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MURDER
CAN  RUIN
YOUR  LOOKS

by

Selma  Eichler

I
WAS
STARING
INTO
THE

FACE
OF
THE
LAST
PERSON
ON

EARTH
I
WANTED
TO
SEE.

‘‘I  have  a  gun  in  my  pocket,’’  the  killer  in

formed  me  in  a  low,  even  voice.  ‘‘And  I  want

you  to  stand  here  quietly;  don’t  even  move  a

muscle. If you do exactly what I tell you, you’ll

be  ﬁne.’’

Yeah
right!
I
am
in
a
whole
lot
of
trouble,
I thought, even as I dutifully obeyed the instruc

tions.  The  perp  was  right  beside  me  now,  jam

ming  something  into  my  ribs.  I  didn’t  have  to

look  down  to  know  the  gun  was  no  longer  in

anybody’s  pocket.  My  own  thirty-two,  of

course,  was  exactly  where  it  would  do  me  no

good  at  all.  In  my  bedroom,  at  the  bottom  of

a  drawer. . . .
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ﬁnd  out  and  get  back  to  you  soon.’’  And  no  matter  how busy  she  was,  Bea  always  did.  And  Joan  Seidman,  who served  as  a  prototype  for  Desiree  and  whose  wit,  humor, and warm-heartedness I attempted to impart to my heroine. Without  Bea  and  Joan,  it’s  quite  possible  there  wouldn’t have been any Desiree or any book, for that matter. I miss them  both.

No  more  grisly  murders.  No  more  desperate  killers.  No more  life-threatening  encounters.  I’d  had  a  taste  of  the heavy  stuff,  thank  you.  And  I’d  made  myself  a  promise: There  was  no  way  I’d  take  on  any  case  likely  to  cause  me any  injury  more  serious  than  a  paper  cut.  Not  ever again. . . .

Up until a year and a half ago, being a private investiga

tor  was—for  me,  anyway—a  really  benign  way  to  earn  a living.  I  always  managed  to  pay  the  rent  and  some  pretty sizable  food  bills,  thanks  to  a  small  but  fairly  steady  share of New York’s unfaithful wives, philandering husbands, and phony  insurance  claims—along  with  some  missing  animals here  and  there.

Okay.  Maybe  they  weren’t  the  kind  of  cases  you  could really  sink  your  teeth  into.  But  they  weren’t  the  kind  of cases  that  were  likely  to  land  you  in  the  morgue,  either. Then  my  niece  Ellen  got  me  involved  in  this  double  ho

micide  that  almost  evolved  into  a  triple—with  my  own amply  proportioned  ﬁve-foot-two  inch  frame  coming
that
close
to  occupying  a  third  slab  in  the  city  morgue.  (And I’d  prefer  that  slab  to  revealing  how  really  ample  these proportions  of  mine  are.)  Anyway,  while  I  eventually solved  the  murders,  even  now  I  get  crazy  just  thinking about  that  whole  ﬁasco.  Which  is  why  I  swore  off  the  kind of cases  that could in  any way endanger  either my physical or  mental  well-being.

And  while  I  admit  that  my  one  and  only  murder  case turned me into a coward, the truth is, I hadn’t been all that brave  to  begin  with.

Chapter 1

I  suppose  I  have  a  nurturing  thing  when  it  comes  to  men. It’s  the  only  way  I  can  explain  being  totally  unsusceptible to the good-looking ones and having this penchant, instead, for  the  little  skinny  guys.  You  know,  the  ones  who  look truly
needy
.  I  guess  my  maternal  bent  stems,  at  least  in part,  from  the  fact  that  Ed  and  I  never  had  any  children—

Ed being my late husband, Ed Shapiro, who was also a P.I. Anyway,  when  it  came  to  the  man  who  walked  into  my ofﬁce  that  Wednesday  afternoon,  I  was  prepared  to  make an  exception.

He  was  over  six  feet  tall  and  well  built,  with  dark  hair, light  eyes,  and  the  most  beautiful  cleft  chin.  He  was,  in fact, good-looking enough for me to consider losing thirty—

maybe  even  forty—pounds  for.  But  when  he  drew  closer, I noticed, with just a tinge of relief, that the sacriﬁce would not  be  necessary  after  all.  This  guy  was  deﬁnitely  not  a candidate  for  romance.  His  eyes—I  could  see  now  they were  blue—were  red-rimmed  and  dead-looking,  and  there was  a  bleak  expression  on  that  handsome  face.  Besides,  he was  a  couple  of  years  younger  than  I  am.  (All  right.  More than  a  couple.)

‘‘I’m sorry I didn’t make an appointment,’’ he apologized in  the  sort  of  hushed  tone  most  people  reserve  for  church or,  at  the  very  least,  the  public  library.

‘‘That’s okay,’’ I said, motioning for him to take the seat alongside  my  desk.  ‘‘There’s  no  line  outside  my  door today.’’

‘‘The thing is, I just found out about a half hour ago that you were a private detective here in New York, and I didn’t want  to  waste  any  time  in  coming  to  see  you.’’

‘‘Do  I
know
you?’’

‘‘You
did
.  I’m  Peter  Winters.’’
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It  took  a  moment  for  that  to  register.  ‘‘Peter  Winters  . . .’’

Came  the  dawn.  ‘‘
Little
Petey
Winters?’’

My visitor managed something close to a smile. ‘‘Guilty.’’

‘‘My  God!’’  I  could  hardly  believe  it.

I  jumped  up  and  rushed over  to  him,  and  we  hugged  for a  minute.  ‘‘I  wouldn’t  have  recognized  you  in  a  million years,’’  I  said.

‘‘I  would  never  have  recognized  you,  either.  You’re  a redhead now.’’ Then, apparently concerned that I might be offended  by  this  reminder  of  the  humble  roots  of  my  most striking  attribute,  he  added  hastily,  ‘‘Looks  good  on  you.’’

What a nice, sensitive person Petey’d become, I decided,

as  I  self-consciously  patted  my  gloriously  hennaed  hair.  I hadn’t  always  been  so  kindly  disposed  to  him  though. . . . Little  Petey  Winters  and  I  had  grown  up  next  door  to each  other  in  Ohio—with  me,  I  confess,  doing  the  growing up  a  long  time  before  Petey  did.  Nevertheless,  because  his sister Maureen and I, born just three days apart, were prac

tically  joined  at  the  hip  since  kindergarten,  I  saw  a  lot  of him  back  then.  Actually,  a  lot  more  than  I  wanted  to. I  can’t  even  count  the  number  of  days  and  nights  I  kept Maureen  company  when  she  had  to  baby-sit  her  little brother;  it  was  really  as  if  he  were  my  little  brother,  too.  I guess  that’s  why  I  often  resented  him  like  hell  just  for
being
.  (As  you  can  gather,  this  nurturing  nature  of  mine did  not  have  its  beginnings  in  the  teen  years.)

But,  anyway,  Petey  abruptly  stopped  being  much  of  a factor  in  my  life  at  the  beginning  of  my  senior  year  in high school. Because  that’s when Maureen formed  an even stronger attachment than the one she had to me. His name

was  Roy  Lindstrom.  And  right  after  graduation,  he  and Maureen  got  married  and  moved  to  California.

At  ﬁrst  there  were  letters  and  snapshots  and,  of  course, an exchange of birthday and Christmas cards. But gradually it  all  stopped.

As  for me,  I  went  on to  college  and,  from there,  to  New York—and  a  career,  marriage,  and  eventual  widowhood. But  right  now,  for  a  minute  or  two,  I  was  in  Ashtabula, Ohio,  again  with  my  very  best  friend.

I  could  picture  with  absolute  clarity  (although  probably not  complete  accuracy)  the  long,  straight  brown  hair;  the tall,  angular  frame;  and  the  tiny  dimples  hovering  at  the

MURDER
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corners  of  those  Kewpie  doll  lips.  But  what  I  remembered best  about  Maureen  were  her  wide,  deep-set  blue  eyes. They  were  the  same  color  and  shape  as  the  blue  eyes  that were  ﬁlled  with  so  much  anguish  right  now.

‘‘How
is
Maureen?’’  I  asked.

‘‘She’s  doing  okay.  She  moved  back  to  Ashtabula  about six  years  ago,  you  know.  These  days,  she’s  got  ﬁve  kids—

three of  them still  at home—and  an ex  she can’t  even ﬁnd. But  Maureen’s  a  strong  lady.  She  opened  her  own  travel agency  last  fall,  and  it  seems  to  be  going  pretty  well.  She’s the  one  who  suggested  I  get  in  touch  with  you.’’

‘‘I  didn’t  think  she  even  knew  my  married  name  or  that I  was  living  in  New  York.’’

‘‘She said an old friend from Ashtabula, Amy somebodyor-other,  had  heard  where  you  were  and  what  you  were doing  and  that  you  were  Desiree  Shapiro  now.’’  He  didn’t smile  when  he  said  the  name;  didn’t  even  look  like  he  was
suppressing
a smile. So I knew that Petey Winters (I’d have to  stop  thinking  of  him  as  Petey)  had  a  whole  lot  on  his mind.  That  was  veriﬁed  a  second  or  two  later.

‘‘I need your help, Desiree,’’ he said, leaning toward me.
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