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				Praise for Paper, Scissors, Death

				“Paper, Scissors, Death is not only an engaging mystery—it also gave this die-hard non-scrapbooker some idea why scrapbooking fans find their hobby so addictive.”

				—Donna Andrews, Agatha and Anthony award-winning author of the Meg Langslow and Turing Hopper series

				“Charming, funny and very enjoyable! Slan combines mystery, romance, suspense, and humor in this wonderful debut, and her scrapbooking heroine Kiki Lowenstein is a real cut-up.”

				—J. A. Konrath, author of Whiskey Sour

				“Paper, Scissors, Death is charming, clever, witty, and exciting—with a cliff hanger at the end!”

				—Monica Ferris, author of Knitting Bones

				“You’ll love Kiki Lowenstein! A spunky, down-on-her luck widow with a young daughter to raise, she’s not going to let a murderer get away with, well … murder!” 

				—Shirley Damsgaard, author of Witch Way to Murder

				“Paper, Scissors, Death is a page turner, who-done-it, filled with colorful characters and scrapbooking tips. The plot line races along as Kiki, a personable if unlikely heroine, struggles to take care of both herself and her daughter while dealing with death, betrayal, and injustices. Along the way the story is filled with insightful glimpses into the heart of a true scrapbooker and a touch of romance.”

				—Rebecca Ludens, Scrapbooking Guide for About.com

				“Joanna Slan’s Paper, Scissors, Death should be required reading for any scrapbooker who loves to dive into a good mystery. Liberally spiced with plenty of local St. Louis flavor, and generously sprinkled with insider’s insights into the world of scrapbooking, Paper, Scissors, Death is rich with details … If you like mysteries, quirky characters, and scrapbooking, you will love this book.”

				—Angie Pedersen, The Scrappy Marketer, 
ScrapbookMarketing.com

				“What a treat to find a plucky new heroine in Kiki Lowenstein, who dispenses advice on scrapbooking along with solving her faithless husband’s death in Joanna Slan’s debut novel, Paper, Scissors, Death? This is an author to watch!”

				—Eleanor Sullivan, author of Twice Dead

				“Joanna Campbell Slan’s debut novel is a rare gem …[and] creative scrapbooking tips are woven expertly throughout!”

				—Jess Lourey, author of June Bug

				“Sign me up for Tough Tamales U. Paper, Scissors, Death is a fun and charming read with a scrappy heroine.”

				—Terri Thayer, author of Wild Goose Chase
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				Mom, I told you on the way to chemo and radiation that this book was for you. You hung in there and survived. Now I’m proud to put it in your hands. I hope you like it.

				Love, Jonie 

			

		

	
		
			
				[image: prologue.eps]

				Two days before Thanksgiving, a man doesn’t think about dying. And if he did, he certainly wouldn’t pick the Ritz-Carlton in downtown Clayton, an exclusive suburb of St. Louis, as a venue. The shimmering fountain out front, an elegant cigar room, and two four-diamond restaurants all reminded guests that life was very much worth living.

				But on this clear November day, with small puffs of clouds like fuzzy cotton balls on a cerulean sky, George Lowenstein’s life was ending. The agony that gripped him wasn’t indigestion from his meal at Antonio’s. It wasn’t a sore muscle from his most recent round of golf at the St. Louis Country Club.

				His vision blurred, his hands shook, and his gut twisted in pain.

				Leaning back on a Frette pillow case, George moaned, “I don’t feel so good. I feel dizzy. Sick to my stomach. Call 911.”

				His companion only smiled at him. But it was a grin tinged with malice, and it hurt George more than the spasm in his chest.

				That’s when George Lowenstein knew he was dying.

				A wave of fury accompanied the next twisting grip of pain. In response, George clawed at the expensive Egyptian cotton sheets. He tried to lift his arm, to move to the phone, but a pressing wall of agony kept him pinned against the headboard. A rage swept through him. Why hadn’t he seen this coming? He thought of all the people who counted on him—and hated himself for not being more prepared.

				From outside the room came the lonely rattle of a maid’s cart. For one shining second, George thought help was on the way. He opened his mouth to scream, to yell for help. A piece of silken fabric was stuffed down his throat, smothering his cry.

				In the hallway, a Hispanic woman wearing a black dress with a white collar and white apron checked a clipboard. The small laminated sign with its perky “Do Not Disturb” message on George’s door encouraged her to move along. The last thing she wanted was for a guest to complain. Not when she was so close to having enough money to go back to Toluca. Her pen hesitated before touching sheets of paper covered in scribbles. She tucked a stray lock of hair into the bun resting on her neck. She’d have to come back later. The maid leaned on her cart to rub her ankle and then straightened. 

				She pushed her supply cart down the hall corridor, its wonky wheel squeaking all the way.
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				“Thank you, Mrs. Lowenstein!” seven pre-adolescent girl voices piped in unison. “Thanks, Mom,” added my eleven-year-old daughter, Anya. The girls were delighted with the pages they’d created with my help. 

				“You are welcome,” I said. All in all, it had been a pretty terrific play date at Time in a Bottle, my favorite scrapbook store.

				I felt positively glowy. Approval was a scarce commodity in my life, and the fact that I was getting my strokes from children didn’t diminish my joy one bit. I was sharing the second great love of my life, scrapbooking, with the first love of my life, Anya. 

				Jennifer Moore, mother of Nicci, echoed the girls’ praise. “That’s right. Mrs. Lowenstein deserves a super-big thanks. She put together this whole project.” Turning to me, she added, “Really, Kiki, you outdid yourself. Boy, are you creative. Their pages look really cool. No wonder people call you the Scrapbook Queen of St. Louis.”

				Wow. This was a nice turn of events.

				Jennifer had never paid one bit of attention to me, no matter how hard I’d tried to strike up a friendship with her. From the tips of her French-manicured nails to the zebra-striped flats on her toes, Jennifer exemplified what I think of as essence of Ladue lady of leisure. The mothers in this tony suburb are tres chic and tres sleek. Try as I might, I don’t quite measure up. Oh, I try to make up for my shortcomings by being a willing volunteer and going out of my way to be nice, but not everyone is interested in what I have to offer. Jennifer sure wasn’t. But the day she heard another mom asking me questions about scrapbooking, her ears perked up. She was looking for a pre-Thanksgiving activity for her daughter, Nicci, and did I think I could help? 

				In a flash—photo flash, that is—I said, “Sure!” Now my daughter was spending time with the coolest girls from her class at the Charles and Anne Lindbergh Academy, locally known as CALA, our city’s most exclusive private school. This was definitely a day to remember. And I had lots of practice saving memories.

				“Girls, would you please stand over by the wall? I want to take your picture.” 

				“For your own scrapbook?” asked Nicci.

				“That’s right.” I moved the girls into a formation that allowed each child to display her prized piece of artwork. As I looked over the variety of results, it was a real struggle to contain the grin that threatened to stretch my face to unladylike proportions. No matter how extensively I plan a session like this, the individual vagaries of each participant’s taste and skill level determine the outcome. And what a wide-ranging outcome it was.

				Kaitlyn Godfrey chose to make her turkey a vivid lavender and added a hot-pink wattle and orange-striped tail feathers. Ashlee Hueka spelled the upcoming holiday “Tanksgiving” and steadfastly rejected any attempts to bring her English in line with more conventional standards. Claire Kovaleski couldn’t make up her mind about placement and moved each piece until nubs of torn paper dotted the whole layout. Linsey Murphy pouted until I replaced her turkey die- cut with a panda bear. Minnie Danvers confused the journaling paper (ivory, so handwriting would show up) with the photo matte paper (deep green). Nicci Moore decided to decorate her turkey with sparkly ballpoint pens she carried in her purse. Britney Ballard explained she hated Thanksgiving because her father, Bill (my husband’s business partner), always made her eat dark meat, and she used lettering stickers to give her turkey a protest sign, “Eat more BEEF!!!” 

				All in all, the special outing for the group of pre-teens had turned out well, even though it had been a lot of work. 

				“Don’t you ever get bored with this?” Jennifer asked.

				“Nope.” I clicked the shutter on my digital camera. “Wait, girls. I want to take another. One of you closed your eyes. It’s always a good idea to take extra pictures.”

				Nicci left her pals to give her mother a hug. “Mom, this was awesome. Everybody had a great time. Can you and I scrapbook when we get home? We’ve got all those photos in the basement.”

				Jennifer smiled down at her daughter. Nicci seemed like a sweet kid. I hoped this might foster a friendship between her and Anya.

				“I guess we could, honey, but I don’t know where to start.” Jennifer turned to me. “You’ve really gotten these girls excited.”

				I smiled. I had no illusions that my young friends were going to run right out and fill albums with photos and their written reflections on life, but I did hope that one or two might be tempted to try scrapbooking. We all have lives of value, no matter how different our journeys. From the variation in their pages, each of the girls seemed well on her way to a highly individualistic and exciting life. Every girl, that is, except my Anya.

				Only Anya constructed her “make and take” page in an exact replica of my design. That worried me. Other mothers complained about sassy mouths and rebellious behaviors—witness Ashlee Hueka’s disastrous haircut, an experiment gone wrong at a recent sleepover. And Linsey Murphy’s two detentions for skipping classes to watch boys play hacky sack. 

				But dear, dear Anya exhibited only the most biddable behavior. 

				I worried about her. Was this a prelude to becoming a woman? Were her hormones starting to rear their ugly heads? Or was it a reaction to her father’s recent moodiness? My husband George had seemed distant and preoccupied lately, although a good round of golf the other day had perked him up considerably.

				Watching my lovely daughter push a strand of platinum-blonde hair away from her face, I felt a surge of protective love. What happened to that little rabble-rouser who organized a strike in kindergarten to get chocolate milk? Who melted all her crayons into one big lump in first grade by using the microwave in the teachers’ lounge? Who let the crawdads out of the aquarium in fourth grade because “all God’s creatures want to be free”? What happened to my rowdy, playful Anya? What was wrong? Why didn’t she jabber and horse around like the other girls? 

				Maybe over the Thanksgiving holiday we’d have a chance to talk. Without the dodge of “loads of homework,” or the evasion of “my favorite TV show is on,” maybe Anya could be coaxed into sharing what bothered her, what had made her so quiet lately.

				“Can I get a copy of that photo? Where are you taking it to be developed?” Jennifer asked. The whole time the girls had been working on their projects, Jennifer had been on her cell phone. Jennifer was one of those mothers who was part fashion stylist, part career counselor, and part social director in her daughter’s life. She seemed very organized. 

				“Of course you can have copies. I’ll get them to you.”

				“Kiki, you sure are an expert scrapbooker.”

				“I’m pretty crazy about it.” 

				I’ve only been good at two things in my life: scrapbooking and getting pregnant. This was the one skill I could share without nasty social repercussions.

				“No kidding,” said Dodie Goldfader, Time in a Bottle’s owner. Dodie was a big woman with a voice rivaling a boom box. “Last year Kiki chased the Oscar Meyer Weinermobile down Highway 40 at seventy miles an hour because she wanted a photo. That speeding ticket made for an expensive page embellishment.”

				I said, “I’ve always wanted a weenie whistle.”

				Jennifer laughed. “I like photos and all, but gosh, it looks like you put a lot of time into this. Do you and Anya work on your scrapbooks together?”

				“Once in a while. Anya’s been scrapbooking for years. And she loves the scrapbooks I’ve made. Every kid likes to be the star of a scrapbook page.” As we talked, I picked up supplies and returned them to their original places. 

				What surprised me was that Jennifer didn’t lift a finger to help. That was just one of the ways we were different. Another was how we talked about people. As the girls were being dropped off, I overheard Jennifer and a couple of the other mothers snicker about Dodie. One woman bet she was related to the Woolly Mammoth they unearthed at nearby Principia College. Okay, Dodie is large and unusually hairy for a woman. Even so, that was not a nice thing to say. 

				And I’m a big believer in nice. That’s me, Kiki Lowenstein, the original Mrs. Nice Guy. Heck, I’ve apologized to empty carts I’ve bumped at the grocery store. 

				Dodie passed out class calendars, discount coupons, and small goody bags to the girls. Competition for scrapbook dollars is keen. As the hobby grows, everyone wants to get in on the act. Keeping her clients happy with small freebies, great classes, and a never-ending flow of new products is the key to Dodie’s success. In every way but one, Time in a Bottle is the preeminent scrapbook store in the St. Louis area. All Dodie lacks is an in-house scrapbook celebrity and expert.

				Dodie offered Jennifer a goody bag. “Nobody knows more about scrapbooking than Kiki. I keep asking her to come work for me. I get all sorts of scrapbookers who want to teach in exchange for supplies, but no one is as talented as she is. Kiki’s work has been published in every major scrapbooking magazine. She’s famous.”

				I couldn’t help but blush. If Dodie only knew how important scrapbooking was to me, she’d charge me by the hour for therapy instead of paper supplies. Time in a Bottle was my home away from home. 

				“That so?” said Jennifer. “You are published?” 

				“Darn tootin’,” said Dodie. “Look at this.” Dodie directed her attention to one of my albums. “Aren’t these pages adorable? See how each layout tells a story? That’s what makes her work special. Believe me, I could keep her busy twenty-four-seven making custom albums and teaching private lessons.”

				Jennifer slowly flipped through the pages. She was viewing my most recent and elaborate work. Her eyes took in the mix of patterned papers, the designs, and the embellishments. “Do you teach adult classes? I mean, I have supplies but I don’t know where to start. A lot of my pictures are in those magnetic albums.”

				“Oh, boy. You want to get those out right away.” I explained how the sticky background and plastic covering for magnetic pages is a deadly combination that can cause photos to fade.

				“Hmm. Could I pay someone to do that for me? To take the photos out?”

				“I can help you do that. It’s really easy.” I gave a surreptitious yank at my blouse because it was riding up. I’m self-conscious about my weight. George tells me I’m beautiful, and I’m fine the way I am, but all the other mothers at CALA are built like pencils. In their world, anything above a size zero is borderline obese. 

				Through the front door came three more CALA moms, chattering like a flock of busy starlings. They were all beautifully dressed, well-groomed, and thinner than a single sheet of vellum. I gave another yank at my blouse. Seeing how thin they were made me feel awkward. The shame of being overweight made me hungry. 

				Who am I kidding? Everything makes me hungry. There’s an emptiness in me I can’t seem to shake. 

				The front door to Time in a Bottle opened yet again to admit Linda Kovaleski, Claire’s mother. Linda always seemed a bit confused. “Is this the party place?”

				Like the other mothers, Linda was tan, underweight, and stylish in her designer clothes. My hair is an outrageous cap of curls; theirs smooth, perfectly cut, and shaped to enhance their best features. And their makeup was always perfect. From the tips of their fingernails to their creamy lips, the women of CALA were impeccably groomed. Maybe that’s why I feel like I don’t belong. My mother-in-law, Sheila, would be the first to tell you I lack polish.

				Jennifer promptly forgot about her magnetic albums. She hurried over to join her friends.

				“Anya, honey, ready to go home?” My daughter was standing alone, pretending to be engrossed in the latest paper crafting magazines. I hoped she hadn’t picked up on my insecurity. Time to put some spin on the afternoon. “This was fun, wasn’t it? I can’t wait to make a page of this day. I wouldn’t want to forget it.”

				But as it turned out, I wouldn’t need a page to remember the day. In fact, I would give anything to blot that day from my mind. As Anya and I climbed into my Lexus SUV, a uniformed policeman approached the car and gestured for us to talk.

				“Yes?” I rolled down the window. “I’m not speeding. I haven’t even turned on the engine.”

				“Mrs. George Lowenstein? Ma’am? I’m afraid I have some bad news. It’s about your husband. You need to come with me.”

				___
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				Kiki’s instructions for removing photos
from magnetic albums

				1. Start by photocopying the pages. This is particularly important if you have identifying information accompanying your pictures. Once you remove your photos, it may be difficult to match information with images.

				2. Set a hairdryer on low and train it on your pages. Move the air stream at all times to keep from overheating any one spot. As the background softens, test to see if you can pull up the plastic page cover and photos.

				3. Slide a piece of dental floss or an old credit card under the photos to separate them from the background. 

				4. Try Un-Du, an archivally safe solvent for loosening adhesives, if your photos still stick to the background.

				5. Restore your faded or damaged photos by scanning them and manipulating them with photo-imaging software. Some scanners also include photo restoration software.
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				“My husband is dead? Are you sure? Sure it’s George? I mean, you could have made a mistake. Right?” I couldn’t believe what I’d just heard. 

				Detective Chad Detweiler of the St. Louis County Police Department shook his head solemnly. “No, Mrs. Lowenstein. I’m sorry. There’s no mistake. A housekeeper found his body in a room at the Ritz-Carlton. We’re sure it is—was—your husband. His clothes were hanging over a chair, and his wallet was in his pants pocket.” 

				I swallowed hard. I’d managed to keep calm on the ride to the police station. I kept reassuring my daughter there must have been a misunderstanding. Now I felt like I was coming apart at the seams. I couldn’t focus. I kept repeating, “Dead? My husband is dead? There must be some mistake.”

				“No, ma’am.”

				The room swam and turned flips. I tried to process what the detective told me. In my struggle, I focused on the trivial. It seemed more manageable than the big picture. “I, uh, don’t understand. Why were his clothes over a chair? You mean he … he didn’t have them on? Did he … uh … have on any of his clothes?”

				The detective shook his head, his eyes never leaving my face. He seemed to be taking my measure, sizing me up.

				The large mirror on the adjacent wall of the interview room bounced my image back to me. My hair was always curly, but today it had turned into ringlets. My skin looked blotchy from the cold. And I’d chewed my lips until I could taste the blood in my mouth. 

				I took tiny sips from the glass of water the detective had offered and swallowed repeatedly to dislodge the lump in my throat. I tried to focus on a far-off object, as I blinked back tears. There were so many questions. Part of me didn’t want to ask, didn’t want to know. But a voice inside reasoned it was better to hear the worst of it here, from an impartial officer of the law, than in a public place from a “friend.” I thought about the mothers I’d left at the scrapbook store and shuddered.

				Detweiler sat across from me patiently, silently.

				Obviously, someone had made a mistake. That was all there was to it. This man couldn’t be talking about George. Not my George. 

				“How can you be so sure? I mean … don’t you need someone to identify the body? You probably just think it’s George. As soon as he answers my call, we’ll get this straightened out.” I reached for my cell phone and punched in his number one more time.

				The phone rang and rang.

				Suddenly, my whole body grew heavy, and I was incredibly tired. All I wanted was to go home and sleep for a million years. Maybe this had all been a bad dream. 

				Detweiler sighed. “We got hold of your husband’s business partner, Mr. Ballard. I was there when he made the ID. If you’d like to see the body …”

				I shook my head vehemently. 

				“I’m sorry, Mrs. Lowenstein.” He didn’t press the issue. He could tell I was queasy. Or maybe he worried I’d make a scene.

				Poor Bill. A part of me felt guilty that I hadn’t been the one to take on this intimate and final task of marital life. It seemed, in some way, the least I could have done for George. And Bill had done it for him. For me. For us. It seemed wrong. It felt like one more failure. I put a hand to my stomach and pressed hard to control the revolt within.

				A strand of chestnut hair fell over Detweiler’s eyebrow, a dark accent mark to his unwavering gaze. “There’ll have to be an autopsy. The law requires one in these circumstances.” Detweiler took a sip of his coffee and set the mug down gently on the battered Formica tabletop. A circle of brown indicated the depleted level of the liquid. It reminded me of George’s wedding ring. 

				I fingered my own gold band. I was trying desperately to take in what the detective was saying. George. Was. Dead. What was I going to tell Sheila, my mother-in-law? 

				“Does George’s mother know?” 

				I did not want to be the one to tell Sheila her son was dead. 

				“Mr. Lowenstein’s mother has been notified.” The detective cleared his throat. “Evidently our police chief is an old friend.”

				Thank God, I thought. She didn’t have to hear the news from a stranger.

				“A woman at your house,” he turned to a page in his steno pad, “a Mert Chambers, told us where to find you.” 

				A thought flittered across the tickertape of my mind and fell on the floor in a pile of other ideas. How could we have Thanksgiving? George always carved the turkey. And what about Hanukkah? He loved shopping for his daughter. How would Anya learn about her Jewish heritage? Who would teach her golf? Take her to Cardinal baseball games? Help her cheer on the Rams on Monday Night Football?

				An endless stream of problems presented themselves. 

				“And you brought us here? Rather than talking to me at home? Why?”

				“We have a few questions.”

				I was afraid to guess what that might mean. Time stood still. I was at the top of the roller coaster looking down, suspended, waiting. 

				In my peripheral vision, I saw Detweiler rub his mouth. He was struggling, trying to decide what to say. I did not look up. I was bracing myself for what was to come.

				But I got it wrong.

				“Mrs. Lowenstein, did your husband’s partner tell you money was missing from the business?”

				My head snapped up. “What?” Stars danced in my field of vision. 

				Saliva flooded my mouth. I struggled not to bolt from my seat. I looked around desperately for the nearest trash can. Any second now, I’d heave my guts all over the floor. Where was the ladies’ restroom? I swallowed hard.

				“Money? Missing? How much?”

				“A half a million dollars.”

				I jumped up and ran, praying I’d make it to the john.
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				Mert drove Anya and me home from the station. She sent her son Roger and one of his friends to pick up my car from the scrapbook store.

				After Anya cried herself to sleep, Mert and I sat in my kitchen and talked.

				“It don’t make sense. George was in good health, wasn’t he?” Mert asked.

				“He had a complete checkup not six months ago.”

				“Why you suppose he was there? And naked? You said it was the Adams Mark?” Under stress, Mert’s diction emphasized her hardscrabble background.

				“Ritz-Carlton,” I corrected. I stared at the big silver Viking refrigerator, noting our wavy reflections. It’s like my life is happening in a carnival fun house, I thought, and nothing seems real. My husband is dead. And money is missing. None of this made sense. 

				I needed to talk to George.

				But he was gone.

				And only this morning everything was fine.

				I was dumbstruck by the magnitude of the situation.

				Mert’s calloused hand reached over to squeeze mine. “When you want to talk, and if you do, I’m here.”

				We sat quietly, listening to the ticking of the wall clock. She still wore her work clothes, tight black jeans and a rhinestone studded T-shirt, plus five pairs of silver hoop earrings. 

				Sheila tells me you aren’t supposed to pal around with the hired help. My Ladue neighbors would have been shocked to see me and my cleaning lady giggling over margaritas at El Maguey’s Mexican restaurant. Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a hoot. I liked Mert from the moment I met her in the cleaning product aisle at Lowe’s. “Black marks on your porcelain sink? You need Zud. Comet’ll make your sink white, ’cause it’s got bleach and such, but those black marks from your pots and pans won’t ever come out unless you rub a quarter-sized glob of Zud on them.”

				I do so admire professional excellence. 

				Mert handed me her card, “Got Dirt? Get Mert! Housecleaner Extraordinaire at a Price That’s Fair.” It understated her abilities. Mert was also an expert organizer, and a woman of many talents, most too bizarre and unusual to come to light until you desperately needed them.

				Best of all, for the past six years she had been my uncritical friend, my go-to gal who is always there for me. If she hadn’t been such a terrific cleaning lady, she could have been a very successful therapist. Mert had a way of helping you see things, getting you to cut through messy emotions and move on. Now she asked gently, “Could someone have been there with him? In that hotel room?”

				“Maybe.”

				“You know her name?”

				I shook my head. “Over the years there was this sort of on-again, off-again feeling that he was … you know. But I never wanted to ask. And I couldn’t be sure. See, I’ve always felt guilty about how I got pregnant in college. Deep down, I guess I’ve always felt like I tricked him into marrying me.”

				Mert changed the subject. “And who found him?”

				“A housekeeper.”

				“I wonder if it was anybody I know. Us folks in the cleaning industry stay right tight.”
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				The autopsy was postponed until after the Thanksgiving holiday. Anya and I lived in a suspended state, a twilight of grief, waiting for the funeral service. Five days passed before we could bury George. Sheila raged at the delay, but Missouri law took precedence over the Jewish custom of burial within twenty-four hours. 

				A few days after the burial, I opened the front door to Detweiler in a suit instead of the khakis and blazer he’d worn at the station. He shifted his weight from foot to foot. His eyes darted from his oversized gold police-issue Impala to my oversized marble foyer. He took in the spiraling staircase of oak with its coiled banisters, the large mahogany table with a graceful vase of fresh flowers, the wide crown molding around the ceiling. 

				Yeah, our house was a real show place. It just wasn’t much of a home. Especially now that George was gone.

				He cleared his throat. “May I come in?”

				I settled him on an overstuffed sofa and brought him a cup of instant coffee, before pouring a glass of ice water for myself.

				“The autopsy says your husband died of natural causes. Looks like he had a heart attack.” 

				I squinted at him. “That makes no sense at all.”

				“Things like this happen. Maybe he had a heart abnormality. I know it’s hard to accept—”

				“No. Not hard to accept. Impossible to accept. George had a heart scan and a stress test six months ago. He insisted his doctor do a complete workup after one of his friends had a scan, and they found an aneurism.”

				“Yes, well, the autopsy was quite thorough. He had a heart attack.”

				I jumped up and scribbled on a piece of paper. “Here. This is George’s doctor. Call him.”

				Detweiler nodded and tucked the paper in his pocket. “Right. But he had a heart attack.”

				“How? He was in perfect health.”

				The detective shook his head. His hands sat loosely on his knees. “We found no signs of foul play.”

				I gritted my teeth. I’d practiced this next question. I knew I could spit it out. “Were there any signs of sexual activity?” 

				“No.”

				“Then explain to me what he was doing alone and naked in a hotel room.” 

				“I have no idea.”

				“Doesn’t that seem awfully suspicious to you? It sure does to me!”

				“It doesn’t make much sense, but sometimes there just aren’t any answers. We’re still doing interviews. So far everyone we’ve talked to says Mr. Lowenstein was alone.” 

				It was my turn to shake my head. “That can’t be right. Why was he there? What was he doing? Why would he have taken off his clothes?”

				Detweiler cleared his throat. “Could he have been despondent?”

				“He’d just broken par on St. Louis Country Club’s golf course. The man was ecstatic. Not despondent. All his dreams had come true. In fact, he was talking about flying down to Florida to play during the holidays.”

				“Really? And this doc will say his health was good?” The detective rubbed his chin thoughtfully. I could see him thinking, puzzling over these pieces that didn’t quite match up.

				“Absolutely. Are you sure you aren’t missing something? You personally talked to everyone at the hotel?”

				“Here’s how this works. The housekeeper found the body and called her manager. He called us. An officer secured the scene and phoned in a report. Another detective and I interviewed hotel personnel. So, no, I didn’t talk to everyone myself.” 

				“Well, somebody has to know something. I mean, isn’t this odd? Have you ever had a case like this before?”

				Now his hands were tense, and they gripped his knees. I felt mesmerized by his gorgeous green eyes with their dancing gold flecks. I gave myself a hard mental shake. What was I, nuts? This was hardly the time to be distracted by a good-looking man.

				“Tell you what I’ll do. I’ll check with the other officers. I’ll tell them about Mr. Lowenstein’s recent clean bill of health and state of mind. I’ll go back over everything we’ve got.”

				“And could I see the police report? I know it probably won’t make much sense to me, but I want to. I feel like I should.” I knew my own copy of the autopsy was probably sitting in that official envelope at the bottom of a pile of mail I was too cowardly to open.

				“Look,” Detweiler spoke in a controlled voice, his eyes locked onto mine, “is there something you aren’t telling me? Any reason to think someone might want your husband dead?”

				“No,” I said softly. I noticed he hadn’t answered my question about seeing the police report. “I can’t imagine anyone wanting to hurt George. And with that missing money, I’d think there was a good reason to keep George alive. But I might be overlooking something. George and I …” I searched for the words. “We sort of led separate lives. I mean, we had our own friends and interests.” 

				I couldn’t go on.

				“I see.” Detweiler’s eyes were piercing. I could tell he was thinking hard, processing all I’d said. And he knew I wasn’t going to say more.

				We walked to my front door.

				Pausing on the threshold, Detweiler ran a finger around his collar, clearly feeling choked by his tie. He turned to me with a pitying expression on his face. I swallowed hard and focused on an imaginary spot on my lawn which was splotchy brown and pale yellow from the cold weather. A thick rim of dark clouds hung low in a sky as heavy and wet as fresh concrete. Soon it would snow, a soggy blanketing of flakes, a final tucking in for the earth and all its life forms. 

				“I’ll talk to the officer who secured the scene.” His voice was low and firm, his hands jammed deep into his pockets. “But you call me if anything comes to mind. And I mean anything. If I don’t have something to go on, a line of questioning to pursue, there’s not a lot I can do.” 

				I nodded. We stood, caught up in our individual thoughts, unable to communicate further. 

				___

				I sat in the empty living room and watched droplets run like tears down the side of my half-empty water glass. Not for one moment did I think my husband had died of natural causes. 

				Someone had planned this. Someone had murdered George.

				And I wasn’t about to let his killer get away with it.
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				After opening the mail, the most worrisome task on my “to-do” list was talking to George’s partner, Bill Ballard, about the money my husband “borrowed.” A week after Detweiler’s visit, I drove to Clayton. I purposely planned my route so that I didn’t have to go past the Ritz. Clods of half-melted snow studded with salt crystals dotted the sidewalks. I pulled into George’s reserved parking space at the offices of Dimont Development Inc. The business took up all of a storefront that sat in the chilly shadow of taller buildings. This was a prime location because of the nearby municipal offices and headquarters of many Fortune 500 companies.

				“If you repay the half million, no one ever needs to know,” Bill said. I couldn’t look the man in the face. Instead I focused on the beautiful screensaver floating across his computer monitor. In that far-away place, the sky was a cornflower blue, the sand was white, and a strange white structure made of poles beckoned further exploration. If only I could jump into that scene and run away!

				“I need a little time. I’m going through all our bank statements and paperwork right now.” What I didn’t share was how bleak my financial situation seemed. From what I could tell, we owed for George’s Jaguar, my Lexus, the new pool he’d insisted we put in last spring, the furniture, and all our country club memberships, as well as our ongoing house payments, utilities, food bills, and the cost of Anya’s school.

				Our savings were severely depleted by the cost of George’s funeral. Not wishing to upset Sheila further, I’d allowed her to make most of the arrangements. She’d given her son a grand send-off.

				“Maybe I can help you,” Bill interrupted my thoughts. “The attorney who drew up George’s will does a lot of work for Dimont. How about I contact him for you? He probably won’t charge me to go through whatever needs to be done.”

				“Such as?”

				“Oh, like making sure the death certificate is in order so you can claim any property jointly held and filing for his life insurance. How about it?”

				“Under the circumstances, that’s very, very kind of you, Bill. I can’t thank you enough.” Maybe, I thought, maybe the attorney will find money for us to live on. I sure hoped so, because my preliminary analysis told me all we had was the money in my household expenses account. I hadn’t gotten up the nerve to open my husband’s checkbook. It felt strangely invasive, like a breach of privacy. I assumed there was money in his account, but each time I picked up the leather folio, I felt too nauseated to look. Perusing the check ledger might tell me more about my husband’s personal life than I wanted to know. 

				My carefully constructed ignorance might crumble even further. I wasn’t ready for that. I felt like a kid on a bike with training wheels. I knew the time was fast approaching when I’d have to go solo, but I hadn’t yet found the courage to wean myself.

				Bill smoothed his slicked-back hair with both hands and worked his jaw. “I don’t want this to get out, Kiki. If people think they can’t trust Dimont Development with their money, well, I hate to think how it could impact the business. And if the banks we work with find out? Good lord, the auditors would swarm this place like flies on a corpse—” he blanched. “Sorry.”

				I forgave him. I heard a lot of stupid things in the aftermath of George’s passing.

				“Can Sheila help? Half a million is a lot of money.”

				I’d gone over and over this in my mind. On one hand, Sheila had the money. Her late husband (and George’s father) Harry had left her well off. A half a million wouldn’t even put a dent in her savings. Why not ask her for help? Wasn’t that what family was for?

				On the other hand—and this hand seemed preternaturally big to me, like the right hand of Michelangelo’s David—George was Sheila’s son. She was already despondent. Wasn’t it better to handle this myself? And if she did get involved, what repercussions might follow? The woman didn’t like me, never had. I needed a good relationship with her so we could both be there for Anya. My own mother paid little attention to either Anya or me. Sheila was all Anya had. Going to her for money could only make a bad situation worse. 

				No, I didn’t want Sheila involved. I told Bill I’d handle it. All I needed was a little time.

				Surely, George’s life insurance policy would yield enough money to pay Bill back. 

				And it would have. 

				But the money didn’t go to me.
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				George’s insurance all went to Sheila. I dropped the phone when the insurance policy representative delivered the blow. 

				By my calculations, I could make one more house payment. Basically we had nothing to live on. Scratch that, less than nothing. I was in the hole a half a million dollars. 

				I called Pamela Bertolli, a real estate agent for whom I’d once helped make a business scrapbook. That afternoon, she brought over a suggested selling price and a marketing plan. I listened carefully as her head bent over the figures. 

				Pamela wore her hair in solid swerves, a style faintly reminiscent of the modern art museum in Balboa. On anyone else it would look ridiculous, but she was a paragon of good taste.

				I did the math. The classic BMW convertible George had purchased on a lark had no Blue Book value so I decided to sell my Lexus and drive the Beemer. If our humongous home in Ladue sold for within ten percent of the asking price, I could pay all our obligations plus the money George owed Bill. Sheila had offered to take over paying Anya’s tuition, and I’d taken her up on it. I’d have just enough for a few months’ rent on a handyman’s special in a less-affluent neighborhood. (That’s real estate speak for “a dump in a bad area of town.”) 

				The phone rang just as Pamela tucked the signed copy of the sales contract into her leather briefcase. 

				Detweiler didn’t waste time on small talk. “I’ve been looking over our department’s report. I want to make a few phone calls. Something doesn’t feel right. I’m going to the hotel this afternoon. I’ll let you know what I find out.”

				___

				A few days later I ran into Elise Maddis picking up her preschooler at CALA. Okay, reporters can be scum-sucking, ambulance-chasing vultures, but some are kind and decent people. Elise was the latter. We’d worked together on a project to bring scrapbooking supplies to the Ronald McDonald House. For a person who covered the society beat, she was amazingly uncomplicated and unpretentious. She dressed nicely, but her eyeliner and lipstick were always on crooked, making her eyes and mouth seem off kilter. On the other hand, maybe her makeup reflected her world view. Who could tell?

				I waved her over to a quiet corner. There, huddled beside the enormous white columns that marched the length of CALA’s administration building, I found the courage to ask, “Elise, do you know anything about my husband’s death? Anything the police don’t know?”

				She glanced around. “Nothing we could print. A source did tell me that George had lunch with friends earlier that day over at Antonio’s on The Hill.”

				The Hill is an ethnic neighborhood and home to many of St. Louis’s best restaurants. Three-quarters of the residents are Italian, and such baseball greats as Yogi Berra and Joe Garagiola grew up there.

				“Friends?” I hugged my arms tightly around my body. It was cold out on the portico, but I didn’t want to blow my chances by asking her to meet later. That might give her time to reconsider talking. I shivered. “Uh, and who would that be?”

				Elise winced. “Two women. Young. Well-dressed. I tried to get their names but I couldn’t. A waiter saw the three of them all drive away in one car.”

				“Really?”

				“Yes. But this is strange. When I called back, my source dried up. Couldn’t convince anyone else at the place to talk either. Their mouths were tighter than a Mississippi mud flat in an August dry spell.” 

				___

				Not long afterward, Mert and I cleaned George’s closet. 

				“You think George didn’t go to the hotel alone.” Mert folded a dozen silk ties I’d given her for her son. 

				“Yep. I mean it could have been a business meeting, but if so, why wouldn’t his friends talk to Elise? Why did the waiter and everyone else clam up?” I put rolled-up socks in a pile for Roger. The kid had a habit of ramming his big toe through them, and Mert was always buying new pairs. This would hold him for a while. “And I bet Bill knows something. He and George went to high school together. At CALA, of course. But I can’t ask him now. I need to wait until I sell the house and pay him back.”

				“Maybe Sheila paid people at Antonio’s to keep quiet.”

				I nodded. “That wouldn’t surprise me. She’s always been overprotective. It was probably just an innocent business meeting.”

				Mert snickered. “Right. The only kind of business a man does with two young women is monkey business. Girl, you gotta wake up and smell the coffee.”

				I cleared my throat. 

				“Sorry,” she said. Mert could be blunt sometimes, but she means well. 

				I’d have taken her words better if handling George’s clothes didn’t make me so emotional. They smelled like him. I pressed one of his slightly worn oxford shirts to my face. I wanted to cry, but I’d wait until Mert left and I was alone. Anya was spending the night at her grandmother’s. Having her visit seemed to be the only thing that brightened Sheila’s days. 

				I missed my daughter’s father and worried about how I’d come up with the money to pay Bill, but I was lucky compared to Sheila. I hadn’t lost my child. I couldn’t even imagine that. A pain in my throat choked me, and I gasped for air each time I imagined what Sheila must be feeling. Poor Sheila! If I lost Anya, I’d lie down and die. I wouldn’t be able to go on. Yes, Sheila had it much worse than I did. 

				In fact, compared to most widows, I was lucky. I hadn’t lost my soul mate. But I had lost my parenting partner and my friend. I lost the person I talked to daily about life’s ups and downs, the local news, the weather, and most of all, our child. Just knowing someone was coming through the front door at the end of the day was one of marriage’s greatest blessings, and I definitely mourned that loss. 

				Despite our problems—and they were many—I had loved George.

				“What’s next?” asked Mert. “The house is on the market, and you’re waiting for that police report. What else can you tell that detective to help him see this weren’t no natural death?”

				I finished shoving suits into the bag for Goodwill. “I don’t know. I finally got the courage last night to open George’s checkbook.”

				“And?”

				I turned my back to pull down sweater boxes from the top shelf of my husband’s walk-in closet. I didn’t want to face Mert. I didn’t want to see her expression. “He’s been writing big checks to someone on a regular basis.”

				“Got a name?”

				“The ledger said ‘orb.’ ”

				“Like shorthand for orbit? And you didn’t call that cop and tell him?”

				“I left a message on his voice mail and asked him to call me.”

				Seeing her skeptical expression, I added, “I couldn’t get to it until this morning. I’ve been busy.”
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