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To Arthur, once again
I would like to thank the following people who patiently answered my questions:
Charlene Law, R.N.; Diane Sullivan; Cecil Emmel; Melissa (Missy) Urlaub; Rich Schooler, M.D.; Detective Kim Pound, Criminal Investigation Division, Salt River Pima-Maricopa Community; Bill Dimpfel, physical therapist; Jim Beeby, physical therapist; and also the staff at Canine Companions for Independence (CCI), Santa Rosa, California for the fascinating demonstrations of what companion dogs can accomplish.
To the best of my knowledge, there is no supermarket chain called Food Go. Many drugs that required prescriptions at the time of this novel (such as Naproxen, Naprosyn, and Benadryl) no longer require prescriptions but now can be bought "over the counter." Others may have been discontinued. Such changes in status are a pharmaceutical constant and may affect other drugs before you read my Rx series. Some of the restaurants and a department store mentioned in Rx Alibi, as well, are no longer in existence in Scottsdale.

I took little notice of Andrea Felder's murder; but had the news reports mentioned her ex-husband's name, I would have paid attention. My friend Denise Seaford was the one who enlightened me about the victim's identity.
When Denise appeared at the prescription pick-up window, my pharmacy in the Food Go supermarket was busy. I'd just filled a script for naproxen, an anti-inflammatory drug, and was counseling the patient, a thin man in his early twenties. “This is for your sore elbow, Mr. Welles,” I told him. “Be sure to take it with food or milk so it doesn't bother your stomach.” I handed the prescription to him. “And if you need something for headache or pain, Tylenol would be safest while you're on this medication.”
“Thanks for cluing me in about the generic,” he said before he walked away. “I really appreciate the savings.”
His doctor had authorized Naprosyn, the brand name drug, but had signed on the “substitution permissible” side of the prescription form, meaning the patient could request a generic. I knew my customer was still paying off his student loans, so I'd mentioned the less expensive generic equivalent.
Looking down now at the badge pinned to my white jacket, “Ruth Kantor Morris, Pharmacy Manager,” I felt more like a professional than I did when simply counting out pills. Then again, I reminded myself, I’d studied many years to learn which pills and how they should be used. And, of course, those early years were difficult because I'd become a registered pharmacist at a time when few women entered the profession.
I noticed that Denise could hardly wait for my customer to leave before she began to speak. “Ruthie, something terrible has happened.”
Accustomed to her flair for melodrama, I wasn't too worried by Denise’s words. As always, her clothes today reflected that dramatic streak: a black and white geometric print dress and, pinned to one shoulder, a scarf in several shades of green. Matching eyeshadow lent a greenish tint to her gray eyes, and dangling earrings repeated the various greens of the scarf.
Denise worked in the Food Go coffee shop where the waitresses wore bright green aprons. Although I couldn't see her apron from where I stood behind the pharmacy counter, I had no doubt it also matched the scarf. I smiled to myself. Then I looked more closely at Denise and realized how agitated she seemed.
“Is something wrong?”
“Ruthie, didn't you hear about the murder?”
“Which one?” Even in Scottsdale, murder is no longer a singular occurrence.
“Sterling's wife, of course.” She hesitated for a moment. “I mean ex-wife.”
“I didn't see anything about a Harraday murder. Come to think of it, didn't his ex remarry?” I asked. “The name would be different.”
“She's always used her maiden name. Andrea Felder.”
“Felder! But that's the name of the man you help care for.”
Denise had recently taken on this second job as part-time caregiver for Sterling Harraday’s former father-in-law. I'd wondered at the time whether it would work out, but I knew she was determined to save money for training as a dental hygienist.
Suddenly, with the news about Sterling's ex-wife, I felt apprehensive for Denise without quite knowing the reason. Despite her obvious interest in Sterling, she'd never mentioned Andrea Felder. Sterling himself, however, had once talked to me about his former wife, telling me that the divorce was her idea and that she'd remarried immediately afterwards.
“Where was Andrea Felder murdered?” I asked now.
“I'm not sure, but I have a terrible feeling it happened where I work--at her father's home.”
“Why? Did you see her there?”
“No, not yesterday--that's when they found her. But I did work there the same morning before my shift in the coffee shop. Amos--that's Mr. Felder--told me not to prepare lunch. He said his daughter would be taking him out to eat.”
“Who else would have been there?” I asked. “Someone must have cared for him when you weren't available.”
“Excuse me.” The speaker was a heavy-set woman with two chubby children in tow. “This is all very interesting, but I need my medicine.”
I apologized and took care of the customer while Denise waited. The flow of people continued, making it impossible for us to talk. “I'll come to the coffee shop as soon as my shift is over,” I told her, and we both returned to work.
When Louise Rettenberg, my staff pharmacist arrived, I was nearly caught up. “I'll get the window,” she said. “Or would you rather I worked at the computer?”
I still marvel at the way Louise has changed over the past few months. For a time, she'd been barely civil, convinced that her new pharmacy degree made her more knowledgeable than an oldtimer like me. She now was tacitly atoning for her previous lack of confidence in me, especially for her belief that I'd made a deadly mistake. She had seemed so cynical and aloof at one time, but I'd come to realize most of that was a pose to hide her own want of assurance in this, her first full-time pharmacy position.
“The window is fine,” I said. She tossed her long dark braid over one shoulder and went to help an elderly woman who'd just walked up to the pharmacy.
We worked together until it was time for me to hang up my white lab jacket and leave. It was early March and, in Scottsdale, that means cool mornings and warm afternoons. I was wearing my navy print, a short-sleeved silk dress, and looked down to check whether it had become too wrinkled during my workday. Not bad, I thought. That's one advantage to a job where I must stand, even at the computer. I decided to leave my sweater on the coat rack. Tomorrow, I'd be on the late shift and wouldn't need it until it was time to go home.
Denise was busy at the other end of the coffee shop when I took my usual seat at a corner table. I smiled to see that her green apron did pick up one of the scarf colors. The smile faded, however, as I thought about the murder. I remembered how happy Denise had been when she announced her plans to work for Amos Felder. It was at her New Year's Eve party, only a couple of months ago.
“I'm planning a small gathering,” she'd said by way of invitation. “Bring Michael if he can come up from Tucson.”
Michael Loring and I had been in love many years ago when we were both pharmacy students at the University of Arizona in Tucson, but we’d lost track of each other after I made it clear that I couldn't marry a non-Jew. Meanwhile, Michael had married and divorced. My own marriage to Bob Morris, a happy one, had left me widowed more than two years ago.
When Michael's son-in-law was murdered last summer, Michael and I were thrown together again. At first, I'd tried to hide my reawakened feelings for him from Denise and especially from myself. It was now understood, though, that his frequent drives from Tucson to Scottsdale were to see me as well as the daughter who lived next door to Denise and was expecting her first child.
Michael did join us on New Year's Eve and so did Sterling Harraday, the attorney I'd hired after being accused of a fatal prescription error. “I'm finally going to earn enough money to train as a dental hygienist,” Denise had told us that night.
“Doesn't the new job require nursing experience?” I'd asked after hearing the details.
Sterling Harraday had shifted his horn-rimmed glasses closer to his eyes. “That's no problem,” he'd said in his slightly pompous way. “You see, I suggested Denise. The patient is my former father-in-law. He’s wheelchair-bound.”
These reflections evaporated now as Denise appeared at my table in the coffee shop. “I'll get your food and then take a coffee break,” she told me. “Do you want the usual?”
I'd had no chance for lunch and suddenly realized how hungry I was. The usual, a tuna salad sandwich and iced tea, arrived quickly along with a mug of coffee for herself. Denise removed the green apron, to signify she was off-duty, and placed it on the back of her chair. “Where were we?” she asked.
“You were about to tell me who looks after Mr. Felder when you're not there.”
“A nurse's aide and another caregiver divide the time. Also, he has one of those dog companions.” She smiled as if remembering something humorous. “You'd have to see that dog in action to believe it. He even turns lights on and off for Amos.”
“What about Andrea? How often was she around?”
“Andrea is--was--very good about being there whenever he needed her.”
“Did she know about you and Sterling?”
“Could be. We never talked about him, but I think so.” She was looking at the coffee mug in her hand and not at me. I knew she wasn't telling me the whole story.
“Denise, unless the police solve this right away, they'll surely question you.”
“You don't have to look at me that way. I didn't kill her.”
“I know that.”
She got up quickly and went to refill our beverages. I thought about Denise's reaction. It wasn't like her to be so defensive and, yet, I meant what I said. Last summer, I'd briefly suspected Denise of murder. Two things had happened since then to keep me from doubting her again. We'd been through so much together that I felt I knew her better as a person and, after having been unjustly accused myself, I was now less likely to jump to conclusions about other people.
“What do you know about Andrea?” I asked when Denise returned to the table. She held the iced tea pitcher in one hand and the coffee pot in the other, carefully filling first my glass and then her mug. Without answering, she moved away to replace pitcher and coffee pot.
“Okay,” I said as she sat down again. “If I'm being too nosy, say so, and we'll change the subject.”
“That's not it,” she insisted. “After all, I'm the one who brought it up in the first place.”
“I thought you looked upset; that's why I asked.”
“Not for myself. For Sterling.”
“Denise! You don't seriously think he . . .”
“It's just that they've been quarreling lately. I'm afraid it will look bad for him when that gets out.”
“But their divorce was old news. Hadn't things settled down?” I thought about it. Sterling, as the victim's ex-husband, would surely be a prime suspect; but Andrea's current husband seemed a likelier one. Didn't the police always look at the surviving spouse first?
“The divorce was a bitter one,” Denise said. “She was having an affair with this guy, the one she married right afterwards. Sterling trusted her; he didn't have any idea what was going on.”
“And since the divorce? Doesn't he have the children every weekend?” I knew that Denise had met Sterling's son and daughter but not how much they saw of each other.
“They're terrific kids,” she said. “But the divorce was tough for them.”
“Denise, something is wrong with this picture. Sterling's kids surely visit their grandfather, and they know you've been seeing their father . . .”
“Okay. I'll tell you.” This time she didn't try to avoid my eyes. “We had words.”
“You argued with Andrea?”
“She wanted her dad to fire me. When he refused, she tried to get me to quit.”
“Because of Sterling?”
“Naturally.”
“Why should Andrea care…have cared? If the divorce was her idea and she married again, why should she interfere with you and Sterling?”
Denise sighed, another unusual reaction from her. She looked toward the coffee pot on the counter and started to stand up. I put out my hand to stop her. “No more excuses,” I said. “Just tell me about it or tell me it's none of my business.”
“I want you to know. Maybe you can help me figure out what's happening.” She was silent for a moment but made no further attempt to leave the table. “Andrea didn't object to the fact that Sterling was dating. She objected to me.”
“To you? What could she have against you?”
Denise reached behind her and pulled the green apron forward, thrusting it toward me. I could see the effort it cost her to continue. “You always wondered why I'm so set on becoming a dental hygienist. Well, I'm tired of being labeled 'waitress.' It's okay for people working their way through school. Or professionals who work at upscale restaurants.” She crumpled the apron into a ball. “But a woman of my age, working in a coffee shop, tells people that's all she can do.”
“That's sheer ignorance. Why should it matter to other people if you're doing an honest job and doing it well?”
“You're different, Ruthie. You look at me as a person, but others only see this.” She took the balled-up apron and flung it on the table between us.
I had known that Denise viewed her occupation as a dead-end job, but she'd never spoken so strongly before. For the first time, I understood the desperation that drove her first to try borrowing money and then to save for more schooling.
“What exactly did Andrea say?” I asked quietly.
“That if Sterling was going to expose her children to other women, she wanted them to be people they could look up to.”
“She sounds like someone who could incite murder.”
“Just self-centered.”
“What I mean,” I told her, “is other people were probably on the receiving end, too. Maybe where she worked, where she lived . . . It's unlikely you were the only target for such cruelty.”
“But Sterling and I were the ones with opportunity.”
“Sometimes, you can be your own worst enemy,” I told Denise.
“Just trying to be realistic.”
“What about her father?”
“He can't get out of his wheelchair unaided,” Denise said.
“Well, there's sure to be others that we don't know about.” I started to ask Denise whether she'd ever met Andrea's second husband but was interrupted by the store manager's voice on the Food Go loudspeaker system.
“Ruth Morris, please return to the pharmacy. Ruth Morris, you are wanted in the pharmacy.”
Although this wasn't an unusual occurrence, I was surprised to be paged after I had finished for the day. I paid for my food, told Denise I'd see her later, and hurried to the pharmacy. My first thought, that Louise needed more information about some prescription that had been called in during my own shift, was far from the reality I discovered upon walking back into the pharmacy.
Louise--solid, dependable Louise--was standing in front of the drug-filled shelves. To any customer waiting at the window, she would appear to be searching for some medication, ready to fill a prescription. When I got closer, though, I saw the tears running down her face and heard the gasps as she tried to control herself.
“What's wrong? Are you sick?”
“Thank God you're still in the store,” she said, swallowing hard with the effort to stop crying. “I called the front office to page you because I have to leave.”
“Now?” I knew the question was foolish, but her words were so unexpected, I didn't know how to react--and I'd just finished an eight-hour shift on my feet, with no breaks at all.
“I know it's a lot to ask, but I need you to take over.”
“Are you sick?” I repeated.
“Something happened. I can't talk about it now, but I must go home.”
“Okay. I'll stay.”
Louise pulled off her white jacket and ran out of the pharmacy. I stared after her, wondering what could have happened. Over the years, emergencies have arisen. Pharmacists or their children have become ill. And during Bob's last illness, I'd been called to the hospital several times before I took a leave of absence to be with him all the time.
There was no opportunity to speculate. I looked at the counter and at the computer screen trying to figure out just where Louise had been in her work. A patient record showed on the screen, and a script was lying next to the computer. The printer showed no evidence of typed labels, so I checked the screen more closely and continued keyboarding data where Louise had obviously left off. I took care of that patient and one other before the phone started ringing.
“Food Go Pharmacy. May I help you?”
An angry male voice cut in roughly. “I told you to get over here, Louise, and I mean it. I'll give you fifteen minutes, and then I'm coming after you.”
“Louise has left for the day,” I said as calmly as I could. “Is there something I can help you with?”
“Good. I guess she knows I mean business this time.” He broke the connection.
I continued working in the pharmacy, thankful I'd had time to sit down and eat before Louise had called me back to work. Knowing we have no scheduled lunch hour, I usually make sure to fix a big breakfast whenever I'm on the day shift; however, I didn't think breakfast alone could have seen me through from opening to closing. At fifty-five, I'm an active woman in a demanding profession, though even someone half my age would find a 12-hour shift rather daunting. I tried not to think about tiredness and concentrated instead on helping my customers, but I was glad when the time finally came to begin my closing procedure.
First, I had to connect the order machine to the telephone and transmit about 45 items from the order book to the wholesaler. These were drugs we were running low on or were completely out of. Then, I took off my white jacket for the second time that day and was ready to leave. I knew I'd need my sweater now. At this evening hour in early March, the temperature would have dropped considerably.
As I left the store, I wondered for the tenth time about that telephone call for Louise, what had happened to upset her so much, and whether I should contact someone to fill in for her the next day. She was supposed to open the pharmacy, but I decided to arrive early in case she didn't show up. Then, I could call around and find a relief pharmacist to work my own evening shift. If Louise was there in the morning, however, I'd simply leave and come back at my scheduled time.

When I returned just before nine o'clock the next morning, I found the pharmacy shutters rolled up and the lights on. I turned around, ready to retreat before Louise caught sight of me, but it was too late. She called to me.
“Ruthie, I want to apologize.”
I looked at Louise. Her long hair, always so neatly braided, hung over one shoulder as always; but I could see some ends had escaped the braid, and the effect was less tidy than usual. Her eyes were red and swollen.
“Don't worry about it,” I said and added that I hoped everything was okay. Under the circumstances, I thought my words sounded ridiculous, but I couldn't think of anything else to say.
“It's my friend,” she said and stopped.
I waited quietly for Louise to continue.
“His background is so different,” she said. “He doesn't understand about professionalism.”
I was still outside the pharmacy, leaning in at the window to talk to Louise.
Any minute now, customers would start arriving. For the moment, though, it was quiet. “Someone telephoned for you after you left last night,” I told her. “He seemed upset.”
“Oh, no!” Then in a calmer voice, she continued. “What did he say? I mean, I hope he . . . he wasn't nasty to you.”
“No. Until I spoke, he thought I was you.”
Louise looked so anxious that I repeated the conversation. She relaxed somewhat. “It's just that . . .” Her pause was longer this time. “It's just that he needed me at home.”
“You don't have to explain,” I assured her.
“I'll give back the time, Ruthie. Whenever you need an extra night off, just let me know. Or a morning off.” Her words came out in staccato fashion. “Yes,” she said, half to herself. “A morning would be better.”
Louise wasn't married, but I hadn't heard about her friend before. And even though her personal life had affected me last night, it really wasn't any of my business. I tried to rein in my curiosity and make light of the whole thing.
“Okay, you owe me. I'll take you up on it and sleep late one of these mornings.”
“I appreciate it,” she mumbled as I stepped aside to make room for the first customer of the day.
As long as Louise was here and I didn't have to be in the pharmacy before late afternoon, I decided to head over to the Fashion Square mall and add to my spring wardrobe. Shopping for clothes had once been a pleasant distraction, but I no longer enjoyed it. Somewhere along the way, the styles had left me behind. I didn't think of myself as old, and I didn't want to dress that way. On the other hand, I wasn't about to buy the short-skirted outfits that were fashionable now. Dresses with longer hemlines seemed to feature long slits, which didn't appeal to me either. The alternative, pant suits, were all right for colder days, but we didn't have so many of those at the lower altitudes of Arizona.
I parked at the east end of the mall, walked into Robinson's-May, and took the escalator to the second floor. My dress-buying strategy these days was to look toward the bottom of the racks and pull out only the styles that seemed long enough for my taste, so I wasn't at all aware of other shoppers until someone spoke to me.
“Now why didn't I think of that,” an older, rather thin woman said. “You can eliminate all the short dresses right away, can't you?”
I looked up and smiled at her. Then, I continued searching the clothes racks.
“You don't remember me, do you?”
That question always stymies me. I meet so many people at the pharmacy that I can't always recall who they are when I run into them elsewhere. The same thing happens in reverse. Customers realize they know me but aren't sure who I am when they see me without my white professional jacket. I hesitated.
“I'm Verna Branden. My husband and I are the block watchers in Betsy Stokes's neighborhood.”
I knew her now. The Brandens had been very helpful last summer after the death of Betsy's husband, Harry Stokes. I'd never figured out whether their help resulted from neighborliness or nosiness.
“Yes, of course, Mrs. Branden,” I said. “Denise Seaford introduced us.”
“Call me Verna,” she said and added immediately, “We haven't seen Denise in a long time. I can tell you she never seems to be home these days.”
I wasn't sure if Verna knew about Denise's second job, and I didn't want to gossip with her. “Well, she's probably busy like everyone else.”
The woman looked pointedly at me. “I thought you were a pharmacist at Food Go. Are you retired now?”
This is another question I've become accustomed to hear. Since I alternate between morning and evening shifts and varying days off, some customers question why I'm never there. When I think of the others who ask, “Don't you ever go home?” I can only laugh.
“Not yet retired,” I told Verna and smiled again. “My working shifts keep changing.”
“That's what Denise always tells me. But now she's gone day and night. I guess she's with that new boyfriend, the lawyer.”
She waited, obviously expecting me to fill her in. I wondered if it was better to let her think Denise spent all her spare time with Sterling or to tell her about the second job. I hesitated.
“Don't get me wrong. We're happy for her.”
“So am I,” I finally ventured, figuring that was noncommittal enough.
“Yes,” she continued. “The lawyer seems nice enough. It's the other fellow who worries me.”
“Other fellow?” I asked before I caught myself.
She looked triumphant. “He's real handsome, tall and dark, but he's got that sleek look I don't trust.”
I couldn't connect anyone to the description but tried to sound casual. “Did Denise introduce him to you?”
“Well, no, but we get around the neighborhood a lot. Being block watchers, you know. Raymond and I take it seriously. And, if I do say so myself, since we volunteered, there aren't so many burglaries.” She took a step nearer to me and, although I didn't see any other shoppers near us, whispered, “We keep our eyes open.”
“I'm sure you do.”
“When we saw that fellow pull into Denise's driveway a few months ago, we waited. Not too obviously, you understand. Just like we were taking an evening stroll.” She edged even closer. “Of course, when Denise opened the door and threw her arms around him, I can tell you we walked on.”
“Of course,” I echoed. I started to look at the dress on a lifelike model near us, half hoping Verna would go about her own business and half ashamed because I wanted to know more.
“He's been there in the daytime, too.”
“Must be a relative,” I said.
She made a soft huffing sound. “I met all of them. And it wasn't her ex either.”
“Why don't you just ask Denise about him?”
“People can be funny,” she said. “Sometimes they don't understand that we have to size up strangers in the neighborhood.”
I'll bet, I thought. On the plus side, I knew the Brandens really were performing an important community service. Although I had nothing to hide, I also knew I wouldn't want my own comings and goings so closely observed, and I felt it was an invasion of Denise's privacy to discuss her in this way. Nevertheless, I couldn't help wondering who the man was. Not a salesperson if Verna really had seen Denise embrace him. I stood there lost in thought, trying to figure out why Verna didn't trust him.
As if she'd read my mind, Verna Branden asked, “You want to know why I don't trust him?” I pretended to read the price tag on the display dress. She didn't wait for an answer.
“That sleekness,” she said. “That's how they look on television when they're up to no good.”
I nearly laughed aloud in relief. If that was all Verna had against this new man in Denise's life, I wouldn't worry. When Denise was ready to confide in me, she would tell me about him the way she'd told me about Sterling. Tall, dark, and sleek didn't necessarily spell ”villain” in my dictionary.
After a few minutes of conversation about the weather, I made my escape from Verna Branden. I spent another hour at Fashion Square, desultorily examining dresses in a few of the specialty shops, but without buying. When I passed the mall food court, I decided to stop for lunch, choosing a salad, raisin scone, and herb tea--a nice change from my usual Food Go coffee shop routine.
Verna had started a train of thought that I followed from Denise's male friends to the mysterious man whose summons had called away my staff pharmacist last night. I'd begun to feel closer to Louise Rettenberg and wondered if I could do anything to help her. Then there was Andrea Felder's death. Surely, her current husband would be the primary suspect. It was foolish to worry about Denise and Sterling--or Denise and this new man for that matter.
I finished the last crumbs of the scone, stowed my tray, and left the mall. When I reached the front entry to Food Go a little later, I found an elderly customer at my side.
“I'm so glad you're here,” she said. “You're the only one I trust to give me my medicine.”
I smiled down at her. She was at least a head shorter than I, and I'm only 5 foot, 6 inches tall. “You know any of us would be happy to fill your prescriptions,” I assured her.
“Yes, I do know that. But you're always so nice and patient when I don't have the number for refills.”
Only when we're not too busy, I thought to myself. Aloud, I reassured her. By that time, we'd reached the pharmacy, and I heard Louise counseling a patient as I walked through the door. “This might make you sleepy,” she was saying, “so don't drive for at least three to four hours after taking your muscle relaxant.”
“My doctor didn't warn me about that,” the customer said. “I don't want anything with side effects.” She was a short woman with straight brown hair, dressed in an ankle-length, paisley print dress. “Can't I get some herbal drugs instead?”
I listened, surprised, as Louise talked to the young woman. “You might look for arnica in a health food store,” she said. “Many athletes use it for strains and sprains.”
“Do they teach herbal medicines in pharmacy school now?” I asked after the customer left.
“Not really. I'm just interested in natural remedies.”
“I'd like to learn more about them,” I told her. “Even the pharmacy journals are beginning to run articles on homeopathic and other alternative medicines.”
Louise looked pleased at the idea of teaching me about natural drugs. I realized that would go a long way toward compensating for the recent blows to her self-confidence. She sounded less brusque and more caring in her patient counseling these days, and I was glad that our professional relationship had also improved. I didn't think it would develop into the kind of friendship Denise and I had. On the other hand, Louise's improved attitude made work more pleasant for both of us.
Louise suddenly spoke as if in answer to my thoughts. “Your friend from the coffee shop was looking for you this morning. You should give her a copy of your schedule so she won't bother me when you're not here.”
So much for improved civility, I told myself. Then I realized Denise might have interrupted during a customer rush. Maybe it would be a good idea to exchange schedules with her. I didn't have time to wonder about Denise, though, because the pharmacy remained busy right up until closing.
Denise was waiting when I left the Food Go store. “They questioned me all morning,” she said. “It was horrible.”
“Let's go to my house and talk,” I suggested.
We walked to the far end of the lot where employees were supposed to park and got into our cars. When I pulled into my own driveway, Denise, who always drove faster than I did, was waiting. She followed me into the house and to the kitchen where we usually sat.
“I'm going to brew decaf and make turkey sandwiches. What will you have?”
“Just decaf,” Denise said. “I've already eaten, but you go ahead.”
I'd roasted a small turkey a few days ago, packaging the leftovers into single portions and freezing them. It was convenient on nights when I arrived home hungry after working the late shift.
My peach and turquoise kitchen was clean and tidy. I filled the coffee percolator and quickly started it perking. Meanwhile, I punctured the plastic wrap on one of the frozen turkey packages and put it into the microwave. Then, I excused myself for a minute to change to slippers from the shoes I'd been standing and walking in all day. When I returned to the kitchen, Denise was staring out the window that overlooked my pool and patio. I hadn't turned on the outside lights and knew she could see nothing in the darkness.
“What's out there?” I asked.
She turned quickly at the sound of my words. “Nothing. I was just thinking.”
“Well, sit down and tell me about it.”
I added catsup and the turkey to two slices of rye bread and put placemats, napkins, and silverware on the table. The coffee was ready, and I filled cups for both of us.
“How do I get involved in these things?” Denise asked.
“It's not surprising. We both have jobs where we interact with hundreds of people every week. And because we work in Scottsdale, with all the winter visitors and other tourists, all of our customers aren't regulars.” As usual after an eight-hour shift in the pharmacy, I was very hungry. Even concern for Denise didn't affect my appetite, and I started on the turkey sandwich immediately.
Denise barely sipped her coffee. Either it was still too hot or she was too preoccupied to drink it. “Andrea Felder wasn't a tourist. And I've never seen her in Food Go.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I guess I do, but it doesn't make me feel better. They questioned me for hours.”
“Detective Moreway?”
“No, someone else. I never caught his name, but he was short and had a dark mustache.”“Maybe you should have asked for Detective Moreway,” I said. “At least he couldn't seriously suspect you of murder after you helped catch Amy Brookman's killer.”
“New situation this time. There's no doubt Andrea Felder was murdered. And they know I had reason to dislike her.”
“Denise, you didn't tell them she wanted you fired?”
“They knew.” Her voice was flat, and I wondered if Sterling was the one who'd given that information to the police. If only he's not using Denise to divert suspicion from himself, I thought. Although Sterling seemed like a decent type, I knew from experience that I wasn't the best judge of people.
I was never good at hiding feelings either. My face must have revealed my doubts because Denise stared out the window again. “Sterling may have told them; it doesn't matter,” she said, but I could tell from her bleak tone that it mattered very much.
“What did the police ask you?”
“About working for Andrea's father. How I got the job and all that.”
I waited, knowing there was more, and concentrated on my sandwich. Denise's gaze had turned from the window and was focused on her coffee cup. “They wanted to know all about Sterling and me. Our relationship.”
She suddenly looked directly at me. “It's not right,” she said. “Last year when they accused me of having an affair with Harry Stokes, of course I was scared. It was so ridiculous, though, I couldn't worry for long.”
I remembered that I'd harbored the same suspicions about Denise's complicity in her neighbor's death. Then again, that time, the police had questioned me, too.
“You don't realize how important the Felder job is to me, Ruthie. I've been able to save close to $100 a week since I started working for Amos. But I wouldn't kill to keep the job.”
“I know you wouldn't.” And though I'd doubted Denise in the past, I had no reservations about her now.
“It's the personal angle. The police think Sterling was going to drop me because of Andrea's interference.”
Was he going to drop you, I wanted to ask. Maybe she'd be better off if he did--but I couldn't add to Denise's unhappiness by voicing those thoughts. “You must have an alibi,” I said instead. “Weren't you at work when she was killed?”
“They seem to think I had enough time before getting to Food Go or even afterwards, on my break.”
“Aren't they sure?”
Denise sighed. “The one who questioned me was cagey. He wouldn't give me details. Only that the murderer used a kitchen knife.”
“A kitchen knife! Did someone bring it to Mr. Felder's home?” I asked, knowing he was wheelchair-bound.
“I really get angry when people make those assumptions about Amos,” Denise said. “He does know how to cook and, besides, he wasn't always disabled.”
“Okay, I'm sorry,” I said, realizing I'd been insensitive. I paused. “Did they identify the knife?” I was excited at the idea. “Was it from his own kitchen?”
“No one will say.”
“Anyhow, that would let you out.”
“Ruthie, I know you're tired, but think! Anyone can get hold of a kitchen knife. And if it did belong to Amos, it would've been easy for me or whoever else was familiar with his kitchen.”
“Were you familiar with his kitchen?”
She looked steadily at me. “If you don't trust me, who will?”
“That wasn't meant the way it sounded,” I defended myself hastily. I'd wanted only general information about the Felder kitchen to find out who had access to the knives. “I'm just trying to make a point,” I added, unsure whether Denise believed me.
“More coffee?” I asked to cover my embarrassment.
“Don't worry about what I just said, Ruthie. I think I'm getting slightly paranoid.”
I refilled both our cups although Denise had barely touched her coffee. No matter how I looked at the situation, it seemed loaded with problems for my friend. Even if neither she nor Sterling had anything to do with the murder, suspicion would fall on them until the real killer was discovered--and no one could be certain if that would happen.
“Could you try to find the murderer?” Denise suddenly asked.
“Me?”
“You've done it twice now. Why not talk to Detective Moreway? Offer to help.”
“Denise, that only happens in books. The Scottsdale police aren't going to listen to any offers of help from me.”
“You won't know until you ask.”
There was a long silence while I finished my turkey sandwich and slowly drank my decaf. In many ways, Denise could be quite practical and down-to-earth; but her melodramatic streak, harmless when it affected only clothes and makeup, was potentially dangerous at times like this.
“I'll see Frank Moreway, if you want me to,” I said finally. “But don't be disappointed when he refuses to take me into his confidence. It just doesn't work that way.”
To avoid further promises, I changed the subject. “I met your neighbor at the mall today.”
“Betsy Stokes?”
“Your other neighbor. The block watcher.”
“Oh, Verna Branden. I haven't seen much of her lately.”
“That's just what she said about you.” I wondered whether I should mention the “sleek” visitor Verna had noticed. Curiosity was pulling me, but reluctance to pry held me back. Another personality trait that would keep me from emulating fictional sleuths, I thought, and wanted to tell Denise so; but I'd already promised to speak to Detective Moreway, and I would keep that promise.
“Some of the people on our street think the Brandens became block watchers so they could be in on everyone's doings,” Denise said.
“Maybe they just want something to occupy their time.”
“Could be.”
We were both quiet for a few minutes. Denise started to speak and seemed to change her mind. I watched her lift the coffee cup and put it down again without drinking. She didn't seem aware of her reluctance to speak, but it was so unlike her usual manner, I started to worry.
“Did Verna say anything else about me?” she asked finally.
Now it was my turn to hesitate. “She mentioned a tall, dark, and handsome stranger.” I tried to keep my tone light and teasing.
“That's what I was afraid of,” Denise said.
I waited for her to continue but she was quiet. “Anyone I know?” I asked in the same light tone.
“Probably not, but I don't want to talk about him now. Some other time.”
“No problem,” I said.
“He's someone who turns up in my life every now and then. I never know how long he'll be around.”
“It's okay, Denise,” I assured her.
“The trouble is, he came to see me at Amos Felder's house yesterday. And I don't know whether to tell the police.”
Now I understood why Denise was so troubled; but when I considered her words, I realized they raised more questions than they answered. Was this man connected to the Felders in some way? Did Denise really suspect him, or was she trying to keep the law away from him for another reason?
“Won't the police hear about it from someone else?”
“I don't think anyone else saw him.”
“What about Amos Felder?”
“He was resting. I looked in on him right after Tony left, and I saw that he had dozed off.”
“Your friend's car?” I tried to word the question tactfully.
“That could be a problem. He drives a white Corvette. Someone may have noticed it in front of the house.”
“But from what you've said, Andrea arrived after you left for Food Go. Why would the police be interested in someone who came to see you earlier?”
“That's why I didn't say anything when they asked me about visitors to the house that day.”
Now I wondered again why Denise was protecting this “friend.” Was he someone who'd evoke police interest? All sorts of ideas leaped into my mind. Maybe he turned up in Denise's life only “now and then” because he'd been in prison.
I shook my head mentally. That was too far-fetched. And then I remembered reading about all the women who correspond with serial killers and even want to marry them. Not Denise, I told myself firmly.
She suddenly pushed back her chair and stood. “I will tell you all about Tony soon; I promise. But right now, I'd better get home. There's too much to think about.”
I walked Denise to my front door. “You know I'll do anything I can to help,” I told her.
“Just let me know what Detective Moreway says.”
After Denise left, I cleared the table and put everything in the dishwasher, thinking all the while about her situation. I wondered if Sterling Harraday knew about Tony.
From Denise, my mind turned to my staff pharmacist, Louise. It seemed odd that the two women I spent most of my time with were both having trouble with the men in their lives. That led to thoughts of Michael, and I was thankful that we now seemed to understand each other. Not too long ago, I'd mistaken his daughter for a romantic interest. After that situation was clarified, I'd met Michael's ex-wife and misunderstood her role, too. I was grateful that my recent doubts about Michael had proved to be without foundation and hoped Denise's and Louise's problems could be solved as easily.
Before I leave for work tomorrow, I told myself, I'll call Frank Moreway. As to Louise, I'll just make sure to be there for her whenever she needs me to fill in. And I can let her know I want to help.
Early the next morning, before my misgivings could take hold again, I called the Scottsdale Police and asked for Detective Moreway. He was expected later in the day, so I left a message asking for an appointment and went on to work.
At Food Go, every time the telephone sounded, I expected to hear from Detective Moreway. Between customers, I rehearsed what I would say to him. He was sure to ask why I wanted the appointment. If I gave him the specific reason, I was afraid he'd be unwilling to see me.
My original intention had been to tell him I wanted to talk about the Felder case. The more I considered it, however, the more I realized that wouldn't do. He'd probably ask whether I had new information for him, and any hint that I wanted to play amateur sleuth would be rejected out of hand. I needed to come up with something plausible, but unlike fictional detectives, I couldn't bring myself to lie.
A tap at the pharmacy window turned my attention to another patient. She was tall, with well-shaped dark hair, and wore a raspberry-colored suit that was a standout among the casually dressed Food Go customers. “I don't want you to fill this until you call my doctor,” she said, handing me a prescription for tobramycin, an eyedrop.
“What's the problem?” I asked.
“I have an earache.”
“Yes,” I said. “But I'm wondering why you want me to check with your doctor.”
“Can't you see?” Her tone was impatient, and she snatched the script from my hand, pointing to the name of the drug.
My puzzled expression seemed to annoy her. “I've had nurse's training,” she said. “And I know tobramycin is an eyedrop.”
“Well, yes,” I agreed. “But very often, eyedrops are prescribed for earaches.”
She was not convinced. “I've never heard that.”
“Some antibiotics are available in eyedrop form but not as eardrops. Because the eye-drops are water-based, they can be used in the ear.”
“I guess I'll have to accept your explanation.”
“Not at all. I'd be happy to call your doctor.”
“I can't wait around for her to get back to you. Just fill it,” she added ungraciously.
She's probably in pain, I told myself, as I moved over to the computer. Some people do take it out on others when they're not feeling well. At least, she'd distracted me from worrying about what to say to Frank Moreway. Maybe an idea would come to me if I stopped thinking so much about it.
When the Scottsdale detective returned my call about an hour later, though, I still hadn't arrived at a convincing reason to meet with him. His first words dispelled my nervousness.
“I'm glad you telephoned. I want to talk to you.”
“You do?” I asked, and mentally kicked myself for sounding surprised.
“About your friend Mrs. Seaford and the latest situation she's involved in.”
I hesitated, unable to believe I could keep my promise to Denise so easily. “You want to talk to me about Andrea Felder's murder?”
“Is your friend mixed up in any other murders right now?”
“Denise isn't really involved in this one,” I insisted. “She just happens to work for Andrea's father.”
“Your friend does have the knack of being in the wrong place. For that matter,” he added, “so do you.”
With people starting to line up at the pharmacy window again, I couldn't continue to spar with Frank Moreway. I hastily made an appointment to see him at six that evening, which would give me about half an hour after the end of my shift to grab something to eat.
Now, I had to hope Louise wouldn't need me to substitute for her again.
You're not being fair to her, I told myself. It's only happened once. Nevertheless, I was relieved to see her arrive for work that afternoon. Together, we swiftly took care of our customers, so I could leave right on time with a clear conscience.
Although the Food Go coffee shop was the ideal place to eat when I wasn't going directly home and hadn't much time to spare, I didn't want to see Denise. It was too soon to tell her I'd be meeting with Detective Moreway. Instead, I decided to stop at the Blue Burrito on Shea Boulevard before continuing to Scottsdale Police Headquarters.
My timing was good enough to get me to Detective Moreway's office at exactly six o'clock. He came out to greet me and lead the way into his office, and his manner seemed friendlier than it had ever been before. Maybe it would be possible to get information from him after all.
“I'm starting to feel like a regular here,” I said, attempting an icebreaker.
He unbent enough to smile. We must be on a different footing indeed, I thought. Maybe he was starting to view me as a person with specialized knowledge that could help the police. I had to admit, however, that I couldn't see a pharmaceutical connection to anything in Andrea Felder's murder. As far as I knew, she hadn't even been a Food Go customer.
Frank Moreway indicated the same chair at the side of his desk that I'd been offered on my previous visits. This time, though, he didn't hover over me but seated himself behind the desk. I waited for him to begin.
“I don't know how you and your friend do it,” he said.
“You must realize that each of us comes in contact with hundreds of people, Denise in the coffee shop and me at the pharmacy. It's not surprising at all that we meet so many different types.”
“On the contrary, it's very surprising to me.” He shuffled some papers aimlessly--at least, it looked aimless to me.
I decided not to belabor the point. “What did you want to ask me?” I said instead.
“Have you ever met the Felder family? What were your impressions of them?”
“As far as I know, I've only met Andrea's ex-husband, Sterling Harraday. And Denise can tell you more about him,” I said and then wanted to bite my tongue. If he didn't know Denise and Sterling were seeing each other, I didn't want to be the one to tell him.
He must have assessed the look on my face. “Don't worry,” he said. “We know all about your friend and Mr. Harraday.”
“You make it sound like something wrong. Denise and Sterling are both free and old enough to see anyone they choose.”
“Of course,” was the noncommital reply.
“Did you ask Denise her impressions of the family?”
“I want your opinion. Tell me about Mr. Harraday.”
“He's an attorney. Quiet, not flashy. Sometimes he sounds stuffy, and I noticed he can jump to conclusions. To be fair, though, he often thinks things over and revises his opinion.”
“Reading between the lines, I gather you like him.”
“Yes, I guess I do.”
“And how long have you known him?”
“Just a few months. I went to Sterling for legal advice when Amy Brookman's family blamed me for her death.” A vivid memory of my despair at that time intruded and silenced me for a moment. Sometimes it was hard to believe so much had changed since last October.
“You hadn't been his client before?”
I shook my head. “That was the first time I ever needed an attorney.”
“Then how did you decide on Mr. Harraday? Did someone recommend him?”
I'd realized where the questions were headed even before we reached that point but saw no reason to avoid answering them. “Denise suggested I see him.”
“They were friends?” His slight emphasis on the last word irritated me.
“He was a customer at the Food Go coffee shop.”
“And that was their only relationship?” Again, he made a question of his statement and stressed the last word. I decided it was time to take a stand.
“What is the point of all this? I'm sure you already asked Denise about Sterling Harraday.”
“And if two people tell me the same thing independently of each other, don't you think it carries more weight?”
“I'm perfectly willing to answer your questions. Otherwise, I wouldn't be here.” I felt myself flush, knowing I had a second motive for being there.
“Fine. Then let's do it my way. You tell me about Mrs. Seaford and Mr. Harraday.”
“As far as I know, they only started seeing each other outside of Food Go about the time you wound up the Brookman case. Sterling was horrified to hear how close Denise and I came to being killed, and he discovered he cared for her.”
“But they maintain separate homes?”
“Look, Detective Moreway. They're both in their forties, both had previous marriages that ended before they got together, and their relationship is none of our business.” I deliberately copied his way of emphasizing words, stressing “our” when I really wanted to say “your.”
“I'm not asking questions for the fun of it. When a man's wife has been murdered, I need to know about his current relationships.”
“Ex-wife,” I said. “And you know very well Denise was at work when the murder took place.”
“Oh, and how do you know that?”
“Because when Denise left for Food Go, Andrea Felder hadn't arrived at the house.”
“And I suppose that information came from your friend?”
“Of course.”
“Which automatically means it's true.”
“You can forget the sarcasm,” I told him. “Tell me when Andrea was killed and I'll check the Food Go time cards for you.”
“We've already done that,” he said and then looked as if he wished he hadn't revealed the information. I decided it was my turn to ask questions.
“And . . .?”
“And what?” he asked, which really annoyed me.
“I'm sure you know what I mean. Was Denise working her shift when the murder took place?”
“Ostensibly yes, but that doesn't rule her out.”
“You're still playing games with me, Detective Moreway. I know you're familiar with conditions at the Food Go coffee shop. So you can't possibly doubt Denise was there and highly visible once she clocked in.”
“That's true. But the same fact also makes her highly visible, to use your words, when she should be there and vanishes for a time.”
I was surprised. “Are you telling me you checked with her manager and found she wasn't working after all?”
“Your friend took her usual fifteen-minute break that afternoon, but the coffee shop manager says she was gone for a long time--long enough for him to be quite irritated before she finally returned.” He paused, his face assuming a serious expression, and added, “I shouldn't be telling you this, but you seem to have a predisposition for trouble. I want you to be careful.”
Deliberately trying to downplay my shock, I looked at him calmly. “You can't really believe I'm in any danger from Denise.”
“I'm not prejudging her. And I'm certainly not accusing her of anything.” He moved a stack of papers from one corner of his desk to the center and back again, not seeming to realize he hadn't changed their location.
“Then what are you saying?”
“I'm saying that Mrs. Seaford seems to be involved in some way. Until she levels with us, I can't make any presumptions about guilt or innocence.”
I thought about his words, convinced Frank Moreway was using me. Perhaps this information was calculated to send me to Denise in order to discover where she'd been during the crucial time. If that's true, I told myself, I must make him acknowledge his strategy so that I can take advantage of it.
“Detective Moreway,” I said, “you know that Denise and I are close friends. If you want me to sound her out, I need more details about the murder.”
“Just read the Arizona Republic or watch the local news.”
Now I was really infuriated. I tried not to grit my teeth as I got the words out. “In that case, why not tell me now.”
“All you amateur detectives think we can pinpoint time of death to the minute.” His voice had taken on an edge that I didn't care for. “We know only that Andrea Felder probably was killed between three and five o'clock. She had taken her father to lunch; they returned sometime after two. He usually napped in the afternoons, so she helped him from his wheelchair to the bed just before three.”
“Did he discover the body?” I asked, thinking how awful it must have been for Mr. Felder.
“No, they have a nurse's aide who comes in at five every afternoon to go through his physical therapy routine, prepare his dinner, bathe him, and get him settled for the night.”
“There must have been a struggle. Didn't Mr. Felder hear anything?”
“I'm not at liberty to tell you. And don't give me that reproachful look,” he added. “We can't let the information out because we have to keep it from the murderer.”
“All right,” I conceded. “But some of the neighbors must have noticed what time Denise left the house and whether she returned later on.”
“I don't intend to say anything about that either.”
“Let's be straightforward about this, Detective Moreway. No matter how unwillingly on your part, we've worked together before. So, tell me exactly what I can do to help.”
I noticed his frown, but it was quickly erased. He seemed determined not to acknowledge my help in cornering two previous murderers. “You misunderstand. I don't want you to play detective. Quite the opposite.”
“Yes, you have to say that.”
This time he moved two file folders to the center of his desk and carefully aligned them. Then he lifted one of the folders and tapped it on the arm of his chair. “I'm trying to be patient, Mrs. Morris.”
“So am I.”
“Murder is serious business. Trained professionals are working on this case, and we don't need or want amateur involvement.”
“Amateurs are involved in every murder,” I told him. “Think about it. Victims, murderers, witnesses--they're all amateurs.”
“Very nice reasoning. But it doesn't change anything.”
“Sarcasm is easy. What's harder is learning all there is to know about the people who may have wanted to kill Andrea Felder.”
“And you think you can accomplish that better than the Scottsdale police?”
“No, I'm not claiming I can do that. What I can do is keep an open mind. You're ready to assume Denise is guilty. I know she isn't, so I can look in other directions.”
“That's where you're wrong. We can't rule out Mrs. Seaford or her ex-con boyfriend.”
My stunned expression must have given me away before I could summon the will to control it. “Are you saying that Sterling Harraday is an ex-con?”
“Of course not. If he were, he couldn't be practicing law.” He stood and walked toward the door of his office, an obvious signal that the interview was over.
“Then who are you talking about?”
Now he looked smug. “So your friend has been holding out on you.”
I was silent but determined at that moment to see Denise and find out at least as much as the police had learned. Although I hadn't wanted to pry, the situation was now too serious for such niceties. I still had no doubt about Denise's innocence, but if I were to do as she'd asked--if I were to find the murderer--she had to level with me.
“You're making a big mistake,” I told Detective Moreway and left before I revealed how little Denise had trusted me. The next day, Saturday, was my day off. I decided to use the time to plan an approach rather than try to see Denise immediately.

Pharmacy is not a nine-to-five, weekends off, type of job. My two-day weekend happened every other week, and it meant a free Sunday and Monday. On alternate weeks, I had only Saturday off. I'd been looking forward to this particular Saturday because I'd been invited to the baby shower for Betsy Stokes. Her mother, Michael Loring's former wife, had arranged a luncheon at The Other Place restaurant. Patricia had just returned to Scottsdale to await the birth of her first grandchild, due later this month. Her earlier visit last fall had caused some uncomfortable moments for me until I'd finally come to understand the family dynamics. Unlike Michael, Patricia had remarried but they'd remained on friendly terms since their divorce, many years before. Now, content with her second husband and their more cosmopolitan lifestyle in London, Patricia's visits to Arizona were no threat to me. On the contrary, I'd come to like her and looked forward to seeing her again.
Although I knew baby showers were usually all-female events and Michael wouldn't be there, I dressed carefully for the party. Back in November, the last time Patricia had been in the States, I'd discovered I couldn't emulate her chic style. However, I was determined to look good in my own way. This turned out to be more difficult than I thought. My navy print dress seemed perfect for the pre-spring weather. After carefully pressing it--I liked silk, but it always creased so quickly--I had a sudden flash of memory. This dress wouldn't do at all for Betsy Stokes's baby shower. I'd worn it to her husband's funeral last August.
I looked through my closet again and settled on a two-piece polyester, seafoam with white dots. At least, this one won't require pressing, I thought. My hair was newly trimmed, though still at its winter length, its auburn color heightened by my hairdresser and set in a modified page boy. You could easily pass for fifty-four, I told myself wryly, knowing my fifty-sixth birthday was rapidly approaching. Well, I might feel twenty years younger on good days but Michael, who'd dated me all those years ago in pharmacy college, certainly knew my exact age.
My gift for Betsy's baby was a yellow and white coverall and matching T-shirt. The coverall legs had teddy bear appliqués, and I'd also found a stuffed teddy bear that exactly matched them. Although I'd learned to wrap all types of packages in my Dad's drugstore, the bear defeated me, so I bought a decorative shopping bag for the gifts.
I knew Denise was also invited to the baby shower. Ordinarily, we'd have driven to the restaurant on Lincoln Drive together, but she was on the six a.m. to noon shift at the coffee shop and would be going to the shower directly from work. I still hadn't planned what to say to Denise. It's no use, I thought. There's no way to disguise such an intrusion into her privacy.
When I arrived at The Other Place, ten or twelve women were already milling around the small room that was reserved for private parties. Betsy and Patricia stood at the entry, in an informal receiving line with a young woman I didn't recognize at first. Michael's daughter looked radiant, happier than I'd ever seen her. She wore a royal blue maternity dress that appeared to have reached its outer limits, and I wondered what we'd all do if Betsy suddenly went into labor. Both she and her mother hugged me warmly and I told them the truth, that I was delighted to be there.
Patricia seemed cool and somehow regal in a silk pantsuit that I was startled to find was the same seafoam color as my own dress. She smiled at me. “May I compliment you on your taste in color.”
No wonder she appeared so sophisticated to me. For a moment, my doubts about Michael returned. How could I ever hope to compete with this admirable ex-wife of his. Then, I remembered we weren't competing. She'd given him up and married someone else. I smiled back at Patricia. “And let me return the compliment.”
“You remember Sheila Stokes.” Betsy indicated the third woman.
“Of course,” I said, pleased that Sheila had come to her stepmother's baby shower. Not too long before, Harry Stokes's grown children had vehemently denounced Betsy as a fortune hunter who'd married their father for his money. They'd accused Betsy of everything from driving their father to suicide to murdering him. Sheila's presence here today must mean she had accepted Betsy and the coming half-brother or -sister.
I looked around to see whether Nancy Stokes was there, too. Sheila seemed to understand. “My brother wouldn't let Nancy come with me,” she whispered. “He won't have anything to do with Betsy.”
“That's a shame,” I said. “But I'm glad you're here.” I continued in a more normal tone of voice. “How is . . .?” My mind refused to come up with his name
Sheila laughed. “If you mean Scott, that's over. I guess I outgrew him.”
We were interrupted as more women arrived, and I was introduced to a group of Betsy's friends from Tucson. I drifted away and soon noticed a table in the corner, trimmed with white satin ribbons and piled high with gift-wrapped packages so I headed that way to deposit my own bulky package. Nearby, a smaller table held place cards. I located mine and went to find my seat.
As I walked around the room, the only other person I recognized was Verna Branden, and I remembered she was Betsy's neighbor as well as Denise's. We were not assigned the same table, which didn't disappoint me at all. I found my own place and sat down.
Denise arrived shortly afterwards. She lingered for a few moments, talking to the three women on the receiving line and then continued on, taking her own present to the designated table. From where I sat, I could see it was an exceptionally large package and I wondered what she'd bought for the expected baby. How strange, I thought. Normally, we would have shopped for gifts together.
Evidently Betsy or her mother had placed me next to Denise, knowing we were friends. Under ordinary circumstances, I would have appreciated this arrangement. Today, I wasn't so sure. Then again, I thought, we can't talk about Andrea Felder or the mysterious Tony here. We'd have no privacy.
As Denise approached our table, dressed in a bright cerise dress I hadn't seen before, her expression was so serious that she seemed almost a different person. Her first words contradicted my earlier assumption that we wouldn't talk about Andrea's murder.
“Did you speak to Detective Moreway?” Denise asked even before she sat down.
So much for the respite I expected this afternoon, I told myself; but maybe it was just as well to deal with the subject and then enjoy the party. I looked around hurriedly to see whether anyone could overhear us. Only two other women were at our table so far, and they were engrossed in a conversation about computer courses for beginners at Scottsdale Community College.
“He didn't reveal much,” I said.
“Then you did talk to him--was it on the telephone or in his office?”
“In his office.”
“That's great, Ruthie. I knew he'd appreciate your help.”
I laughed. “Hold on a minute. It was just the opposite; he wanted me to butt out.”
A waitress appeared at my elbow to take beverage orders. And a new arrival joined our table. She was a young woman, about Betsy's age, and also very pregnant. “Hi, I'm Jennifer Hoffman,” she said and reached across the table to shake hands with everyone in turn. Her smile was warm, a laugh bubbling just below the surface.
The computer discussion halted briefly and then resumed, leaving Jennifer with only Denise and myself for conversation. I sighed with relief and asked the newcomer whether she'd known Betsy long.
“Oh, yes. I'm the one who introduced her to Harry.” She lowered her voice and some of the bubbly tone disappeared. “Wasn't that a terrible shock? I feel so sorry for Betsy, having to raise the baby alone and all that.”
“She'll manage very well,” I assured Jennifer and changed the subject. “When is your baby due?”
“Any minute now,” she said and laughed aloud this time.
“That soon?” Denise asked, and I was glad to see something other than the Felder murder capture her interest.
“Oh, I know I don't look as big as Betsy but believe me, I can't wait.” She suddenly spoke to me in a subdued tone again. “Tell me, are you the pharmacist Betsy was talking about, the one who solved all those murders.”
Good God, I thought. Not another one!
Denise turned to me with a smile that looked ironic. “You're getting a reputation, Ruthie.”
“I just happened to be involved in a couple of murder cases,” I said.
Jennifer's voice was even lower now, almost a whisper. “I thought I recognized your name,” she said. “The reason I ask is because I went to law school with that woman who just got killed.”
“Andrea Felder?” The name burst from Denise and me in unison.
“Yes, Andrea.”
“But she had to be at least ten years older than you,” Denise said. Although I would have tried for more tact, I also was wondering how they could have been classmates in law school.
“Don't you know? Andrea was a late bloomer. She went to law school quite a few years after her undergraduate days.”
“You mean she decided on law school because she married an attorney,” Denise said. She was staring at Jennifer, but I couldn't read her expression.
“Now that's a sexist remark.” The bubbly note was back as if it had barely been suppressed. “As a matter of fact, she was pre-law but put her own career on hold to help Sterling through law school first.”
“And then she divorced him.”
The bitterness in Denise's voice both surprised and discomfited me, and I was glad to see the server approach with salads. Despite the empty chair at our table, I guessed someone else was expected because the place was set. I hoped she'd arrive and enable us to change the topic.
Jennifer passed around the rolls, and one of the other women offered the butter dish. All of us stopped talking momentarily and began eating, and I hoped it would be some time before conversation resumed.
“Feta cheese and walnuts,” one of the computer novices said. “What an elegant salad!”
“And raspberries,” I added, happy for an excuse to make light conversation.
“Betsy's mom chose the menu,” Jennifer told us. “She has wonderful taste.”
Yes, I thought. She had chosen Michael; but then again, she'd also given him up.
I wondered whether Michael was in town. We hadn't made any commitment, still seeing each other casually and infrequently. Since I'd turned him down so many years before, he could be waiting for encouragement from me; but it was difficult for someone of my generation to take the lead in . . . My musings were interrupted.
“I already told the police it was that ex-husband of hers.” Jennifer leaned toward me, her hands outstretched in an oddly imploring gesture. “It wasn't bad enough he dumped her, he just couldn't stand to see her married to someone else.”
“Just a minute,” Denise said, so piercingly that one of the other women at our table threw her a startled look before turning back to her own friend. “I don't know what you heard, but she was the one who wanted the divorce. And the proof is her immediate remarriage.”
“Maybe she got tired of his philandering.”
“Philandering!”
Denise sounded so outraged, I was afraid she'd attack Jennifer. The server, reappearing at that moment to remove the salad plates, defused the situation. We were handed our entrées, vegetable quiche surrounded by baby squash and small roasted potatoes.
After the server left, Jennifer began eating with gusto. “I seem to be hungry all the time now,” she explained. “It's a wonder I'm not twice as big.”
Denise refused to allow the change in subject. “What did you mean just now? How could you call Sterling Harraday a philanderer?”
The younger woman politely finished chewing her food before replying. “Because he is one.”
“You can't possibly know that. And if Andrea said so, she was probably justifying her own affair.”
“On the contrary,” Jennifer said. She held another forkful of quiche inches away from her mouth and seemed to assess Denise. “I know because I was one of the women he went after.”
Denise was silent, filling in the time by toying with her food. I looked from one to the other, not wanting to meddle but feeling sorry for my friend. Jennifer's expression had changed now, showing a shrewdness at odds with her rotund appearance. She, too, was quiet for a few moments.
“You must be his latest,” she said finally.
Denise's face flushed, then turned pale. “Yes, Sterling and I are seeing each other.
But . . .”
The younger woman didn't give her a chance to finish. “Are you proud of yourself, breaking up a family and tempting him to kill Andrea?”
“Wait a minute,” Denise said, getting to her feet.
“No, you wait. You don't want to hear it, but you obviously need someone to tell you the score.”
All other conversation at our table had stopped, and some of the women at the next table also seemed to be straining to overhear. I reached up and pulled on Denise's arm. “Sit down. This isn't the time or place to talk about it.”
She hesitated and then took her seat again. I turned to Jennifer and said quietly, “I don't know what you've heard, but my friend here didn't even meet Sterling until long after his divorce and Andrea's remarriage.”
“Is that her story?”
“It's the truth,” I insisted. “And now I think it's time to change the subject. Betsy's about to open her gifts.”
Two restaurant employees had moved the gift table to the center of the room, and seated Betsy alongside. Patricia was handing the packages to her, one by one. As Betsy unwrapped the first present, a crib mobile of colorful butterflies, the roomful of women reacted with a prolonged “oooh.”
Denise and I had moved our chairs around to face the center of the room, and I could see her twisting her hands in her lap. I reached out and patted her shoulder. Her look of absolute misery contrasted sharply with the scene around us and the happy comments of the crowd of women as each gift was shown and each greeting card read to us.
“It's true,” Denise suddenly whispered to me. “I did know him before.”
“You mean at the coffee shop--as a customer. That's nothing to worry about.”
“No. We went out a few times before.”
“Before what? Are you saying you got together while he was still married to Andrea?”
“I didn't know he was married,” Denise said. “When I found out, I stopped seeing him.”
“You never mentioned him to me?” I said, making it a question.
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