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  About the Book


If you can make it here, you can make it anywhere. 
When amateur sleuth Becky Robinson lands a small part on a hit TV show filming in the Big Apple, she expects lights, camera, action—not murder.
The notorious Unlucky 7, a group of expelled high school students with a grudge, are back in the headlines after twenty years. Between takes, Becky is tasked with unraveling the mystery from director Scary Kerri’s old neighborhood, which left a whistleblower dead and the wrong man behind bars.
Juggling her detective duties with obligations on set, Becky digs deeper to uncover long-buried secrets and a trail of suspects with motives as murky as the Hudson River. But when the glitz and glamor of New York City conspire to maintain the coverup, Becky must act quickly before she becomes the next victim. 
Can Becky navigate the treacherous waters of showbiz and earn the trust of her director? Or will the truth remain hidden beneath the bright lights of the city that never sleeps?
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  1
Jump the Shark


Winter transformed New York City into a magical wonderland, enveloping the iconic skyline and bustling streets into something I previously only imagined on a postcard. 
Traveling from my hometown straight to the Big Apple was a shock to the system. The loudest noises in Lake Falls came from ornery cattle or the crowd at a high school football game. But the ambiance in NYC centered around the constant hum of activity. From honking cabs to the buzz of the subway, people were always on the move at all hours of the night.
Street vendors with caps supporting their favorite team sold hot dogs, pretzels, and roasted chestnuts to bustling people on the go. Which meant they didn’t like people who asked questions and held up the line. On my first night, I tried to order a hot chocolate to warm my bones but I was scared off when the Jets fan yelled at me for taking too long to decide. The encounter left me gun shy and by day two in the city, I’d yet to try anything not provided by craft services. Partially because I was crazy busy but mostly because I was a chicken.
The cast took a shuttle from the hotel to our shoot location at Washington Square Park but on the rare occasion I wandered into the wild, I felt like a silly tourist. I might as well be wearing an ‘I heart NY’ sweatshirt and a foam Lady Liberty hat.
The makeup woman stuffed napkins in the collar of my NYPD uniform and touched up my red nose. “Yous Californians must not be used to the cold. All looking like Rudolph. I should be asking you to lead my sleigh through Battery Park at night.”
I shivered and blew into my hands. “I’m from Texas and snow like this is a foreign concept.”
“Not for nothing, but it helps to keep moving.” She smacked bubble gum. “When the director talks to the writers and then they pull in script continuity, it’s never a quick break.”
“Good to know, thanks.”
The director, Scary Kerri McGregor bustled my way. Her French tips clicked a thick script. “Hey, Becky. I want to discuss some changes with you.”
Uh-oh. They shut down filming a few minutes earlier to address issues in the script. But the fire in Kerri’s eyes made me think I did something wrong.
“Why do you look like you saw a ghost? Are you feeling alright?” She twisted to the makeup artist. “Did we run out of rouge? She looks dead.”
I squeezed my eyes closed as blush slapped onto my cheeks. “Did I… uh… make a mistake?”
I was hired on Prime Suspect to play a beat cop on location in New York City. A dream come true. I couldn’t blow this on my first day. In a season full of episodes, I only had a handful of lines as the detectives arrived on the scene of the various murders. How could I mess things up so quickly?
“We need to drop the stutter?”
“The uh… s… the stutter?”
“Yeah.”
My forehead wrinkled. “I thought that’s what landed me the part.”
“You stood out in the audition but now you’re standing out too much. It’s a distraction.”
“Gotcha.”
“What other accents can you do?”
My throat swelled and I worried I wouldn’t manage a single word much less a passable New Yorker accent. It was hard enough to channel something in the audition.
I sucked in a deep breath. Calm down, Becky. You are terrific at identifying accents. How difficult can it be to mimic one?
My mouth twisted as I struggled to think of an actress from New York. Names fizzled on the tip of my tongue. “Oh, I remember the first time I made pot roast and I cooked it so high it caught fire…”
Kerri glared. “Who is that, Edith Bunker? Next.”
I cleared my throat. “Are you going down to the lodge again? How one man can bowl so often I’ll never know.”
“Alice Kramden?”
“Wilma Flintstone.”
“Same thing.” Kerri rolled her eyes. “Can you do any voices post the Carter administration?”
My nose scrunched and I jumped into a high-pitched nasal with an annoying laugh. “I got style, I got flair. Oh, Mr. Sheffield.”
“Definitely not Nanny Fine.” She stuck out her hip. “We don’t all sound like cartoons, you know. Some of our accents are a little more subtle.”
So, I guess that rules out mimicking Kerri. I snapped my fingers. “The defense is wrong.” I exaggerated the last word ala Marisa Tomei.
“My Cousin Vinny? Really?” Kerri dismissed me with a flick of her manicured hand. “Keep working on it. And remember to keep it understated and believable.”
“Yes ma’am.”
The producer, surrounded by the two most difficult actors on set, waved her arms in the air in a ‘yoo-hoo’ motion. Kerri’s head fell back in defeat. “Oy, vey. I’m not going to survive two weeks with these lunatics. I just won’t.” She rubbed her temples. “Do you want to trade? You can be the showrunner and I’ll play a cop.”
“You can do the accent seamlessly.”
“I don’t have an accent. What are you talking about?”
I thought about challenging her with the fact that ‘talking’ didn’t have a W sound but let the matter drop. She wasn’t called Scary Kerri for nothing.
As I wandered to craft services for a snack, I racked my brain for a subtle New Yorker I could emulate that fit her criteria. But the only voices I came up with were on sitcoms.
I zipped my duty jacket and scanned the crowd for a friendly face. I only recognized Ashton Ashley and she was far from friendly.
“Psst, Robinson. Yo.” A man whistled from behind the police barrier.
I glanced over my shoulder and pointed at my chest. “Me?”
He nodded. “Come here.” The guy wore a bulky plaid coat and wavy brown hair to his collar.
I cocked my head to the side as I spotted a bulge on his right hip. If working on a detective show taught me anything, it was how to tell if someone packed heat.
The uniformed cop charged with keeping civilians off the set darted eyes at me. “Do you know him?”
“Nuh-uh.”
“Relax, Boss. I’m on the job.” The longhaired man flashed a badge. He smiled as he weaved around the barricade. “Come on, Beckers. You seriously don’t recognize me?”
“Sorry.”
He twisted his head to the side. “Family nose?”
“Wait, are you Jimmy Romano?” My forehead wrinkled. “You got huge.”
“Since I was about four-eleven and seventy-five pounds when I last saw you, I’ll take that as a compliment. And not the insult it sorta sounded like.”
“I didn’t recognize you.” I glanced around the set. “How did you find me?”
“My cousins, Sam and Liz, told me to look you up.” He pointed a thumb at his chest. “Thought this goombah might make a swell Hollywood police consultant.”
“They mentioned you worked for the NYPD but I didn’t realize you were a detective.”
“Not yet.” He gestured to his plain clothes. “I work anticrime, so we spend a lot of time on the streets.”
“What type of crime do you investigate?”
He motioned across the block to a pizza joint. “See Famous Original Dino’s?”
“Yeah.”
“Well, last week we busted the owner for being neither original nor named Dino.” Romano smirked. “That’s pizza humor. Because New Yorkers take their pies so seriously. You aren’t laughing.”
“I am on the inside.”
“Alright, so where’s your favorite slice? I’ll tell you if you’re wrong.”
I tilted my police cap. “I haven’t tried any local cuisine yet.”
“And you’ve been here how many days?” He rocked on his heels. “We gotta remedy that. When’s your next ‘take five’ or whatever Hollywood people call it.”
“Break?”
“Yeah, that’s it.”
My gaze darted to the growing meeting that now involved Kerri, the lead actors, the producer, two of the writers, and my best friend – the second assistant director. I squinted to read their lips, curious about the discussion.
Ashton flipped luscious blonde locks over her shoulder. “I don’t think my character would react that way. It doesn’t seem realistic.”
“How is a guy being railroaded for a crime he didn’t commit unrealistic?” Kerri asked. “An innocent buddy of mine is being sent up the river on murder charges as we speak. It happens.”
“Maybe, but not for my character. She’s an excellent detective.”
I twisted on my heel. “I think I have some time now.”
“Aces.” Romano rubbed his two-day stubble. “Is that Ashton Ashley?”
“She’s one of the stars of the show. Do you recognize her?”
“Been a hot minute since I’ve seen her. She looks different not behind bars.”
My lips curled. “I meant are you familiar with her work? How do you know her?”
“I don’t.” He grinned. “Moving on.”
It sounded like there was some history there but I’d wait until lunch to pester him with follow-up questions.
Romano motioned to the uniformed cop. “Hey Boss, we’re just stepping out a moment. Do you need to stamp our hand or something?”
“This ain’t an amusement park, Jimmy. Just go.”
My gaze narrowed. “I’m guessing you know him.”
“No yeah, we went to the academy together. He loves it when I rib him.”
I checked the time. “Is this pizza place close? I don’t want to be gone long.”
Romano folded his arms. “Not to question your whole process but I hope you’re not going to talk all sweet and Southern-like when the cameras roll.”
“Texan, not Southern. But for the show, I do a New York accent with a stutter… well I used to. Now I’m workshopping something else because the director/showrunner… it’s a long story.”
“The joint we’re going to is nearby.” He gestured to the radio on his hip. “Has to be since I’m technically on the job as we speak.”
“So, this place has the best pizza in the city, huh? Lofty expectations you’re building.”
“It’s not the best slice but it’s good eatin’ and off the beaten path in my favorite bodega.”
“I heard about those from watching NYPD Blue. They’re like a neighborhood grocery store, right?”
“I guess you could say that.”
The wind picked up and blew garbage across the sidewalk. I stuffed my hands in my jacket and rubbed the hand warmers. “What sort of case are you working? Or can you talk about it?”
“Nothing too exciting.” He shrugged. “My partner and I are sitting on an apartment one block over.”
“Like a stakeout? Who are you after?”
“We’re waiting for a couple of suspects in a robbery to turn up so we can interview them. Been here since two a.m.”
“That’s a really long time.”
“And my partner thinks I’m out fetching his coffee so we better make this quick.” Romano reached for his crackling radio. “Hold on a sec.”
The dispatcher spoke in numbers and despite my Hollywood training, I didn’t grasp the meaning of a 10-13U. Romano offered an equally cryptic retort with Z responding.
He motioned with his thumb. “I’ll meet you at the bodega in five. It’s just down the street. You can’t miss it.”
“Okay.”
I wandered along the sidewalk, narrowly avoiding a sea of people competing in a fast-walking contest. I hopped around a delivery guy on a bicycle and scurried to the store.
The door swung open and a man in a suit blocked my path. I sidestepped and engaged in a quick little jive with the gentleman as we danced in the same direction. “Oops, excuse me.”
His forehead wrinkled and his face contorted as he looked me up and down. “It’s good.” He held open the door. “Officer.”
I chuckled at his confusion. I wore my cop costume but I was completely out of character. It probably looked strange to people who didn’t realize I was in a TV show.
I approached the counter and slipped into my Agent Cornwallis-inspired voice but this time I added a dash of Romano. “H… hey Boss, I’d like two slices of your pepperoni.”
The guy behind the register pointed to the back and a neon pizza sign. “Do I look like the chef?”
“Oh, of course. Thanks.” With a confident step, I practiced my police walk to the back. I fished into my pocket for money and realized my character’s pocket litter consisted of fake bills and props. I stashed my wallet and phone safely in the trailer I shared with two other minor guest stars.
Terrific. I guess Romano will be treating.
The bell chimed as the glass door opened with a slam. I jerked my attention to the front of the store as a man wearing a ski mask barreled inside. He drew the blinds with a yank and used a rolling cart filled with potato chips to barricade the door.
He fired a shot into the ceiling and removed his mask. Cold, dead eyes scanned the store. “Everybody down.” His breathing labored as if he was running from something or someone.
Could he be Romano’s 10-13U?
Panic swept across his face and he pointed the gun directly at me. “Don’t even think about playing hero. Toss your piece and radio over here.”
I swallowed. My NYPD costume didn’t just fool the rude businessman. It made me look like the real deal. But I was a far cry from New York’s finest.
I unzipped my coat and struggled to unbuckle my holster.
“I don’t have all day, Lady Cop.”
“Take it easy.” Sweat beaded down my forehead despite the snow outside.
Leave it to me to bring a prop gun to a stickup.






  
  2
I Only Play One on TV


My heart hammered inside my chest and my icy fingers went numb. The utility belt dropped to the floor with a clank of my prop gun and the jingle of the trick handcuffs. I sucked in a deep breath, reminding myself to stay calm. 
He thinks you’re a cop. You must act like one.
My stomach sank as the crook lifted his ski mask. He didn’t care if we glimpsed his cold, dead eyes. He wiped the sweat from his brow despite the chilly temperatures outside.
I squinted, committing every inch of his face to memory. His prominent nose and wide-shouldered build reminded me of all the New York doormen I crossed paths with in the last few days. Except this fella had a stringy beard covering his thick neck.
The doorman shouted for everyone to remain still as two female partners appeared out of nowhere. Unlike their partner, they wore cheap Halloween masks. One was athletic with dark blonde hair and the other was short and dumpy with a pixie cut.
“Kick the gun over,” the athletic woman said. She spoke with a heavy New Jersey accent.
I did what she said. The prop wouldn’t help me anyhow.
How far away was Jimmy and the rest of the NYPD? He should have been right behind me. Was that why the doorman blockaded the entrance?
My body trembled as I scanned the bodega. How many people were in danger? I counted five adults and a toddler – the Dominican clerk, the elderly Italian woman who made the pizzas, a Wall Street trader in a suit that cost more than my car, a teen with ‘Jamal’ stitched on his letterman, and a young mother with her daughter.
“Aren’t you going to do something?” The mother held her kid close, shielding her from the situation.
“Remain calm and do what they say.”
The short, dumpy woman who smelled of fish gathered hostages in the back of the bodega and lined us up against the pizza counter. “Stay quiet and everyone will make it out of here.”
“What’s the plan?” the doorman asked.
New Jersey paced. “Shut up. I’m working on it.”
I gulped as worried eyes looked to me for guidance. But I only played a cop on TV. My experience in robberies was nil.
The Dominican store clerk chewed the end of an unlit cigar. “Take whatever’s in the register and get out of here.” He held the hand of the elderly pizza maker. “None of us saw nothing. Okay?”
“This isn’t a robbery. If we wanted your money, we’d already be gone.” Jersey tiptoed to peer through the window. “Do you see anyone?”
“Nah, we lost Romano when he went dumpster diving.” The doorman snickered and lowered his mask
Cat’s out of the bag, Tubby.
“Think we should tie this one up so she doesn’t try anything funny?” The fishy woman leaned closer to me and I spotted a name tag under her puffy coat – Lydia of the Clam Shack Diner. That could come in handy later.
My eyelashes fluttered. You are a detective, Becky. Maybe not the take charge Jack Bauer type cop but you’ve faced killers before. At the very least you can keep these guys calm until the real police arrive.
I gestured to my utility belt. “My handcuffs are over there.”
Lydia’s shoulders drooped. “Thanks, I guess.”
“What is it you guys want if not cash?” The clerk glared at me, annoyed I wasn’t stepping up and making arrests on the spot.
“We just want to get out of this mess without going to prison,” Jersey said.
“Taking seven people hostage is a good start.” I pretended to wince as Lydia tightened the handcuffs around my wrists. I spent the last two days playing with the prop and all it took was a little jiggle to break free… when the time was right. In the meantime, I was a neutralized threat. “How about you let the young mother and her toddler go, as a sign of good faith?”
The doorman’s eyes darted to the stroller. “We can’t do that. The door has already been blocked and the cops probably have us surrounded.”
“Why don’t we listen in and see?” Jersey fiddled with my radio. “This stupid thing is busted. Where’s your partner, Lady Cop?”
“Waiting in our prowler a block over.” I jutted my chin to some street. Hopefully, no one quizzed me on my NYC knowledge. Everything I learned about the city came from binge-watching NYPD Blue. “When I don’t come back, Simone is going to come looking for me and you won’t like Bobby when he’s angry.”
“How about a slice of Mrs. Russo’s pie?” the clerk asked. “We might be here a while and I’m sure everyone’s feeling a bit hungry.”
The doorman lifted his mask. “I could eat.”
“You want a slice, we need something in return,” I said. “Let the mom and the kid go.”
“Lady, I already told you. The door’s blocked.”
The clerk pointed. “There’s one around back. It was sealed up almost a year ago but I think we can get it open again.”
Jersey shrugged. “Wouldn’t hurt to have a back door out of here.”
“Watch the hostages.” The doorman wiggled his gun. “You’re coming with me, Pappi.”
With one of the robbers out of the picture, I focused on the female assailants. Jersey came across as the brains of the operation, though the bar was quite low.
“This isn’t helping your cause, ladies. You’re already suspected in the string of bodega robberies throughout lower Manhattan. A hostage situation won’t help your case.”
“What would you suggest?” Lydia asked. “We don’t want to go to prison.”
Jersey waved. “Don’t listen to her. She doesn’t know what she’s talking about.”
“If you have information to trade, the D.A. will take that into account, Lydia.”
She gasped. “How do you know my name?”
“We’ve been onto your gang for a while.” My eyes darted to the door. Where was the cavalry? I listened for sirens but only heard honking cabs. “It’s only a matter of time before this catches up with y’all… you guys.”
Stay in character, Beckers.
“You’re alone and you are grasping at straws.” Jersey pointed her gun at me. “Quit talking or I’ll gag you all.”
I gestured to my chest. “Here’s the thing, ladies, this entire stickup is being captured on my bodycam and is transmitted via a live stream to the two-seven. Also known as exhibit A in your trials. The evidence is stacking up and you need every bit of goodwill you can buy.”
Jersey tensed behind her Hulk mask. “We’ll let the mom and the kid go, okay?”
I nodded to them. “Go ahead.”
“Thank you,” the mom mouthed as she scrambled to the back exit.
Jersey stuck close while the Clam Shack waitress stayed to guard the remaining four.
“What about the teen?” Wall Street pointed to the high school athlete. “Let Jamal go with them.”
Lydia wagged her finger. “No, no. We can’t just let everybody out. First the kid, then the old lady. Soon we’ll have nobody.”
Sirens hummed and grew in intensity. Red and blue lights reflected in the front window. Jersey and the doorman rushed back with the Dominican clerk in tow.
I lifted an eyebrow. “Sounds like you guys are out of time.”
“Is that them?” the doorman asked.
“No, it’s the milkman making his emergency delivery.” Jersey slapped the big guy’s head. “The red and blue lights signal two percent or whole milk and the sirens are to scare away cat burglars who try to take out the truck.”
I channeled Sarah Michelle Geller’s Buffy performance, finally finding my subtle New Yorker accent and attitude. “At this point, you’re abusing sarcasm.”
A megaphone echoed from the street. “Come out with your hands up.”
“They’re here,” Lydia said. “What do we do?”
“Out the back through the secret door,” Jersey said. “The rest of you to the freezer. Now!”
While the doorman and Lydia burst through the storeroom to their exit I switched my focus to the athletic woman from Jersey. I could easily escape my prop handcuffs but how did I go about capturing her? She had twenty pounds of muscle on me, not to mention a pistol.
“You have two minutes until we come in after you,” the megaphone voice yelled.
Jersey’s eyes darted behind the mask and she abandoned the plan to lock us in the freezer. She took off at a dead sprint after her friends.
I broke free from my cuffs and grabbed a can of peaches from the shelf. I hurled it toward a pyramid of canned goods and like a professional bowler who always got her strike, I nailed the base. The cans toppled on top of Jersey, momentarily trapping her.
“Gotcha!” I snapped at the clerk. “Sit on her until the cops bust in.”
“Can do, Boss.”
I recruited Wall Street to help me remove the barricade. “Coming out.”
Cops swarmed and hesitated when they saw me in uniform. But the lapel pins for the fictional twenty-seventh put them on high alert. “Identify yourself. What precinct are you with?”
I lifted my hands into the air. “I’m an actress with Prime Suspect. We’re filming down the street.”
“What? You’re not a real cop?” Wall Street’s eyes widened.
“Two suspects ran out the back. We’re sitting on the third assailant inside.”
“Is anyone hurt?” the sergeant asked as they hustled to secure the scene.
I shook my head. “Is Officer Romano here?”
The plainclothes cop pushed through the crowd and holstered his 9mm. “I leave you alone for two minutes, Robinson, and you go and upstage me?”
“The good news is my acting is on point.” I grinned. “Even the bad guys bought me as one of New York’s finest.”






  
  3
Behind the Eight Ball


Justin Woods hurdled the police barricade, his trench coat flapping in the breeze. Several cops stepped aside, thinking his detective badge was the real deal. 
Romano ran a hand through his hair. “Fellas, seriously? Do we have to go back to the academy to learn how to spot fake shields? He’s another actor.”
The tubby cop with powdered doughnut residue on his chin gripped Justin by the bicep. “End of the road, Actor Boy.”
“I’m with the hero.” He flashed a crooked grin. “Hey Tumbler, think you can score me a backstage pass?”
Romano waved him through. “Don’t tell me this goober is your Hollywood boyfriend. Since when do you go for tall, handsome, and blond?”
“He’s not… we aren’t… officially…”
Justin wrapped me in a hug and my feet lifted off the ground. I still wasn’t totally certain of our relationship status but the hug cleared a few cobwebs. “Everyone is singing your praises back on set.”
“I doubt Sherry is.” The dragon lady producer hated me since my first day as a gopher on Prime Suspect. In her defense, I had just tripped over the dead body of the starring actress. And spilled an entire tray of coffee and bagels.
“She’s in the minority.” He placed his hands on his hips. “So how many thieves did you round up?”
“Just the one.” I jutted my chin to the patrol car. “Her buddies escaped through the back.”
Romano scratched his stubbly jaw. “We’ll need you to come down to the station house to make a statement, Beckers. Once the EMTs give you the all-clear.”
“I’m fine. It’s Jersey who took a pyramid of canned peas to the noggin.”
“Take a few minutes and we’ll roll out.”
Justin frowned. “Do you know that detective, Tumbler?”
“He isn’t a detective. He’s an officer in the anticrime division, which is basically a steppingstone to third grade. At least according to my television knowledge of the force.”
“How many strangers call you Beckers.”
“Didn’t I mention? He’s the cousin of my friends from Lake Falls. Samantha and Lizzie. Remember, you met them.”
Justin tightened his necktie. “How long has he been crazy about you?”
I coughed on air. “Excuse me?”
“Don’t worry, I’m not jealous. Just means I need to step up my game.”
I cleared my throat. “Anywho, can you tell Scary Kerri what happened and that I’ll be back for my scenes as soon as possible so please don’t cut me.”
“Tell her yourself.”
I nearly jumped at the sound of her voice. “How did you make it through the barricade?”
“Shouting and acting like you run the joint will get you far in life, my dear.” She wiggled a French tip at the bodega. “Nice work here. I have an inkling this bust could be your big break.”
“This isn't my first foray into crime fighting, you know. I've solved murders. Quite a few of them, actually.” My brow furrowed. “You were there for one of them.”
Kerri bobbed her head. “Castle Island, I remember.”
I licked my chapped lips and tugged my coat tighter. “So, why is this one my big break? I only sorta caught one thief and the other two escaped.”
“The murder of a lead actress or a producer is the type of thing you sweep under the PR rug,” she said. “But this? You thwarted a bodega robbery on location in New York dressed in your NYPD uniform costume. That's what we call a publicist's dream, Babe. I only wish this happened closer to our release date so we could really make a splash.”
“I guess this means you aren’t mad I’ll be missing this afternoon’s shoot?”
“Mad? I can’t wait to post about this on social media. Maybe even drop an anonymous tip to TMZ. This is awesome.” She pivoted back to the street, her thumbs already flying across her screen.
My head twisted to Justin. “What do you make of this?”
“If Scary Kerri is happy, don’t rock the boat.”
“Solid advice.” My gaze cut to the cruiser. “I better make my statement.”
He snagged my hand and twirled me. “Hey, Tumbler? Try to make this your one mandatory mystery for the duration of the show. Don’t stumble into any homicides during your visit at HQ.”
“I’ll do my best.”

      [image: image-placeholder]Romano screeched the unmarked Dodge Charger to a stop outside the 8th Precinct. The stately, early 20th-century brick building featured a slightly worn façade and arched windows lined with wrought-iron bars. A stone staircase led to the entrance and an old-fashioned lamppost shined on the main door. The precinct's number eight was prominently displayed above the entrance, etched into a weathered stone plaque.
“Welcome to the house.”
“Yo, Jimmy. You can’t park here.” A traffic officer in a little golf cart-looking car waved his ticket book. “You stay and I’ll have you towed.”
“I’m with a witness, Minelli. Give me twenty minutes and I’ll move.”
“You can’t be double parked.”
“Here’s my free pass to park wherever I want.” Romano slapped the Kojak teardrop light onto his roof. “Satisfied, Boss?”
“Your car isn’t going to be here when you come back.”
He dipped his head. “I gotcha but I’ve gone too far so I had to commit.”
As I entered the 8th, a dimly lit lobby with high ceilings and vintage wood paneling greeted me. Frosted-glass lighting fixtures hung low from the ceiling, casting the space in a warm, yellowish glow. The desk sergeant stood at a heavy oak desk that had seen better days. Scuffs and scratches hinted at decades of service.
As the door fluttered closed, papers on the bulletin whooshed. The strange array of topics ranged from community announcements to wanted posters.
I tripped on the corner of a plastic chair as Romano led me to the staircase. “Where are we going?”
“Detective squad. I’ll fix you up in the break room and introduce you to my partner. You’ll make your official statement and I’ll set you up with mug books.”
“Sounds awesome.”
“I wish every witness was as enthusiastic as you.” He hopped upstairs and tossed his camel-colored bomber jacket onto the coat rack.
A blonde detective in her early fifties made a sour lemon expression. “I think you lost count on your way up, Romano.”
“I’m setting this witness up with your mug books.”
She looked me up and down, not impressed by the uniform. “A little late for Halloween, aren’t we?”
“I’m an actress.”
“Good for you.” She rolled her eyes and went on her way.
“Nice lady.”
Romano rubbed his face. “You have no idea.” He stretched for a binder on the third shelf. “You said you got a decent look at the guy, right? What about the second woman.”
“She never removed her mask but I spotted a name tag under her jacket – Lydia of the Clam Shack.”
“Make sure to put that in your statement.”
“Does our Jersey friend run with someone named Lydia and the giant goof I described?”
He smiled. “I can’t tell you that, Robinson. It’s up to you to make the ID yourself. With no influence from me. Capeesh?”
A man in a trench coat with curly hair even longer than Romano’s wandered into the breakroom. “Please tell me there’s coffee left.”
“Full pot. This is my partner, Escobar.” Jimmy lifted a mug. “Can I get you a cup, Beckers?”
“I could go for a Coke. Y’all don’t have Dr Pepper do you?”
Romano leaned into the ancient humming refrigerator. “Pepsi work?”
“I’d rather pour a hot cup of joe on my head.”
He handed me a bottle of water instead.
Escobar sipped the steaming brew. “If you got this handled, Jim, I’ll catch up on some paperwork.”
“I’m going to take a run at the suspect when we’re done here.”
“Okie dokie.”
I twisted my head. “So, are you fellas preparing to start a rock band during your downtime?”
“You’re talking about the hair?” He ran a hand through his locks. “Get the jokes out now because we’ve heard them all – Flow Bros, the Shaggy Duo, the Flowing Fuzz, and my personal favorite the Longhaired Lawmen.”
“Why is it that the New York Yankees have stricter dress code rules than the police?”
“Guess it’s a good thing I could never hit a curve.”
I pointed to the book. “Haven’t seen the doorman yet but here’s a mugshot of Jersey. How is it possible her police photograph, in front of the height dealybob, looks better than my driver’s license picture? I swear the DMV lady waited for my eyes to cross to snap the photo.”
“Her name is Tiff DaSilva.”
“And she is your person of interest in the string of robberies?”
Romano mimed locking his lips. “Ongoing investigation and all that.”
“Here’s her running buddy.” I tapped the book. “I’d recognize his oversized honker anywhere.”
“Dodd Franklin. Nice work.”
“What’s next? Do you pick up the perp and throw him in the pokey until he rats out his other partners?”
“I figured I’d talk to the one we have in custody first.”
I signed and dated my official statement. “It might help my believability if I could sit in on a genuine police interrogation.”
Romano opened the hall door. “Come on then.”
“Really?”
“As long as you don’t go all Sipowicz in there.”
Tiff paced in front of the one-way mirror with her arms crossed. She looked like a caged lion, ready to pounce on the first person who walked through the door. “When can I get out of here?”
“Sit down.” Romano motioned to one of four cold metal chairs encircling the table.
A red light flickered on the ceiling and I wondered if the ancient camera recorded us. I eased into the uncomfortable chair and crossed my legs. But when I peeked over at Romano and noted his confident posture, I mimicked him.
Tiff interlocked her fingers and stared at a dust particle on the table. “I’m thinking maybe I should call my attorney.”
“You can go that route.” Romano nodded. “But the second you ask for one, our conversation ends and I book you on a long list of charges.” He reviewed his notes with a whistle. “Geez Louise. This reads like a CVS receipt.”
“Those things are all circumstantial.”
He gestured to me. “Have you met our star witness?”
Tiff chewed her thumbnail. “That stuff you said about the body cam, that was legit? You’re not just tricking me?”
I tapped the device on my chest. “I was wearing it the whole time.” She didn’t need to know that my body cam was 3D-printed by prop master Herman Stanley and spray-painted black.
Her lips sputtered as she exhaled. “I didn’t even want to do this.”
“Tell us who planned the robberies and we’ll talk about a deal.”
Tiff shook her head. “No way. I’m no rat.”
“Then you’ll serve a full bit,” I said.
Romano glanced at me and back at the suspect. “If you refuse to cooperate, I’m going to offer the same deal to Dodd and Lydia. Think either one of them is strong enough to decline?”
“What if I gave you something bigger and better?” Tiff asked. “I have information about an unsolved murder. I tell you everything if you make this silly robbery thing go away.”
“Seven armed robberies won’t disappear just because you were an accessory to a murder.”
“I didn’t kill the guy. I was in no way involved. I promise.”
I snorted. “Well, if she promises.”
“What do you have for me, Tiff?”
“No way.” She
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