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I LOOKED AROUND AT the people standing by my father’s gravesite. Only one person was openly weeping, and it wasn’t me. It was an attractive well-endowed middle-aged woman wearing all black. The rest of the people just looked like they wanted everything to be over quickly so that they could get out of the cold. Looking impervious to the cold, one tall, very handsome man with green eyes stood by the grave staring at me. I guess I looked a little odd, standing beside the grave, holding my sparkly, pink Cinderella rolling suitcase that I had found at Goodwill. 

The man stared at me throughout the graveside service. I was too cold and too hungry to do more than glance at him. I knew I looked out of place in my thin thrift store clothes. I was so cold I was shivering. Everyone else there was well-groomed and professionally attired. I would have looked nice if I hadn’t sold everything quickly to get enough money for a bus ticket. I had ridden the bus all the way from Seattle to Baltimore to attend my father’s funeral.

Listening to the minister droning on was difficult because my teeth were chattering, and my stomach felt like it had a hole in it. I hadn’t eaten in twenty-four hours, and I was starving. The minister finally stopped talking, and I watched as my father’s casket was lowered into the grave. Turning to walk away, I heard a deep male voice call out to me. It was the gentleman who had been staring at me. 

“Miss, are you Hannah Davis?”

I turned around. “Yes, I am, and you are?”

“Jason Mitchell. I had my clerk notify you of your father’s death and the details of his funeral.”

“Thank you for that.” I turned to walk away. I wanted to get out of the cold and sit someplace warm with a glass of wine.

He stepped beside me. “When your dad found out he was sick, he decided he couldn’t run the business by himself anymore. He let me buy part of his business two years ago.”

I frowned; I hadn’t even known that my father had been sick. I rubbed my hand over my tired eyes and over my messy dark hair that probably looked like a bird’s nest. 

Jason handed me his card. “Ms. Davis, It’s important that we talk.”

Taking his card, I stuffed it in my pocket and agreed to talk to him later. I turned and walked away. Now all I wanted to do was eat, drink a couple of glasses of wine, take a hot shower, and lay down in my old bed to sleep away my sorrows. I walked out of the cemetery and stood on the corner, trying to catch a cab to get to my father’s house.

A late-model car pulled up in front of me. It was the man who said he was my father’s business partner. “Can I give you a lift someplace?”

“I'm going to my dad's place."

"I'll take you."

"Thanks." Guessing it was okay to get into his car, I hopped in. I hoped he really was my father's business partner and not some nutty serial killer who hung out at funerals looking for his next victims.

He got out of the car and helped me with my bubbly pink, sparkly suitcase. I got in the passenger seat and luxuriated in the warmth of the car. Now that I was in his car, I had a better chance to look at the man who bought into my father's business. He was dressed in expensive, well-tailored clothing, his shoes were shined, and he looked like he worked out regularly. He had a dark five o'clock shadow that looked good on him, and he even smelled nice. Too bad he reminded me of my cheating, deadbeat ex-husband.

I looked at the streets as we drove toward my childhood home in Baltimore county. Turning to Jason, I said, "I haven't spoken to my father in years, and we barely had a relationship while he was alive.”

"Your father often talked about the estrangement between the two of you. I think he regretted not being able to resolve the issues between the two of you.” 

"Yeah, well, according to my mother, he and I both could be pretty stubborn when we set our minds to it.” 

"Do you have any idea how long you'll be in Maryland because? I want to talk to you about your father?" 

"I don't know. I don't have any immediate plans."

"I can see you don't know about your father's last wishes." 

"Mister, I have been on a bus for hours and hours. The ride was horrendous, and I had to threaten to hurt a passenger sitting beside me."

"The person you were sitting beside was very irritating?"

"No. I thought he was pretty decent until he offered me five bucks to go into the bathroom to have sex with him. I was disgusted." 

"Because the pervert asked you for sex?"

"No, it was because the dirt-bag had assumed I was a prostitute, and the creep only offered me five dollars. I know I looked bad, but I didn't look cheap or desperate. I changed my seat. Then I sat across from a couple. They said they were looking for work and had just enough money to get to Chicago. When I pulled out my sandwich to eat, they stared at it so hard that I gave it to them. They said they hadn’t eaten at all that day. 

So right now, my brain is frazzled, and I can't think straight. All I want to do is eat and rest. We can discuss my dad's wishes at another time."

"Okay, when you told my clerk you would be here for your father's funeral, I had your father's house cleaned, and I had the refrigerator stocked with food. I'll let you get some rest, and we'll talk later."

Later sounded good to me. I needed the tall, good-looking man to stop talking.  Then I suddenly realized he had one of those cars that could warm the seats. My butt started to thaw out. I was so tired; I sank lower in the car seat. Soon my eyes closed. I didn't realize I had fallen asleep until I heard, "You’re here.”

I opened my eyes and stared up at my childhood home. Relief flooded through me. I was finally home. Jason turned to me and handed me a set of keys. “You’ll need these to get in.” Then he went to retrieve my suitcase. He asked, “Do you need anything before I leave?”

I thanked him for the ride and said, “Thanks for everything. I’ll be fine.” 

I stood on the sidewalk and looked up at the home that contained so many memories. I sat my suitcase down and took a deep breath.  The house was an old Victorian with lots of rooms and great places for a child to play hide and seek. 

As I entered the house, a flood of youthful memories came back. I was still standing in the entrance hall when I heard a woman’s voice coming from the living room. I remembered my father had used it as a study. The woman was muttering, “Damn, that man. He could have told me where it was hidden.” Looking around for a weapon, I picked up a vase I found on the entryway table. Then I crept towards the intruder.

I crept into the office and saw the woman who had been weeping her eyes out at my father’s graveside. I held the vase up to throw it. The woman looked up at me and gave a blood-curdling scream that made my hair stand up on end. I dropped the vase and screamed even louder than her. She clutched her hands over her heart and had the nerve to say. “You scared me.”

I retorted, “Well, you scared me. Who are you? And what are you doing here?”

The woman had the audacity to smile at me and asked in a friendly manner, “You’re Hannah, aren’t you? I was your father’s secretary and his friend. I was looking for some of your father’s papers. I typed them up before he died, and I was checking to see if he had signed and mailed them.” Still smiling, she said, “I can do this another time. I’ll come back after you’re settled, and I’ll just let myself out.” 

I watched her as she walked to the door and left. I put the deadbolt on the door and attached the security chain. Exhausted, dragging my suitcase, I headed for the kitchen to find something to eat and drink. As I walked toward the kitchen, I noticed that my dad had not changed the house much since I had left home. 

After checking out the contents in the refrigerator, I made a sandwich and ate it. Afterward, I drank some water. I couldn’t locate any alcohol. Then I slowly walked up the stairs to my old bedroom. I flopped down on the bed and closed my eyes. I hadn’t had a good night’s sleep since my divorce. Soon I was in dreamland. Hours later, I woke up and used the bathroom. Still feeling tired, I returned to my bedroom and fell back on the bed. Minutes later, I closed my eyes and was asleep again.

The next morning, I woke up to the glorious smell of coffee and pancakes. At first, I thought I was dreaming. The scent reminded me of the breakfast our housekeeper used to make on Fridays just for me.  I got up and followed my nose. I was surprised to see our old housekeeper sitting in the kitchen. She was drinking a cup of coffee. When she saw me, she squealed with happiness and stood up with her arms open wide. 

I ran over and hugged her. My parents divorced when I was little. Miss Gabriella had been the person who took care of me while I was visiting my father each summer. I asked her, “Miss Gabriella, what are you doing here?”

“Mr. Mitchell had me come in yesterday to clean the house. Now I’m here to work for you. Since your father passed, I’ve been sitting at home, getting bored. I decided I need to work.”

I pulled away from her. “Miss Gabriella, I would love for you to work here, but I can’t pay you. I recently got divorced. My husband divorced me to marry his wealthy girlfriend. He took everything and left me with nothing. I only have fifteen dollars to my name.”

“I knew that man was no good the moment I laid eyes on him.” She groused. Then Gabriella snapped her fingers, and her eyes lit up. “I have a great idea. I know what you can do; you can ask Mr. Jason for a job. He’s a good man.”

“I don’t want to work there.” 

“How much money did you say you have? You too good to work someplace that for years put food on your table and clothes on your back?”

“You know how I resented my dad’s business. He let it destroy our family. Besides, I don’t know anything about detective work.”

“Well, Mr. Jason can teach you all you need to know. Then when you draw a salary, you can pay me. Sit down and eat. Then you need to take a shower and go to the  Paramount Agency to tell Mr. Jason you are there to work.”
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JASON LOOKED LIKE HE couldn’t believe I was in his office, asking for a job. I knew I didn’t look like much, but I had tried to make myself presentable. It’s hard to be presentable when you don’t have the clothes to pull it off. I was wearing an ill-fitting shirt and a pair of torn, baggy mom jeans.

Politely, he asked me to have a seat. Then he asked me, “Um, Miss Davis, have you had an opportunity to read your father’s will?”

“No,” I said politely. 

I think you should read your father’s will as soon as possible. Now tell me about the experience you have in detective work.”

Not really thinking, I said, “I’ve worked as a waitress, and I was once a security guard in a shopping center. I’ve done all kinds of work in the last ten years. I was the only person in my marriage who worked. My husband constantly complained of back problems after we got married. When he did work, he never held a job for more than a week before getting himself fired. So I worked wherever I could.

“I’m sorry you had such a tough time. However, private detective work requires more than walking around a shopping center in a uniform trying to look tough.”

I slanted my head and repeated, “Trying to look tough. Are you making fun of me? If you are, let me tell you what tough is. My ex-husband insulted me every day for ten years using words I wasn’t even aware that he knew, and when he ran out of those insults, he used a dictionary to look up more.”

Jason looked like he didn't know whether to laugh or frown. He didn’t know if I was kidding or not. I wasn’t. I looked at him steadily and waited for him to ask his next question.

“As you are aware, this is a serious business. Now there are five people employed here who depend on this company for their livelihood. Your father and I worked very hard to keep this business afloat. You have limited experience, but maybe we can use you initially for some undercover work. We still get a divorce case every once in a while.” 

I suddenly had a revelation. I interrupted him, “Excuse me, but do you know if my father left me any part of this business? I was his last living relative.”

“You are, but I advise you to read your father’s will soon. He specified some conditions you have to meet before you can inherit his half of the company.”

I frowned. “What kinds of conditions?”

“You’ll have to read the will. Your father was facing bankruptcy when I came along. Now we’re solvent and are just making enough to keep the doors open. I invested all of my money into the business when I became your father’s business partner. 

“So, if I meet these conditions, I can sell you my half of the company?” 

“Nope, sorry, Miss Davis. Everyone here has to pull his or her own weight, or the company doesn’t make money. If the company doesn’t earn any money, nobody gets paid. That includes you and me. And you can call me Jason. You can start learning the business tomorrow. Did you ever receive a letter from your father before he passed away, letting you know how he included you in his will?” 

“No. I haven’t heard from my father in years.”

“Maybe he left you a copy someplace in his house.”  

“Once I get home, I’ll ask Gabriella if she knows if my father left me a copy. Also, I can ask my father’s secretary. After the funeral, I found her in my father’s study.” 

“Why would somebody claiming to be your father’s secretary be in his house?”

“I assumed she worked for you.”

“What did she look like?”

“She was at the gravesite. She was the woman who was crying.”

“Oh, that was Yvonne. She quit working here after your father got sick. We really didn’t have a need for her once your father was no longer able to work here.”

“That’s odd. She said she was looking for some papers my father had needed to sign.”

“That’s strange. If I were you, I’d think about changing all of the locks on the house and installing a security system.”

That is not going to happen any time soon, I thought to myself. I was down to my last ten dollars. By the time I catch the bus back to my father’s house, I’ll have only eight. 

Keeping my disappointment to myself, I thanked Jason for letting me know I could own part of the business if I met the conditions in the will. I reluctantly asked him when I should begin learning the business and getting some experience.

“You can start tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?” I asked stupidly. 

“Is there a problem with starting tomorrow?”

“ No.” I steeled myself and gave him what I thought was my professional look, and asked, “What time should I be here?”

“8:00 A.M. We try to run a professional office, Miss Davis.” He said as he frowned at the thrift store clothes I was wearing. I didn’t take offense. I knew how I looked.

I was lost in thought as I rode the bus back home. I wondered why the woman calling herself my father’s secretary had been in his house searching through his papers. I also wondered if my father had left me a note letting me know that I owned part of the business he had started before he married my mother. Finally, I wondered how I was going to afford to look professional when I only had eight dollars to my name.

When I got back to my father’s house, Gabriella was sitting at the kitchen table. She asked, “Did Mr. Jason give you a job?”

“Yes, he did. He also said I was part-owner of the business.”

“That’s great,” exclaimed Gabriella.

“He said my father left a will, and I should read it immediately. Do you know if he left a copy here in the house?”

“Your dad gave me an official-looking letter to keep before he passed away. He asked me to put it someplace safe.”

“Where is it?”

“I put it in the safest place I know. I put it in your father’s bible.”

Gabriella got up and came back with the bible. I opened it, read the will, and gasped. My dad had left me half of his business, his car, and the house if I worked with Jason for ninety days. Within those ninety days, I had to prove to Jason that I could handle being a private investigator. If I couldn’t, then Jason would inherit everything. I fumed after I read the will. It was just like my father. Once again, he was ensuring that his business continued, even if his family didn’t.

I sat at the kitchen table, fuming. My mother divorced my father because he put the success of his business before his family's well-being. Before their divorce, she had begged him to devote more time to his family. He had ignored her.

When I told Gabriella what the will said, she patted my hand. I also told her Jason implied that I had to earn it if I wanted to have any part in the business.

I said despondently, “Jason told me to look professional tomorrow. I don’t know how I’m going to do that. I can’t afford to buy anything. My ex-husband took everything I had. He even sold our furniture without me knowing it. When I came home from work one day, our apartment was empty, except for the note he left me asking for a divorce.”

“You poor thing.” Gabriella got up and held me, rocking me back and forth.

Tears formed in my eyes. I told her, “I drank anything I could get my hands on for two weeks straight. I had to sell my clothes to get here. They were the only things he left in the apartment.”  

“Don’t you worry, and don’t drink anymore. I have a niece about your size. I’ll call her and ask her to bring over some of her work clothes. My niece has so many clothes she’ll never wear them all.”

“Thank you, Gabriella,” I said as I dried my eyes. 

After sitting down, I asked her about the lady I found searching through my father’s papers when I had entered the house. “Mr. Mitchell thought she was Yvonne, my father’s old secretary.”

Gabriella spat, “That puta.”

I looked at Gabriella, surprised. She rolled her eyes and continued, “That gold-digger could barely type or answer the phones correctly. She latched on to your father as soon as she got a job at Paramount Investigations. Your father was lonely, and Yvonne pretended to care for him as long as he was well and let her spend his money. When he got sick, she went looking for greener pastures.”

“Oh.” That was all I could say. I had never heard Gabriella call someone a whore before.

“You’ll need money to get to work and to buy lunch for a couple of weeks. No one has touched your dad’s clothes since he passed. Your father used to leave money in his pockets all the time. He would buy something and would put the change in his pockets, and then forget about it. You can check in the closet. When I took his clothes to the dry cleaners, they always found money in his pockets.”

I hugged Gabriella again. “Thanks for everything. I don’t know what I would do without you.”

Going up to my father’s room made me hesitate momentarily. It took me a few seconds before I could even open his door. I began living with my father again at nineteen after my mother passed away. The last time I saw my father, I had argued with him. I still felt so guilty. I had been appalled to learn my father, without my knowledge, had investigated the man I wanted to marry. My father had told me the man I loved had a long history of using women. I
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