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  SCARLET, SOMETIMES


  Chapter 1


  Jason Callahan was folded over his desk and, for once, he was focused on something utterly pedestrian: his taxes. He had come in early just for that purpose and had intended to work straight through to the end of the day and finish it, no matter what. So far, things were going pretty well and, if he could remember where he had put that receipt for the new camera and computer he had had to purchase, he might get out of the whole thing with a few dollars left in his pocket.


  Down the hall, the elevator dinged loudly, announcing the arrival of his receptionist, Joy, she of the Marilyn Monroe hair and the South Bronx accent. She was quite beautiful and very efficient and, while he had originally interviewed her as a date, he had hired her as an assistant. The date had gone south fast and though it pained him to admit it, they were much better at being friends or co-workers than lovers.


  Joy was smart and loyal and more than once she had saved Jason’s bacon. When times were lean, she took a cut in pay and when times were good, Jason paid her lavish bonuses and brought her flowers and gifts.


  This morning, Joy brought doughnuts and coffee. She breezed through the door in a whisper of a flowered satin dress, balancing the doughnut box in one hand and the coffee tray in the other, all while not losing a grip on the Coach bag which was tucked under her arm.


  “’Morning, boss. I brought doughnuts!” She went straight into his office and set the box carefully on his desk, taking care to keep the coffee tray well away from the papers.


  “Joy, I love you,” Jason beamed, taking a doughnut from the box and accepting the coffee.


  “I know.” Her voice was that of a ’30s gun-moll and Jason adored it. “Sadly, I belong to another.” Then she giggled.


  “I’ll get the eats next time,” Jason said with a wink.


  Joy grabbed a doughnut and made as if to leave, then turned back toward Jason. “I almost forgot. On the way here, I ran into your favorite person.”


  She was taunting him now, her eyes sparkling with a childlike mischief. He couldn’t be sure who she was talking about, but he had a pretty good idea. “Not…”


  “Oh yes! None other than Miss Trina Dane. We passed each other going in and out of the bank. She said she was going to stop over here as soon as she was done there.”


  “Crap!” Jason shoved the last bite of doughnut into his mouth and began shuffling papers around. “Close the door. Tell her I’m not here.”


  Joy cocked one hip and put her head to one side. “You’re gonna try and hide from a psychic?”


  “Not unless you close the door,” he said with mock irritation. He waved her out with his fingers and smiled. “Besides, she’s not psychic. She just gets lucky sometimes.”


  Jason watched her close the door, then sipped his coffee and sat very still, taking care not to move a muscle for fear that the old chair would creak.


  Joy slid into her own chair and re-arranged things on her desk to make room for the coffee. The half-eaten doughnut dangled daintily from two fingers of her left hand as she worked. She had nearly settled in when the elevator dinged and the doors slid open.


  Trina Dane stepped into the short hall, her overly full skirts rustling and the large bag bouncing against her hip as she walked. Her gold hair fell in ringlets and curls about her face and dripped down her back like a caramel coating. She was all smiles. Always.


  “Good morning, Trina,” Joy announced before her guest had even made it into the office.


  “Hi, Joy.” Trina briefly surveyed Joy’s desk and the rest of the outer office. It was devoid of clients, just like always, and bore the faint smell of coffee, doughnuts and Old Spice. “Is the bossman in?”


  “I’m sorry, hon. Jason had a dentist appointment this morning, so he won’t be in for a while.”


  Trina looked right into Joy’s smiling face, her eyes boring holes straight into her brain where, Joy was sure, she could see everything. The corner of Joy’s mouth twitched very slightly.


  “No matter. I’ll just give him a call and leave a voice mail. We can meet up later.” Trina produced her cell phone with a flourish.


  Joy was good at thinking on her feet. She knew all too well that if Trina dialed Jason’s number, the phone would ring on the other side of that door. “You don’t need to bother. I’ll tell him you were here and have him call you the minute he gets in.” Another winning smile. Joy fought to keep the tic out of her face.


  Both women remained motionless for many long seconds, a staring contest during which Joy was certain Trina was reading her mind. She took to thinking about song lyrics to keep the woman at bay.


  “Well, I guess I’ll just be off to work then. Thanks, Joy.” Trina put the phone back in her bag and shored it up on her shoulder.


  “My pleasure, Trina. You have a great day now.”


  Joy watched carefully as Trina walked toward the door, slowly, as though she were counting the steps, delaying her exit. Then Trina spun and marched back. “You know what? I think I will leave that voice mail for him. He might put me off but if he knows why I want to see him, he’ll call me back really fast.”


  Once more, the phone was in her hand. Joy stood, her mouth working, fighting for some legitimate-sounding excuse. Then Trina was thumbing through her contacts, opening the screen…


  Joy was too late. The connection was made and, as Trina studied Joy’s face, the phone in the other room sang out a Sixties rock song. As Joy slumped into her chair, Trina put the phone away and shook her head.


  “Really, Joy, I expected better from you.”


  Trina’s head was still shaking when she burst in through the door, catching Jason in the act of trying to turn his phone off. “Good morning, Mr. Detective.”


  Jason’s face was red and he had forced a smile onto his face. “Trina! It’s good to see you again.”


  “Save it. You should be ashamed of yourself, making your secretary lie for you.”


  Jason sighed and hung his head. “I’m sorry. It’s not you, it’s me. See? I’m trying to get my taxes done and I’m having Joy turn everybody away. Honest.” The half-truth made him feel better about himself, but only a little.


  “You should know better than to try and hide from a psychic,” Trina said, her arms folded over her chest as she dropped into the chair. “And you’re going to feel especially bad about it when you hear what I have to say.”


  Now his curiosity was up. As an offering, he pushed the doughnut box across the desk and grinned sheepishly. “Doughnut?”


  “No thanks. I started my wheat grass cleanse this morning. I’d hate to put all that fat and preservatives into my body now.” She cleared her throat and shifted in her chair.


  He could tell she wanted one. He also knew she wouldn’t give in and take it. “So, what was it you wanted to talk to me about?”


  Out in the hall, the elevator dinged and a small, mousy woman stepped off. Trina had begun to talk and Jason focused on her, ignoring the lady in the hall.


  “Well, I went out with a guy two nights ago. Long story short, we realized early on that we’re meant to be friends and not lovers. Good friends. Anyway, this guy, he’s a partner in a small law firm in East Manhattan. He told me that he’s been having trouble getting good P.I.s to work for them. I mentioned you, told him about a few of our cases together, and he wants you to call him about taking on a few jobs.”


  Jason watched quietly for a moment, mesmerized as she rummaged through her large bag. When she took out a business card and extended it to him, he took it between two fingers, as though it might be dangerous. “Sandusky and Swift. I know these guys. They got that guy off for murdering his wife last year. And he was clearly guilty.”


  “Well, then, it’s a darn good thing you didn’t sit on his jury.” She giggled, standing up and settling her bag on her shoulder once more. “Anyway, give Mr. Swift a call and he’ll hook you up. It could mean a lot of business for you.”


  Jason stood as well, fingertips on the edge of the desk and his face a mask of contrition. “Thanks, Trina. I mean it. You’re a good friend for thinking of me this way.”


  “Any time, Jason. Well, I’m off to work. That astrology column isn’t going to write itself. Let me know how it works out, hm?”


  “Will do. And thanks again.”


  Trina turned to leave and almost ran smack-dab into Joy.


  “Mr. Callahan, there’s a lady out here who wants to speak to you. And Trina, I think you’re gonna wanna stay for this one.” Joy winked at her.


  Trina turned around and shared a puzzled look with Jason. “Okay, I guess the astrology column can wait.” She sat back down.


  “Right this way, miss,” Joy said, sticking her head into the outer office and beckoning for the woman to enter.


  The woman stepped into the doorway, sparing not so much as a thin grin for Joy. Instead, she locked eyes on Jason and smiled. She was a fairly tall woman; mostly legs. Her manner of dress said that she was professional. Her hair was perfectly done, her nails shone. And when she smiled, it was like a thousand lightbulbs had come on. Jason thought sure she would be a super model in another life.


  “Please, have a seat, Miss…” he began, hoping she would fill in the rest.


  “Scarlet. Scarlet Mitchell.” She settled into the green chair with all the grace and style of the aforementioned super model.


  “This is my consultant, Miss Trina Dane.”


  Trina thrust out her hand and gifted Scarlet with a smile. “Pleased to meet you.”


  Jason watched the two shake hands, Trina holding on for a breath longer than was polite. And as she did, her face fell, darkened, became almost morose. Once the woman had reclaimed her hand, Trina settled into the sofa and looked for all the world like a little kid in the principal’s office.


  “So, Miss Mitchell, how can I help you?”


  Scarlet reached behind her and pushed the door shut. The door to the hallway was open and she apparently didn’t want anyone overhearing. Then she cleared her throat, straightened her already perfect skirt, and flashed that smile again.


  “I hear that you specialize in the…shall we say…stranger cases?”


  “That’s right. We take on some tough ones.” Jason flashed a look at Trina and then returned his attention to Scarlet.


  “I remember you were on the TV several years ago for solving the attempted murder of that billionaire. Your name keeps coming up.”


  Jason shifted uncomfortably in his chair and studied his hands. “Well, let’s hope we can help you.”


  Again she cleared her throat, made her hands be still. “Last night, I went home from work. I settled in to watch some TV and eat a frozen dinner. Like I usually do. I woke up this morning in my boss’s apartment. I was lying on the floor and there was blood all over my hands and dress. Several feet from me was my boss, likewise covered in blood and dead as a doornail. His head had been bashed in with one of his many awards and…here’s the kicker…it was still in my hand when I woke up.”


  Jason looked like someone had just slapped him. In fact, if someone had just slapped him, he couldn’t have been any more surprised. He hadn’t taken this woman for a killer; quite the contrary. She seemed very soft-spoken, gentle, meek maybe.


  “And you have no memory of the event?” He sat forward, placed his elbows on the desk.


  “I have no memory of anything after I sat down in my home. I watched the news, finished my dinner. Then I turned on a movie…Lost Horizon, I think it was…I like old movies. I remember the opening credits. I remember the opening scene. And the next thing I knew, it was morning and I was in Walt Decker’s apartment on the floor.”


  “Do you live alone?”


  “Yes, I do.”


  “Does anybody else have a key to your apartment?”


  “Only the super.”


  “There’s no doorman at your building?”


  She giggled. “I don’t make that much money. We have security cameras in the lobby but no, no doorman.”


  “Have you ever blacked out before?” Trina asked, shrugging her shoulders when Jason turned around to glare at her.


  Scarlet looked uncomfortable at that. She licked her very full lips and studied her hands for a moment. “Actually, I have. Twice. The first time, I was ten. My family went on vacation in upper state New York. We stopped to visit my aunt and uncle in Albany, and then we were supposed to go on to Watkins Glen and Niagara Falls. I went to bed at my aunt’s house and didn’t wake up until we were back home again, some two weeks later. I have no recollection of the trip at all.”


  “Hm.” Jason screwed up his face and chewed his lip. “And the other time?”


  “In college. It was right before exams. I was in another person’s dorm room. There were four of us studying there, two girls and two boys. None of us were dating. The next thing I remember, I woke up in one boy’s dorm room, in his bed. Exams were over. I had passed with an A-plus but I don’t for the life of me remember taking the exam or going to bed with that boy.”


  “Understand, I have to ask this. Do you now or have you ever done drugs or had a drinking problem?”


  She shook her head violently at that. “I smoked a joint once in my freshman year of college. It made me sick and I never touched anything again. I don’t even take sleeping pills or anything. As far as liquor goes, I have a glass of wine on very special occasions. Never more than one. I just don’t like the way alcohol makes me feel all out of control and everything.”


  Jason rubbed the back of his hand over his chin and realized that he was already sprouting a good crop of beard. “All right then. Did you call the cops yet? Did anyone see you?”


  “No. I was so scared and so confused. I didn’t want to call the cops. I slipped out the back way and went straight home. I cleaned up, hid the clothes, and came straight here. Mr. Callahan, I’m the most easygoing, gentle person in the world. I don’t think I’ve even worked up a good head of anger toward anyone in my entire life. And I couldn’t kill someone, even if I hated them. But I don’t hate Walt. We work together at Channel Seven News. He’s a director and I’m a writer. We had a good working relationship. He was a good boss. I have no earthly reason to want him dead.”


  Jason nodded slowly. “Well, by law, I have to report a murder. On the other hand, by law, I cannot violate my client’s confidentiality. I’m kind of stuck between a rock and a hard place here.” He sighed deeply and locked his fingers together, perhaps a bit more tightly than he had intended. “What I would like to do is this: I’d like to go by your building and look at those security tapes. Then I want to take you to see a friend of mine at the forensics lab. He can do a tox screen on you on the QT, so we’ll know if you’ve been drugged or not.”


  “I have no problem with that whatsoever.” She nodded vehemently and smiled.


  “I’d love to get a look at the crime scene, but I can’t do that until the body has been discovered and the scene processed. By the way, what did you do with the murder weapon?” He saw her blanch at that, thought better of it. “Did you take the award statue with you?”


  “I did. I was afraid to leave it there. I mean, it does have my prints all over because it was in my hand when I woke up. How it got into my hand and what I might have really intended to do with it, I have no idea.”


  “All right. I want to take a look at that as well.” He spun his chair slightly, targeting Trina with softer eyes. “I’ll drop you at the paper on my way, if that’s okay.”


  She nodded. “But first, if I could have a little word with you out in the hall.”


  “Sure.” Jason stood and walked around the desk, stopping next to the chair in which Scarlet sat. “If I could just have your driver’s license so my secretary can make a copy of it. For billing purposes, you understand.”


  “Of course.” Scarlet rummaged around in her purse, producing her wallet and, inside of it, her license. “I’ll be happy to pay you a retainer right now, if you’d like.”


  “Two hundred should do it. Just so I’m on record as officially working for you. Then I can’t be called to testify and I don’t have to call the police with any information I might come across.”


  She nodded again and pulled a stack of hundreds out of her purse. She peeled off two bills and thrust them in Jason’s direction. She looked from his hand to his face then, noting the shadow of suspicion which had crept over his expression. “Yes, I had planned to run. It was my first thought. And then I came to my senses.”


  Jason nodded slowly and motioned to Trina.


  Trina trailed him out of the office, pulling the door shut behind her. She stepped several feet away and when she spoke, her voice was low and ominous.


  “I couldn’t read her.”


  “What?” Jason said, not out of surprise but confusion.


  “I couldn’t read her. That’s why I took her hand so quickly. I can read anybody…read at least something from them. But I get nothing from this girl but a bunch of static, white noise, like a thousand people are all yelling at once inside her head. I have no idea if she’s telling the truth or not.”


  “And what do you think causes that?” Jason asked, certain that he didn’t want to know.


  “Could be any number of things. Extreme multiple personality disorder. Possession by a number of demons…or possibly only one. Or maybe she’s a channel and doesn’t even know it. There could be dozens of spirits trying to communicate with her without her ever being aware of it.”


  “Hmm,” was all Jason could say in response. “Joy, here’s the retainer for Miss Mitchell. And here’s her driver’s license. I want you to run a background check on her, see what you can dig up. Go as deep as you can.”


  “Sure, boss. Right away.”


  “I’m going to take Trina to work and then Miss Mitchell and I are going to drive around and check on a few things. I should be back in about two hours.”


  Joy nodded and swiveled her chair, bending over the receipt pad. She put the driver’s license on the copier, the money in the drawer, then handed Jason the license and the receipt. “I’ll have everything else done by the time you get back.”


  “Thanks, doll.”


  Jason leaned over and pushed the door open, smiling his best boy-next-door smile. “I’m ready if you are.”


  Scarlet stood and straightened her skirt once more. For a woman who had been covered in blood only this morning, she was very concerned about her appearance. Jason handed her the receipt and her license, then ushered her into the hallway.


  Over the years, Trina had taught Jason more than a few things. Not the least of these was that he should hold a woman’s car door for her. He hadn’t realized that he was learning such a thing but, as the two women approached the car, he darted first to the back door, which he held open for Scarlet, and then to the front side door so that Trina could get in. Pleased with herself, Trina smiled a secret sort of smile.


  He drove two blocks down and made a left, guiding the car up to the line of parked cars in front of the newspaper. There were several honks and a rude gesture as drivers went past, all of which he dismissed with a rude gesture of his own and a few expletives.


  Trina climbed out and leaned on the door. “Thanks for the lift. I hope everything works out for you.”


  “Call me if anything comes to you.” Jason winked at that, knowing that she caught his drift.


  “Oh, don’t worry. I will.”


  He lingered for a moment, watching Trina saunter into the building. She had a nice walk, that one. Just the right sway to her hips, the sort of stride that made a man sit up and take notice, no matter how many layers her skirt had. In the end, he shook it off and turned back to Scarlet.


  “I’m going to drive by Walt’s building to see if there’s any activity there. Then we’ll go to your apartment. What’s Walt’s address?”


  “One-twenty-seven East Fifty-Third Street.”


  Jason nodded and pulled away from the other cars, causing another round of honks and gestures. He ignored them and took the first right, bound for Walt Decker’s apartment. If the body had been discovered, there should be a plethora of cop cars, ambulances, and forensics vehicles surrounding the building. But as the building came into sight, there wasn’t a soul to be seen. In fact, there was an open parking space right in front of the door, which Jason slid into with ease. He put the car in park and turned to Scarlet.


  “The lack of activity tells me that they haven’t found him yet. Let’s go on to your apartment building. What’s the address?”


  “Fifteen forty one East Tenth Street.”


  Jason nodded and put the car back in gear, checking his mirrors carefully before pulling away from the curb. The sun was bright and warm that day and he found that all he really wanted was to be at a Yankees game. He hadn’t been to a game all season but if he sat very still and gave even half a thought to it, he could smell the hot dogs and taste the beer. What he wouldn’t give to be sitting in the stadium rather than chasing down some crazy lead.


  The traffic went bad the minute they hit Fifteenth Street. Some sap had turned the wrong way on a one-way street and cars were snarled like a pit of snakes. Out of exasperation, Jason slammed his palm against the steering wheel and pressed the other hand to his forehead. The first inklings of a headache had begun there and as he waited, he rummaged through his glove compartment to see if he had any aspirin left. The bottle rattled slightly when he picked it up, so he tipped it up, producing exactly two tablets. These he dry-swallowed, regretting the decision almost immediately, as the bitter taste filled his throat and crept upward over his tongue.


  The day had started well and he had had such high hopes for it. Now, things were going south on him fast. His taxes were still not finished and he had no hope of even watching the game on TV. And now, here he was, stuck in the heat, in the traffic, waiting for some rookie cop to figure out how to untangle the traffic.


  Five blocks to go. He could get out and walk there quicker. For a moment, he actually considered that but there were no parking spaces within his reach and the heat was climbing fast.


  Just when he had given up hope, the last car was piloted through the intersection and Jason was able to inch forward. Another minute later and they were moving again, each driver in turn pausing to yell obscenities at the driver who had caused the problem. Jason skipped his chance and opted to drive away.


  Chapter 2


  The apartment building in which Scarlet lived was neat enough. It had been well-maintained, the glass shiny, the brick clean. But it had been built sometime in the Seventies and no amount of maintenance could take away the odd design of it. Parking was an issue as well, so Jason circled the block and finally ended up parking to the left of the building, back where the service entrance was.


  He climbed from the car and stepped around to open Scarlet’s door, only to find her already standing on the sidewalk. She smiled feebly and marched off, bound for the front door.


  No luxury building, this. It had one of those card swipers next to the door and a camera which pointed directly at the card slot. Inside, the old marble floor was sparkling clean and the paint was without blemish. Two elevators stood to the right and a door leading to a hallway was directly in front of them. To their left was the stairway and a small office inhabited, Jason assumed, by the superintendent.


  He glanced around, taking note of the cameras. One pointed at the elevators, another at the front door. Yet two more cameras pointed at the doorway and the stairs. Apparently, the super didn’t warrant any surveillance.


  “Who do we talk to about seeing those security videos?” Jason asked.


  “That would be me,” said a strong voice from behind him.


  Jason spun on one heel to see the super. He wore khaki trousers and a worn polo shirt. His shoes were clean but marred. Jason guessed from the tattoos on the man’s arm that he was ex-military. The haircut was a hold-over too.


  “Jason Callahan, private investigator.” Jason marched on him, brandishing his license like a shield.


  The man squinted at the license, his blue eyes narrowing and his lips puckering a bit. “And what are we investigating, Jason Callahan, private investigator?”


  “I’m not at liberty to say,” Jason responded. “And you are…?”


  “Michael Onely. Manager of this building.”


  “Do you record the feed from those cameras or do you have a full-time security person?”


  “We record it. Save it for ninety days just in case.” The man was suspicious to say the least. His stance and tone were just this side of antagonistic. Jason decided to let that go.


  “Would it be possible to see the videos from last night?”


  Onely cast a spurious glance toward Scarlet. “Did we have a problem last night, Miss Mitchell?”


  “No. No problem. Mr. Callahan is just helping me solve a little puzzle.” She gifted him with that winning smile of hers and Jason caught it just in time to see her eyes flash.


  “Yea, I’ll show you the videos. No harm in that. C’mon.”


  He led them toward the door at the back of the lobby, then made them stand there as he unlocked the door to his office. Jason noted the smell of bleach and lemons. It clung to the back of his throat and made him think of a horrible night he had spent drinking spiked lemonade as a teenager.


  The office was small. There was a desk, four monitors and a lopsided chair inside. Against one wall stood a bookcase which held a couple of manuals and a lot of DVDs. Jason guessed the DVDs weren’t surveillance, since that could all be saved on a server and only archived onto disc if someone needed it for evidence.


  A large desktop computer ruled the desk. It had its own monitor, separate from the four which had been mounted on the wall. Onely eased into the chair, which protested under even his slight weight, and threatened to wheel across the room as he rested his foot on the base.


  “What time frame are we talking about here?”


  “Between five-thirty last night and six this morning.” Scarlet was oddly specific about that and Jason made a mental note to ask her about it once they were out of earshot.


  “Okay, I’m gonna have to ask you to look away while I log into the security server.” Onely looked back at them, made sure that they had turned around. Then he typed in his passcode. “Okay, you can turn around now. Here’s the feed for the elevator. I’ll put it on fast forward and you tell me if I need to slow it down some.”


  Hours and hours sped by. People came and went and loitered, but none of them was Scarlet. Then Jason saw it. The doors to one elevator slid open and Scarlet stepped out. “Stop!” he barked. “Right there. Go back a little and play it in normal speed.”


  Onely did as he asked and they watched as Scarlet stepped out of the elevator, paused to search through her purse for a moment, then proceeded to the door.


  “That’s me all right,” Scarlet sighed. “So, I left the building at nine-thirty-six.”


  “Can you fast forward until sunrise?” Jason wanted to know.


  The video showed the lack of foot traffic, then gradual increase as sunrise drew near. At about eight that morning, Scarlet walked back into the elevator. Jason felt rather than saw her shoulders slump, so close were they as they studied the video.


  “So, you were gone between nine-thirty-six last night and eight this morning. Would it be possible to see the footage of the front door? Does it show the street outside?”


  “No, sir. It just shows the card reader and the door. What’s this all about anyway?”


  “Can’t say. Have you had any break-ins in the past two months? A disturbance of any kind?”


  Onely shook his head. “We haven’t had a break-in for about four years. And the only disturbance we had was one of the kids on three. His parents went out of town and he threw a loud party. We had to have the cops come in and break it up. That was about a year ago. Their lease wasn’t renewed and they moved out.”


  Jason straightened and stuck out his hand. “Thank you for your help, Mr. Onely.”


  Onely shook his hand and when he pulled it away, there was a crisp twenty clutched in it. “Any time, Mr. Callahan.”


  Jason held the door and let Scarlet walk into the hall ahead of him. “Let’s go to your place now,” he said quietly. Onely was logging out of the computer, so he doubted the man had heard.


  He followed Scarlet to the elevator, which they took to the seventh floor. Her apartment was an inside one, the cheaper variety at the back of the building. Her only view was of the building next door. It was tasteful, though, if not a little bland for Jason’s tastes. There was no color in it. The carpet was beige, the walls were white, and most of the furniture was either beige or white. Jason glanced around, hoping to find something bright and cheerful, but he was disappointed.


  “Well, this is what I call home.” She stood back and let him look around. “You can see the dinner I was eating is still in the trash. The TV was on when I came back this morning and I turned it off.”


  Jason poked around in the trash. The frozen-dinner tray was still on top, undisturbed. “Do you have a baggie that I could use?”


  “Sure.” She stepped into the kitchen and pulled open a drawer, taking from it a crisp new plastic bag, the type with the zip close. She passed it to Jason and then eased onto the counter stool next to her. “What are you thinking here?”


  “I’m thinking that the food might have been drugged or tainted somehow. I’ll let my guy test it.” He closed the bag and set it on the counter. “Did you take anything at all last night? Even an aspirin or cough syrup?”


  “No, nothing.”


  Jason paced toward the back wall, squinting at each thing he came to. “And you had no visitors? Any calls?”


  “Neither. I told you, I was completely alone.”


  “Do you have a land line?”


  “No, just a cell.”


  “Can I see it, please?”


  She pulled the phone out of her purse and passed it to him.


  Jason searched the incoming calls, then the outgoing, then the text messages and chat programs. There was no evidence that she had used the phone last night. There was no voice mail.


  “Where does Channel Seven think you are right now?”


  “I told them I was sick and throwing up. I’ll go in tomorrow. Hopefully, with some answers.”


  Jason checked her expression to see if she was becoming irritated by the lack of evidence in her favor. Most people went to an investigator expecting him to find evidence to prove them innocent. When or if they found evidence to the contrary, some of them could become quite violent.


  “You have a computer, I suppose?”


  “Right over here.” She led him to a tiny desk set up in the corner. She turned on the machine and logged into it, then opened her email and browser. “Feel free to check everything. I have nothing to hide.”


  And Jason did check everything. He went through her browser history, deleted files, cookies, temp files. Then he searched her emails, her messaging software, and even her recently saved files. He could find no evidence that she had ever had contact with Walt on a personal basis, no proof that she had contacted anyone the previous night.


  He made for the bedroom then, Scarlet trailing behind him. He stepped just inside the room and stopped dead in his tracks. It was so completely different from the living room that he found it hard to believe they were parts of the same apartment. The walls were painted a deep teal, the furniture heavy and dark. It looked new but was made in an antique style. If it was a repop, it was a good one. The drapes were heavy taffeta and blended with the walls. And on the bed was a gorgeous velvet and taffeta quilt. Jason shook off the heebie-jeebies and continued on to the bathroom.


  He poked through the medicine cabinet, finding nothing of note, not even birth control. Everything was neat and clean as could be, almost as though nobody had ever used the room at all. When he stepped out of the bathroom, Scarlet looked worried.
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