaced. “Thank you, my dear, for making a bad situation worse.”

“It’s all her fault!” his wife retorted, glaring at Lydia.

Taken aback by the woman’s fury, Lydia blinked. Her silence spurred the wife on. Ignoring the pleas of friends urging her not to upset herself, Claire Mannes’s voice rose higher.

“Who asked you to move to our quiet community and start trouble? We were happy until you arrived.”

Lydia found her voice and her indignation. “I suggest you put the blame where it belongs—on your husband, a convicted embezzler. How dare he handle anyone’s finances, here or anywhere else!”

Claire Weill/Mannes drew in such a deep gasp, for a moment Lydia feared she was about to expire. Instead, she retaliated. 

“You’ve ruined our lives! I wish you’d never come here. Better yet, do us a favor and die!”

Furious, Lydia retorted, “Someone should put an end to you, you stupid cow! Open your eyes and face facts. Your husband destroyed lives. He’s the guilty one here, only you’re the loyal little wife and refuse to see it!” 

A blonde woman with an incipient dowager’s hump came to stand beside Claire. “Claire, honey, don’t upset yourself. You know we have complete trust in Marshall.” She glared at Lydia through tortoise-shell cat’s-eye-shaped glasses. “Stop badgering the poor woman!” She spun on her heels and ushered her charge away.

Lydia grabbed her parka and fled. Noting that neither Marshall nor Claire and her staunch supporter were in pursuit, she headed for the ladies’ room where she leaned heavily on the marble counter until her heartbeat returned to normal. 

You’re losing it, kiddo, she told herself, appalled by the way she’d outed Warren Mannes in a public display of histrionics. Maybe early retirement was having an adverse effect on her brain. As president and CEO of Krause Gifts and Furnishings, she’d contended with her share of frustration and had never vented her fury in this manner. Never! Then again, she’d never encountered the man who had deceived and ruined her sister.

Lydia splashed cold water on her face and decided to put her unit on the market first thing tomorrow morning. No matter that this would upset her daughter, Meredith, who lived five minutes from Twin Lakes.

Still, she didn’t regret having exposed Warren Mannes/Marshall Weill as the embezzler he was. She’d forfeited whatever peace and serenity she hoped to enjoy at Twin Lakes. So much for the quiet life of Suffolk County!

The sound of retching emerged from the next-to-last stall, which stood ajar. As Lydia wondered if she should disturb whoever was in distress, a woman staggered out, her face as white as chalk. She lowered her face to a sink and drank greedily.

Lydia recognized Barbara Taylor, a woman she’d met the week before and had intended to call. 

“Barbara, what’s the matter?”

“Either the fish I ate tonight was bad or I’m coming down with a stomach virus. Argh!” She clamped a hand over her mouth and dashed back into the stall. 

Lydia shuddered. “Can I call your husband?”

“No husband,” Barbara managed between pants. “He died two years ago.”

“Oh!”

“’S all right. I’ll be all right.” She turned back to the toilet and retched. When she emerged, she was shaking.

Instinctively, Lydia put an arm around her shoulders. “You’re not well. Let me drive you home.”

Barbara’s nod was barely perceptible. “All right, but we’ll take my car. In case I throw up again.”

Lydia yanked paper towels from the dispenser. “We’ll take these along, just in case.”

On their way out, Lydia asked the woman at the desk to tell Peg, with whom she’d come to Bingo Night, not to worry about her, that she was going home. She helped Barbara out to the parking lot and slid her into the passenger seat of her car. Barbara handed her the car keys. “I live on the east side of Lake M. Number 32.”

“We’re on our way,” Lydia said. She drove slowly down Lake Boulevard, which bisected the community of Twin Lakes. The long, man-made lakes stretched out behind houses and trees on either side. Named Lake Montaukett and Lake Nissaquage in honor of Long Island Indian tribes, they were more familiarly known as Lake M and Lake N.

“Oh,” Barbara moaned as Lydia pulled slowly into her driveway. 

Lydia stepped on the brake. “Feeling sick again?”

“No. I just realized I’ll have to drive you home. Or you can borrow my car.”

Lydia thought a moment about her own car, parked in her driveway. She always pulled the Lexus into the garage at night, but this was a gated community. Surely nothing would happen if she left it out one night.

“Not to worry. I can walk home.”

“Certainly not! The path along the back of the complex is desolate. Oh!” 

Barbara covered her mouth and ran from the car to the front door. Lydia followed her into the house. 

“Don’t you lock your door?” Lydia asked, shocked.

“I do when I go to sleep for the night,” Barbara called from the bathroom.

Her unit was a ranch like Lydia’s, but considerably smaller and decorated in Country French. Lydia called to her from the cheerful blue, yellow and white kitchen. “Do you have any ginger ale?” she asked. “That should settle your stomach.”

“In the fridge.”

Gingerly, Lydia helped Barbara out of her jacket. Barbara said, “Just toss it on top of the washing machine. I’ll wash everything I’m wearing tomorrow.”

“Well, all right,” Lydia reluctantly agreed. She was all set to wash them now.

Barbara looked up at her. “I’ll be fine. Really.”

Only she wasn’t. She sipped some soda then dashed into the bathroom to upchuck again.

Lydia wiped her mouth with wet tissues. She felt her forehead. “You have a fever.”

“My head aches,” Barbara complained.

Lydia escorted her to her bedroom and helped her into a nightgown. She didn’t like the sheen of sweat forming on Barbara’s face. “I think I’d better stay.”

“Oh, Lydia, I feel terrible!” Barbara gave a weak laugh. “I mean it both ways. I feel lousy, but I hate to make you play nursemaid.”

“You’re too sick to stay alone. I’ll find a blanket and sleep on the den sofa.”

“No need. The spare room’s made up. Towels are in the linen closet.”

“I’ll be fine. Now get some rest.”

Barbara slipped between the covers. “Thank you. I’ll see you in the morning.”

Lydia turned out the light and returned to the kitchen. The evening’s events ran through her mind like a surreal movie. She’d encountered Allison’s nemesis and blasted his cover, then ended up spending the night nursing a woman she hardly knew. She glanced at the clock. It was barely ten o’clock. She had the entire night to get through.

An hour later she was dozing off in the spare bedroom when she heard rustling, then Barbara’s cry of distress.

“I’m coming,” she called out.

The next time Barbara was sick, Lydia suggested she call her doctor. Barbara insisted there was no point in disturbing him. She’d call in the morning. She kept repeating how very sorry she was. Lydia, fearing dehydration, fed her tea and soda, most of which she couldn’t keep down.

Lydia awoke hours later with the panicky sensation of not knowing where she was. She groaned as it all came back, confrontation and all. She glanced at her watch. It was almost ten a.m.

She sprang out of bed, used the bathroom, then followed the aroma of freshly brewed coffee into the kitchen. Barbara sat at the table, munching an English muffin. She smiled at Lydia.

“Good morning! I’ve no idea what was wrong with me, but I think it’s passed, thank God.”

“I’m glad,” Lydia said. The sound of the dryer running in the adjacent room told her Barbara had been up for some time.

“Want some toast and coffee?”

Lydia thought a moment. “Well, okay, but then I must get going. I’d no idea it was so late.”

“Do you have an early appointment? Are you expecting a workman?”

“No, but I’m usually up by seven. I’ve slept half the morning away.”

Barbara laughed. “For good reason. You were up most of the night. You must be exhausted.” 

“Not really. Just discombobulated. Thanks,” she said as Barbara set a glass of orange juice before her.

They ate in virtual silence. A comfortable silence, Lydia thought. She felt free of any obligation to make the usual conversation expected of a newcomer to the community. She thanked her lucky stars when she realized Barbara knew nothing of her scene with the Weills, as they now called themselves. She wanted to put that behind her.

Barbara cleared the table then offered to drive Lydia home.

“No need. I love to walk,” Lydia said. “Besides, you’re still weak.”

Barbara smiled. “If you insist. The car probably reeks.” She chuckled. “I know spending the night here wasn’t on your agenda, but I’m grateful that you stayed. More for the company than anything else. It’s times like this I miss Robert the most.”

“I know exactly what you mean,” Lydia said.

“How long has your husband been gone?”

Gone. Yes, that’s exactly what Izzy was. Gone from her everyday life. “Eight months, though at times it feels like eight days—or eight years.”

Barbara rested her hand on Lydia’s arm. “I wish I could say it gets easier with time, but after two years I feel the loss as keenly as ever. I keep busy and the days pass. I’ve good friends and a good life here at Twin Lakes. I’ll call you the next time a group of us goes out for dinner and a movie. We often do that on Saturday night.”

Lydia smiled. “I’d love that. If you give me a pen, I’ll jot down my phone number. It’s not in the directory yet.”

She left Barbara’s house with the knowledge that she’d made her first real friend since Izzy’s death. She appreciated the instant camaraderie she’d felt in another widow’s company, of being with someone who understood exactly what she was going through. But it was more than that. Even sick to her stomach, Barbara was witty and resilient. Too bad Lydia had decided to leave Twin Lakes.

Maybe she wouldn’t move, after all. Lydia considered her options as she walked along the woods bordering the rear of the development, then followed the curve of N Boulevard around to her house. There would be hell to pay for having exposed Mannes in such an open, direct manner, but eventually the furor would die down. Maybe they would move away. At any rate, she needn’t act in haste. Finding the temperature surprisingly warm for November, Lydia unzipped her parka. It was a delightful morning for a power walk—if only she were well rested.

Her car stood smack in the middle of the two-car driveway. Was that how she’d left it? Out of habit, she still parked on the right side of the driveway because Izzy used to park on the left. 

As she punched in her code on the pad beside the garage door, Lydia caught a glimpse of the front of her car. She moaned. No, it couldn’t be! She blinked, her mind refusing to accept the sight that met her eyes. 

She walked around the vehicle, shaking her head in distress. Her beautiful Lexus had been badly damaged. The hood was crumpled, a headlight smashed, and the windshield was cracked in several places. What on earth had happened? How had it gotten in this condition?

She unlocked the door that led to the kitchen and rushed inside. Her red tom, Reggie, came meowing to demand his breakfast which was hours overdue. Lydia set down food and water then, with trembling fingers, dialed 911.
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Chapter Two
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“Mrs. Krause, I’d like you to tell me everything you did, from the time you left for Bingo last night until now.”

Lydia stared incredulously at the police lieutenant sitting at her kitchen table while outside the crew of CSIs scrutinized her car and the taped-off area of her driveway. She could only imagine what her gawking neighbors must be thinking.

“What does it matter what I’ve been doing? I called the police to report that someone vandalized my car.”

Unperturbed, Lieutenant Detective Solomon Molina looked up from his note taking. He was good looking, Lydia noted. Dark rather than fair. Nice, even features set off by a full head of salt-and-pepper hair. She judged him to be a few years younger than her fifty-eight years.

“We have reason to believe your car was involved in a serious accident involving a pedestrian.”

Ice water coursed through her veins, momentarily rendering her incapable of speech. “Oh, how awful!” Images flitted across her mind, turning her horror to fury.

“I think I know who’s responsible, Lieutenant, though I’m shocked that even he would harm an innocent person to get back at me.” She swallowed. “Was the pedestrian badly injured? Will he or she be all right?”

“Who do you think took your car, Mrs. Krause?”

“Warren Mannes, a convicted embezzler. Last night in the clubhouse, my neighbor introduced him as Marshall Weill. When Peg said he was the homeowners’ association’s financial advisor, I told him I knew who he was and expressed my outrage that he was handling other people’s money.”

“Did this exchange take place in public?”

Lydia paused, recalling the shocked expressions on residents’ faces, the awful exchange with Mannes’s wife before she fled to the ladies’ room. “Oh, it was very public.”

“Were you angry?”

“Furious. The thief stole the life savings of several of his clients. I didn’t want a repeat at Twin Lakes.”

Molina’s green eyes, bright as emeralds, studied her. “Were you or someone close to you one of his victims?”

Lydia grimaced. “My youngest sister, Allison.”

He nodded, his face softening with compassion. “You have my sympathy.”

Lydia looked away so he couldn’t see the tears welling up in her eyes. Taking Allison’s money had been the least of it. The unscrupulous predator had seduced her sister then threw her away like a used condom. Depressed by Mannes’s rejection, the last in a series of failed relationships, Allison had swallowed all the pills in her medicine cabinet and ended her life at thirty-eight.

“How do you think Mannes or Weill managed to drive your car?”

Lydia dreaded having to explain her stupidity. “I left it in the driveway, the key magnetically affixed to the underside of the fender. I thought it was safe, here in a gated community. Anyway, I intended to park it in the garage when I came home last night. Only I didn’t come home until just now.”

“Where were you, Mrs. Krause?”

“I spent the night at a neighbor’s house because she’d taken ill.” Lydia described her encounter with Barbara in the ladies’ room.

“How very kind of you, Mrs. Krause.”

Was he commiserating with her? Mocking her? Lydia couldn’t be certain what he intended as his remarkable green eyes fixed on her like tines piercing her soul. The effect was sobering but somewhat exciting, as these days men gave her as much attention as a piece of furniture.

“Especially since Mrs. Taylor can’t be a close friend of yours,” he continued in a reasonable tone. “You moved to Twin Lakes less than a month ago.” 

“What does that matter? Last night she needed looking after.” Lydia glared at Molina. “It was the decent, humane thing to do.”

He ignored her implication that he was a heartless bastard and asked, “Did you get much sleep last night?”

“Very little.”

“What time did you leave Mrs. Taylor’s house this morning?”

Lydia twirled a strand of curly hair as she thought. “Almost ten-thirty.”

“You arrived home when?”

“About seven minutes later. I saw the damage to my car and called 911.”

“Did you meet anyone as you walked home from Mrs. Taylor’s house?”

“I don’t think so. Oh, yes—I passed Sally Marcus speed walking just before I turned down Nissaquage Boulevard. I know she saw me, though—”

“Though?” he prompted.

Lydia felt her face grow warm. “She looked the other way.”

He jotted down what Lydia had told him then asked, “See anyone else?”

“No.”

“And why would Mrs. Marcus choose not to greet you?”

“She’s a board member. I assume she resents me for outing someone she’s worked with on Twin Lakes business.”

He wrote in his notepad, then said, “We’ll see what Mrs. Marcus has to say.”

Lydia stiffened. Lieutenant Molina was treating her as a suspect! She gave a nervous laugh. “Why? Do you think I’m lying? That I ran down a pedestrian last night, left the car in the driveway, then called the police?”

He shrugged. “Why would you do that, Mrs. Krause?” 

Lydia had had enough. “Who is this person I’m supposed to have hit? Is he young? Old? A man or a woman?”

When he didn’t answer, she glowered at him. “I have every right to know since my car was involved.”

His cell phone rang. “If you’ll excuse me.”

Lydia watched him stride through the dining room to hunch over his cell phone in the far corner of the living room—a trim, well-built man just under six feet, who carried himself as though he hadn’t a fear in the world. He stood beside Family, her favorite of Izzy’s large sculptures. One of his less abstract works represented four figures meant to be their family when the girls were young. The detective spoke for some time, too softly for her to make out the words. Then it was his turn to answer—two yeses and a no.

He ended the call, glanced at his notebook, and punched in a phone number. Was he calling Sally Marcus, whom she barely knew? Barbara? Lydia’s heart thundered as she wondered just exactly when her Lexus had been taken and used to run someone down. Did this happen in Twin Lakes? Was the person dead? Lydia prayed the victim wasn’t a child. Her breath came in gasps as her anxiety grew intolerable. She had to know what was happening.

She was about to interrupt Lieutenant Molina’s conversation and insist he answer her questions, when he returned to the kitchen.

“I’m sorry to have kept you, Mrs. Krause. You must have things to do. I’m afraid your car will be impounded for several days while the crime lab people run various tests. Whoever drove it struck a pedestrian. We’ve yet to determine if the death was an accident or murder.”

Death! Murder! Lydia’s hand flew to her mouth. “How awful! Who was killed, Lieutenant?” 

“Claire Weill. According to her husband, she was taking her usual run right outside the Twin Lakes community. A young fellow on his way to work spotted the body on the side of the road. He called from his cell phone. An ambulance and a police car went out immediately. The body was still warm, so death must have occurred shortly before he arrived.”

Lydia sank back against the kitchen chair. She had to swallow a few times before she could speak. “Claire Weill, Marshall Weill’s wife,” she said wondrously, as if speaking the woman’s name would help her comprehend the fact of her death. “When did he find her?”

“Eight-twelve this morning.”

“Oh.” The sound came out as a moan.

“Did you know Mrs. Weill?”

Lydia shook her head. Though she made every effort to speak calmly, her voice came out an octave higher than normal.

“No. She came over to our table while I was talking to her husband.” The blood rushed to Lydia’s cheeks as she recalled the short, pudgy woman in elegant clothes, her stiffly sprayed hairdo bobbing like a helmet during their heated exchange. “Claire Weill lashed out at me, and I’m afraid I lost my cool.”

“What exactly did you say to her?”

“She accused me of bursting her bubble of happiness, and I told her to put the blame where it belonged, on her husband. That fueled her anger even more. She said I’d ruined their lives and should do them a favor and die.”

“And?” Molina prodded.

Lydia frowned. “I reminded her that her husband had ruined the lives of many people by stealing their life savings and—I can’t remember what else I said.”

Detective Molina turned pages and read, “And someone should put an end to you, you stupid cow.”

So, he’d known all along! Lydia’s ears burned with shame. “It was stupid of me, but I had to expose Mannes before he duped more people out of their money. Then hearing his wife blame me for telling people what kind of man they’d asked to be their financial advisor—it made me see red.”

Oh God, she shouldn’t have said that!

“How is it that you knew about Mr. Weill’s criminal past and no one else at Twin Lakes did?”

“He was tried in Chicago six years ago. My sister Samantha is an assistant DA there. I watched part of the trial.” For Allison’s sake.

“Seeing him here on Long Island must have been a shock.”

“Oh, it was.” She added wryly, “I’m usually the calmer-downer, Detective Molina. The voice of reason. I regret having lost my cool last night. I should have gone about it differently.”

“How so?” he asked, curious.

“I should have informed the Board of Directors, had them inform the community instead of confronting Warren Mannes at a Twin Lakes event.”

Molina gave her a half smile. “Don’t beat yourself up. You probably would have ended up with the same results.”

“What do you mean?”

“Regardless of how you presented the facts, some residents would have been outraged on Weill’s behalf. His wife might still have attacked you verbally.”

Lydia shook her head. “I felt morally obliged to expose that man. I never considered the fallout that would follow.”

Detective Molina appeared deep in thought. Finally, he spoke. “It’s quite a puzzle we have: two women, both Twin Lakes residents, argue in public. The following morning, one woman’s dead, struck down by the vehicle of the other.”

Lydia’s hand flew to her pounding heart. “I didn’t kill Claire Weill! Why would I? Besides, I wouldn’t be stupid enough to use my own car!”

He gave her a sidelong glance. “That might be considered a stroke of genius.”

Lydia gasped. This detective managed to twist whatever she said into a damning statement.

“And you left the ignition key magnetized to the car,” he went on casually as if they were discussing the weather, “accessible to anyone.”

Anyone included her. Lydia felt the blood rush to her ears.

“Mrs. Taylor vouches for you,” Molina murmured. “She claims she was up most of the night and that you tended to her each time she awoke.” He allowed a small smile to brighten his face. “She places you somewhere between Mother Teresa and an angel.”

Lydia brushed the compliment aside. “You’ve been checking on me.”

He raised his eyebrows. Now his eyes appeared darker—light brown with flecks of green. Of course! They were hazel, not green, and changed color according to his mood. 

“Despite her good intentions, Mrs. Taylor can’t account for your actions when she finally slept—from about five-thirty until a few minutes before nine.”

So, she was a suspect.

“What about the guard on duty at the gatehouse? Didn’t he notice my car coming or going?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“What do you do next?”

Her question caught him by surprise, but he covered it quickly. “We continue to question everyone who knew Claire Weill.”

“I suppose you’ll focus on people who live at Twin Lakes, since they had easy access to my car.”

“Who knew of your habit of leaving your key under the fender?”

She shrugged. “I’ve no idea. I found the magnetic key chain about ten days ago when I was unpacking. Anyone might have noticed where I put the key whenever I parked near the clubhouse. Or no one.” 

Lydia bit her lip, wishing the last three words hadn’t slipped out. “Never offer information,” Samantha always said. Not that Lydia had ever needed such advice before today.

Molina shrugged as though her last comment were of no importance. “It’s a common, if unwise, practice to leave a car key where you did. It’s like leaving a house key under a planter. Some people can start a car without a key, though that’s getting more and more difficult, with all the safety features they’re installing.”

Was he trying to make her feel better or was he pretending? Did he want to put her at her ease so she’d confess?

Reggie sauntered into the kitchen. He rubbed his tawny body against her legs, purring loudly.

“Excuse me. I have to feed my cat.”

“Don’t let me stop you.” Lieutenant Molina bent down to stroke Reggie’s back. To Lydia’s immense surprise, the cat rolled over and waited to have his belly rubbed.

“He doesn’t do that with anyone but me!” she exclaimed, ashamed of the note of injured pride that had crept into her voice.

“I have three of my own,” Molina said.

She’d no sooner set a plate of treats down on Reggie’s placemat when her phone rang.

“Lyddie, it’s me,” her sister said. “What’s up? I’m due in court in five minutes but your message frightened me. You sounded absolutely frantic.”

Lydia eyed Molina as he headed for the living room corner he favored, already deep in conversation on his cell phone. She drew in a breath and began. “Warren Mannes is living here at Twin Lakes. He’s changed his name, and he’s the HOA’s financial advisor.”

“In which case he’s breaking the law and a condition of his early release. He lost his license to advise and handle another party’s finances for ten years and a day. He can reapply, of course, but not for four years.”

“Sammy, listen to me!”

Detective Molina turned from his own conversation and eyed her curiously. Lydia lowered her voice and explained why Detective Molina was questioning her. 

“Oh, Lydia, how awful! Don’t say another word to this cop. I have a friend in Manhattan—a brilliant criminal lawyer. Take his number and call him ASAP.”

“Okay.” She reached for a pen and pad. “Shoot.” Too late, she realized that wasn’t the best expression to use, given the circumstances, but Molina was talking too intently into his cell phone to look her way.

Samantha rattled off the name and number. “Jack’s a good friend from law school. Call him any time. They must be a bunch of fools if they think you could do anything like vehicular homicide.”

Lydia sighed. “I can’t help thinking she’s dead because I spilled the beans about her husband’s past. Mannes is handling some residents’ portfolios, too. Could be he’s been skimming money, and the victim decided to pay him back.”

“I doubt anyone would go after his wife for his thievery. It doesn’t make any sense.”

“Why did the murderer use my car? Even if he noticed I kept the key under the fender, he took a chance being seen.”

“Oh, Lyddie, you’re not doing that again!”

“Believe me, I’m tossing that magnet key chain in the garbage—as soon as the police finish checking it for fingerprints.”

“But it explains why he took your car.”

“Which makes me feel guilty.” Lydia sighed deeply. “Any way you look at it, I helped cause that poor woman’s demise.”

“You didn’t, Lyddie! Get a hold of yourself!”

“The only way I can get a hold of myself is to find out who killed her.” Lydia gave a snort of disgust. “Suspect Number One is always the husband. In this case, for good reason. Mannes is a thief and a runaround.”

“Leave the investigating to the police. Promise me you won’t get involved!”

“I’ll just talk to residents. Learn what I can about the Mannes/Weills.” She glanced at Detective Molina still on his cell phone. “I bet I can find out more than some male cop trying to sniff out secrets.”

“Don’t, Lyddie! Asking questions is dangerous. I couldn’t bear it if anything happened to you. I love you more than anyone in the world!”

“Nothing will happen to me,” Lydia said firmly, touched by her sister’s unusual burst of emotion.

“Keep your doors locked and don’t go anywhere alone in the dark.”

“I’ll be careful. Speak to you soon.”

She hung up as Detective Molina returned to the kitchen. Talking to Samantha had bolstered her confidence and enabled her to ask what she’d been dreading to put into words.

“Are you considering me a suspect, Lieutenant Molina?”

Molina raised his eyebrows. “How can I answer that, Mrs. Krause? We’ve yet to determine whether this was a hit-and-run or an intentional murder. If it was, in fact, your car that struck Mrs. Weill.” He shrugged. “But if this case turns out to be a homicide, you had a motive of sorts, the weapon, and an alibi a good prosecuting attorney could rip to shreds.”

“Well!” Lydia exclaimed, her confidence evaporating like raindrops on a hot summer day.

He nodded to her. “That’s it for now. Thank you for your cooperation. I’d like to know you’ll be available the next few days. In case I have more questions.”

“I’ll be here. You took my car, remember?” she said, trying for levity.

“So we did.” He turned to leave.

“By the way, that was my sister on the phone. She told me Mannes lost his investment advisor’s license when he went to prison. He’s violating that with impunity.”

“It sure sounds that way.” Molina pulled out his notepad and wrote a few lines. When he was finished, he said, “Goodbye, Mrs. Krause. We’ll be in touch.”

Fatigue washed over her like a giant wave. Lydia went into her bedroom. She longed to crawl under the covers and sleep the day away, but she couldn’t. She had to make sense of what was happening. Claire Weill had been killed, accidentally or on purpose. And if it proved to be murder, Detective Molina had made it clear that she was a suspect.

Who killed Claire Weill? As an executive, Lydia had become adept at finding solutions to complex problems. Solving a murder couldn’t be that different, could it? What she needed were facts, information. Who hated Claire? Who hated her husband? Who wanted Claire dead? Did Warren/Marshall do it? 

Lydia reached for a pad of paper and a pen and was about to jot down her ideas when the doorbell rang. 

“Damn!” she exclaimed. “What now?” She considered ignoring the intrusion when the bell sounded more insistently. She peered through the glass panel and groaned when she saw her next-door neighbor. Peg noticed her and waved.

Reluctantly, Lydia cracked open the door. “Hello, Peg. I really can’t talk. I’ve been up all night.”

Peg’s rabbity eyes gleamed with excitement. “I stopped by to make sure you’re okay.” She lowered her voice. “I saw the police car in your driveway. I knew it was that detective. His men are questioning practically everyone in Twin Lakes.”

“Did you see anyone take my car this morning?” Lydia asked.

“No—sorry. I went outside for my newspaper about eight-thirty but didn’t so much as glance at your driveway. I told all that to the policeman who just left my house. Poor Claire.”

“Yes, poor Claire,” Lydia agreed.

Peg reached out to touch her arm. “I hope the police don’t think you had anything to do with this tragic accident.”

“Actually, I believe I’m one of their chief suspects.”

Peg gasped. “How awful!” A sly expression crossed her features. “It was eerie, how you recognized her husband after all these years.”

Lydia pressed her lips together. “I wasn’t likely to forget his face.”

“Really? Why?” When Lydia didn’t explain, Peg went on. “People are upset about the way you broadcast his past. You can’t imagine the to-do after you left last night.”

“Oh, yes, I
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