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          Any place I hang my hat is home.

          
            JOHNNY MERCER
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      She thought they’d never leave. Clients, especially new ones, tended to fuss and delay, revolving on the same loop of instructions, contacts, comments before finally heading out the door. She sympathized because when they walked out the door they left their home, their belongings, and in this case their cat, in someone else’s hands.

      As their house-sitter, Lila Emerson did everything she could to send them off relaxed, and confident those hands were competent ones.

      For the next three weeks, while Jason and Macey Kilderbrand enjoyed the south of France with friends and family, Lila would live in their most excellent apartment in Chelsea, water their plants, feed, water and play with their cat, collect their mail – and forward anything of import.

      She’d tend Macey’s pretty terrace garden, pamper the cat, take messages and act as a burglary deterrent simply by her presence.

      While she did, she’d enjoy living in New York’s tony London Terrace just as she’d enjoyed living in the charming flat in Rome – where for an additional fee she’d painted the kitchen – and the sprawling house in Brooklyn – with its frisky golden retriever, sweet and aging Boston terrier and aquarium of colorful tropical fish.

      She’d seen a lot of New York in her six years as a professional house-sitter, and in the last four had expanded to see quite a bit of the world as well.

      Nice work if you can get it, she thought – and she could get it.

      “Come on, Thomas.” She gave the cat’s long, sleek body one head-to-tail stroke. “Let’s go unpack.”

      She liked the settling in and, since the spacious apartment boasted a second bedroom, unpacked the first of her two suitcases, tucking her clothes in the mirrored bureau or hanging them in the tidy walk-in closet. She’d been warned Thomas would likely insist on sharing the bed with her, and she’d deal with that. And she appreciated that the clients – likely Macey – had arranged a pretty bouquet of freesia on the nightstand.

      Lila was big on little personal touches, the giving and the getting.

      She’d already decided to make use of the master bath with its roomy steam shower and deep jet tub.

      “Never waste or abuse the amenities,” she told Thomas as she put her toiletries away.

      As the two suitcases held nearly everything she owned, she took some care in distributing them where it suited her best.

      After some consideration she set up her office in the dining area, arranging her laptop so she could look up and out at the view of New York. In a smaller space she’d have happily worked where she slept, but since she had room, she’d make use of it.

      She’d been given instructions on all the kitchen appliances, the remotes, the security system – the place boasted an array of gadgets that appealed to her nerdy soul.

      In the kitchen she found a bottle of wine, a pretty bowl of fresh fruit, an array of fancy cheeses with a note handwritten on Macey’s monogrammed stationery.

      
        
           

          Enjoy our home!

          Jason, Macey and Thomas

        

      

      Sweet, Lila thought, and she absolutely would enjoy it.

      She opened the wine, poured a glass, sipped and approved. Grabbing her binoculars, she carried the glass out on the terrace to admire the view.

      The clients made good use of the space, she thought, with a couple of cushy chairs, a rough stone bench, a glass table – and the pots of thriving flowers, the pretty drops of cherry tomatoes, the fragrant herbs, all of which she’d been encouraged to harvest and use.

      She sat, with Thomas in her lap, sipping wine, stroking his silky fur.

      “I bet they sit out here a lot, having a drink, or coffee. They look happy together. And their place has a good feel to it. You can tell.” She tickled Thomas under the chin and had his bright green eyes going dreamy. “She’s going to call and e-mail a lot in the first couple days, so we’re going to take some pictures of you, baby, and send them to her so she can see you’re just fine.”

      Setting the wine aside, she lifted the binoculars, scanned the buildings. The apartment complex hugged an entire city block, and that offered little glimpses into other lives.

      Other lives just fascinated her.

      A woman about her age wore a little black dress that fit her tall, model-thin body like a second skin. She paced as she talked on her cell phone. She didn’t look happy, Lila thought. Broken date. He has to work late – he says, Lila added, winding the plot in her head. She’s fed up with that.

      A couple floors above, two couples sat in a living room – art-covered walls, sleek, contemporary furnishings – and laughed over what looked like martinis.

      Obviously they didn’t like the summer heat as much as she and Thomas or they’d have sat outside on their little terrace.

      Old friends, she decided, who get together often, sometimes take vacations together.

      Another window opened the world to a little boy rolling around on the floor with a white puppy. The absolute joy of both zinged right through the air and had Lila laughing.

      “He’s wanted a puppy forever – forever being probably a few months at that age – and today his parents surprised him. He’ll remember today his whole life, and one day he’ll surprise his little boy or girl the same way.”

      Pleased to end on that note, Lila lowered the glasses. “Okay, Thomas, we’re going to get a couple hours of work in. I know, I know,” she continued, setting him down, picking up the half glass of wine. “Most people are done with work for the day. They’re going out to dinner, meeting friends – or in the case of the killer blonde in the black dress, bitching about not going out. But the thing is…” She waited until he strolled into the apartment ahead of her. “I set my own hours. It’s one of the perks.”

      She chose a ball – motion-activated – from the basket of cat toys in the kitchen closet, gave it a roll across the floor.

      Thomas immediately pounced, wrestled, batted, chased.

      “If I were a cat,” she speculated, “I’d go crazy for that, too.”

      With Thomas happily occupied, she picked up the remote, ordered music. She made a note of which station played so she could be sure she returned it to their house music before the Kilderbrands came home. She moved away from the jazz to contemporary pop.

      House-sitting provided lodging, interest, even adventure. But writing paid the freight. Freelance writing – and waiting tables – had kept her head just above water her first two years in New York. After she’d fallen into house-sitting, initially doing favors for friends, and friends of friends, she’d had the real time and opportunity to work on her novel.

      Then the luck or serendipity of house-sitting for an editor who’d taken an interest. Her first, Moon Rise, had sold decently. No bust-out best seller, but steady, and with a nice little following in the fourteen-to-eighteen set she’d aimed for. The second would hit the stores in October, so her fingers were crossed.

      But more to the moment, she needed to focus on book three of the series.

      She bundled up her long brown hair with a quick twist, scoop and the clamp of a chunky tortoiseshell hinge clip. While Thomas gleefully chased the ball, she settled in with her half glass of wine, a tall glass of iced water and the music she imagined her central character, Kaylee, listened to.

      As a junior in high school, Kaylee dealt with all the ups and downs – the romance, the homework, the mean girls, the bullies, the politics, the heartbreaks and triumphs that crowded into the short, intense high school years.

      A sticky road, especially for the new girl – as she’d been in the first book. And more, of course, as Kaylee’s family were lycans.

      It wasn’t easy to finish a school assignment or go to the prom with a full moon rising when a girl was a werewolf.

      Now, in book three, Kaylee and her family were at war with a rival pack, a pack who preyed on humans. Maybe a little bloodthirsty for some of the younger readers, she thought, but this was where the path of the story led. Where it had to go.

      She picked it up where Kaylee dealt with the betrayal of the boy she thought she loved, an overdue assignment on the Napoleonic Wars and the fact that her blond, beautiful nemesis had locked her in the science lab.

      The moon would rise in twenty minutes – just about the same time the Science Club would arrive for their meeting.

      She had to find a way out before the change.

      Lila dived in, happily sliding into Kaylee, into the fear of exposure, the pain of a broken heart, the fury with the cheerleading, homecoming queening, man-eating (literally) Sasha.

      By the time she’d gotten Kaylee out, and in the nick, courtesy of a smoke bomb that brought the vice principal, another thorn in Kaylee’s side, dealt with the lecture, the detention, the streaking home as the change came on her heroine, Lila had put in three solid hours.

      Pleased with herself, she surfaced from the story, glanced around.

      Thomas, exhausted from play, lay curled on the chair beside her, and the lights of the city glittered and gleamed out the window.

      She fixed Thomas’s dinner precisely as instructed. While he ate she got her Leatherman, used the screwdriver of the multi-tool to tighten some screws in the pantry.

      Loose screws, to her thinking, were a gateway to disaster. In people and in things.

      She noticed a couple of wire baskets on runners, still in their boxes. Probably for potatoes or onions. Crouching, she read the description, the assurance of easy install. She made a mental note to e-mail Macey, ask if she wanted them put in.

      It would be a quick, satisfying little project.

      She poured a second glass of wine and made a late dinner out of the fruit, cheese and crackers. Sitting cross-legged in the dining room, Thomas in her lap, she ate while she checked e-mail, sent e-mail, scanned her blog – made a note for a new entry.

      “Getting on to bedtime, Thomas.”

      He just yawned when she picked up the remote to shut off the music, then lifted him up and away so she could deal with her dishes and bask in the quiet of her first night in a new space.

      After changing into cotton pants and a tank, she checked the security, then revisited her neighbors through the binoculars.

      It looked like Blondie had gone out after all, leaving the living room light on low. The pair of couples had gone out as well. Maybe to dinner, or a show, Lila thought.

      The little boy would be fast asleep, hopefully with the puppy curled up with him. She could see the shimmer of a television, imagined Mom and Dad relaxing together.

      Another window showed a party going on. A crowd of people – well-dressed, cocktail attire – mixed and mingled, drinks or small plates in hand.

      She watched for a while, imagined conversations, including a whispered one between the brunette in the short red dress and the bronzed god in the pearl gray suit who, in Lila’s imagination, were having a hot affair under the noses of his long-suffering wife and her clueless husband.

      She scanned over, stopped, lowered the glasses a moment, then looked again.

      No, the really built guy on the… twelfth floor wasn’t completely naked. He wore a thong as he did an impressive bump and grind, a spin, drop.

      He was working up a nice sweat, she noted, as he repeated moves or added to them.

      Obviously an actor/dancer moonlighting as a stripper until he caught his big Broadway break.

      She enjoyed him. A lot.

      The window show kept her entertained for a half hour before she made herself a nest in the bed – and was indeed joined by Thomas. She switched on the TV for company, settled on an NCIS rerun where she could literally recite the dialogue before the characters. Comforted by that, she picked up her iPad, found the thriller she’d started on the plane from Rome, and snuggled in.
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      Over the next week, she developed a routine. Thomas would wake her more accurately than any alarm clock at seven precisely, when he begged, vocally, for his breakfast.

      She’d feed the cat, make coffee, water the plants indoors and out, have a little breakfast while she visited the neighbors.

      Blondie and her live-in lover – they didn’t have the married vibe – argued a lot. Blondie tended to throw breakables. Mr. Slick, and he was great to look at, had good reflexes, and a whole basket of charm. Fights, pretty much daily, ended in seduction or wild bursts of passion.

      They suited each other, in her estimation. For the moment. Neither of them struck Lila as long-haul people with her throwing dishes or articles of clothing, him ducking, smiling and seducing.

      Game players, she thought. Hot, sexy game players, and if he didn’t have something going on, on the side, she’d be very surprised.

      The little boy and the puppy continued their love affair, with Mom, Dad or nanny patiently cleaning up little accidents. Mom and Dad left together most mornings garbed in a way that said high-powered careers to Lila.

      The Martinis, as she thought of them, rarely used their little terrace. She was definitely one of the ladies-who-lunch, leaving the apartment every day, late morning, returning late afternoon usually with a shopping bag.

      The Partiers rarely spent an evening at home, seemed to revel in a frantic sort of lifestyle.

      And the Body practiced his bump and grind regularly – to her unabashed pleasure.

      She treated herself to the show, and the stories she created every morning. She’d work into the afternoon, break to amuse the cat before she dressed and went out to buy what she thought she might like for dinner, to see the neighborhood.

      She sent pictures of a happy Thomas to her clients, picked tomatoes, sorted mail, composed a vicious lycan battle, updated her blog. And installed the two baskets in the pantry.

      On the first day of week two, she bought a good bottle of Barolo, filled in the fancy cheese selections, added some mini cupcakes from an amazing neighborhood bakery.

      Just after seven in the evening, she opened the door to the party pack that was her closest friend.

      “There you are.” Julie, wine bottle in one hand, a fragrant bouquet of star lilies in the other, still managed to enfold her.

      Six feet of curves and tumbled red hair, Julie Bryant struck the opposite end of Lila’s average height, slim build, straight brown hair.

      “You brought a tan back from Rome. God, I’d be wearing 500 SPF and still end up going lobster in the Italian sun. You look just great.”

      “Who wouldn’t after two weeks in Rome? The pasta alone. I told you I’d get the wine,” Lila added when Julie shoved the bottle into her hand.

      “Now we have two. And welcome home.”

      “Thanks.” Lila took the flowers.

      “Wow, some place. It’s huge, and the view’s a killer. What do these people do?”

      “Start with family money.”

      “Oh, don’t I wish I had.”

      “Let’s detour to the kitchen so I can fix the flowers, then I’ll give you a tour. He works in finance, and I don’t understand any of it. He loves his work and prefers tennis to golf. She does some interior design, and you can see she’s good at it from the way the apartment looks. She’s thinking about going pro, but they’re talking about starting a family, so she’s not sure it’s the right time to start her own business.”

      “They’re new clients, right? And they still tell you that kind of personal detail?”

      “What can I say? I have a face that says tell me all about it. Say hello to Thomas.”

      Julie crouched to greet the cat. “What a handsome face he has.”

      “He’s a sweetheart.” Lila’s deep brown eyes went soft as Julie and Thomas made friends. “Pets aren’t always a plus on the job, but Thomas is.”

      She selected a motorized mouse out of Thomas’s toy basket, enjoyed Julie’s easy laugh as the cat pounced.

      “Oh, he’s a killer.” Straightening, Julie leaned back on the stone-gray counter while Lila fussed the lilies into a clear glass vase.

      “Rome was fabulous?”

      “It really was.”

      “And did you find a gorgeous Italian to have mad sex with?”

      “Sadly no, but I think the proprietor of the local market fell for me. He was about eighty, give or take. He called me una bella donna and gave me the most beautiful peaches.”

      “Not as good as sex, but something. I can’t believe I missed you when you got back.”

      “I appreciate the overnight at your place between jobs.”

      “Anytime, you know that. I only wish I’d been there.”

      “How was the wedding?”

      “I definitely need wine before I get started on Cousin Melly’s Hamptons Wedding Week From Hell, and why I’ve officially retired as a bridesmaid.”

      “Your texts were fun for me. I especially liked the one… ‘Crazy Bride Bitch says rose petals wrong shade of pink. Hysteria ensues. Must destroy CBB for the good of womankind.’  ”

      “It almost came to that. Oh no! Sobs, tremors, despair. The petals are pink-pink! They have to be rose-pink. Julie! Fix it, Julie! I came close to fixing her.”

      “Did she really have a half-ton truckload of petals?”

      “Just about.”

      “You should have buried her in them. Bride smothered by rose petals. Everyone would think it was an ironic, if tragic, mishap.”

      “If only I’d thought of it. I really missed you. I like it better when you’re working in New York, and I can come see your digs and hang out with you.”

      Lila studied her friend as she opened the wine. “You should come with me sometime – when it’s someplace fabulous.”

      “I know, you keep saying.” Julie wandered as she spoke. “I’m just not sure I wouldn’t feel weird, actually staying in – Oh my God, look at this china. It has to be antique, and just amazing.”

      “Her great-grandmother’s. And you don’t feel weird coming over and spending an evening with me wherever, you wouldn’t feel weird staying. You stay in hotels.”

      “People don’t live there.”

      “Some people do. Eloise and Nanny did.”

      Julie gave Lila’s long tail of hair a tug. “Eloise and Nanny are fictional.”

      “Fictional people are people, too, otherwise why would we care what happens to them? Here, let’s have this on the little terrace. Wait until you see Macey’s container garden. Her family started in France – vineyards.”

      Lila scooped up the tray with the ease of the waitress she’d once been. “They met five years ago when she was over there visiting her grandparents – like they are now – and he was on vacation and came to their winery. Love at first sight, they both claim.”

      “It’s the best. First sight.”

      “I’d say fictional, but I just made a case for fictional.” She led the way to the terrace. “Turned out they both lived in New York. He called her, they went out. And were exchanging ‘I dos’ about eighteen months later.”

      “Like a fairy tale.”

      “Which I’d also say fictional, except I love fairy tales. And they look really happy together. And as you’ll see, she’s got a seriously green thumb.”

      Julie tapped the binoculars as they started out. “Still spying?”

      Lila’s wide, top-heavy mouth moved into a pout. “It’s not spying. It’s observing. If people don’t want you looking in, they should close the curtains, pull down the shades.”

      “Uh-huh. Wow.” Julie set her hands on her hips as she scanned the terrace. “You’re right about the green thumb.”

      Everything lush and colorful and thriving in simple terra-cotta pots made the urban space a creative oasis. “She’s growing tomatoes?”

      “They’re wonderful, and the herbs? She started them from seeds.”

      “Can you do that?”

      “Macey can. I – as they told me I could and should – harvested some. I had a big, beautiful salad for dinner last night. Ate it out here, with a glass of wine, and watched the window show.”

      “You have the oddest life. Tell me about the window people.”

      Lila poured wine, then reached inside for the binoculars – just in case.

      “We have the family on the tenth floor – they just got the little boy a puppy. The kid and the pup are both incredibly pretty and adorable. It’s true love, and fun to watch. There’s a sexy blonde on fourteen who lives with a very hot guy – both could be models. He comes and goes, and they have very intense conversations, bitter arguments with flying crockery, followed by major sex.”

      “You watch them have sex? Lila, give me those binoculars.”

      “No!” Laughing, Lila shook her head. “I don’t watch them have sex. But I can tell that’s what’s going on. They talk, fight, pace around with lots of arm waving from her, then grab each other and start pulling off clothes. In the bedroom, in the living room. They don’t have a terrace like this, but that little balcony deal off the bedroom. They barely made it back in once before they were both naked.

      “And speaking of naked, there’s a guy on twelve. Wait, maybe he’s around.”

      Now she did get the glasses, checked. “Oh yeah, baby. Check this out. Twelfth floor, three windows from the left.”

      Curious enough, Julie took the binoculars, finally found the window. “Oh my. Mmmm, mmmm. He does have some moves. We should call him, invite him over.”

      “I don’t think we’re his type.”

      “Between us we’re every man’s type.”

      “Gay, Julie.”

      “You can’t tell from here.” Julie lowered the glasses, frowned, then lifted them again for another look. “Your gaydar can’t leap over buildings in a single bound like Superman.”

      “He’s wearing a thong. Enough said.”

      “It’s for ease of movement.”

      “Thong,” Lila repeated.

      “Does he dance nightly?”

      “Pretty much. I figure he’s a struggling actor, working part-time in a strip club until he gets his break.”

      “He’s got a great body. David had a great body.”

      “Had?”

      Julie set down the glasses, mimed breaking a twig in half.

      “When?”

      “Right after the Hamptons Wedding Week From Hell. It had to be done, but I didn’t want to do it at the wedding, which was bad enough.”

      “Sorry, honey.”

      “Thanks, but you didn’t like David anyway.”

      “I didn’t not like him.”

      “Amounts to the same. And though he was so nice to look at, he’d just gotten too clingy. Where are you going, how long will you be, blah blah. Always texting me, or leaving messages on my machine. If I had work stuff, or made plans with you and other friends, he’d get upset or sulky. God, it was like having a wife – in the worst way. No dis meant to wives, as I used to be one. I’d only been seeing him for a couple months, and he was pushing to move in. I don’t want a live-in.”

      “You don’t want the wrong live-in,” Lila corrected.

      “I’m not ready for the right live-in yet. It’s too soon after Maxim.”

      “It’s been five years.”

      Julie shook her head, patted Lila’s hand. “Too soon. Cheating bastard still pisses me off. I have to get that down to mild amusement, I think. I hate breakups,” she added. “They either make you feel sad – you’ve been dumped – or mean – you’ve done the dumping.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever dumped anyone, but I’ll take your word.”

      “That’s because you make them think it’s their idea – plus you really don’t let it get serious enough to earn the term ‘dump.’  ”

      Lila just smiled. “It’s too soon after Maxim,” she said, and made Julie laugh. “We can order in. There’s a Greek place the clients recommended. I haven’t tried it yet.”

      “As long as there’s baklava for after.”

      “I have cupcakes.”

      “Even better. I now have it all. Swank apartment, good wine, Greek food coming, my best pal. And a sexy… oh, and sweaty,” she added as she lifted the glasses again. “Sexy, sweating dancing man – sexual orientation not confirmed.”

      “Gay,” Lila repeated, and rose to get the takeout menu.
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      They polished off most of the wine with lamb kabobs – then dug into the cupcakes around midnight. Maybe not the best combination, Lila decided, considering her mildly queasy stomach, but just the right thing for a friend who was more upset about a breakup than she admitted.

      Not the guy, Lila thought as she did the rounds to check security, but the act itself, and all the questions that dogged the mind and heart after it was done.

      Is it me? Why couldn’t I make it work? Who will I have dinner with?

      When you lived in a culture of couples, it could make you feel less when you were flying solo.

      “I don’t,” Lila assured the cat, who’d curled up in his own little bed sometime between the last kabob and the first cupcake. “I’m okay being single. It means I can go where I want when I want, take any job that works for me. I’m seeing the world, Thomas, and okay, talking to cats, but I’m okay with that, too.”

      Still, she wished she’d been able to talk Julie into staying over. Not just for the company, but to help deal with the hangover her friend was bound to have come morning.

      Mini cupcakes were Satan, she decided as she readied for bed. So cute and tiny, oh, they’re like eating nothing, that’s what you tell yourself, until you’ve eaten half a dozen.

      Now she was wired up on alcohol and sugar, and she’d never get to sleep.

      She picked up the binoculars. Still some lights on, she noted. She wasn’t the only one still up at… Jesus, one-forty in the morning.

      Sweaty Naked Guy was still up, and in the company of an equally hot-looking guy. Smug, Lila made a mental note to tell Julie her gaydar was like Superman.

      Party couple hadn’t made it to bed yet; in fact it looked as though they’d just gotten in. Another swank deal from their attire. Lila admired the woman’s shimmery orange dress, and wished she could see the shoes. Then was rewarded when the woman reached down, balancing a hand on the man’s shoulder, and removed one strappy, sky-high gold sandal with a red sole.

      Mmm, Louboutins.

      Lila scanned down.

      Blondie hadn’t turned in yet either. She wore black again – snug and short – with her hair tumbling out of an updo. Been out on the town, Lila speculated, and it didn’t go very well.

      She’s crying, Lila realized, catching the way the woman swiped at her face as she spoke. Talking fast. Urgently. Big fight with the boyfriend.

      And where is he?

      But even changing angles she couldn’t bring him into view.

      Dump him, Lila advised. Nobody should be allowed to make you so unhappy. You’re gorgeous, and I bet you’re smart, and certainly worth more than —

      Lila jerked as the woman’s head snapped back from a blow.

      “Oh my God. He hit her. You bastard. Don’t —”

      She cried out herself as the woman tried to cover her face, cringed back as she was struck again.

      And the woman wept, begged.

      Lila made one leap to the bedside table and her phone, grabbed it, leaped back.

      She couldn’t see him, just couldn’t see him in the dim light, but now the woman was plastered back against the window.

      “That’s enough, that’s enough,” Lila murmured, preparing to call 911.

      Then everything froze.

      The glass shattered. The woman exploded out. Arms spread wide, legs kicking, hair flying like golden wings, she dropped fourteen stories to the brutal sidewalk.

      “Oh God, God, God.” Shaking, Lila fumbled with the phone.

      “Nine-one-one, what is your emergency?”

      “He pushed her. He pushed her, and she fell out the window.”

      “Ma’am —”

      “Wait. Wait.” She closed her eyes a moment, forced herself to breathe in and out three times. Be clear, she ordered herself, give the details.

      “This is Lila Emerson. I just witnessed a murder. A woman was pushed out a fourteenth-story window. I’m staying at…” It took her a moment to remember before she came to the Kilderbrands’ address. “It’s the building across from me. Ah, to the, to the west of me. I think. I’m sorry, I can’t think. She’s dead. She has to be dead.”

      “I’m dispatching a unit now. Will you hold the line?”

      “Yes. Yes. I’ll stay here.”

      Shuddering, she looked out again, but now the room beyond the broken window was dark.
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