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Compliments of a Friend

On a chill and sodden Tuesday in March at one in the afternoon, the awesomely slender Vanessa Giddings, founder and CEO of Panache, the largest employment agency on Long Island, slipped into a chair in the designer shoe department at Bloomingdale’s in the Roosevelt Field mall. She cradled a black snakeskin Manolo Blahnik sling-back in her hands. A moment later, her eyes closed. When Roberto, her usual salesman, gently tapped her shoulder and murmured “Ms. Giddings? Seven and a half, right? Ms. Giddings?” he got no response. She was comatose.

Before the gray dawn of the following morning, Vanessa Giddings passed from the world.

The Nassau County medical examiner ruled her exit self-inflicted—an overdose of Alprazolam, the generic name of Xanax, an anti-anxiety medication. The Nassau County Police Department’s spokesman (elbowing aside the M.E. so he could stand squarely in front of the microphone) announced that a suicide note had been found among her personal papers. When I came home from work that Wednesday evening and heard the first of four messages about her death on voice mail: “Judith, did you hear … ?” I wasn’t simply surprised; I was shaken.

Vanessa, of all people! So alive! Now, when I say “alive,” I’m not talking about lively or, God forbid, perky. I mean alive as in appearing strong, spirited, close to invulnerable. Dressed for success in a Prada suit and Gucci shoes, though I admit my grasp of fashion is a little iffy. It could have been the other way around.

Anyway, some well-bred customer snapped a cell-phone photo as the EMTs were hoisting Vanessa onto a gurney. It appeared two hours later on the New York Daily News website and showed Vanessa’s feet in those chunky-heeled platform shoes that make most women’s legs resemble Minnie Mouse’s. Not hers.

And even in a coma, she looked great. Vanessa’s hands were elegant, poised like a ballerina’s. Her lithe legs seemed artfully arranged. Her hair, impeccably casual, was a glistening blonde, that expensive color that emits glints of platinum and gold. The masterfully applied lipstick on her now-slack mouth demonstrated a skilled hand and a perfectionist soul.

Whenever I’d seen Vanessa at the quarterly meetings of the Long Island Heritage Council Board of Trustees, a group dedicated to preserving the region’s historical sites, she was not only chic, but all business. The woman never wasted a microsecond. She’d stride around the Peconic Deutsche Bank’s conference room where we met exchanging strong, but not bone-crushing, handshakes and networking with her fellow and sister hot shots.

I was not a natural networker in that group, as my idea of lively conversation—“What are the historical errors of Boardwalk Empire?” or “Do you have a favorite flowering perennial?”—isn’t the sort that animates mini-moguls. Besides me, the only other academic on the board was a pleasant-enough anthropologist from Southampton College. Except during pre-meeting chitchat and coffee break, he was usually engrossed in finding a way to wrap the raisin-glutted muffins and monster bagels on the hospitality table into napkins and stuff them into his backpack without anyone noticing. (Everyone did.)

Periodically, Vanessa would spot me standing alone. She’d come over and shepherd me into whatever conversation she was having. So even if I didn’t fit into her preference for the power elite, she was nice to me. Those who viewed her as a stereotypical hard-ass career crone—tight-lipped and mean-spirited in pursuit of success—were wrong. In fact, her looks told a sweeter story: peaches and cream pretty, with all-American apple cheeks. Her eyes were true blue. And her voice! Lovely. If a pink rose petal could talk, it would sound like her. Further, she was unfailingly polite.

Still, I could understand why people called her aloof. She seemed to hold back not from shyness, but as if getting to know you too well would inevitably be disappointing, and she truly preferred to think well of you. But you couldn’t pigeonhole Vanessa: not at all the brash glad-hander you’d expect running an employment agency mini-empire. Her reticence not only caused her to stand out, but made TV viewers who saw her in the Panache commercials on local cable believe in her. She set a tone, and people would simply assume that the housemaids from Panache Home, the bookkeepers from Panache Office, and the pharmacists from Panache Professional would all be endowed with Vanessa’s cool effectiveness.

Admittedly, at her funeral, the minister had called her “caring” because not even the most charitable Christian soul could go so far as “warm.” However, for some reason, Vanessa was always at her most cordial—so if not actually warm, she was at least tepid in the nicest possible way, like the way she’d walk toward me with both hands outstretched. “Judith Singer.” Then she’d grip my shoulders and stick out her head to bestow a kiss on the cheek. All right, so not an actual kiss. As her satiny, alpha-hydroxied cheek grazed mine she merely made a high, cheeping sound, like a sparrow. Then she would draw back and regard me with … well, not with affection, but definitely not condescension either. She’d inquire: “And how is my friend Judith doing?”

I hadn’t the foggiest notion of why I rated her friendship. Outside of Long Island Heritage Council meetings, we never saw each other except in casual situations—coming out of Alper’s Hardware on Main Street, or down at the harbor band-shell at the Friday night concerts each summer. Perhaps it was because we both lived in Shorehaven, a Long Island suburb, which—despite being twenty-six miles from mid-Manhattan and filled with a fair number of urbane business types and cutting-edge professionals—clung to the aggressive neighborliness of those old Andy Hardy movies.

To be honest, Vanessa’s special treatment might have been some form of pity: I was—am—a widow. For the past two years—since my husband, Bob, died half a day after finishing the New York Marathon in four hours and twelve minutes—I’d noticed that the same people who would treat a middle-aged divorcée with the same tendresse as they would a rabid raccoon could be surprisingly compassionate toward a woman who had lost her husband—as opposed to one who somehow sloppily allowed her man to slip through her fingers.

Or perhaps Vanessa was merely grateful to me. I am a historian who works two jobs. Half the time, I’m adjunct professor of history at the formerly all-female, formerly nun-run, formerly first-rate Saint Elizabeth’s College across the county border in the borough of Queens. The other half of my time, I head my town’s oral history project at the Shorehaven Public Library. A few years earlier, Vanessa had come to me for help: She had a potential client, Kluckers, a kosher chicken distributor. Its CEO wasn’t sure if Long Island had the right “vibes” for his new corporate headquarters. Sure, there were Jews on Long Island, so kosher wasn’t an alien notion, but what about the chicken angle? I’d worked with Vanessa to compose a précis of the thrilling and eventful history of poultry farming on Long Island. Apparently, our effort wowed the guy. Naturally, I wouldn’t take the money she offered for my work. So she’d sent the library a generous contribution and sent a gorgeously bound copy of Leaves of Grass to me at home, somehow having learned I was a fool for Long Island–born Walt Whitman. Now she was dead.

“This Vanessa business has really gotten to me,” I declared to my best friend, Nancy Miller, two nights later when we were out to dinner. “Not that I was actually her friend, even if that’s what she called me but …” Nancy was eagle-eying the waiter as he opened a bottle of Rosso di Montalcino so I demanded: “Are you listening to me?”

“How can I avoid it?”

We were in a new restaurant, La Luna Toscana. For some reason I cannot explain, whenever a new culinary trend gets under way in Manhattan, like Tuscan cuisine, it flies out to Kansas City (with a side trip to Emporia) before it can finally manage to schlep the twenty-six miles east to Shorehaven.

“It’s about Vanessa …” I went on. “I’m upset. … But not really touched. … Shit, I wish I could find the right words to express what I feel.”

“How about ‘shocked and saddened’?” Nancy suggested. “Tell me, when Bob died, did you get one single note that didn’t say ‘I was shocked and saddened to hear of your loss’? I mean …”

Her “I mean” came out “Ah main.” Although Nancy hasn’t been back to her native Georgia in thirty years, she has clung to its syrupy accent, convinced, correctly, that it adds to her charm.

“I mean, did anyone even have the originality just to transpose and say ‘saddened and shocked’?”

“Of course not. But writing condolence notes makes most people uncomfortable and they just want to get it over with. ‘Shocked and saddened.’ ‘In my thoughts and prayers.’ Thinking about death, or person dealing with the pain of a death … It’s distressing, and that’s with a natural death, like Bob’s. Someone like Vanessa committing suicide? It is genuinely shocking. Look, I know no one can get through life without pain, but she seemed so invulnerable to the usual slings and arrows.”

“Invulnerable? Stan Giddings dumped her for a younger woman less than a year ago? Try to not be vulnerable to that!”

Nancy lifted her wineglass, held it to the light, and looked perturbed. After her first sip, she shook her head with the world-weary sadness of a life of dashed expectations wine-wise, though she waved off the approaching waiter.

“Didn’t that snake Stan dump his first wife, too? You bet! For Vanessa.”

“Right,” I replied. “The first one was Barbara. It was all in your newspaper. Don’t you read it, for God’s sake?”

“Not the stories that pander to salivating semiliterates—though that’s at least half our readership.”

Several years earlier, Nancy had given up freelance writing to become associate editor of Newsday’s op-ed page.

“When I’m looking for true trash, I go right to the Post. They do it right. None of this refined suburban crapola like ‘The medical examiner refused to speculate why Ms. Giddings chose to end her life in a department store after taking an overdose of the drug Xanax, commonly prescribed to treat anxiety and panic disorder.’ ”

She finished off her wine and immediately poured herself another.

“Why bother with a glass? Just lift the wine bottle and glug away,” I suggested. “Save all that tedious pouring.”

“Why don’t you put a cork in it about my drinking?”

I sighed. It wasn’t so much the sound of that moment’s passive aggression/your drinking is getting out of control, merely an exhalation of my decades-long frustration with her imbibing. Then I moved back to the subject at hand.

“A woman like Vanessa doesn’t kill herself over a man.”

“If she was stupidly romantic enough to actually marry that slick, do-nothing piece of work, you don’t think she might decide to end it all when he took a walk?”

“First of all,” I said patiently, “I don’t see him as slick at all.”

In fact, the couple of times I’d seen Stan Giddings—at the Long Island Heritage Council’s annual dinner-dance, at Let There Be Bagels—I’d found him pleasingly unslick. Tall, broad-shouldered, square-jawed, given to rumpled denim work shirts and tweedy jackets, he looked like an East Coast version of the Marlboro Man, a non-smoker of course, with a mature jock’s deep, ruddy coloring. His gray-flecked brown hair was longish, chopped more than cut, and his smile was wide, yet somehow sensual. It let you know he was aware you were woman and he was man—and that he was tantalized by the difference. His was a for-real smile, not that lips-together smirk of a Long Island lothario. A smile from a guy like Stan and you find yourself grinning back, so imbued with your own lusty wench-hood that you momentarily forget you’re old enough to be his mother—had you experienced an extremely early menarche. You might even replay that smile—for days, or weeks, though you had to know that as soon as he smiled it, you were already being erased from his consciousness.

“He’s not slick,” I declared. “More like smooth.”

“I don’t mean slick in the Christian Bale, slime-on-his-hair sense. Slick in that his charm has nothing to do with his feelings, assuming he has any beyond self-love.”

She set down her glass, picked up a breadstick, and snapped it in two.

“Inherited money,” Nancy observed.

Over the years, I’ve become so used to her non sequiturs that such statements, coming from her, seem to contain their own logic.

“Inherited money has something to do with being emotionally deficient,” I articulated for her.

“Obviously.”

“Not quite.”

“Stan’s money comes from socks, for chrissake!”

“For the U.S. armed forces. That may not make him a saint or patriot, but if you’re making socks from Iwo Jima to Afghanistan, that’s probably millions of them, enough to make his family incredibly rich for—what?—three generations. I don’t get whatever it is you’re trying to tell me. Do socks or being rich have anything to do with Stan’s personality?”

Nancy shook the half breadstick at me the way a teacher would shake a pointer at an intentionally dense student.

“He never had to earn a living. He never had to do anything. He just had to be, and people would vacuum his floors and groom his horse and admit him to Princeton and treat him with every respect as if he had done something important.”

I tried to come up with a piercingly clever rejoinder to counter her argument, but I finally said, “Doesn’t he work there? Chairman or president or something?”

“Supposedly, he runs the company. Except he spends two months in Vail skiing. And two months up in Maine sailing. And two months someplace warm golfing, plus everyone knows that if Stan actually did run the company the only place he’d run it is into the ground. He was born to enjoy, not to think.”

I’d once overheard one board member telling another: Stan Giddings stood on all the right lines when they were handing out the assets. Looks, money, charm.

“And FYI,” Nancy added, “he’s hung like King Kong.”

“How do you know that?”

“How do you think I know?”

In Nancy’s mind, Mount Sinai was the place on which God handed Moses the Nine Commandments. In her thirty-one years of marriage, at least fourscore lovers had come—and gone.

“You slept with Stan?”

Her head moved slightly: an acknowledgment.

“I can’t believe you! How could you not tell me about someone like him?”

I sometimes felt as if Nancy was relying on me to be her official scorekeeper.

“It must have been when you were writing your doctoral … thing. Thesis,” Nancy muttered.

“Dissertation.”

“You were already overstimulated. How could I burden you? Besides, everyone in town knows about his equipment.”

“I don’t.”

“You! You can name every member of Roosevelt’s cabinets from whenever …”

“From 1933 to 1945. Yes, I can.”

“… but anything truly interesting always comes as a surprise. ‘Golly! You mean Stan Giddings has a foot-long hot dog? Gee whiz!’ By the way, he knows what to do with it, too.”

All I could say was “Yikes!”

“But as they say,” Nancy added, “ ‘God is good.’ No one gets it all. There’s always a glitch.”

“What’s his?”

“He’s an ultraconservative. That might be tolerable except he simply cannot stop droning on about it. It was like fucking Bill O’Reilly, though Stan doesn’t have that repulsivo bisected nose.”

“So if he’s that tedious, his leaving wouldn’t have sent Vanessa over the edge.”

“I heard something about other reasons,” Nancy muttered to her wine.

“Like what?”

I probably sounded a tad overeager because she responded with an elegant flaring of her nostrils. I leaned forward, rested my hands on the annoying, chic sheet of butcher paper the restaurant was using instead of a cloth, and demanded: “What other reasons?”

“Vanessa was having serious business reverses.”

“Where did you hear that?”

She took a slow sip of wine.

“I suppose as I wafted through the city room.”

“How serious was ‘serious’?”

Nancy peered into her glass once again. She seemed taken aback to find it empty, as though someone had sneaked over and slurped it up while she was talking. Shrugging, she poured herself another glass. I took my third sip of the night and, for the umpteenth time in the thirty-three years since we’d been in college together, worried about her liver.

“Nancy, how bad were Vanessa’s business reverses? She did get through the recession in one piece. Why was she having reverses now?”

“Why are you so interested?” she demanded.

“Something’s fishy,” I said. “I can practically smell it.”

“Nothing’s fishy.”

“I don’t buy this suicide story.”

She gripped the stem of her glass.

“You’re not thinking of doing a little detecting, are you, Judith?”

“Please!”

I tried to act amused, but the derisive chuckle came out as if I were having some esophageal unpleasantness involving excessive phlegm.

“I only did the detecting thing once. Twenty years ago. A blip on the radar screen of my life. It’s just …”

“Just what?”

“Hear me out. I value logic. Suicide doesn’t make sense. Say you want to kill yourself. But your whole persona is being cool, elegantly put together, always in control. Someone like that wouldn’t do it violently because violence is messy. Can you imagine her leaping off an overpass into rush-hour traffic on the Northern State and getting smashed by a BMW X5?”

“She didn’t,” Nancy said.

“Precisely. She was so meticulous I can’t even imagine her willing to risk breaking a nail hooking up a hose to the exhaust of her car. No. Her kind of woman would probably check out the old-fashioned, ‘ladylike’ way—by taking sleeping pills. Right?”

“Most likely,” she conceded, although reluctantly.

“And what would happen then? She might just go to sleep forever. But she could also upchuck and choke on her own vomit.”

“No need to be so vivid at the dinner hour, Judith.”

“And why in God’s name would she choose to die in Bloomingdale’s?” I continued. “Why would she be buying shoes in the final moments of her life? Think, Nancy: If you were depressed and hopeless enough to actively consider suicide, would you be worrying about what to wear with your new spring suit?”

“No.” She pushed back the chin-length wave of hair that had fallen over one eye. “Accessorizing is a life-affirming act.”

“Also, if you’re one of these controlled types like Vanessa,” I went on, “are you going to risk dropping down dead over a display of Ferragamos and losing control of your bowels while you’re wearing an above-the-knee skirt?”

With that, I waved the waiter over and inquired how much garlic there was in the ribollita.

But after dinner, back home alone, I was still asking questions. So I hauled in the tied-up newspapers I’d put in the garage for recycling and sat in the kitchen. Intermittently, sleet struck the window, like thousands of long-nailed fingers tapping impatiently against a glass tabletop: Hurry up! Find something! I read and reread Vanessa’s obituary, the paid tributes, and all there was about her death. Then I went online. Nothing much except for the good-byes on the In Memoriam page on the Winston Bowles Funeral Home’s website: “The Puttermans are deeply saddened …” and, from Lila and Don McDougal, “Good night, Sweet Princess, and flights of angels sing thee to thy rest.”

On-and offline, I couldn’t find much of substance. She’d been born Vanessa Compton in Rockville Centre, a town near the south shore of Long Island. She’d gone to Hofstra, also on the Island. After a brief stint (though I never heard of a stint that wasn’t brief) working at a gigantic employment agency in the city, she’d founded Panache while still in her twenties.

Her clients ranged from the corporate, like Kluckers and a computer software giant, to individuals, like socialites and professional athletes. By the time she was in her early thirties, she had not only married Stan, but had also gotten him to build her a fifteen-room mansion on a bluff overlooking Long Island Sound, a place with such a surfeit of Doric columns it was clear that too many girlhood viewings of Gone with the Wind had caused a slight impairment to the region of the brain that governed her architecture aesthetic.

One of the online pieces had an old Panache publicity picture of Vanessa; she was wearing a coatdress and perched on the edge of her Louis the Something-th desk. She was flanked on the left by a woman in a maid’s uniform and a man in a hardhat holding a clipboard; a man in a three-piece banker’s suit stood on the right and, beside him, another in a one-piece mechanic’s coverall. All four workers looked competent and content, yet Vanessa outshone them. Whether it was some inner glow or simply good lighting I couldn’t tell.

In a long article in the Shorehaven Sentinel, I read: “Her former husband, Stanley Giddings, could not be reached for comment, although a Giddings family spokesman released a statement that said Mr. Giddings was ‘shocked and saddened to learn of Vanessa’s suicide.’ ” The shocked and saddened Stan, the paper noted, had married an artist, who went by the name of Ryn, three months earlier. They’d moved out of Shorehaven many months before the nuptials and were living in dandied-up waterfront warehouse in Red Hook, Brooklyn. The place had just been photographed for Architectural Digest.

The next time I glanced up, it was long past eleven o’clock. Shit. Hurriedly, I made a pile of clippings and printouts about Vanessa’s death, arranged in chronological order. Why had I spent the night doing this when facing eighteen first drafts of term papers on New Deal agencies?

Well, Vanessa had called me her friend. On the slim chance she hadn’t been full of it, that she was truly so friendless that she considered a near stranger a friend, maybe I owed her something. Or it could have been my gut reaction: her committing suicide was ninety-nine percent unlikely. Over the years, I’ve learned my gut is right more often than not. Who knows? It simply could have been that after dinner with Nancy, on yet one more bleak night alone, a mystery was just what I needed to put some life in my life.

My husband was gone. True, Bob and I hadn’t had a fairy-tale marriage. Still, even when all that’s left is polite conversation and lackluster marital sex, you have to remember (I’d told myself all those years we were together) that once upon a time it had to have been a love story. I always half-expected the plot would get moving again. Some incident would touch off a great conflict and, lo and behold, not only would the air clear, but there’d be romance in it! Bob and Judith: we’d walk hand in hand into a sunset, happily ever after—or until one of us went gently into the night in our eighth or ninth decade.

Imagine my surprise when he died before my eyes in the emergency room of North Shore Hospital. One minute, he squeezed my hand—a reassuring gesture—but I could see the fear in his eyes. As I squeezed back, he slipped away. Just like that. Gone, before I could say, “Don’t worry, Bob. The nurse told me Dr. Feinblatt—the cardiologist—was one of New York magazine’s Top Doctors.” Or just “I love you, Bob.”

Not only no husband, no prospect of another one. I promised myself no more blind dates, not after the two most recent—whom Nancy referred to as Death Warmed Over and Mr. Piggy. Periodically, I went to the movies, the theatre, and even a couple of baseball games with Bruce, a psycho-pharmacologist I’d met through JDate. He har-har-ed, almost insanely, at the merest suggestion of humor. I suspected he was prescribing too much something for himself. Plus, he flunked my test for basic human decency. He was disrespectful to waiters. If a man needs an item of flatware, he absolutely cannot ask: How long do I have to wait before anyone brings me a salad fork? I should have told him to take a hike, but no one else was knocking at my door.

My son and daughter loved me, but they both were grown, gone from the house, busy with their own lives. So who knows? Maybe I was fixated on murder because it was one of those dark and stormy nights, both without and within, when the notion of suicide—anybody’s—was so terrifying it had to be denied.

I should have felt better the next day. A soft-yellow sun rose into an azure sky. Even in the cold air, I sniffed the first sweetness of spring. Actually, I did feel better. But that was probably not because of the imminence of daffodils.

I was sitting across from Dr. Jennifer Spiros, the number-two pathologist in the Nassau County Medical Examiner’s Office.

“I’m not authorized to give you a copy of the autopsy report,” she said, taking her time with each word.

Her long, shiny Alice in Wonderland hair was tied back with a dainty blue ribbon with rickrack edges. That was the good news. The bad was she had a rectangle of a face, along with such a thick neck that she looked as if her mother had some hanky-panky with a Lipizzaner.

“I understand you can’t hand over the actual report,” I replied. “But this is for Shorehaven Library’s oral history project.”

We both glanced at the red light on the tape recorder I’d set on her desk between us. Dr. Spiros moistened her lips with her tongue.

“It’s not a matter of documentation,” I explained. “What I’m trying to capture here is the reality of a single death, a view from all perspectives, of the passing of one citizen of Shorehaven. From Vanessa Giddings’s friends and colleagues to her minister who gave the eulogy to … well, to the officials charged with investigating that death.”

Naturally, I didn’t add that if news of this little caper I was now on got back to Shorehaven Library’s administrator, Snively Sam, I’d be out of a job. I pressed on.

“I understand she left a note?”

Dr. Spiros pressed her hands together, prayerlike, and held them demurely under her chin.

“I’m not authorized …”

Her nail polish was a purplish orangey-pink: to imagine the color, picture a plastic flamingo at twilight.

I reached out and switched off the recorder.

“On background,” I said boldly, crossing my legs, more Rosalind Russell–His Girl Friday than historian.

Except two seconds later, my heart started to race. It demanded what my brain hadn’t permitted itself to ask: What the hell am I doing here? Each heartbeat was stronger than the one before until my entire chest was filled with what felt like a life-threatening pounding. I want to get the big picture, I was telling her. Am I nuts? Any minute, she’d come to her senses and toss me out on my ear.

“The suicide note said something like ‘I can’t take it anymore,’ ” Dr. Spiros was saying. “ ‘It’s got to end.’ That’s about it.”

“Was it signed?”

“Yes. Signed ‘Vanessa.’ On her personal stationery.”

“Was it handwritten?”

She nodded.

“Was she carrying it with her?”

I got a Huh? look.

“In her handbag or her coat pocket. When she was at Bloomingdale’s?”

“No. It was …”

She glanced at me, too suspiciously. But unable to figure out my angle, she finally went on.

“In a manila folder right in her top desk drawer. I think the report said the drawer was open slightly. The file was marked ‘Personal Papers.’ Her marriage certificate was in there. Her divorce decree. In a sense, she’d assembled her whole relationship with her ex-husband in that file.”

I turned on the recorder again.

“I’d like to go over what’s been released publicly.”

She nodded, then lifted her hair and let it fall back onto her shoulders. Clearly, and correctly, she considered it her best feature.

“How many pills did she take?” I asked.

“Our estimate is about thirty of the most common dosage.”

“Do you actually see them when you do the autopsy?”

“The pills? No. They were dissolved. But we can ascertain from the blood chemistry …”

“How can you tell if someone didn’t just grind up thirty Xanax and sprinkle them over her oatmeal?”

Her patronizing smile was barely more than a puff of air blown past compressed lips.

“That’s where the police investigation comes in,” she explained, too patiently. “They tell us there was a suicide note on her own paper, in her own handwriting—believe me, that was checked out—signed by her. They tell us her friends reported she was depressed over the breakup of her marriage. They find out she was having serious business reverses. And she had a new boyfriend, except she’d broken a series of dates with him.”

“What does that mean?”

“It’s often a sign of depression,” Dr. Spiros said.

“Maybe it’s a sign he was a creep and she wanted to lose his number,” I replied, thinking for a moment what a weenie I was not to cut it off with har-har Bruce.

The doctor inched forward in her chair. I sensed she was about to lose my number.

“If you wanted to end it all,” I asked quickly, “would you do it in a public place?

Empathy did not seem to be Dr. Spiros’s strong suit, which made her specializing in pathology a splendid decision. Instead of looking contemplative, her horse face grew even longer with concern. Had she made a bureaucratic boo-boo by agreeing to talk with me?

“Lots of suicides in public places,” she asserted. “They jump from buildings and bridges, they—”

“They die in a shoe department, holding a sling-back?”

“The effects of the barbiturate aren’t immediate. She might have decided to distract herself from the consequence of what she’d done, rather than lying down just, you know, waiting for it to happen.”

“Who from Homicide is in charge … ?”

Suddenly, I had such a lump in my throat I could not complete the sentence.

“Detective-Sergeant Andrew Kim,” she replied, and gave her hair a declarative flip. Interview over.

I suppose an explanation of my emotional reaction at the mention of the Nassau County Police Department’s Homicide Bureau is in order. All right, it goes like this: Twenty years earlier, shortly before I passed over to the other side of thirty-five, at a time when my now-lawyer daughter and film-critic son were little more than toddlers, a local periodontist named M. Bruce Fleckstein was murdered. I heard about it on the radio and wondered: Who the hell would want to kill a dentist? The next thing I knew, I was investigating. Before too long, I was actually instrumental in determining just who the killer was.

In the course of that detective work, I came into contact with a real detective, Lieutenant Nelson Sharpe of the Nassau County Police Department.

To shorten a long story, I had an affair with him. That was it. Six months of faithlessness in a twenty-eight-year marriage. Even for a historian like me, aware of the significance of the past, it should have been ancient history—except I fell in love with Nelson. And he with me.

For a time, we even discussed leaving our spouses, getting married. We simply couldn’t bear being without each other. Not just for the erotic pleasure, but for the sheer fun we had together. But even more than my secret belief that a marriage that rises from the ashes of other marriages is doomed from the start was our mutual, acknowledged awareness of how our leaving would hurt our children. At the time, my daughter, Kate, was six, my son, Joey, four. Nelson had three kids of his own. Was breaking up a tolerable marriage to seek joy a legitimate reason? Separately, and together, we decided it wasn’t. And so he stayed with his wife, June, and I remained with Bob Singer. Nelson and I never saw or spoke to each other again. Twenty years.

“If you want my opinion,” Nancy Miller began later that evening.

“No,” I said. “I definitely do not.

“Hush,” she commanded Southernly.

Her telephone voice was splendid, pure magnolia blossom, the sort that, in her reporting days, induced in any interviewee, female or male, an overwhelming desire to brag, tell secrets—anything to get into her good graces.

“My opinion is that you’re going to the medical examiner’s office to interview Dr. Horseface was just an excuse.”

“Right,” I said. “A ploy to get closer to Nassau County law enforcement so I could somehow contrive to see Nelson Sharpe and rekindle a twenty-year-old flame that still burns brightly despite the pathetic depletion of the estrogen that fueled it?”

My usual six-thirty, end-of-the-workday hour of fatigue had hit. Bad enough when you have a husband for whom you have to prepare the eight thousandth dinner of your marriage. Worse when you didn’t and you lack the energy to even dump the egg drop soup from its single-serving cardboard container into a bowl before you microwave it.

“Give me a break, Nancy.”

“You don’t deserve a break on this. Except I’ll give you one. I spoke to the reporter on the Vanessa suicide. He heard something about her business reverses.”

“Doesn’t it bother you that the authorities are so quick to label a high-powered woman’s death as a suicide?”

“Might I remind you that your friend Vanessa left a note? Might I remind you as well that her beloved Stan, he of the power pecker, had only recently deserted her for a younger woman? Might I also add I have information about her business problems that could prove to be the final nail in her coffin as far as your murder theory is concerned? Might you be interested?”

“Go ahead.”

I held my excitement in check. Pretty calmly, I thought, as I stuck the soup in the microwave and cradled the phone against my shoulder while I worked to get the wire handle off the carton of sautéed tofu and broccoli so I could zap that, too.

“Vanessa lost Sveltburgers.”

“What in God’s name are you talking about?”

“Sveltburgers. Sveltburgers!” Nancy repeated. “They’re famous.”

“Not in my universe.”

“They’re veggie burgers, you ignoramus. Made around here. In Commack or Center Moriches, Cutchogue or one of those C places I’ve never been to. Instead of being those flat things that look like a hockey puck, they’re thick, so they look like a real hamburger. You never heard of Sveltburgers?”

I hate when the person I’m talking to acts stunned by my ignorance, like when my son, Joey, a movie critic for the très chic, near-insolvent website for tony criticism called Night, had gasped and demanded: “You call yourself a movie lover and you never heard of H. Peter Putzel?”

“I don’t know,” I muttered. “Sveltburgers? Maybe I have.”

“I thought you were a historian. Sveltburgers are a Long Island legend.”

“Clearly, I’m not as good a historian as I think I am.”

“This woman, Polly Terranova—how’s that for a mixed metaphor?—built Sveltburgers into a multimillion dollar company from something she started in her kitchen in Levittown.”

Nancy waited for me to say, Oh, yeah, right. I’ve heard of her. I didn’t, so she continued.

“She signed on with Panache for some kind of package deal—office help, factory workers. Anyway, her complaint is the accountant Vanessa got for her was totally incompetent and now she’s in trouble with the IRS. Also, Polly’s saying the factory workers were dropouts from some drug rehab program and kept nodding off when operating the machinery. The FDA health inspectors found pieces of a finger in the Sveltburgers.”

“Then they’re not actual veggie burgers.”

The bell dinged, and I took the container of soup from the microwave.

“Right. Anyway, Pissed-off Polly told our reporter that Vanessa was completely unresponsive to her complaints because she was too busy obsessing over the failure of her marriage.”

“If Vanessa was obsessed with the failure of her marriage, then losing the Sveltburger account wouldn’t make her OD on Xanax. And while we’re at it, if Power Pecker’s leaving her was so devastating, how come she had herself a new boyfriend?”

“I’m only repeating what the reporter told me,” Nancy snapped. “According to him, Polly told the cops that when she pulled her business out of Panache, Vanessa was shattered.”

Shattered? Fine, shattered. For the next few days, having other fish to fry, I gave the cops the benefit of the doubt and let Vanessa rest in whatever peace suicides are permitted. I taught my three classes at Saint Elizabeth’s, then put on my other hat and recorded an interview with a retired gardener, an eighty-five-year-old man who had come to Shorehaven from Calabria to work in the greenhouses of one of the grand old estates in nearby Manhasset.

But by Saturday night of that week, sometime after watching Radio Days for the hundredth time and discovering (and devouring) seven miniature Mounds bars left over from Halloween, as well as reading an article in a history journal on the formation of the Women’s Trade Union League in 1903, I decided Vanessa Giddings’s demise still needed looking into.

So on Sunday, I went into the city, to the Acadia-Fensterheim Gallery in SoHo.

GROUP SHOW proclaimed a banner hanging outside. The group in question included two finger paintings by Ryn, the newest Mrs. Giddings—a tidbit I’d come up with after going through a half-dozen issues of ARTnews at the library.

I hate when people contemplate a work of art, say an abstract-expressionist painting, and then make nincompoop remarks like “My three-year-old could do the same thing.” Nevertheless, I spent five minutes in the high-ceilinged, white-walled gallery studying Ryn’s Purple Opinion and saw nothing in the swirl of four fingers and one thumb that Kate or Joey could not have brought home from the Temple Beth Israel Nursery School.

“Like it?” a man’s voice inquired.

He was in his twenties, with the requisite SoHo shaved head and unshaven face, so I concluded his question was not a pickup line. He was either an Acadia-Fensterheim employee or an admirer of Ryn’s oeuvre. I nodded with what I hoped was a combination of enthusiasm and reverence.

“Are you familiar with Ryn’s work?” he asked.

“No. Is her name some reference to Rembrandt van Rijn?”

He glanced around: It was only the two of us. “The truth? Her name’s Karyn with a Y. Her last name is—was—Bleiberman.”

“And now?

“Now it’s”—he lifted his head and pursed his lips to signify snootiness, although he did it in an appropriately ironic Gen-Whatever manner—“Giddings.”

I gave him an I-get-it nod and inquired: “How much is the painting?”

Apparently, it wasn’t de rigueur to actually speak of price, but he was kind enough to hand me a list. Purple Opinion was going for sixteen thousand.

I said: “I hope this doesn’t sound incorrigibly crass, but …”

“You’re saying, isn’t that somewhat high for a painting made with fingers? She’s not Chuck Close, right?”

He looked to see if I’d gotten his reference, so I nodded in comprehension of what I was not comprehending.

“It’s not high at all, to tell you the truth,” he went on. “Ryn spends an incredible amount of time prepping the canvas to give it the appearance of paper.”

I offered some vague sound of comprehension, like “Aaah.”

We both gazed respectfully at the purple whorls.

“Is she from around here?” I asked.

“Well, she has a studio in Red Hook, but these days”—he smiled and shook his head with a clearly unresolved mix of disdain and awe—“she’s living on Long Island. She’s married to a rich older guy …”

He hesitated for an instant, perhaps unsure whether it was chivalrous to say “older” to someone as old as I.

“They have a mansion,” he confided.

“A mansion?” I repeated, wowed in the coolest manner I could muster.

“It has a stable!” he said. “And he gave her a five-carat diamond ring. Like, is that a statement or what? Not that any of those things would make a dent in Ryn’s consciousness. You know? She’s like almost overly ethereal. But so real. I mean, when I spoke to her after she first saw the place, you know the only thing she mentioned? The quality of the light.”

“So she works out there?”

“Well, right now she’s not working.”

“Taking a rest after this?” I inquired, waving my hand toward Purple Opinion and Green Certainty.

“Getting ready to have a baby. She’s due any second. I mean, when we had the opening two weeks ago, we were all praying she wouldn’t …”

He shuddered as if envisioning a pool of amniotic fluid on the gallery’s polyurethaned oak floor.

I thanked him and, price list neatly folded in my handbag, hurried off to catch the 4:18 back to Shorehaven.

It wasn’t until eleven that night—defeated by the lower left-hand corner of the Sunday Times crossword puzzle—that it occurred to me that when Stan Giddings married Ryn, she had been close to six months pregnant. A pregnant piece of information, but what did it mean? Having spent twenty-eight years married and only two widowed, I still wasn’t used to having some late-night question pop into my head and not be able to ask, What do you make of this? Even if the reaction was the usual, mumbled, nocturnal I dunno, or even an antagonistic What business is it of yours, Judith?—it was a response. I could then begin either to start silently speculating or to think, Beats the hell out of me, and drift off to slep.

Plainly, Bob would not have taken well to my inquiring into the death of Vanessa Giddings. Like the last time around, twenty years earlier, when I got involved in investigating the Fleckstein murder: At his best, he’d been exceedingly aggravated with me. At his worst, enraged and downright nasty. For him, my business was to be his wife. A historian? Why not? He lived in an era in which powerful men’s wives did not churn butter. They held jobs, the more prestigious the better. A PhD in history lacked the cachet of a doctorate in neuroscience, but it was, on the whole, an asset. But a wife who fancied herself a gumshoe? That was barely a step above whoredom.

But even if I couldn’t have asked Do you think Ryn’s six-months-pregnant marriage means anything? without getting a snide rejoinder, I still couldn’t bear the loss of him. Late Sunday nights hurt the most. I yearned to be a wife, to hear Bob’s sleepy voice murmuring “G’ night” as he turned over, to sense the warmth of his body across a few inches of bed, to smell the fabric softener on his pajamas. Of course, if I’d have left Bob and married Nelson? He and I would be riveted, sitting up discussing … Stop!

Over the years, I’d become my own tough cop, policing myself from crossing the line from the occasional loving or lustful memory of Nelson to hurtful fantasy: What is he doing now? Still married? Is he happy? Would it be so terrible to call him and offhandedly say, “You just popped into my head the other day and I was wondering … Stop!

The next morning, on my way to Saint Elizabeth’s, I dropped by the house of my semi-friend Mary Alice Mahoney Hunziger Schlesinger Goldfarb—the woman who talked more than any other in Greater New York and said the least. Annoying? Truly. Vacuous? Definitely. Stupid? Indubitably. However, somehow her pea brain was optimally structured for the absorption and retention of every item of Shorehaven gossip that wafted through the atmosphere, no matter how vague.

So I asked her: “How come Stan Giddings waited until Ryn was six months pregnant to marry her?”

“It’s a looong story,” Mary Alice began.

Awaiting the arrival of her personal trainer, she was decked out in cornflower blue Spandex shorts and tank top with a matching cornflower blue terry headband. Clearly, and of course irrationally, she was proud of her body. Her arms had the approximate diameter of the cardboard tube inside a roll of toilet paper. Her hip bones protruded farther than her breasts.

“A very long story.”

“I have to get going in ten minutes, Mary Alice. I have a class.”

“My trainer is due then. Connor? You know him?”

When I shook my head, she rolled her eyes to let me know how unhip I was.

“I mean, he’s only the most well-known trainer on the North Shore. God, you’re an intellectual in an ivory tower! Vanessa used him, you know.”

She sighed. Not a mere exhalation of air, but the drawn-out vocalization of a lousy actress reading [sighing] in a script.

“What can I tell you? Vanessa knew Ryn was”—Mary Alice gazed ceiling-ward, searching for the right words—“avec child, like the French say.”

Toujours.

“She wanted to put the pressure on Stan.”

“To get a good settlement?”

“Well, of course,” she responded, a bit impatiently.

Ours was not a natural friendship. Like cellmates, Mary Alice and I had come together while doing time—in our case, as class mothers two decades earlier.

“Naturally,” she went on, “Vanessa signed a prenup.”

Mary Alice, on her fourth marriage—this one to Lance Goldfarb, urologist to Long Island’s best and brightest—obviously knew about prenuptial agreements. She took the blue sweater that had been draped over a chair and arranged it artfully around her skeletal shoulders.

“I mean, someone with Stan’s resources isn’t going to go into a marriage without protection, is he?”

“He obviously went into Ryn without protection.”

“Can you believe that? Well, I can, as a matter of fact. He’d had two kids with his first wife but they weren’t working out. Bulemic or dyslexic or something. And Vanessa couldn’t have any. Or wouldn’t. Whatever. Anyhow, Stan was absolutely dying for a family.”

“Isn’t that a little risky? I mean, getting your girlfriend pregnant while you’re still married to someone else.”

Mary Alice blew out an impatient gust of air.

“Grow up, Judith.”

“What am I being pathetically naive about?”

“About that. Sooner or later, he’d get out of the marriage without fatal damage because he had an airtight prenup. And that if Ryn had the baby before they were married, big damn deal. She’s an artist. Do you think artists care about having a child in or out of marriage?”

“You’ve got a point,” I conceded. “But Stan’s not an artist, so he would want the baby to be born in wedlock. Ergo, Vanessa would have figured time was on her side.”

Mary Alice gave a weary nod that said: Finally, she’s getting it. It’s annoying to be patronized by a birdbrain.

“Right,” she said. “Ryn didn’t need her lawyer to tell her it was time to put the squeeze on Stan. Trust me. Vanessa got the picture, too. And she wound up with the house and the pied-à-terre on Central Park West and enough cash to choke a horse, except she needed it because she was going to redecorate plus get the works: face lift, tummy tuck, tush tightening, and lipo, lipo, and more lipo. Maybe implants. Cheekbones, I think. Could have been boobs. I can’t remember which.”

“Did she get all that done?” I asked.

The last time I’d seen Vanessa, a couple of months before she died, she hadn’t looked as if she needed anything tightened or implanted, though for all I know I might have been looking at the results.

“No, no, no. She met someone.”

“Who?”

“Do you want some ginger tea?”

“No thanks. Whom did she meet?”

“His name is Tony. Like in the Tony awards.”

Mary Alice’s white-blonde hair was pulled up into a pretty topknot, and she twisted a loose strand around her index finger, a gesture that led me to believe Tony was not unattractive.

“What’s Tony’s last name?”

“Tony Marx.”

“As in Karl?”

“What?”

“M-a-r-x or M-a-r-k-s? Never mind. Did you ever meet him?”

“No. I mean, yes. See, Vanessa also got the country club membership as part of the settlement, which I hear just about killed Stan because his grandfather had been a founder. Very, very rare for the wife to get the membership, which shows you how much Stan was willing to give to get out of that marriage. He and Ryn still have the loft—like eight thousand square feet—in some fabulous part of Brooklyn, but they’re living in the grandfather’s house now. He’s dead. The grandfather. Father, too, I think. Way out in Lloyd’s Neck. Practically a château I hear. It’s called Giddings House, but it needs major fixing up. It’ll take years. That’s why Vanessa never wanted any part of it. Anyhow, I know someone like you with a PhD. doesn’t take country clubs seriously, Judith, but they mean a lot to people. Anyhow, Lance and I were there as Jim and Ellen Shay’s guests …”

She gave her wedding band, a knuckle-to-knuckle diamond dazzler, a twist. “They don’t accept Jews as members, you know.”

She paused, waiting for a response.

I offered none, so she explained: “Lance is Jewish.”

“I guessed it, Mary Alice. The ‘Goldfarb’ was a clue.”

“That’s why we were there as guests.”

“So you just happened to see this Tony there with Vanessa?”

“Right. Well, we chatted for a few minutes. He was wearing a sports jacket in the teeniest houndstooth. I mean, when you first looked at it, you’d think charcoal gray, not black and white. Cashmere. Stunning detail. You could tell—”

“What does Tony do?”

“He owns a car dealership.”

“What kind?”

“Volvo. He kidded around and called it Vulva. Well, I guess not to his customers.”

“Is it here on the Island?”

She nodded.

“How serious was Vanessa about him?”

“How serious?”

Mary Alice chewed her thin but well-glossed lower lip, then smoothed over the chewed area with her pinky.

“It’s serious in that he’s very, very attractive. But not so serious because he only owns one dealership.”

I must have looked confused because she exhaled impatiently: “Forget that he’s not in Stan Giddings’s league money-wise. He wasn’t even in Vanessa’s league. So how serious could she be about a man who couldn’t earn as much as she could? No, she’d let the relationship play out, which might take her through the summer. That way, she’d have someone for mixed doubles, then in September she’d just get busy with her business or whatever, then go away after Christmas and come back and get her plastic surgery over with so that by the next summer she could really be a contender. You know very well what I mean, Judith, so don’t look like ‘Duh?’ Contender: be eligible for a really important guy.”

“So then why did she kill herself?” I asked.

Mary Alice shrugged.

“Maybe what everyone’s saying is right. Losing Stan and Sveltburgers just took too much out of her. When all you want is to die of a broken heart and you don’t, what do you do?”

“What?” I asked.

“Commit suicide!” she said brightly.

Just as I opened the door to leave, Connor the trainer ambled in. He was an exceedingly muscular but very short man, not much longer than his gym bag. Yes, he said slowly when I asked him, he had seen Vanessa the morning of her death. Not only had she not been in the zone, she’d actually cut their session short when she looked out the window of her workout room and spotted a silver Volvo, an S80, pulling into the driveway. When I asked if he’d seen who was driving the car, Connor gazed up at me suspiciously. Fortunately, Mary Alice gave him a she’s-okay pat on the deltoid, so he conceded: the boyfriend.

“Tony?” I asked.

“Yeah, Tony.”

That afternoon, I got stuck in a particularly noxious history department meeting, which ended with Medieval European shaking her fist at Modern Asian. The day after that I had three weeks’ worth of oral history videos at the library to contend with, so I didn’t get to Volvo Village until the following morning. I felt I was losing not only time, but ground. If there was anything fishy about Vanessa’s death, the person or persons responsible had had more than enough time to execute an exquisite cover-up.

I suppose dealing with the American public in the highly emotional arena of car buying can make someone inured to surprise. So Tony Marx did not think it at all odd that I wanted to trade in my 2012 Jeep for a 2013 Volvo or that I wanted to talk about Vanessa.

“I don’t know if Vanessa ever mentioned me …” I said.

“Of course she did,” he lied courteously, clearly never having heard my name.

“I’m so upset,” I told him. “I still can’t believe it.”

“I know.”

Except for a bit of a paunch, he was a sleek man in his early forties, with the sort of lifelong, worked-at tan that ultimately transmutes skin into leather. In Tony’s case, it was still a soft, not-too-creased leather, pecan colored.

“You’re looking to unload the Jeep for a T6 AWD, Judy?” he asked.

“Pardon me?”

“All-wheel drive.”

“Right.”

His dress was conservative-gray suit, white shirt, maroon rep tie—the getup someone selling safety and solidity would put on. He—though, tall, slender, graceful, and sloe-eyed—had to keep his inborn flash under control. He should have been selling Maseratis.

“Vanessa told me you were the man to see about a car.”

He nodded.

“She seemed to think the world of you,” I went on.

I expected him to nod again and move on to the turbo charger, whatever that was, but instead he swallowed hard.

“Was she … ?” I began. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t ask.”

“It’s okay,” he responded. “Depressed? Yeah. But not like, you know, depressed-depressed.”

“Not suicidal?” I asked softly.

“No! I mean, when they told me, I thought it was some sick joke. Except I knew it was real because it was a couple of cops who came and told me. Asked me questions. They had to. Because she died at Bloomie’s, not, like, in a hospital.”

“Was she depressed about the Sveltburger business?”

His head rocked up and down, a single, emphatic Yes.

“Depressed, angry. Why shouldn’t she be angry?”

The showroom lights that brought out the gleam of his Volvos made his dark brown hair shine. His eyes appeared moist, too, but I couldn’t tell if it was the lighting or a glaze of tears.

“It was so unfair. Like what was Vanessa supposed to do? Run Polly Terranova’s business for her?”

He answered his own question.

“No. Vanessa did her job—got top of the line employees. Polly or whoever Polly picked was supposed to supervise them.”

“That was unfair,” I agreed.

Then, lowering my voice, I said: “Was Vanessa still that upset about her divorce?”

“No! At least, not to me she wasn’t.”

“When was the last time you saw her?” I inquired.

“The night before.”

Tony touched his paunch gently as if it helped him recollect.

“We went out to dinner. She was watching my weight. High protein, low carb. She said diets come and go, but it always comes back to that.”

His eyes grew damper. A tear formed in the corner of his left eye and meandered down his cheek.

“She told me I was getting”—he stopped and took a deep breath to compose himself—“insulin-resistant. That’s how come the protein was so important.”

He seemed to want a response, so I nodded slowly, as if still dazed by such godlike wisdom, and in the softest echo, said “protein.” Then, as gently as possible, I went on: “The explanation I’ve heard about the suicide doesn’t feel right to me. Could she have been upset about something else? Some other business thing? Could someone she knew have been giving her a hard time?”

“No,” he said firmly. “She would’ve said something to me. We had a completely …”

He blinked back another potential tear.

“I know.”

“We talked all the time.”

On the way back to Shorehaven, having vowed to think about the all-wheel drive’s viscous coupling, I bought myself a cup of coffee and sat in my Jeep in the parking lot of a Starbucks. A soft snow began to fall, just enough to frost the windshield, so I gazed into its soothing whiteness. Tony’s deal wasn’t good enough to tempt me. Neither was Tony, cute though he was. However, I was touched by the tear that trickled down his cheek—although my sentiment was tempered by the fact that he’d lied to me about when he’d last seen Vanessa. On the last morning of Vanessa’s life, she had told Connor the trainer to leave because she’d seen Tony driving up. Connor himself had seen Tony. Yet Tony had told me the last time he’d seen her was at dinner the night before, with Vanessa monitoring his diet. Unless Connor was the one who wasn’t telling the truth.

I warmed my hands on the cup and sipped the coffee. Tony seemed genuinely distressed by Vanessa’s death. Still, I remembered Nelson telling me that if he had a buck for every tear shed by killers he’d be the richest guy on Long Island. But why would Tony want to kill Vanessa? Actually, why would anyone? For once, I stopped being my own bad cop and let myself think about Nelson. In my mind, I asked him, Okay, what was to be gained by her death?

He counseled, Approach it by thinking about each person she had a relationship with.

I probably did something humiliating, like nodding and smiling at him—Good idea!—because I recall how relieved I felt that the window had gotten frosted over.

All right, what about Tony? If he hated Vanessa, he could simply stop going out with her … unless, of course, she knew some dark secret about his business dealings or his sexuality and was blackmailing him.

If Nelson were really beside me, he’d be shaking his head: Far-fetched. Keep him on your list, but put him way at the bottom. Move on.

Polly Terranova? From the bit of research I’d done, it seemed that nothing—not even the doofus accountant and the doped-up assembly line workers sent out by Panache—could stop the inexorable march of Sveltburgers into America’s freezers. Polly might be angry, but she could get even much more effectively by taking away her business than by offering Vanessa a Xanaxburger.

Stan Giddings? He might have wanted to get rid of Vanessa in order to marry Ryn, but that had been months earlier. It had probably cost him above and beyond what his prenuptial contract specified. But she hadn’t bankrupted him, not by a long shot: he was still loaded enough to give Ryn a five-carat ring and to be refurbishing Giddings House.

Ryn? Again, she might have wished to get rid of the second Mrs. Giddings so she could become the third sooner rather than later. But for once, I thought, Mary Alice was right. It probably wouldn’t matter to someone like Ryn whether a child was born in or out of wedlock. Admittedly, if Vanessa had dug in her heels and tried to sue Stan over the prenup claiming whatever about-to-be exes usually claim, the baby could be born and Stan might have second thoughts. Sure, he’d support the kid, but support didn’t mean a five-carat rock and a house with the family name. So it was in Ryn’s interest to marry Stan as quickly as she could. Since she had done that, there was no reason to risk killing Vanessa Giddings.

I turned on the windshield wipers. The snow was fluffy and dry, a benevolent end-of-winter snow, sent to remind the impatient who are yearning for their first crocus how ravishing winter can be. I felt one of those familiar waves of sadness crash over me, being alone, with no one to share the beauty. Sure, at the end of the day, I could call one of my children, or Nancy, and describe the fat, silent snowflakes descending around Starbucks, but the Oh, nice! that I’d get would be syllables of charity. Well, to tell the truth, Bob would not have been seized by ecstasy, either. I put on the rear wiper, shifted the Jeep into reverse, and backed out to go home.

Until I thought of the first Mrs. Giddings. Barbara. Who, according to Siri, lived at 37 Bridle Path West in Shorehaven Acres. Shorehaven Half-Acres would be more exact. And as for the so-called bridle path—like the Cotillion Way and Andover Road that crossed it—an allusion to a way of life that the residents themselves had probably never experienced. Still, it was a pleasant development of neocolonials and putative Tudors. The pathetic little saplings planted in the 1960s had grown into fine oaks and healthy Japanese maples. It all looked perfectly nice—except for Barbara Giddings’s house.

Even the camouflage of snow couldn’t hide the neglect. The driveway had deep gouges; chunks of asphalt lay around these holes as if the driveway had been strafed. The house itself was even more forlorn, its white-painted clapboard peeling. Once it must have been a dark red because carmine patches blotched the white facade like some dreadful skin condition.

Barbara Giddings wasn’t in such good shape, either. At two in the afternoon, her frizz of bleached hair was flattened on one side. Her eyes had the frantic flutter of someone ashamed of being caught napping. Nevertheless, she hadn’t had the energy to pull back her slumping shoulders. Her blue eyes and small, pouty lips indicated she had probably once been pretty, although her face was now so puffy it was impossible to tell if it had been in a Meg Ryan or Kim Basinger way. If I went into my now-familiar why-I-am-here speech—library, oral history, important contribution—I felt it would overwhelm her. So I just whipped out a pad and muttered something about just having only a few questions about Vanessa Giddings.

“I don’t think … I should call my lawyer,” she said.

Surprise. I had expected a voice of the living dead, but she had the rich, cultivated tones of an announcer on a classical music station. So I tried to rise to her level, offering my library speech, minding my diction. And she invited me inside.

After ten years of wear and a couple of kids, the house was more rundown than neglected. We sat on her living room couch covered with one of those cream-colored slipcovers you see in catalogs that are supposed to look fashionably shabby, as if your great-grandparents had old money, but which, sadly, look as though you have a battered couch you can’t afford to replace.

“Would you mind if I record …”

She shook her head vehemently, so I quickly said, “Just for background then,” and sat forward, hands in my lap.

“Were you surprised by Vanessa’s death?”

“No.”

“How come?”

Her lips compressed in disapproval until they looked like a pale prune.

“She was always a pill-popper.”

“Vanessa?”

A quick, dismissive, almost cruel laugh—Heh!—meant to tell me how uninformed I was.

“Yes. Vanessa. You know those jumbo-size, Monday-to-Sunday pill cases?” she asked.

I nodded.

“She carried two of them in her purse. And that was in the days, let me tell you, that she should have been flying high on her own accord. That was when she was carrying on with Stan—lunch, dinner, no wonder she never had a weight problem. She never ate, just banged her brains out.”

Barbara’s words may have been coarse, but her voice sounded so cultivated you expected to hear Haydn’s Symphony no. 96 in D major next, so what she did say was doubly jarring. But she made me feel sad, too. With her defeated posture and straw hair, Barbara Giddings had the despondent air of a welfare mother who no longer has the energy to hope. All her aspects didn’t add up. It was like a game show, and I couldn’t figure out which contestant was the real Barbara.

“Do you know what kind of pills?” I asked. “Did she have some illness?”

“Illness?” she laughed. “Diet pills. Amphetamines, I suppose. And downers. And who knows what else? But two pill cases. A blue and a yellow.” She was so specific it was not just suspicious, but creepy.

“Do you believe her death really was suicide?” I asked, trying to sound offhand.

“Do I believe it was suicide?” she demanded, irritably. Her pasty cheeks suddenly bloomed scarlet. “Do you think I give a good goddamn?”

“I’m sorry.”

“No, no, I’m sorry,” she quickly apologized, trying to comb her hair behind her ears with her fingers. “Funny, how something so long ago can still get you worked up. What can I say? It’s one thing to take someone’s husband away. Fair and square in the game of love and all that.”

She managed a small smile, but her combing grew more intense, so she was almost raking her scalp.

“I mean, Stan had it all: looks, charm, intelligence. And money.”

I made myself keep looking at her and not at the graying rug under our feet that had once been some cheerier color.

“Money,” Barbara Giddings said. “There’s a reason they call it the root of all evil.”

“That’s for sure,” I muttered, just to have something to say.

“She wasn’t going to settle for Stan and his … his wealth and social position. No, Vanessa had to have everything.”

“Everything?”

“Everything.”

“How did she go about it?” I inquired.

I was a little nervous that all of a sudden she’d come to her senses and think: Why in God’s name am I talking like this to a stranger? Instead, she seemed relieved I was there, to sit on her couch and be a witness to the outrage that had been perpetrated against her.

“How? She manipulated Stan—trust me, he was a babe in the woods and she knew just how to take him over. She got him to con me into signing a divorce agreement that gave me next to nothing. You couldn’t bring up two hamsters, much less kids—one who just happens to have ADHD—on what I’m getting. Stan gave me a song and dance about how he wanted to give me the money off the books, you know, like under the table. For tax purposes. What did I know? I was just the ex-maid.”

“You’d been working as a …”

“No!” It was somewhere between snarl and growl, and displayed so much spirit it seemed as though some psycho doppelgänger had supplanted Barbara on the couch. “I was going to Stony Brook! Studying botany. I got a summer job after sophomore year helping out their gardener. Not in a lab, but what the hell, at least it paid. But the story got out that Stan had eloped with the maid. I could never shake it.”

“How come your lawyer allowed you to go along with the money under the table business?”

“Please. Stan got me my lawyer. A kid from one of the law firms that Atlantic Hosiery used. Atlantic is Stan’s family’s company. Need I say more?”

I shook my head, but that didn’t stop Barbara Giddings’s rant. For the next three-quarters of an hour, I heard how Stan’s visits to his children dwindled from twice a week to once every month or two … because of pressure from Vanessa. How Vanessa got Stan to hire an architect from Los Angeles to design a new house in Shorehaven Estates. How Vanessa had Stan employ a chauffeur and how the chauffeur would drive in her personal shopper from Manhattan with trunks full of clothes. On and on: Viktor & Rolf. Size six. Comme des Garçons. Carine Gilson … that’s couture lingerie. Alligator handbags with gold clasps. A wall of shoes, size seven and a half. How Vanessa was much too much for Stan. How she’d made him over, from the tips of his once-machine-made shoes to the top of his beginning-to-bald head. Italian hand-made loafers. Hair plugs. Private wine-tasting lessons. How she’d taken an ordinary rich Joe whose greatest joy had been his fifty-yard-line box at Giants games and yearly golf weekend at Pebble Beach and transformed him into croquet-playing Social Man who either dined out every night with friends who weren’t really friends or who hosted dinner parties in his new waterfront mansion for corporate types who were—here, Barbara stopped to take a breath to propel the words out—Vanessa’s clients!

At last, I drove off, relieved to be out of a house that smelled like dirty laundry, grateful to get away from Barbara’s fixation. Not on her ex-husband, the man she’d presumably loved, the man who’d bamboozled her. But on the Other Woman. Vanessa loomed huge over Barbara’s life. It was one thing to be aware of a rival’s key asset, a law degree from Harvard or a hand-span waist. Quite another to know she had fourteen size-six Rodarte dresses in her closet.

Two hours later, I demanded: “Could Barbara Giddings be gullible enough to believe that a man who’s cheated on you with another woman, who’s leaving you for her, who’s sticking you and your children in a house that probably costs about the same as the Hepplewhite breakfront in your former dining room … could she honestly believe he would honor an agreement to pay up under the table?”

I was sitting beside Nancy’s desk at Newsday watching her perform microsurgery on somebody’s op-ed essay on government subsidies for the arts. I’d never been to see her at work before and was both dazzled and comforted that the newsroom I’d walked through still looked like all the newsrooms in movies.

“You know what the answer is,” Nancy replied, but gently.

She understood I had not dropped by to shoot the breeze. With three clicks of her mouse, she highlighted a paragraph on her computer screen and, with one dismissive tap of a key, deleted it.

“Yes. Barbara Giddings could be that gullible,” she replied. “If all you’re offered is a lie and you’re desperate for hope, when you get fucked up the ass, you tell yourself you’re queen of the May and that thing in your rectum is a maypole.”

“I know,” I conceded. “But is she telling the truth? Could she actually have been given a generous settlement and blown it at the racetrack or on some bad investment? And as far as Vanessa goes … Barbara has a dull, lost look, like ‘What do I do now that Vanessa’s dead? Whom can I hate?’ What I want to know is if what I saw was an act or the real thing.”

“You mean if Barbara’s really a conniving, murdering bitch?”

“I mean: Was she telling me the truth? Was Vanessa so into drugs? Could you just ask the reporter who’s—”

“Fuck off, Judith! Enough!”

But after glaring at me, she picked up the phone.

Two minutes later—and some whispered prompting by me—she hung up and declared: “The only drug they found in her system was the Xanax that killed her. Yes, she did have two pill cases in her handbag. Mostly those big mothers, megavitamins. And a couple of Xanax. The only prescriptions in her name were for Xanax and Ambien, the sleeping pill.”

“Did they find the Xanax bottle?” I demanded.

“I didn’t ask. I am not going to call him again and have him think Lord knows what—that I’m after his job, or him.”

“Then call the cops,” I said softly.

Nancy shook her head.

“I swear to you, Nan, I’m not using this as a devious way to get to Nelson.”

“You’re so full of shit your eyes are brown.”

“The police must have a PR person. Just find out if they found the bottle. Also, get the prescription dates and anything else about her drugs.”

It’s often eye-opening to watch a friend doing what she does for a living: her authority is startling. You forget the complex and occasionally vulnerable woman while you view the champ in action. For someone calling cold, Nancy was amazingly adroit. Hi! Nancy Miller from Newsday Viewpoints. We’re thinking of running a piece on suicide with a mention of the Vanessa Giddings case. Direct, businesslike, but still, she was laying on the Georgia-peach jam so thick I could tell she was talking to a man.

When she hung up, she reported: “No Xanax bottle. They surmise she must have thrown it out on her way to Bloomingdale’s.”

“That’s one hell of a surmise.”

“The original prescription for Xanax was from last March. She had it renewed once, in September. The Ambien is from this January.”

“Call him back.”

“No.”

“Please. Find out where Stan and Tony Marx and Barbara Giddings … and Ryn were the day she died.”

“In a pig’s eye.”

Call-Me-Mike, Nancy’s new conquest in the Nassau County Police Department’s PR office, phoned her back a half hour later, during which time I watched her eviscerate the essay on her screen and call the writer to inform her of having made a couple of minor edits. Call-Me-Mike told her—off the record—that Ryn had gone to her obstetrician in the morning, then had Stan’s chauffeur drive her into the city, to the Acadia-Fensterheim Gallery in SoHo where, presumably, she could admire her own work.

Tony Marx went from his condo to his Volvo dealership, a fact which did not square with what Connor the Trainer had told me about seeing Tony’s car drive up to the house. Stan was on a plane coming back from Palm Beach where he had spent the previous day looking at real estate. As for Barbara, well, she had not been interviewed.

“Would you stop it now?” Nancy snapped.

Well, not quite snapped, but I could sense she was less than delighted with me.

“Vanessa killed herself. Period. She was not your friend. You owe her nothing! She was a woman who was losing her husband, losing her big client, probably losing her looks if you got up close enough. Would you want to spend the rest of your life finding jobs for steamfitters and sleeping with a guy who calls his car a Vulva? No! You’d OD and be done with it.”

“I would not,” I said as I stood. “And even if I were going to, would I take thirty Xanax in the morning and then go shopping?”

I put on my coat.

“Where are you going?” Nancy grilled me, in the manner of a parent sensing her child is about to do something reckless.

I gave her head a comforting pat.

“Relax. I’m going to Mineola to look up some records.”

“What kind of records?”

“Martha and the Vandellas. Public records, to see if there’s any information about Stan’s divorces. I want to find out if the house Barbara is in now is the one she got stuck with ten years ago when Stan left … or if she had something better and lost it. Then I’ll go back to the library to run a more thorough search on Ryn and Tony. They subscribe to all the search engines you have to pay for.”

“Why are you wasting your time?”

“Why? Because they seem like the sort of people who could possibly have checkered pasts. And because the alternative is my book group and they’re doing The Golden Notebook, which I’ve successfully avoided my entire life.”

I drove west on the Long Island Expressway listening to a National Public Radio interview with an expert on lichens. The scientist explained how lichens are formed by a fungus and an alga living together “intimately.” The intimacy must have gotten to me because instead of driving to the county clerk’s office, I found myself heading for police headquarters.

This is nuts, I told myself. What if Nelson sees me? He’ll think I’ve been stalking him for twenty years. Get out while I still can. Except I had an idea. I gripped the wheel.

Cool it, I ordered myself as I pulled into the parking lot. It’s just a glimmering. Now what was the name of the guy from the police conducting the investigation?

I’d only heard it from Dr. Horse Face and come across it a hundred times in the newspaper accounts, but naturally at the moment I wanted it, the particular brain cell that had this detective’s name on it refused to give it up.

Well, I could walk right in and ask. And they’d say, Oh, it’s Detective-Sergeant Whatever, and I’d go to his office and just say, Hi, I’m a neighbor of Vanessa Giddings’s and what do you think about this? I know it’s just a theory but …

Kim! That was his name! Maybe Detective-Sergeant Kim had enormous intellectual curiosity and would reopen the case. On the other hand, maybe he’d think I was demented. Or I’d go inside headquarters, and my heart would be in my throat at the thought that I could possibly see Nelson, so I’d stand before Detective-Sergeant Kim and make hideous gurgling noises.

Naturally, I was an utter wreck, wanting, not wanting, so I won’t even describe my walking in there and finally being directed to Detective-Sergeant Kim’s office, which took me maybe four minutes but which felt like four years. It normally would have taken half that time, except I kept my head down just in case Nelson walked by, and I had to wait until I sensed the halls clear before I could look up and check out the numbers on the doors.

“It’s an interesting theory,” Detective-Sergeant Kim remarked fifteen minutes later.

He was a large man in his late thirties who looked as if he’d gained twenty pounds since the time he’d bought his suit.

“And I appreciate your sharing it with me, Ms. Singer. Except for one thing …”

“No one had any reason to want to kill her,” I replied.

He smiled, a gracious, be-nice-to-upper-middle-class-citizens smile.

“At least no one had any reason at the time she died. On that score, you’re absolutely right. But what about four or five months before that?”

“What do you mean?”

He looked less impatient than perplexed, which I took as a hopeful omen.

“If she wanted to kill herself, why would she take pills from an old prescription? She had a prescription for Ambien, so if she wanted to go to sleep permanently, why not swig them down with a big glass of vodka?”

He waited. He crossed his arms over his chest and tried to lean back, except his chair didn’t want to. He gave up and rested his elbows on his desk.

“Look,” I went on, “say you want to kill Vanessa Giddings. Make it look like a suicide. What do you do? Well, you could slip a compromising letter on her notepaper into a file marked personal papers. ‘I can’t take it anymore. It’s got to end.’ With her signature.”

“Doesn’t that sound like a suicide note to you?” he asked, still patient.

I couldn’t tell if he was a naturally easygoing man or a canny cop who used pleasantness as an investigatory technique. If not for the wee wobble of a second chin, I noted, he’d have been handsome.

“It’s a note that could mean anything has got to end. It could have been to her housekeeper, that she’s ironing on too high a heat and burning pillowcases right and left and it’s got to end. To her secretary, that she’s calling in sick too often. To her boyfriend, that it’s over. Or to her husband, that his philandering or his lying or his late nights have got to end.”

Kim took a deep breath that looked as if it were meant to propel a sentence, so I talked faster.

“To her husband’s lover, to end the affair. To her husband’s ex-wife-who seemed more than a little fixated on Vanessa—to stop snooping around town about what she’s doing.”

“So you’re saying someone got her note and, if it wasn’t the maid with the iron, they snuck into her house and stuck it into her folder?”

Kim had a square, manly face with intelligent black eyes, and he was even able to raise one eyebrow with the skepticism of a film noir antihero, though the jiggle of his chin subtracted from his coolness quotient.

“I’m saying whoever put the note in that folder did it months ago, when he or she had easier access to Vanessa’s things, like her file of personal papers.”

Kim waited. The smile vanished. On the other hand, it wasn’t replaced with a snarl.

“It was done before the prescription for Ambien was written, before Vanessa’s marriage was over. Was the note on top of the papers in the folder?”

“No,” he said cautiously.

“So in the ensuing months, she just stuck other papers in there—like her divorce decree—and maybe never saw the note.”

“Okay, then what?” he asked slowly, trying to see where I was going, but I hadn’t generated enough light for him to make it out.

“Look, if someone dies a suspicious death what happens?” I asked. “Guys like you look into it. You’ll find out what people close to the victim were doing around the time of the death. So if you want to make a murder look like a suicide, the best thing to do is to distance yourself from the place and time of death as much as possible.”

“So then what do you think happened?” Kim Detective-Sergeant asked.

It was less a request than a demand to put up or shut up.

“I’m not sure.”

He was starting to look—not quite bored, but uninterested.

I talked fast: “Tony Marx lied to me and probably to you about not seeing Vanessa on the day she died.”

Before he could interject another question, I explained: “Vanessa’s personal trainer, a guy named Connor, saw Tony driving up to her house that morning.”

His mouth opened slightly, that how-do-you-know-that? signal of an unasked question.

I kept going: “My guess is Tony had some trouble in the past and got frightened about being part of any investigation. That’s why he lied about when he last saw her.”

I waited.

Kim finally said: “It’s a matter of public record. An arrest for insurance fraud, second degree. Suspended sentence.”

“Tony seems to have genuinely loved her.”

No reaction. I wished I could say, Isn’t it odd, how often unlovable, unloving types are able to attract people who truly do love them? But Detective Kim didn’t seem the sort to welcome the Fascinating Digression.

“On the other hand, Barbara Giddings definitely didn’t love Vanessa, although she is obsessed with her. Knows the precise number of suits in her closet, which is pretty weird.”

“So you’re saying she had access?”

“I don’t know. Vanessa and Stan lived in a huge, multimillion-dollar house, which must have a sophisticated alarm system. It would be hard to break in, although I concede Barbara might have been able to con a housekeeper or someone to give her access. But have you met Barbara?”

Kim didn’t respond, so I kept going.

“She seems too dispirited to be able to pull off a maneuver that would require guts and inventiveness. My guess is she’s mostly got highly sensitive antennae that pings when it detects any snippet of information about the second Mrs. Giddings.”

“And the third Mrs. Giddings, the artist?” Kim inquired. He was listening, that was for sure. Sitting motionless: no paper clip bending, no pen chewing. But it wasn’t the kind of benevolent lack of motion that indicated Hey, I’m riveted by what you’re saying. Yet neither was it an icy silence that accompanies contempt while you make an ass of yourself. For all the vibes he gave off, I might as well have been across the desk from a life-size photo of a man in a chair. The complete neutrality of him now was beyond unnerving, so you just wanted to blurt out the rest of your story, get the meeting over, and rejoin life. Maybe for a second I wondered if this was his personality or a technique to undermine a person’s defenses, but I was too uncomfortable to think about it for long.

“Well, for Ryn …”

I was babbling much too fast.

“The clock was ticking. She was having a baby. Not that she’d be worried about it being born out of wedlock. Her concern was getting Stan to marry her. Once the baby was born, it would be a fact of life. Clearly, Stan would support it. But would he be willing to go through another divorce? Another marriage? There’s no way Vanessa would have let him off cheap the way his first wife, Barbara, got conned into doing.”

“Slow down,” Kim said. “You’re talking too fast.”

“Oh. Sorry. Anyway, Ryn was running the risk that if a divorce dragged on for too long, Stan would lose interest. She’d wind up with a kid and child support. Sure, that would keep her in finger paints, but it wouldn’t buy her a five-carat ring, a family estate , and a husband with the wherewithal to make her career happen.”

I was so wiped from all that talking that I actually put my head back and rested it against the chair, something I never did outside the house since Joey’s fourth-grade class’s 100-percent head lice attendance.

“Any other suspects?”

Kim was changing gears, I realized. It began with him actually moving and scratching the bottom of his short sideburn. And then, unless I’d become so nervous as to be delusional, his question wasn’t neutral. It sounded curious in a pleasant way, though it would be madness to call it playful.

I sat forward in the stiff-backed chair and rested my arm on his desk as if we were two colleagues shooting the breeze.

“I don’t know the other people in Vanessa’s life,” I told him. “Did anyone strike you as having a motive? Anyone who might have wanted to get Vanessa out of the way?”

Kim caught himself before he answered, but not before he had swiveled his head to the right, a prelude to a shake that would have told me No, no one. He was so annoyed at his lapse of control that he glanced at his watch, did a damn-I’m-late-for-a-meeting pushback from his desk.

“I really have to go. Listen, Ms. Singer, what you told me: interesting.”

He stood and inhaled to close his jacket.

“Creative. Believe it or not, there’s a lot of creativity in police work. But you have no evidence for your theory that it was a homicide. On the other hand, we have evidence—the note, people saying how depressed she was, the fact that the drug that killed her was one prescribed for her. All our evidence adds up to one thing—”

“The pills in those two cases she carried were mostly vitamins,” I said, cutting him off. “Megavitamins. Big capsules, a lot of them. Gelatin, or whatever for the outside, that dissolves in the stomach. With some of them, you can pull the two gelatin halves apart. You’ve seen that. It wouldn’t take a pharmacological genius to grind up thirty Xanax, stick the grindings into a capsule, and slip it back into her pill case. Then go out of town, or do something to give you a good alibi just in case there was an investigation. But this is the thing. Vanessa didn’t take that pill. How come? Maybe she read a squib in the Times that too much Vitamin X leads to liver disease or dry skin. Or maybe she was beside herself because she knew her husband was cheating on her, or maybe he’d actually asked for a divorce, and she stopped taking care of herself. Meanwhile, the killer is waiting for the kill. Except it doesn’t happen. So what does he or she conclude?”

“What?” Kim asked, walking me to the door, but slooowly.

“That Vanessa took it. That she probably then took one of the longest naps on record, but it didn’t kill her.”

“So how come she finally did take the pill?”

The question was tossed off casually enough, but he wasn’t going anywhere. In fact, he lounged against the doorframe.

“Maybe she read another study that said the earlier study was based on false methodology. Or maybe she was feeling better and getting back to her old health-conscious routine. The point is: the killer wasn’t going to try again because he or she got what he or she wanted.”

“Which was?”

“Vanessa let Stan go.”

He smiled, a how-amusing smile.

“Tell me, Sergeant Kim, who’s your money on?”

“What?”

The smile disappeared and he stood straight. Seeing he was about to step out into the hall, I stood in the doorway, blocking his way.

“Is it on Barbara Giddings?” I asked. “She was obsessed with Vanessa. She knew about the two pill cases. But she didn’t know there were vitamins in them. She thought they were full of uppers and downers, or at least that’s what she’s saying now. And then there’s the problem of access. Could Barbara really have gotten into Vanessa’s handbag not once, but twice: to get the capsule, then return it to the pill case?”

Kim decided to revert to amusement. It was as if he’d left all traces of his former neutrality back at his desk.

“The new wife? Is that what you’re going to say next?”

He waited, a pleasant, anticipatory expression on his face, as if he were waiting for a comeback from a standup comic.

“Same problem of access. How could she have done it without Stan’s complicity?”

“Then you’re saying …”

He waited again.

My problem wasn’t whether Kim was interested. I could see he was, if only to the extent that, if he were the diligent type, he’d review the case the instant I left. The problem was that if he were a shrewd department politician without a conscience, he wouldn’t now holler murder, not when he’d already gone public and declared it a suicide.

“Listen,” I told him. “I teach history on the college level. Plus, I work in a public library that serves a population of thirty thousand.”

“I assume you’re trying to make some point. What is it?”

“I know from a bureaucracy standpoint,” I told him, “it might seem to you that saying it’s a homicide now is like announcing ‘I goofed.’ But it doesn’t have to be viewed as your mistake. More than likely, it could be sloppy work by the medical examiner’s office, or by the first cops on the scene, or something. And you could be the hero because you had doubts and the courage of your convictions and went after the truth.”

“And what is the truth?” Kim asked.

Before I could answer, a voice from behind me, in the hall, called out to Kim: “How’s it going, Andy?”

Oh God. I knew whose voice that was. I could not bring myself to turn around and look.

“Not bad. How’re you doing, man?”

“Not bad, either,” the voice said. The footsteps continued down the hall for another second or two. Maybe it wasn’t extrasensory perception that made Nelson stop, but a cop’s sensitivity to some infinitesimal motion. For all I know, it could have been my telltale heart.

Nelson looked lousy. He looked wonderful. His salt-and-pepper hair had turned white, a cool white, the hair that tycoons have on a better class of TV series. His skin, however, had lost its luster, and he now had the chalky color of a lifelong civil servant. But at least, though I didn’t dare give him the once-over, his body still seemed fine. His eyes were still gorgeous, large and velvety brown. For that instant, they did not leave my face. Naturally, I immediately thought there was some hideous flaw he’d spotted, one of those imperfections of middle age I couldn’t see because my eyesight has gone to hell: a giant hair growing out of my nose, my entire jawline covered by a Texas-shaped liver spot. I held my hands tight to my sides so I wouldn’t reach up and feel for what was wrong and swallowed hard. And nothing more happened. Nelson gave me a barely perceptible nod and walked on.

Now all I wanted was to get out of police headquarters. But I forced myself to talk to Detective-Sergeant Kim.

“You and I both know who had access to Vanessa’s things a few months back.”

“You’re talking about Stan Giddings?”

“We know Vanessa …”

Was trying to hold an intelligent conversation too much stress on my heart? Would I say Here’s what I think and then simply drop dead? Poor Kate. Poor Joey. Both parents’ hearts couldn’t take the stress they were under. But I had to say something to Detective Sergeant Kim.

“We know Vanessa was too much for Stan Giddings. Pushing him farther than he wanted to go socially. Making him over, from his shoes to hair plugs for a bald spot. He couldn’t take the implicit condescension. He was to the manor born, a guy used to unquestioning acceptance, a guy used to people moving earth and sky for him. He wanted someone better than Barbara. But he didn’t want a wife who not only outshone him, but who drove him. A man like Stan must have realized he needed someone with a cute career, not an important one. Plus, he wanted someone who could have a baby, so he could have a do-over—the way so many men do when they hit middle age. He wanted to live in Giddings House, be lord of his manor. He wanted to do rich man’s things, like winter in Palm Beach. What was he doing the day Vanessa died? Coming home from Florida after looking at real estate. And what was the only thing that kept him from living the life he wanted? Vanessa.”

“Why couldn’t he just wait till the divorce was over? Why push it?”

“Because he is spoiled worse than rotten. He wanted what he wanted when he wanted it. He wanted out of the marriage and he wanted a baby, so he got Ryn pregnant. Except Vanessa wouldn’t cooperate with him. Somehow she got wind that the baby was coming. Maybe he even told her. But she started holding him up for more than what the prenuptial agreement stipulated. That kind of chutzpah wasn’t in his calculations, and he became enraged. He wanted out, and fast, and if Vanessa was going to make it difficult for him, she’d have to go. Why don’t you check? I bet there’s a period of time when he was out of town. That would be the days or weeks when he expected her ‘suicide’ to happen. Except it didn’t.”

Kim stuck his hands in his pockets.

Finally, he asked: “And how am I supposed to prove this?”

Kim called me that night. The medical examiner’s findings reported that the stomach contents had included a trace amount of gelatin, enough for a large dissolved capsule.

I waited. In a whodunit, I would have been Kim’s partner, leading him (carrying the search warrant) to a dusting of Vitamin X and Xanax mixture in the pocket of Stan Giddings’s cashmere sports jacket. Or I’d be luring Stan into an Edward Hopper diner for a coffee and then snatch the cup and … Aha! … The dribblings on the so-called suicide note turned out to be a match for Stan Giddings’s DNA on his cup.

But, in life, the scales of justice hardly ever achieve the exquisite balance that they do in a whodunit.

To give Detective-Sergeant Kim credit, he did his homework, albeit a little late. Two artist friends told him how Ryn had given Stan an ultimatum: a month to finalize his divorce. If he couldn’t, she would get an abortion. As to having a child out of wedlock, they laughed. Ryn? No, Ryn knew what she wanted. Having a baby was simply the means of getting it. No “it,” no kid.

And yes, Stan had gone to his house in Maine for a month in October with Ryn, around the time he left Vanessa, around the time he was waiting for her to kill herself so he and Ryn could come back and get married. But nothing happened. So Stan wound up giving Vanessa an extra three mill to ease her pain in getting cut loose so fast.

Finally, the cops did find Stan Giddings’s fingerprints on a brown amber bottle of Sunrise Antiox Detox in a bathroom adjacent to Vanessa Giddings’s workout room.

“What does that prove?” Stan’s lawyer screamed to the district attorney of Nassau County.

And the DA conceded grudgingly: “It means maybe he took an antiox pill.”

Thus, Stan’s longstanding policy of giving campaign contributions not just to right-wingers but to the local candidates of all parties, even the most marginal, was vindicated. And, sad to report, Stan Giddings himself was vindicated.

It was too late for true justice, although the New York Post somehow got wind that the Vanessa Giddings’s suicide was once again under investigation, as was her former husband, Stanley Giddings. Suicide … or murder? Xanax in a big, fat antioxidant capsule? A dandy photograph of Stan and Ryn ran on the front page, along with insets of old-money Giddings House and Vanessa’s nouveau-riche-but-somewhat-tasteful Tara. And when you turned to page 47 to continue reading, there was a photo of a Sunrise Antiox Detox bottle with a scattering of large brown gel caps, some of them pulled apart, presumably to show how easy they were to open.

“Good enough for your friend Vanessa?” my friend Nancy Miller demanded that morning.

I held the phone away from my ear as she made one of those hideous Georgia ya-hoo sounds, half yell, half screech.

“I whispered a few words into the shell-pink ear of a reporter pal at the Post. If I’d given it to Newsday, there was a chance it might be handled tastefully; sometimes they’re such prissy fucks. But the Post, bless their darling, vulgar hearts. None of that ‘respected businessman’ shit. ‘Did Sox Heir Slay Ex for Sex?’ ”

“Nancy, thank you! God bless you! I held the paper at arm’s length and smiled at the front page paparazzo-style photo of a sullen Ryn and an infuriated Stan leaving church the previous Sunday. They held their baby, wrapped in a pink blanket, awkwardly between them, as if it were a football hand-off neither wanted to accept.

“Are you okay on the Nelson front, kiddo?” Nancy quizzed me.

“Fine.”

“Being so close to him and not having him even say hello really got to you.”

“He kind of gave me the teeniest nod, but it wasn’t a nod filled with significance, if you know what I mean. Basically, it was your typical, indecipherable cop nod.”

“He really got to you, didn’t he?”

“Yes.”

“You’re not going to do anything profoundly stupid, like call him.”

“No,” I assured her.

“Or fax him Bob’s obit.”

“That’s an elegant idea! God, I wish I’d thought of it. No, no, don’t worry.”

“Hey, aren’t I a good friend?” she asked.

“There’s none better!” I told her.

“No. You’re better. There’s none better than you, Judith. To me and even to that tedious clotheshorse, Vanessa, poor thing. I just don’t want you getting hurt, is all and—”

“Call waiting. Hold on.”

I never got back to her that day. It was Nelson Sharpe.

He said, “Judith,” and then …

But that’s another story.


Afterword

ONCE UPON A TIME I WAS FORCED TO WRITE A SHORT STORY AND …

All right, “forced to write” is an overstatement if your idea of coercion is the muzzle end of a pistol an inch from one of your sinuses. In fact, the mood in that restaurant couldn’t have been more amiable. There we were, way back in the 1990s, my writers’ group, the Adams Round Table, at our monthly first-Tuesday get-together. As usual, we sat around the table, downing tough-guy whiskey or Chardonnay or teetotaler’s club soda. The first two minutes were taken up with publishing news. Then a healthy half-hour was spent on the most urgent writers’ gossip. After that, with plates of pasta or the joint’s weekly special—invariably a flat, flaccid white thing the menu persisted in calling Dover sole specially flown in (we assumed from the Bronx)—each of us took turns speaking about our writing lives.

We covered all the territory. The real downside of first person is the reader knows the narrator’s not going to die, but I tried the omniscient third and, boy, did it suck the big one. Then the next member would relate how Warner Brothers said they were definitely going to option Dead, Dead, Dead, but they never called back and I’m not sure if they’re playing hard to get or, you know, maybe … Could they have lost interest? They really seemed to love it.

As the newest member of the group, I reveled in the congeniality, the shoptalk, the mutual trust. All these terrific mystery and suspense writers: gifted and articulate, some cheery, some morose, and one or two who appeared to have overdone it at some controlled-substance happy hour. But they were all talking the talk I was aching to hear. We spoke in confidence. Not that we were sharing dark secrets, but it was comforting knowing whatever you said about your agent or some other writer would not pop up on Page Six of the New York Post. Being a novelist meant a professional life of isolation, sitting alone in a room telling yourself a story. This monthly dose of collegiality always invigorated me.

The next person who spoke said, “[Our editor] called. The publisher wants another anthology from us. Something like Murder Among Friends.”

“Anthology?” I asked.

“Yeah. Every few years, we put together an anthology of short stories, all with a similar theme.” I must have looked either dubious or stricken, because he or she added, “It doesn’t have to be a long short story.”

“It’s always fun,” someone else added. “You know, the variety: seeing what everybody writes, plus we make a couple of bucks.”

I confessed: “I’ve never written a short story.”

Okay, there weren’t exactly gasps, but nearly all the other members looked a bit surprised. Not only do many novelists start with a short story form, but among mystery and thriller and horror writers, getting into the genre magazines, the pulps, was step one on the career path.

I, on the other hand, had been an editor at Seventeen magazine and also a freelance political speechwriter. After that, aside from the occasional article, I’d been a stay-at-home mom, reading so many whodunits during my kids’ naptime or preschool that I may have become somewhat unhinged. But at some point, I told myself: “I think I can do this.” The “this” was writing a novel. Not a novella, not a short story. Truthfully, I rarely read short fiction. I wanted a universe, not a galaxy, not a solar system.

But I wanted to be a true part of the group, so I settled for maybe being able to come up with an asteroid. “Okay,” I said breezily, even though, that very second, my intestines were tightening into a figure-eight knot: “I’ll give it a shot.”

The next day, the next week—who knows how long afterward (one of the joys of writer’s block, aside from the usual self-loathing and doomed attempts to search the Bible or Mother Goose Tales for some antique plot to crib, is that time alternates between slo-mo and fast-forward; fourth-dimension-wise, you never know where you are), I do know I was getting desperate, especially after a lighthearted call from one of the other group members asking if I had any idea when I’d be handing in the story. “Probably in a few days,” I said cheerily.

“I was only asking because everyone else’s pieces are in. But no pressure. If you need a little longer, just let me know.”

That’s when Judith Singer returned to my life to save me. My first novel, Compromising Positions, was narrated by Judith, a stay-at-home Long Island mom, who tracked down the killer of M. Bruce Fleckstein, the Don Juan of Long Island dentists. Not only did the book get published, it was also so successful (bestseller, tons of translations, critically lauded movie) that it equaled even my most grandiose fantasies.

Now she was back in my head. In a genuinely kind voice, she said: Use me. You know me so well. You know my voice, my friends and family, my feelings. And admit it. Aren’t you dying to know what happened to me after Compromising Positions ended?

Yes, I was! Two days later, I handed in “Compliments of a Friend,” the continuation of Judith’s story. True, I’ve altered it quite a bit for this edition. But the bottom line is Judith Singer is my coauthor on this one. I sent out an SOS and she rushed over to collaborate. And I loved being back in her company so much that my next novel, Long Time No See, was simply an extension of what you’ve just read, my first short story.

I hope you enjoyed being with her as much as I did.

And a personal message to Judith: Thank you and bless you.

—Susan Isaacs
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