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Chapter One
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Dee saw the big, black SUV barreling straight toward her, and it wasn’t slowing down. Instead, it looked as if it was picking up speed. She realized it was going to crash right into the store. She screamed as the SUV jumped the curb and came up over the sidewalk. Frozen and horrified, she watched as it crashed through the large front plate-glass window. The SUV stopped in the middle of the Precious Jewels showroom floor, and four masked men jumped out. When Dee peeked through the glass counter, she was cowering behind; she realized they had on caricature masks of deeply wrinkled old men.

She could tell from the men’s bodies they weren’t old but young and fit. To hide their identifying features, in addition to the masks, they were all wearing long-sleeved, black polo shirts, brown cargo pants, white gloves, and black knit hats. Three men held hammers and big, brown cotton sacks. The fourth man held a deadly-looking shotgun. The one with the shotgun screamed, “Nobody move, and no one gets hurt!” Nobody in the store moved a muscle as everyone froze in terror.

Dee couldn’t believe it; a smash-and-grab robbery was happening right in front of her. The thieves quickly moved around the store, smashing glass counters and grabbing as many diamonds, watches, and other precious jewelry pieces as fast as they could. Dee was the nearest to the store’s silent alarm. She tried to inch toward the alarm, but the gunman holding the shotgun pointed it directly at her and said gruffly, “Bitch, I told you not to move.” She froze, and to her dismay, she started to hiccup. The gunman continued to wave the gun around and would constantly bring the gun back to her face.

Dee cursed her luck. When she was nervous, she got the hiccups. He hollered, “Stop that damn noise!” The more he waved the gun, the louder she hiccupped. Finally, she covered her mouth with her hands in an attempt to get her hiccups under control. She didn’t want to get shot just because she couldn’t control her involuntary throat tics.

It seemed like forever, but in less than sixty seconds, the robbers had grabbed thousands of dollars in precious jewelry and watches. As quickly as the thieves had entered the store, they exited it, jumping into another car parked at the curb and speeding away. Everyone in the store was left paralyzed with shock. Dee’s hiccups suddenly disappeared.

There were five glass counters in the store, and their boss always had at least three employees working each shift. Precious Jewels had been robbed before but never in broad daylight. The first time the store had been robbed, the thieves had shimmied through a basement window in the middle of the night to enter the showroom. They merely opened the showroom cases and emptied the contents. This time the brazen thieves had struck in the middle of the day and practically demolished the front of the store in their haste to grab as much loot as they could.

Once the startled employees got over the shock of being robbed in broad daylight, they started to check with each other and with the customers who were still in the store to make sure no one was hurt. The terrified customers were still huddling in corners. Dee finally gathered her wits and hit the store’s silent-alarm button.

Dee reluctantly notified the store’s owner, Mr. Daily. She told him the store had been robbed and that he needed to get there immediately. She took charge of the situation and asked all of the customers to stay until the police arrived. She warned the employees not to touch anything until the police got there. She knew that they always advised witnesses not to leave the premises in the cop shows she was fond of watching.

Dee had been working in the store for one year. She had considered herself pretty lucky when she got the job. She made a good salary and was happily involved with a nice guy she had met after relocating to The Big Apple. In college, she had majored in jewelry design and had gotten the first job she had interviewed for at Precious Jewels. Mr. Daily had offered her the job the next day.

Mr. Daily, a pleasant older gentleman who had been in the jewelry business for the past forty years at the same shop, had known as soon as he saw her; she was perfect for the job. He had numerous regular customers who had been coming to him for years to purchase jewelry because the shop had a good reputation for good-quality items and excellent service. Dee had considered herself lucky to get the job. Now she wondered if she had made a bad career choice.

After a couple of minutes, she heard police sirens. Four squad cars pulled up to the store, sirens blaring. When the officers entered the store, Dee could see the surprised expressions on their faces when they saw the big, black SUV sitting abandoned inside the middle of the store’s showroom floor.

Seconds later, the officer in charge pulled up to Precious Jewels, got out of his police cruiser, and walked into the store with his hand on his weapon. He asked, “Who is in charge here?” He was a middle-aged guy and was starting to go bald. He was wearing a crisp uniform and looked as if he was used to being in authority. No one answered immediately. Then Dee gulped and timidly raised her hand. In a squeaky voice, she said, “Officer, I guess I’ll have to do; I’m the senior salesperson.”

The cop asked her, “Who is the owner?” She gulped again and gave him the owner’s name and address. Another officer checked to make sure everybody was OK. Everyone said they were OK but still a little shaken up. The police asked each customer if they could give a description of the thieves. No one had noticed anything other than the color of the thieves’ clothes, the man waving the shotgun, the masks they had been wearing, and the shotgun one of them was waving around.

The policeman asked Dee if anyone had touched the SUV since it had plowed into the showroom. She replied, “I asked everyone to stay away from it until the police got here.” The officer in charge asked if anyone got the license number of the getaway car. The robbery had happened so quickly that no one had bothered to write down the getaway car’s license plate number.

While Dee was giving the officer her statement, Mr. Daily, the sixty-year-old store owner, walked into his showroom, stepping gingerly over the shards of glass littering his beloved showroom floor. His mouth fell open when he saw the destruction.

Mr. Daily was a small, even-tempered man. He considered his store to be a place of elegance and beauty. He arrived at his shop wearing a brown cashmere overcoat, a gray suit, and a pair of black well-shined shoes. His well-combed white hair was windblown all over his head. Things rarely rattled her boss. The only way Dee could tell that her boss was rattled was the way he kept running his hands through his hair.

The officer in charge took Mr. Daily aside to talk to him. Dee could see Mr. Daily gesturing frantically around the store. The officer talking to him took a statement. He told Mr. Daily he would need a list of the items stolen and the amount the stolen articles were worth.

After Mr. Daily had finished talking to the officer, he called Dee over and said, “The officer said a tow truck is coming to take the SUV away. Once that’s done, please get the place swept up. I’ll get the windows boarded up and call the insurance company.”

Dee immediately moved to the broom closet. She and the other employees worked until everything was cleaned up and the store was finally boarded up. Later Mr. Daily called them into his office and gave them the bad news. He was going to have to close the store for a month. Dee wasn’t too worried. She had some money saved, and losing a paycheck for a few weeks wouldn’t really hurt her too much.

When she had done all she could to help straighten the store, she was wiped out. She wanted to get home to her apartment and put her feet up. She took the subway home. As soon as she had sat down on her sofa, she got a call from her boyfriend, Jeremy.

He asked, “Hey babe, how are you?”

“You won’t believe what happened today.”

“Someone at the office told me they heard Precious Jewels was robbed today. You weren’t hurt, were you?”

“No, I’m fine. I’m still a little shaken up; that’s all. And Mr. Daily is going to close up the shop for four weeks. I won’t get a check for a month. Do you want to come over tonight to cheer me up? I can make your favorite dinner, and we can spend a cozy night here at my apartment.”

Jeremy surprised her when he said, “Ah, sorry, babe, I have something else I have to do tonight. If I could change my plans, I would.”

Jeremy had never turned down free food and sex before. Her boyfriend loved her cooking, and he could look at her and be ready for sex instantly.

Something didn’t feel right to Dee.
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Chapter Two
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The next morning was sunny and cool. Dee went outside to get her newspaper. Brazen smash-and-grab robbery headlined an article about the theft at Precious Jewels. She groaned; now everybody she knew would know about the robbery and would call her.

Her attitude brightened a little when she saw her neighbor Mr. Jenkins who lived across the street. She waved to him, and he waved back. Dee liked Mr. Jenkins. He was a good old soul, but he was going a little senile. He generally was harmless. He called to her, saying, “You wouldn’t be seeing me soon because I’m going to be invisible for the rest of the day.” She smiled and said, “OK, good to know, Mr. Jenkins. See you later.” He said, “No, you won’t.”

When she had moved into her first-floor apartment in the brownstone, her neighbors had warned her not to stare across the street at Mr. Jenkins’ windows, or she might see him strutting around his apartment, showing his aging, skinny body to anyone glancing toward his windows. He never bothered to close his curtains because, for some unknown reason, he really thought he became the “Invisible Man” whenever he shed his clothes.

In spite of his strange quirks, Mr. Jenkins was still a good neighbor. When packages came for her, he held them for her. He also shoveled the snow from the front of her door and was the single-block watcher. He often called the police to report anything he saw suspicious. He called so often that the desk sergeant had come to know when Mr. Jenkins was having a “senility episode.”

Later in the day, after she had finished cleaning her apartment, there was a knock at her door. When she opened the door, there were two men standing there. Their clothes screamed law enforcement. The men were total opposites. One was a handsome, young, and tall African American. The other man was an ordinary, older, and squat Caucasian. The younger man flashed a badge at her and said, “Hello, ma’am, my name is Derrick Branch. The older man added, “My name is Joseph Craig. We’re with the FBI.”

Dee gasped and placed her hand over her chest. “The FBI...why is the FBI at my door?” Having watched too many detective shows where people used phony IDs to get into homes, she asked suspiciously, “Hey! Let me see those badges again.” They pulled out their badges again so that Dee could examine them closer. Derrick said, “I can assure you these badges are real.” She really had no idea what a real FBI badge looked like, but she wasn’t about to admit that to them.

The younger man asked, “Can we come in?” Dee swallowed and reluctantly allowed them into her apartment. She watched them nervously as they looked around her apartment. She saw what their eyes saw—a modestly furnished apartment. There was absolutely nothing expensive in her apartment. She couldn’t really afford anything but cheap secondhand furniture and pictures she found at Goodwill for her walls. She had a drab brown couch; a wooden coffee table; a bedroom set; and a small, cheap kitchen table with two chairs. Mr. Daily paid her a good salary, but she was still paying off her college loans and saving every penny she could. She prided herself on being thrifty. When someone teased her about pinching her pennies, she proudly proclaimed she could pinch a penny until it cried.

She invited the agents to sit down on her brown lumpy sofa. Derrick informed her one of the pieces stolen during the robbery had appeared on the Internet. Then he asked her directly, “Ms. Carter, were you involved in any way with the robbery at Precious Jewels?” She exclaimed, “What?” and looked as though she would pass out from fright.

Agent Craig gave her a moment to compose herself and passed her a picture. It showed a picture of a piece of jewelry that was currently appearing on an Internet site. She jumped up from her chair and almost screamed. The piece of jewelry he showed her had been designed and crafted by her. She had spent weeks working on the piece. The necklace had a fourteen-karat braided gold chain with precious and semiprecious stones embedded in tiny leaves that circled the chain.

She had hoped having the piece in Mr. Daily’s showcase would eventually get her creativity and skill noticed by the right people. She had spent lots of energy and time crafting the exquisite necklace. She had practically begged Mr. Daily to allow her to design and make the necklace. She wanted it to be perfect when it was displayed.

Derrick said, “Ms. Carter, you seem especially upset to see this piece on the Internet.”

“You would be too if you saw your baby for sale on the Internet.”

Derrick looked perplexed and repeated, “Your baby?”

Dee explained, “I worked on that piece for weeks. I agonized over the design. I made sure each jewel was perfectly set. I looked through catalogs for days, searching for the right stones. Yes, it was my baby. I gave birth to it with a lot of sweat and tears.”

Derrick stared at her as if amused by her answer and slowly said, “OK.” The look he gave her indicated he thought she might be missing a few brain cells. Then he cleared his throat and plowed on, saying, “The person selling the piece is calling himself ‘Dwight.’ Do you have any idea who this ‘Dwight’ might be, Ms. Carter?”

Dee took a moment too long to answer the FBI agent. She knew a “Dwight” all right. The only Dwight she knew was her boyfriend’s best friend. He was a tall, scrawny, bald guy in his thirties. She detested Dwight. He was as dumb as a doorknob and sneaky as a snake. He was always dating several women at the same time and was always lying to all of them. When she asked Jeremy why he was friends with Dwight, he only replied, “Dwight’s only a buddy. I can’t dictate what he does with his life.”

Agent Craig asked her, “Do you know a Dwight who might have access to the stolen jewelry?” Dee thought for a minute and then disclosed, “My boyfriend has a friend named Dwight, but he couldn’t possibly have anything to do with the robbery.” Dee looked from one detective’s face to the other. She couldn’t determine what either one of them was thinking.

Derrick asked, “Ms. Carter, can you give us Dwight’s address?”

Her mind went blank. She realized she didn’t know Dwight’s address. Jeremy had never taken her to Dwight’s house, and she had never bothered to ask Jeremy where Dwight lived.

Agent Branch asked Dee if she could instead give him her boyfriend’s address. She reluctantly complied. She knew Jeremy wouldn’t be happy having his name mentioned to the FBI. She said, “Sure, but I’m sure his friend isn’t the Dwight who posted the necklace on the Internet. He’s not my favorite person, but I can assure you he’s not a thief.”

After a few more questions, the agents left Dee’s apartment. She felt unsettled after the FBI agents departed. She decided she better call Jeremy to tell him about the visit from the FBI. Reaching for her cell phone, she dialed his work
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