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            The piercing ring of the telephone jolted the young woman back in her swivel chair, ripping her out of the thoughtless daydream she was indulging herself in, staring mindlessly out of her office window at the activity taking place one story below in the city’s park—children laughing and playing on a playground, lovers embracing on a park bench, and an older gentleman tossing pieces of bread to a flock of pigeons. 

	The ringing became incessant and urgent. Not wanting her meandering mind to return to reality, she shouted across the room at a young man sitting behind a desk, hammering away on typewriter keys in deep concentration. His fingers flew over the typewriter’s keyboard with nimble dexterity, never once looking away from his notes on the desk. She hoped he was typing up invoices for their clients. 

	“Gary!” she shouted. “Answer the phone!”

	But the phone didn’t stop ringing.

	She flung herself around in the chair, breaking away from the window to find her assistant, Gary Webb, oblivious to her request and the persistent ringing. She snatched a piece of paper off her desk, wadded it up, and lobbed it at the young man. It bounced off his desk right in front of the typewriter, but it didn’t faze him, and he kept working.

	“Never mind,” she sighed. “I’ll get it.”

	Taking a deep breath to calm herself, she picked up the receiver and answered. “Brenda Daring, Private Investigator.”

	A frantic female voice crackled over the line. “Brenda?”

	Brenda immediately recognized her longtime friend’s voice. “Sophia?” she asked. “Is that you?”

	“Yes. Yes, it is.”

	“How are you?” Brenda chimed. “It’s been forever since—”

	“Brenda,” the voice interrupted. “You’ve got to help.”

	Brenda sat upright in her chair and leaned forward, resting her forearms on the desk. “What’s wrong, Sophia? What’s happened?”

	“It’s my neighbor, Joan Cunningham. She’s dead.”

	Brenda fell back into the chair and let the words sink in. “I’m so sorry, Sophia,” she replied in a calming voice. “What can I do for you?”

	“The police are at her house and…” Sophia paused, then continued with a trembling voice. “They said it was a suicide, but I know better. Joan would never, ever think of doing such a thing. I think she was murdered.”

	Brenda rocked back and forth in the chair, taking in her friend’s words. “I’m sure the police have this under control and will find out—”

	“You don’t understand, Brenda,” her friend snapped. “Joan would not kill herself. I know her too well.”

	Brenda thought the case sounded too cut and dry, something she’d rather not waste her time on. Let the police handle it. But then again, if her best friend believes it was murder…

	“I’m sure we can get to the bottom of this,” Brenda reassured. “But be prepared. Your instincts may be wrong. There’s a good chance the police are right. I’ll need to get some background information from you, but we can’t do it over the phone. Gary and I will be right over.”

	Putting the receiver back in its cradle, Brenda stood and walked past her assistant, flicking the back of his head as she walked by. “Come on, Tonto,” she chuckled. “Let’s go for a ride.”

	Gary snatched his suit jacket off the back of his rigid wooden chair, and the two hurried down a flight of stairs to the street and Brenda’s blue 1934 Hudson Terraplane. She had bought the car used two years ago. At nine years old, the only positive thing Brenda could say about the car was that it was still running. Otherwise, it was showing all of the telltale signs of abuse that a private investigator’s life dished out—a buckled-in fender, a busted headlight, a bullet hole in the back window, and tires with a life expectancy of somewhere between any minute now and any second.

	Brenda started the car and roared down the bustling thoroughfare. After passing the city limits sign, she turned off the highway to navigate a series of backroads leading out into the country where her friend Sophia Shelton lived. The two women had been best friends since grade school, but as is always the case, life got in the way, and the friends found it difficult to make time to chat on the phone, let alone spend an evening catching up in person.

	The pleasant ninety-minute drive meandered along winding oak-tree-lined roads, past a rushing river, and through green, rolling farmland where contented cows grazed. The landscape and fresh air were almost enough to make Brenda want to hang up her investigator license, give up city life, and move out here to the sticks. It was almost enough, but not enough.

	Brenda maneuvered the Terraplane up a long gravel driveway and parked in front of Sophia’s house. It was a cute two-story ranch with a magnificent garden greeting her as she stepped out of the car. A few acres of fenced-in pastureland were situated behind the house, where two quarter horses could care less about the car’s arrival and continued grazing.

	Glancing to her left, Brenda could see the neighbor’s house with four police cars parked out front. A gaggle of people stood outside talking while officers walked in and out of the open front door. 

	“Brenda!” a friendly and familiar voice shrieked. It was Sophia. The woman ran up to Brenda with outstretched arms, intent on bear-hugging her friend, but skidded to a halt only a few feet away. “Oops, sorry,” Sophia apologized. “I forgot that you aren’t a hugger.”

	Rolling her eyes to the sky and sighing, Brenda relented and held her arms open. “Oh, alright. Just this once.”

	Sophia rushed her and threw her arms around Brenda’s neck. Looking over Brenda’s shoulder, she spotted Gary standing beside the car. “My, my,” Sofia cooed as she let her grip on Brenda go. “Who is this handsome young thing?”

	“That’s Gary Webb,” she said dryly. “He’s my assistant. Don’t mess with him. He’s an ex-convict.”

	Sophia gave Brenda a playful slap on the shoulder and laughed, “You’re just joking.”

	“Am I?” Brenda chuckled. Gary stood there, not knowing what to make of the two old friends and their sense of humor.

	Brenda leaned up against her car and folded her arms. “We’ll have time to talk later, but right now, I need you to tell me what’s going on.”

	Sophia burst into a detailed description of what was happening next door. Her neighbor, Miles Cunningham, was once the coroner’s assistant in Ulster County, New York. During that time, he completed college and the required internships at a local hospital to become a surgeon. He moved from the Catskills with his wife, Joan, to this quaint rural New Jersey village when Miles was offered a position at the prestigious New York-Presbyterian Hospital in New York City. 

	Sophia walked over to the Terraplane and leaned against it next to Brenda. “Hope you don’t mind,” she apologized.

	“I don’t think you can hurt this car any more than I have,” Brenda said. Sophia continued.

	“The house the couple moved into next door was modest for Miles's new income and even more modest when you consider that his wife, Joan, was the heiress to the John Phillips fortune.” 

	“The John Phillips?” Brenda questioned. “He’s like the fifth richest man in the world, and they live in that tiny thing?”

	“It’s what Miles wanted,” Sophia explained. “He wanted to make sure that he had a quiet place in the country to unwind after a grueling day at the hospital.”

	“What does Joan do for a living?” Brenda asked.

	Sofia chuckled. “Nothing. She doesn’t have to lift a finger. Oh, she putters around the house, but her fortune takes care of all her wants and needs. Miles’ income is just icing on the cake.”

	“How about their relationship?”

	“It’s rocky,” Sophia sighed. “Even though the house is two acres away from mine, you can still hear them going at it almost daily when he returns home from work. There certainly has been some tension over there, that’s for sure.”

	“Can’t be about money,” Brenda thought out loud.

	“I think Miles may be seeing another woman, but I can’t be sure. I visit Joan every morning to chat over tea, and she never mentioned anything like that. In fact, she avoided all talk about Miles.”

	Brenda rubbed her chin in thought. “So, how did you discover the body this morning?”

	Sophia described her morning routine in detail, beginning with what time she got out of bed and what she had for breakfast. 

	“Could we turn the clock ahead a bit to your morning visit with Joan?” Brenda asked.

	Sofia scrunched her lips, embarrassed. “Oh, sorry.”

	She explained that she arrived at the Cunningham house at 11 a.m. Joan was sitting at her writing desk, speaking to Miles on the telephone while scribbling something on a notepad. After hanging up the phone, Joan explained that she couldn’t talk this morning. Miles had the day off and had gone to the train station down the road to pick up a colleague from work who was coming in from the city to spend the evening.

	“Joan told me that the colleague’s train was supposed to arrive at 11 a.m., but Miles had called to tell her it would be an hour late. She then said she couldn’t chat this morning because she would be busy preparing for Miles’ arrival with their guest, so I excused myself and went home. 

	“At noon, a letter addressed to Joan arrived in my mailbox. The mailman had dropped it off at the wrong house. I walked over to give it to her, and when I knocked on the door, she didn’t answer. I was always a welcome guest, so I stepped inside, and that’s when I found her. She was lying across her writing desk with a pistol in her hand. She was still bleeding.”

	Sophia began to sob, tears flowing down her cheeks. “It was horrible,” she shuddered. “I will never be able to forget that terrible sight.”

	Brenda put a reassuring arm around her friend’s shoulder. “It’ll be alright, Sophia. You have plenty of friends to lean on, including me. Only one more question: Besides Joan, can you remember seeing anything else?”

	Her friend squinted her eyes as if trying to will any memory of the scene back to her conscience. “Yes,” she sobbed, gasping to regain her breath. “There was a suicide note next to her.”

	Brenda stood up and looked over toward the Cunningham house. Police officers were flitting in and out like honeybees returning to their hive. “Gary and I will be back in a few minutes, Sophia. Go inside and relax. We’ll spend the rest of the afternoon with you when I’m done asking a few questions.”

	Sophia nodded in agreement, and Brenda and Gary walked next door. Brenda stopped short as they neared the house when she spotted a familiar face in the crowd of policemen—Detective Frank Morgan. She stood and admired the man from a distance—his chiseled jaw, his tight and muscular body, and the immaculately tailored suit he always wore. 

	Gary tapped Brenda’s arm, startling the investigator from her daydream. “Miss Daring?”

	“Oh,” she shrieked. “I’m sorry. I was thinking about the case.”

	Gary’s mouth slid into a knowing smirk, and he chuckled, “Yeah, right. The case.”

	The detective was speaking with an officer when Brenda and Gary approached. Brenda cleared her throat to grab his attention.

	“Well, well,” the detective smiled. “My favorite private investigator has arrived.”

	“I was hoping you would tell me I’m your favorite girlfriend,” she chuckled.

	“You are,” he replied, leaning in to give her a light kiss on the cheek.

	“Now, Frank,” she chortled. “Business first.”

	“Fine,” he said, a bit deflated. “But we do have some unfinished business to talk about. Why haven’t you returned any of my calls? I’ve been trying to get in touch with you so we could have a night out.”

	“I’m playing hard to get,” she deadpanned.

	Frank laughed. “I thought I already had you.”

	“So,” Brenda giggled, changing the subject. “What do we have here?”

	“Simple suicide,” he replied. “Nothing to see here.”

	“That’s not what I hear,” she snapped back.

	“You’ve been talking to that nosey—”

	The detective stopped mid-sentence when he caught the look on Brenda’s face. “She’s a friend of yours, isn’t she?”

	“Yep.”

	“Sorry,” he apologized. “It looks straightforward—the gun, the suicide note.”

	Brenda turned and pointed to a man and a woman sitting on a short rock wall that bordered the property. “Who’s that over there?”

	“That’s the deceased’s husband, Miles Cunningham, and his work colleague, Grace Lawson.”

	Brenda stared at the couple to gauge their reaction to the death. Miles appeared to be around thirty-ish and well-groomed, wearing an expensive-looking, tailor-made suit that was cut to perfection. His thick black hair was slicked back with a good shellacking of Kreml. He looked like a man who, under different circumstances, would be confident and professional, but the death of his wife had knocked that confidence out of him.

	His colleague Grace, on the other hand, was hard to pinpoint. She was a beautiful woman, probably around twenty-four years old, Brenda guessed, with long blonde hair that fell over her shoulders. She was dressed in a bright yellow sundress, a floppy-brimmed straw cartwheel hat drooped over her eyes, and she was smoking like a chimney. Apart from that, Brenda couldn’t glean much else by just looking at her, but she suspected that Sophia might be right about there being another woman involved.

	Miles sat with his elbows resting on his knees and his face buried in his hands. His tears streamed down. Grace wrapped one arm around him in a half-hearted attempt to console him.

	Before returning to the detective, Brenda leaned into her assistant Gary’s ear and whispered something. Gary nodded, and Brenda turned to the detective and asked if they could look around the house.

	“Would it matter if I said no?” the detective asked.

	She smiled and headed for the front door where an officer stood blocking the entrance to anyone but law enforcement. The officer saw the detective nod, granting him permission to let Brenda pass.

	Brenda approached the body that was still lying across her writing desk as if the woman was only sleeping and she didn’t want to wake her. She thought that no matter how often she viewed a crime scene like this, it never prepared you for the next one. 

	The woman’s head was lying on its left side atop an open newspaper. Above her head on the desk was the notepad where she had scribbled the message from her husband, “Grace’s train is running late; arrives at noon.” To her right was the suicide note that Sophia mentioned.

	Brenda stepped back outside and approached the Cunninghams, who were speaking with the detective. Miles was still in a state but was able to answer Detective Morgan’s questions. Grace, on the other hand, sat almost disinterested next to him as she puffed away on another cigarette.

	“If I may,” Brenda interrupted the detective’s questioning. “How do you two know each other?”

	“We work together,” Miles replied, sniffling a little. “She is an operating room nurse assistant.”

	“Have you known each other long?”

	“Two years,” Grace snarked. 

	“I imagine you see a lot of each other then.”

	“I know what you’re getting at,” Miles jumped. “Yes, we do see a lot of each other. We spend countless hours together working over bloody patients in an operating room. And yes, we do go out together after hours for an occasional drink or maybe dinner before I head home.”

	“Fair enough,” Brenda said. “But you know, some people might get the impression that with all of the arguments you and your deceased wife have been having, it might be because another has entered the picture.”

	“Come off it,” Grace snapped, flicking her cigarette to the gravel.

	“I’ve seen it too many times before,” Brenda continued. “Co-workers of the opposite sex, working long, hard hours together, day in and day out. They can become pretty close. They might even start having an affair. And you know, come to think of it, Miles does stand to inherit a lot of money with his wife out of the way.”

	“Pfft,” Grace whistled through her teeth. 

	“We don’t need her money,” Miles shouted. “Just stop!”

	Brenda took Frank by the arm and turned him around to face away from the couple. “Don’t you have some unofficial paperwork that Miss Lawson needs to sign?” she whispered.

	Frank looked at her, puzzled. “I don’t have any—”

	He stopped mid-sentence when Brenda raised her eyebrows and cocked her head with a silent request. “Oh!” he said, catching her subliminal message. “Yes, I do have something for her to sign.”

	The detective took a clipboard from a nearby officer that held a generic-looking incident report form. He handed Grace a pen and the clipboard.

	“What’s this?” she barked.

	“Just routine, ma’am,” he told her. “Nothing to it.”

	Grace signed her name and returned the clipboard to the detective, who then turned it over to Brenda. The private investigator then pulled two pieces of paper out of her pocket and held them together with the paper on the clipboard to study them. “Hm,” she muttered to herself.

	“Hey!” the detective shouted. “That’s evidence you’re tampering with.”

	“Don’t worry,” Brenda reassured him. “You won’t have to worry about fingerprints in a moment.”

	Brenda took the first piece of paper and read it out loud. “Grace’s train is running late. Arrives at noon.” She then handed the paper to the detective. “Very nice handwriting, don’t you think?”
      Frank nodded his head in agreement.

	“Mr. Cunningham, your wife had beautiful penmanship. It is a flowing, flowery sort of handwriting. And she was left-handed, correct?”

	Miles nodded his head. “How did you know?”

	“When writing, most lefties turn the paper at an odd angle to keep their handwriting on the lines. But even with turning the paper like that and writing uphill, your wife still had the telltale signs of a southpaw. See here?” Brenda pointed at a word on the page. “The letters are tilted to the left. A bit awkward looking, don’t you think?”

	Brenda then took the second piece of paper and held it out so the couple could have a good look at it. “This is the suicide note she left. It says that she was heartbroken because you were going to leave her. Were you going to leave her, Mr. Cunningham?”

	Miles covered his reddening face and began crying again.

	“This note is written in a similar flowery style, but look here.” She turned the paper around to show the couple and pointed at the first letter of a word. “The letters are all tilted to the right and the words flow steady on the line. A right-handed person wrote this note.”

	“What are you getting at?” Grace demanded. “Are you saying—”

	“Yes, I am,” Brenda replied. “You wrote this suicide note after Mrs. Cunningham was murdered.”

	“I did no such thing!” Grace yelled.

	“I’m positive that a handwriting analysis of this suicide note and the form that you so graciously signed for the detective will prove me right.”

	A look of surprise swept across the detective’s face. He walked over to the woman and gently lifted her by the arm. “Grace Lawson, I am arresting you for the murder of Joan Cunningham.”

	The young woman began shouting and tried to yank herself free herself from the detective. “I didn’t! I didn’t kill her! I swear! Miles! Do something!”

	“Wait a minute, detective,” Brenda interrupted. “You didn’t let me finish. Miss Lawson is correct. She didn’t pull the trigger. It was Mr. Cunningham.”

	Miles jumped to his feet and exploded. “You have some nerve, accusing us of murdering my poor wife!”

	“Yes,” Brenda chuckled. “I do have some nerve, don’t I? Here’s what I think happened: The train station where you went to pick up Miss Lawson is only a couple of minutes away from your home. You phoned your wife from the station at 11 a.m. to tell her that Miss Lawson’s train would be late and wouldn’t arrive until noon. Since you didn’t have long to wait, you told Mrs. Cunningham that you would wait at the station until the train arrived. Of course, she believed you since she heard the sounds of a busy train station over the phone.”

	“You have some imagination,” Miles shouted, his face red with anger.

	“I believe the train had actually arrived on time, and Miss Lawson was there with you at the station when you made that call. You two then drove to the house, and of course, your wife was not expecting you until noon. She was sitting at her writing desk, reading the newspaper. You then shot your wife, Mr. Cunningham, and Miss Lawson placed the suicide note next to the body.”

	Gary stepped out of the house and whispered something into Brenda’s ear. Thanking her assistant, Brenda continued. “My assistant just got off the phone with the station master at the train station. They told him that Miss Lawson’s train arrived exactly at 11 a.m., not noon as Mr. Cunningham told his wife. That gave you two plenty of time to kill Mrs. Cunningham.”

	“Lies!” Miles screamed. “Nothing but lies!”

	Brenda kept a close eye on Grace’s reaction to Miles’ outburst. The young woman stood in disbelieving silence, her mouth agape.

	Brenda continued. “Now, I know for a fact that you worked for a time at the Ulster County coroner’s office. You would have seen a suicide by gunshot from time to time and would have a pretty good idea about what the angle of trajectory the bullet should take.”

	“You can’t prove any of this,” Miles shouted.

	Brenda sighed in resignation and shrugged her shoulders. “Eh, maybe you’re right. Okay, detective. Mr. Cunningham had nothing to do with murdering his wife. You can take Miss Lawson down to the station now.”

	Grace ripped herself away from the detective’s grip and lunged for Miles. “No!” 

	she shouted. “You did this! You set this whole thing up!”

	She ran up to Miles and pounded his chest with her fists until officers pulled her off. “This was all your idea. You said it would be easy. Everyone would think it was a suicide, and we’d run off together and leave the country with her fortune. What did it take? Only an hour before we were arrested?”

	“I think we’re finished here, detective,” Brenda grinned.

	Two police officers placed the couple in handcuffs and loaded them into separate patrol cars. Brenda, Frank, and Gary watched as the cars drove off down the dusty country road.

	“I should put you on the payroll,” the detective joked.

	“You really should,” Brenda replied. “This is getting to be a habit.”

	“Now, about that dinner,” Frank said as he took Brenda’s hands and gazed into her eyes.

	“Hm,” she hummed as she ran her hands down the detective’s lapel. “I’m in the mood for something spicy.”

	Tossing her car keys to Gary, Brenda linked her arm with the detective’s. “See yourself home, young man,” she grinned. “I have a lunch date.”
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