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Chapter 1

 


“I think the guy ought to be shot.  Shot.  What do you think?”


Taylor something-or-other, the woman standing in front of me who’d posed that question, seemed to expect an answer—one that agreed with her assessment of whoever the guy was.  Obviously, she didn’t realize a man who could—and would—perform that service had an office down the hall.


I wasn’t going to tell her.


We were standing in the breakroom of the Fisher Joyce Group, a concierge service housed in a high-rise on Wilshire Boulevard that catered to the rich, famous, and power players in Hollywood and Los Angeles.  The firm’s motto was “Almost Anything for Absolutely Anyone,” and they meant it.  There were experts on staff who could give fashion advice, defend a client on murder charges, and everything in between—plus the man with the office down the hall, the company “fixer” rumored to have, well, killed people.


In the breakroom, amid a crowd of other women desperate for a first cup of coffee—me included—the clock ticked toward nine.  I had places to go, appointments to keep, things to buy.


“Well?” Taylor demanded.  “What do you think, Hollis?”


That’s me.  Hollis Brannigan.  Age 23, auburn hair, green eyes.


I’m not from around here.


The other woman forming our little triangle, blocking me from elbowing my way to the coffee maker, spoke up.  “Oh, really, it’s no big deal.  Really.”


“For chrissake, Marissa,” Taylor swore.


Taylor worked in accounts receivable.  I’d never officially met her until she’d approached me a few minutes ago; we’d exchanged a quick smile and a hello passing in the hall.  Marissa?  A clerk in the supply department, maybe.  I didn’t know for sure.  They were both in their early thirties, hair and makeup done, well dressed.  Friends, apparently, though based on what I’d seen so far I had no idea how that could have happened.


“Really.  It’s nothing.  Probably,” Marissa said—whined, actually.  “Jeremy is a good guy.  He’s—”


“No, he’s not!”


I glanced at the foot-square digital clock some kiss-ass in HR had mounted on the wall.  Subtle, huh.


“Look,” Taylor said, turning to me.  “I know this isn’t your department—technically.”


My department was hospitality.  I was a personal shopper, which would have been as glamorous as it sounded except that I was new at Fisher Joyce—new to Los Angeles, new to California—so I was relegated to clients so low on the Hollywood rich-and-famous totem pole they were referred to as off-listers.  Not even D-listers.  Basically, all they had going for them was that they could pay Fisher Joyce’s outrageous, ridiculous, who-in-their-right-mind would spend that kind of money to get something Amazon could deliver the next day—free.


That’s Hollywood.


“This guy, this Jeremy she’s so crazy about, she’s actually thinking about marrying him.”  Taylor hit Marissa with a hard look.  “He keeps taking off.  Leaving.  Overnight.”


“He’s visiting his mom,” Marissa said.


“Yeah.  Right.”


“He is,” Marissa insisted.


“He’s cheating on you.”  Taylor turned to me.  “Would you tell her?  Please?  Isn’t it obvious?”


“He loves his mom,” Marissa explained—whined.  “She has health problems, so he needs to go to her house every so often. He needs to help her with things.”


“Does he need to spend the night?  Does he need to borrow a splashy, expensive car to make the trip?”  Taylor looked at me.  “A Tesla.  He borrows a Tesla from some weirdo friend of his to drive an hour—an hour.”


The clock was ticking closer to nine.  The crowd thinned out.  The coffee carafe was down to dregs—salvageable, maybe, if I moved now.


“Okay, I get it.  You think this Jeremy guy is cheating.  I agree,” I said.  “What do you want me to do?”


Even though I was employed as a personal shopper, word had circulated that I’d solved a murder and had helped out with several discreet investigations.  I’d tried to keep it quiet.  I’d been instructed by the company’s owner, Alfred Joyce himself, to stick to the duties I’d been hired to perform.  But in a place this size, just try to keep a secret.


“Find out if it’s true,” Taylor told me.


Marissa winced.  “This is so wrong.”


“Find out where he’s really going and what he’s really doing,” Taylor said.


“We’re supposed to trust each other.”  Marissa, whining again.


“For chrissake, grow up.”


A woman who worked at the reception desk dashed into the breakroom, sloshed the last of the coffee into a cup, and raced out again.


Damn.


“Okay,” I said.  “Write everything down and I’ll—”


“Here.”  Taylor yanked a folded sheet of paper from her handbag and passed it to me.


None of my discreet inquiries went through the company’s investigations department.  The people who came to me didn’t want upper management at Fisher Joyce to know their personal business—plus they didn’t want to pay the exorbitant fee, even with our employee discount.  I settled for reimbursement of expenses and a Starbucks gift card for the opportunity to further hone my investigative skills and build my résumé; no way was I going to be a personal shopper forever.


I knew somebody in the investigations department that I could ask for help, but that option was risky.  Someone—well, me—had been suspected of accessing confidential data for personal use.  Thus, no electronic trail.  Old fashioned, back-in-the-day handwritten info only.


“He works for some photographer or something.  Some dead end job,” Taylor said.  “I wrote everything down.”


I slid the paper into my tote.


“Call if you need anything more,” she said.


Marissa made a little mewling sound.


“You’ll thank me for this,” Taylor insisted.


Marissa seemed to doubt it.


So did I.


***


I got to my home away from home—my cubicle in the hospitality department—three minutes before nine.  A few of the other personal shoppers and event planners were already there, the rest trickling in, most with coffee that I’d never gotten—which I blamed on that guy Jeremy for cheating on Marissa.  Another reason not to like him.


Most of my orders were texted to me by my supervisor Louise Thornton, but occasionally an established client would contact me directly.  I sat down, checked my email.  Nothing.  Maybe it would be a slow day.


I knew when the clock hit nine because my phone chimed with incoming messages, orders from clients sent to me by Louise.  Ding, ding, ding … ding, ding … and on it went.  So much for a slow day.


Personal shoppers at Fisher Joyce were issued corporate credit cards to use, and we were under a microscope, every transaction, every purchase, every dime, scrutinized.  Understandable.  Just because a client was okay with me spending fifteen hundred bucks on a scarf for them, didn’t mean it was okay for me to hit a drive-thru for a soda on them while driving back to the office.


Louise kept a tight rein on the corporate cards.  She kept a tight rein on everything—including herself.  She was always stressed, tense, uptight to the point where I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d actually imploded.  Her personal life must have been just as bad.  Even though she was still kind of young and fit—mid-thirties with an okay figure—she always showed up at the office disheveled.  Today was no exception.


I entered her office to sign for the corporate credit card I was using and managed to ignore the lipstick on her top lip only and the one earring she wore.


“Good morning, Louise,” I said, forcing an admirable amount of cheer into my voice, considering I hadn’t had any coffee yet.


Louise stared at her monitor, clicked her mouse with one hand, and thumbed her cell phone with the other.  Her knee jackhammered.


Louise doesn’t like me.  No, actually, she doesn’t trust me.  It’s my fault.  I realize that, I accept it.  I’m sure she wishes I’d get fired or, better still, that I’d quit—less paperwork.  No way was I allowing either of those things to happen.  So all I could do was continue to be diligent, responsible, and reliable—as I’d always been, except for that one time—and hope Louise would finally get over it.


I plucked my assigned corporate card from the divider on her desk and signed the log.


“Well, have a good day,” I said.


She made a sound, some sort of grunting noise.  I hung around long enough to see her change screens, access my personnel file, and note the time.  I left.


One of the cool things about working for Fisher Joyce was the cars I got to drive.  The corporation wanted their employees to be seen conducting business while tooling around Los Angeles in nothing less than a luxury vehicle.  When I got to the underground garage and waited to find out which awesome car the valet would bring around for me, I looked over the shopping orders Louise had texted and began planning my day.


First up was a stop at Addison Fair, a consignment shop too upscale to be called a consignment shop.  Of course, the name made no sense but that suited the proprietor fine.  Ruth catered to a well-to-do clientele.   The very last thing she wanted to attract was mall shoppers, tourists, and the curious.  Addison Fair carried designer brands—women’s clothing, handbags, shoes, and accessories—and were known for their vintage garments.  Their reduced prices soared into the thousands, way out of reach of most people.


I’d been in Addison Fair several times picking up items for my clients.  I’d dropped off things too, usually designer or vintage gowns owned by fading celebrities too embarrassed that they’d fallen on hard times to show up in person. 


I glanced over the rest of the shopping orders I’d gotten and planned out my morning.  Pretty easy, so far.  Easy enough that I could swing through Starbucks and grab a coffee on my way to Addison Fair.


Tires squealed.  A white BMW 5-Series SUV pulled up and the valet got out.  He waved me over as my phone chimed.  Instead of another client order from Louise, I saw a message from my best friend back home, Brittany Maxwell.  She was engaged and in the middle of planning her wedding.  As a best friend would, she made a point to keep me up-to-date on everything—absolutely everything … really, everything—that was going on with the preparations.  I put my phone away.  I’d have to read her message later.


The valet, a new guy I hadn’t seen before, held the door open.  I thanked him as I climbed in, drove up the ramp, and turned onto Wilshire Boulevard.


Impatient drivers, blaring horns, and reckless maneuvers had been jarring and distracting when I’d first starting driving in Los Angeles.  None of that where I’d come from, only courteous, no-after-you-I-insist drivers.  I’d lived in L.A. only a few months but I’d adjusted pretty quickly.  Driving along one of the most famous streets in the world, in one of the most spectacular cities in the world, was really cool, no matter how many drivers cut me off.


I hit the Starbucks drive-thru for a coffee and left it to cool in one of the cup holders as I drove west on Wilshire, then turned onto Robertson Boulevard.  This street was a magnet for celebrities who wanted to be seen.  The paparazzi and touristy star gazers frequented the shops, most of which offered unique merchandise alongside high-end designer labels, hoping for a sighting or a photo they could sell or brag about back home.


In an effort to shield her celebrity clients from looky-loos, Ruth had located Addison Fair a few blocks down from the prime locations on Robertson.  I turned down the alley and circled around to the VIP entrance in the back.


No Dumpsters, piles of garbage, or discarded junk here. There were lush potted plants and a carpet—red, of course—beneath an awning that stretched from the store’s double doors, allowing stars to exit their limo with little exposure to lurking paparazzi.  No security guard on duty this morning, I saw, making a celebrity sighting unlikely.  I parked near a silver Mini Cooper, jumped out, and stepped onto the red carpet under the awning.


Major celebrities, stars, and power brokers had stood on this spot and walked through the doorway, which made it really cool.  Yes, I’d lived here a while, but not so long that I didn’t still feel the thrill of the L.A. vibe.  I stood there for a while, closed my eyes, and breathed in.


I was a long way from home.


But never so far as in a moment like this.


I sighed and opened my eyes.


The double doors were unlocked, even though the store wasn’t officially open for business yet, so I walked inside.  The carpet was deep, the décor exquisite.  Opening off the hallway were offices, a restroom, and the employee breakroom.  Two salons, private rooms where upscale clients were pampered and catered to, were situated near the exit doors.  Straight ahead down the long hallway was the sales floor.


I used to tell Brittany about places like this.  Our we-can-never-share-enough phone calls had slowly morphed into what was going on with her, back home.   And now with her wedding coming up?  I understood.  Still, I wished things had turned out differently.


“Hello?” I called.


No response.


I walked farther down the hallway expecting to see one of Ruth’s assistants.  I didn’t know which one would be working this morning.  I’d met several of them, briefly, on previous visits.  I saw no one.


“Hello?” I called again.


I peeked into the salon on the right.  It was appointed with comfortable furnishings in neutral colors and racks for displaying garments.  No sign of an assistant.


Odd.  I pulled out my phone, checked my messages again to make sure I was there on the right day, at the right time.  I was.  The name of my contact had not been provided.


Oh, well.  She was probably in the bathroom, or maybe on an important call.  I’d grab the gown I’d come for, load it into the BMW, and by then I was sure I’d see her.


A few more steps down the hallway I glanced into the salon on the left.  I froze in the doorway.  The display racks were overturned.  Several gowns were strewn across the floor in a heap.  A small table was on its side, a leg broken off.


Beneath the clutter, a woman lay on her back, her arms flung beside her, her head turned at an unnatural angle, a shoe missing.  A stream of dark red blood oozed through her blonde hair and pooled around her head, soaking into the carpet.


“Oh my God …”


I rushed over and knelt beside her.  My heart pounded.  My hands shook.  I grabbed the table and moved it off of her.


“Can you hear—?”


I clamped my lips together.  No, she couldn’t hear me.  She’d never hear anything again.  Her eyes were open, big blue eyes, staring up at the ceiling.  Seeing nothing.


Behind me, someone screamed.  I turned.  A young woman stood in the doorway.


“What did you do?” she shrieked.


Stunned, I couldn’t speak.


“Oh, my God!  You killed her!”


She pointed at my hand, still resting on the broken table.


“You killed her!”






Chapter 2

 


“Don’t you move.  Don’t you dare move.”  The woman in the doorway held up her phone and took my picture.  “I’m calling the cops.”


She whipped around the left the room.


I rose slowly to my feet, stunned that I’d found a dead woman, and now hit with the double whammy that the person who’d walked in thought I’d killed her.  I didn’t even know who she was.


Or did I?


I stepped back, away from the body, and edged around a bit to get a better look at her face.  Young.  Very young, very early twenties.  Makeup done well.  Hair so blonde it was almost white.  No re-growth.  Pretty, considering.  She had on a pink skirt and sweater; I knew immediately they weren’t by a designer.


Who was she?


I had no idea.


A wave of nausea hit me.  I had to get out of that room.


I went into the hallway.  Off to my left, that woman was pacing, talking on her cell phone.  She looked up and saw me.


“Hey!  I told you not to—”


I headed the other way, toward the exit, hit the door and stepped outside under the awning.  Drawing in deep breaths, I tried to fight off a growing headache.


Here, among the lush plants and the red carpet, it didn’t look so pretty anymore.


And things were only going to get worse.


The one thing the Fisher Joyce Group absolutely did not want was publicity.  They had no desire to be quoted, interviewed, featured on news programs, or go viral on the internet.  They made their reputation—and likely a massive income every month—by being invisible.


I’d walked in on a crime scene.  Any second now, police would show up, followed by homicide detectives, crime lab techs, the coroner, and, depending on the identity of that poor dead girl, the news media, TV reporters, circling helicopters, photographers, and maybe paparazzi.


While I’d never been briefed on the protocol for this situation—or maybe I’d drifted off during new hire orientation—I knew I had to follow the chain of command.  I had to call Louise first.


She was going to love this.  She’d probably have my personnel file in hand, heading for HR, before our call ended.


Louise answered right away.  I told her where I was and what I’d walked in on.


“Someone will be there.”  She hung up.


No how-are-you.  No do-you-need-anything.  No … nothing.  Nor had Louise told me to stay put, keep quiet, don’t make a statement, don’t answer any questions, don’t sign anything.  I already knew that, but still.


Pacing back and forth under the awning, my anxiety ramped up.  I didn’t know how long it would take after Louise sounded the alarm—which, since it was me, made me doubt she’d risk as much as chipping a nail to get someone here—before a Fisher Joyce rep arrived on scene.  She’d have to notify her supervisor, then her supervisor, then who?  Legal?


I heard a siren in the distance.


The legal department.  Sure.  A lawyer.  Yes, definitely a lawyer.


The siren grew louder.


I was a personal shopper—an off-lister shopper, not even a D-list shopper.  Still, they’d want this incident handled with the utmost care and discretion.  Only their top in-house lawyer would handle it—probably an entire legal team was already being assembled.


Another siren sounded.


The image of the dead girl flashed in my head again.  A chill swept over me.  The head injury, the blood, the broken table, the chaos and disarray in the room.  That poor girl.  Dead.  But not just dead, murdered.


Two black and white LAPD patrol cars, lights flashing, swept around the corner and slid to a stop.  The sirens died.  Doors opened.  Four patrol officers hopped out, on alert, gazes sweeping the area.


“In there,” I called and pointed to the doors.


Two of the officers approached, two held back.  They all looked really young to me; I hoped this wasn’t their first day on the job.


“Step away from the door, ma’am,” one of them told me.


I moved aside.


“Who’s in there?” he asked.


“Another woman and … well, the dead girl.”


“Does the woman have a weapon?”


His question startled me.


“Is she armed?” he asked, forcefully.


“No—no, I don’t think so.”


“Anybody else in there?”


“You mean--?”  It hit me then that the officer thought maybe the murderer was inside.  A spike of fear shot through me.  I hadn’t thought about that.  I could have been in there with the murderer?


“I don’t know.”  My voice shook.  “I only saw the … dead girl.  First room on the left.”


The double doors flew open and the woman who’d walked in on the crime scene barreled out.


“Officer!  Officer!  It was her!  She did it!  I saw the whole thing!”


The officer’s gaze shifted to me, then back to her.


“Ma’am, you want to step over here?”  He pointed to a spot on the other side of the doors, away from me.


“I have a photo!”  She raised her phone and shook it in the air.


The three other cops drew closer, one of them murmuring into the microphone attached to the shoulder of his uniform.


“She was already dead when I walked in,” I said, and tried to sound composed and … innocent.


His gaze shifted between us again.


“We need to clear the building.”  He reached for his weapon as he walked inside.  Two of the other patrolmen followed.


The fourth officer positioned himself between the woman and me, a few feet away.  Guarding us, I guess, to keep us from escaping.  What were we going to do?  Make a break for it in our pencil skirts and four-inch heels?


She jabbed at her phone, turned her back and began speaking in a hurried, hushed voice, glancing over her shoulder to give me weapons-grade stink-eye.


Something about her scowling face jarred a memory and I realized I knew her.  Shannon Ferriday.   One of Ruth’s assistants.  Her senior assistant, actually.  I’d met her in passing when I’d been here before.  I guess I’d been too rattled inside the building to realize who she was.


But, to be fair, Shannon had changed.  Her hair was blonde, almost white, now.  Her makeup was lighter than I remembered.  She seemed to be going for a more casual look, dressed in a bulky, black Michael Kors sweater over a pink Zack Posen pencil skirt.  She was a few years older than me and a little taller.


“Shannon?” I called.


She whipped around and amped up her glare.  “I told you not to leave!”


Something that hadn’t changed about Shannon was her bossiness.  I remembered it well.


“I’m Hollis.  Hollis Brannigan from Fisher Joyce.  I was picking up a gown today.”


“So you say.”


“I was.”  I waved toward the building.  “I’m on the schedule.”


Shannon stepped closer.  “So what?”


The patrol officer’s gaze darted between us.  He didn’t say anything.  I guess if a cat fight broke out it would be the highlight of his day, what with our pencil skirts and heels.


“I didn’t do that,” I said, still pointing at the building.


“I know what I saw.”  She shoved her phone toward me.  “And what I photographed.”


“Who is she?”


Shannon uttered a disgusted grunt.  “Oh, right.  Like you don’t know.”


Another police car pulled up and emptied out.  The officers checking the building came outside.  Chatter picked up.  Radios squawked.  Chaos grew.


I looked at my car parked nearby.  If I slipped away would anybody notice?


A scream pierced the confusion.  Everybody stopped and turned.  Ruth Mannis stood at the corner of the building, frozen in horror, shaking her head, and shrieking.


I think I was the only one happy to see her.


An officer approached her.  Shannon rushed in front of him and swept her into a hug.  The officer retreated.


Ruth owned Addison Fair.  I knew her from dropping off and picking up garments here.  But it went further than that.


I walked over.  Shannon threw herself in front of Ruth, as if sacrificing herself to shield Ruth from me.


“Oh, Hollis.”  Ruth darted around Shannon and collapsed into my arms.


She wasn’t usually a hugger so I was surprised at how thin and frail she felt.  Ruth was mid-sixties, barely over five feet tall.  Her dark hair, shot through with gray, was styled in an intricate braid coiled around her head.  She wore a Chanel dress, exquisitely accessorized.


“I’m ruined.  Ruined.”  Tears streamed down Ruth’s face; remnants of her Eastern European heritage lingered in her speech.


“Get away from her,” Shannon hissed at me.


“That girl.  That poor, young girl.”  Ruth pulled back, the weight of her misery somehow making her look smaller.  “A death.  A murder.  Here.  Here.  When word gets out, oh, the scandal.  My business.  Decades of work.  Ruined.”


“No, it won’t be,” Shannon announced, as if the force of her words could make them true.  “I’ve got this under control.  Nothing bad is going to happen.  Hollis is the one who killed her.”


Ruth’s spared her a brief look and shook her head.


“Don’t be ridiculous.”


Ruth threaded her arm through mine and we walked away.


I resisted the middle school urge to look back at Shannon and sneer.


“Tell me,” Ruth said.


I explained that I’d stopped by to pick up a gown.


“Of course.  I know, I know.”


Recalling the details of walking into the salon and finding the girl wasn’t pleasant.  I kept it short.


“Oh, Lily.  Sweet little Lily.”  Ruth moaned the words.


At least now I knew her name.


“She worked here?” I asked.


“Yes, of course.  Lily … oh, what is it?  Yes, Hampton.  Lily Hampton.  Very smart.  Sharp.  Always paying attention.  Always remembering.  A gift to me, at my age.”


“Had she worked here long?” I asked.


“A few weeks.  One month.  Maybe more.  I don’t know.  But so young.  So smart.  A tragedy.”  She stopped and looked up at me.  “You must figure this out for me, Hollis.  You must, like before.”


“Your daughter.  She’s doing okay now?”


“Good.  She’s good now.”  She patted my arm and nodded toward the clutter of cars and police officers.  “You’ll do this for me.  You’ll take care of it.”


I would have agreed immediately but my attention—and everyone else’s—turned at the sound of a car engine.  A black Porsche 911 Carrera whipped between the patrol cars and stopped with a screech of tires.


My breath caught.


The door opened and a man got out.  Tall, really tall, broad shoulders, neat brown hair, a day’s worth of whiskers, Tom Ford jeans, black Armani T-shirt under an Alexander McQueen leather jacket.


Dan Kincaid.  The man with the office down the hall.  The fixer.  The one rumored to have killed people.


He looked at me.  Grim.


“Hey, Kansas.”


Fisher Joyce had sent him.


For me.






Chapter 3

 


Okay, so, I’m from Kansas.  Kansas City, actually.  KCK, as we called it back home.  I grew up there.  I moved to Los Angeles a few months ago with Brittany, whose wedding-wedding-wedding was coming up.  It had been her idea.  She and Toby, whom she’d dated since ninth grade and was now going to marry, had fallen out—his fault, of course.  Brittany declared she’d had it with him, so we packed up and took off.


She’d lasted only a few weeks.  Tinseltown wasn’t as glamorous as she’d imagined.  When Toby showed up begging her to come back home with him, she went.  I stayed.  My home in KCK wasn’t much of a home.  Just a house, really, the place I’d grown up in.  Nothing there for me to go back to.


After eking out a living waitressing, working as a movie extra and most anything else I could make a few bucks from, I’d maxed out my last credit card and bought a killer outfit for an interview as a tech in the investigations department at Fisher Joyce that a friend had mentioned.  Instead, I’d been offered a spot as a personal shopper—thanks to my killer outfit—and had taken it, mostly out of desperation.  Still, I hadn’t forgotten about investigations, where I felt my true talents lay, and was determined to get there somehow.  Hopefully I could do that and not get fired—or worse, since the corporate “fixer” had been sent to handle me and the situation.


Dan walked over.


“No, no.”  Ruth stiffened.


Dan had that effect on people.  His size, for one thing, the scowl that I’m sure he practiced in the mirror, and the cross-me-at-your-own-risk aura he radiated.


I knew differently.  Kind of.


“Who is this man?” Ruth murmured, tugging on my arm.


“Fisher Joyce sent him.  He’s here to help.”


“No.  No.”  Ruth shook her head.


Dan planted himself in front of us, shielding us from the chaos in the parking lot.


“What have you gotten yourself into this time, Kansas?” he asked.


He always called me Kansas, a reminder that he’d done an off-the-books background check on me after I’d turned to him for help investigating the death of an elderly woman.


Sometimes it’s hard to talk to Dan.  He has the most gorgeous, penetrating blue eyes.  He smells great.  And if he smiles?  Forget about it.


“This is Ruth Mannis,” I said.  “She owns Addison Fair.”


“Ma’am.”


She winced and looked away.


My phone chimed.  I glanced at it and saw Brittany’s name on the ID screen.  I ignored it.


“What’s the story?” Dan asked.


I gave him the rundown, what I’d seen, what I’d done.  He listened with an intensity few men could pull off.


“What made you think she was murdered, not injured?” Dan asked.


“She had a severe head injury.  A broken table was lying on top of her,” I said.   “I moved it to—”


“You interfered with the crime scene?”   A different sort of intensity tightened his voice.


The little ache in my head ramped up to a throb.


“I moved it aside so I could get a better look—”


“Your prints are on it now?”


“Well … yes, I guess.”


“The likely murder weapon?”


“I wanted to check on her.  I wasn’t sure if she was still alive.”  Desperation, bordering on panic, crept into my voice.


Dan drew a breath.  He didn’t look happy, though I doubted his head pounded like mine did. 


My phone chimed.  Brittany again. 


“Was anyone else there?” Dan asked. 


“Shannon walked in.”  I nodded toward her standing amid a cluster of policemen, holding up her cell phone, showing them my picture, no doubt.  “She took my photo kneeling beside the body.”


He didn’t even wait a beat, just turned to Ruth.  “This matter will be concluded quickly and efficiently, ma’am.  Don’t worry, don’t give it another thought.  We’ll handle everything.”


I’d really hoped to hear him say that I was the one who had nothing to worry about, that my personal involvement in the murder would be quickly and efficiently explained away, that I didn’t have to give it another thought because the powerful forces within the Fisher Joyce Group were handling everything.


It was a given.  Right?  Of course it was. 


Ruth wasn’t comforted by Dan’s words.  She shook her head.  “No, no.  I don’t like you.”


Dan’s brows rose.  So did mine.


“You a bulldozer.  I don’t need bulldozer.”  Ruth patted my arm.  “I need a gazelle.  Gentle touch.  Grace.  Finesse.  I need Hollis.”


Dan seemed to take it well, though I’m sure this was a first for him.  He nodded thoughtfully, the corner of his mouth threatening to curl up into a grin.


“Of course, ma’am.”  Dan threw me a glance.  “Hollis will handle everything.”


I gulped.  “What?”


“Good.  You leave now.”  Ruth shooed him away.  “You too tall.  You hurt my neck.”


Dan walked away toward his car, leaving me to consider how much of a running start I’d need to throw myself over the hood to stop him.  I needed his help.  I needed the resources of the Fisher Joyce investigations department.  Yes, okay, I’d solved one murder but, frankly, it wasn’t that easy. 


“Would you excuse me for a second?” I said and eased my arm out of Ruth’s grasp. 


“Sure.  You get started on my investigation,” she told me.  “You start now, finish by tonight.”


Dan stood beside his car, his hand on the door handle when I rushed up.  I opened my mouth but he cut me off.


“Don’t say anything to anyone,” he told me, all business now.  “When the detectives show up they’ll want you to make a statement.  Don’t.  Don’t answer any questions.  Don’t do or say anything until you talk to legal.”


I already knew that.  What I needed was help solving Lily’s murder.


Dan must have read my thoughts—or my seriously? expression.  He stepped closer.  “The murderer was here ahead of you.  Maybe by only a few minutes.”


A chill swept over me, freezing my pounding head in mid-throb.


“Think back.  What was here when you arrived?” Dan said.  “What’s different now than when you drove up?”


I glanced around.  All I noticed was the BMW I’d been assigned this morning and my cup of Starbucks coffee inside growing colder by the minute.


“Right now, you’re your best witness.  Your only witness,” Dan said.  “Think about when you walked into the building.  What did you see, hear, smell?  What was out of place?  What didn’t belong?”


“Other than the dead body?” I asked.


He wasn’t amused.


“There must be something that will show I’m innocent,” I insisted.  “Surveillance cameras, video footage, something.”


“Look around.”  Dan nodded toward the building.  “See any?”


If Dan had checked out the scene and knew there were no cameras, I didn’t need to look.  And, really, I already knew Ruth would never allow surveillance at her VIP entrance, yet another layer of confidentiality she provided for her elite clientele. 


“Look, Kansas, you were seen and photographed standing over the murder victim.  Your prints, your DNA are on the likely murder weapon.  There are no witnesses, no surveillance footage, no one to corroborate your version of events.  That makes you the most likely suspect.”


“You’re supposed to make things better,” I told him, annoyed now, for some reason.


“The quickest way to get out of this mess is to find the person who did it.”  Dan opened the car door. “Better get started.  Your client is waiting.”


“What? Wait!  You’re not leaving—you can’t leave.  I—”


“You’re in luck.  The cavalry has arrived.”  He nodded toward the corner of the building.


A guy—late twenties, probably—ambled across the parking lot. 


“Who’s that?”  I asked.


“Your lawyer.” 


“My—what?  Him?  No—”


“Good luck.”  Dan climbed into the Porsche, whipped through the other vehicles, and disappeared around the corner.


I waited while the guy, my lawyer, stopped, consulted his phone, and looked around.  He had dark hair, already thinning a bit, and a spreading middle.  A minute dragged by, then another. 


My phone chimed.  A text message from Louise with a shopping order.  Being at the scene of a murder, having discovered the victim, was no reason to neglect my shopping duties, apparently.  I’m sure Louise stood ready to note my slow response time in my personnel file.


Fashion never stops, but it seemed my lawyer had done just that.  I gave up and walked over.


“You’re from Fisher Joyce,” I said.  “I’m Hollis Brannigan.”


“Dennis Tanner,” he said, as if we’d bumped into each other at a conference somewhere. 


If there had been such a thing as the fashion crime, I would have called 9-1-1 immediately.  He had on a dark blue suit, shirt, and tie combination that I’m sure his aunt gave him when he’d graduated law school—which was likely yesterday.  A department store house brand or maybe a QVC clearance special.  My first instinct was to get a decent suit for this guy—reason enough to leave a crime scene; this was, after all, L.A. 


“Okay, so … Holly, I—”


“Hollis.”


“Huh?”


“My name is Hollis.”


He held up one finger, signaling me to wait while he pecked on his phone, then swiped through numerous screens, nodding as each screen flashed by.


“Okay.  Okay.”  He finally hit on the screen he needed.  “Okay.  Hollis.  I have it right there.  Hollis Brannigan.  That’s you.”


Rumor had it Dan had actually killed people.


“Look,” I said.  “All I did was find the—”


His phone played “Highway to the Danger Zone” with an incoming call.  He answered.


“Marty!  The one-man party!  How’s it hanging, bro?”


Where was Dan when I needed him?


I walked away. 


More vehicles had pulled into the parking lot.  Vans, SUVs, LAPD patrol cars.  More people carrying out official duties.  No sign of Ruth—the only person who would vouch for me.


I massaged my temples.


My gaze landed on my BMW, my Starbucks coffee stone cold by now. 


I forced myself to take a big, calming breath.  I had to hang in here.  I had to get this over with. 


Turning back I spotted Dennis.  He was off the phone but—oh my God, he was chatting with Shannon.  She had her phone out swiping through, likely, photos of me. He leaned over her shoulder.  She snuggled against his chest.  She said something and giggled.  He threw his head back and laughed.


Just when I thought things couldn’t get worse, a gray Ford cruised into the parking lot and eased to a stop.  Two men in off-the-rack suits got out. 


Things got worse.






Chapter 4

 


Fashion never stops, and that meant I couldn’t either.


The Grove, a retail and entertainment center, featured fashion-forward stores and pop-up shops, restaurants, a movie theater, and a bookstore.  Everything was arranged in a walkable loop around fountains, green belts, and specialty kiosks.  An old-time trolley with a uniformed driver and a clanging bell shuttled shoppers to the Farmers Market at the far end of the complex, a popular maze of eateries and shops that had been around for decades.


I checked in at the concierge desk on the ground floor.  Since I shopped here often they knew me and were happy to help with my packages while I spent a huge amount of other peoples’ money.  I consulted my shopping list and got to it.


Not a lot of shoppers today, which was a break for me since I’d gotten a late start, mostly young moms pushing strollers, some tourists, and a few men looking out of place and slightly lost. 


My first purchase was eight, yes, eight, pairs of leggings, four from Athleta, and four from Lululemon, in duplicate sizes and colors, to the tune of nearly eleven-hundred bucks for a client who was starting a YouTube channel and intended to do a brand comparison.


At Nordstrom I purchased a Free People T-shirt for seventy dollars, the most reasonably priced item I’d bought in a while, along with not quite so reasonable Gucci slides for almost four-hundred bucks.


In the Coach store I found the backpack and wallet my client wanted, the perfect eight-hundred dollar combo for a hiking trip that she’d explained to me in great detail; who wouldn’t need designer bags to walk a mile-long trail in the Malibu hills overlooking the ocean?


At Banana Republic I read my shopping order twice, hoping my first glance had been wrong—two wrap dresses, one print, one bright yellow.  I knew this client, one of my regulars.  These dresses were totally wrong for her.  All I could do was sign away six-hundred dollars and hope she would come to her senses. 


I left my packages at the concierge desk and I got the BMW from the parking garage.  When I pulled up, a new guy I hadn’t seen before loaded my purchases into the back.  He was young and seemed a little unsure of himself.


He looked at all my packages, nodding slowly, as if coming to terms with something.  “So people actually pay to have you do their shopping for them?”


He had a bit of an accent, somewhere in the South, I thought.  New here, likely, and trying to understand and fit in.  I knew the feeling.


“Yep,” I said.  “Kind of crazy, huh?”


He kept staring.  “They could buy this stuff themselves.”


They could.  Or they could order online or send their personal assistant.  But, honestly, getting packages from Fisher Joyce was really cool.  Everything arrived at once, on the requested day, delivered to your front door.  It’s exactly what was ordered, beautifully wrapped in custom packaging.  Far better than hunting around the front of your house wondering where the harried delivery driver had flung it, hoping your order was right, nothing was broken, and that a porch pirate hadn’t beaten you to it.  And if you could afford to shop the Fisher Joyce way, why not?


“Life in the big city,” I said with a shrug.


He shook his head.  “I guess so.”


I checked my phone.  That was it for today, so far.  Orders came in at all hours, day and night, weekends and holidays.  One of the advantages to my being relegated to off-listers—actually, the only one, considering the hideous wrap dresses I’d just had to purchase—was that they weren’t big on paying the after-hours upcharge.


I headed back to Fisher Joyce. 


The only thing on my list I hadn’t accomplished today was picking up the gown from Addison Fair that had landed me at a crime scene this morning and given me the headache that still lingered.  Since I couldn’t tell my client the place had been crawling with law enforcement personnel processing a murder scene, I’d made up a big fat lie—a loose button had been discovered during final inspection before the gown was released—and explained I’d deliver it tomorrow morning.  My client was impressed by my attention to detail, probably because I’d embellished a bit about calling in a haute couture seamstress who specialized in button reattachment.  She was fine with it, thankfully.  I figured it would be a good story she could share the next time she got together with her friends.


I arrived at Fisher Joyce and turned the BMW over to the valet, then headed for the prep and shipping room, loaded down like a pack mule with three-grand worth of great stuff for other people.  I placed each item on a worktable and folded them between thin sheets of pale blue tissue paper, then put them inside a gray gift box, both bearing the Fisher Joyce company logo.  At the computer station in the corner I printed receipts and sealed them inside gray envelopes along with my business card and a pre-printed thank-you note, each embellished with the FJ logo.  All of that went into yet another gray gift box that I tied with a wide, navy blue ribbon and handed off to the guy at the shipping counter along with the shipping label. 


Every item I purchased got the full Fisher Joyce treatment—no matter how ugly, cheap, or inappropriate. 


You’ve got to love L.A.


I took the elevator up to the sixth floor and went through the double doors into the Fisher Joyce reception area. Like most everything in the massive office suite, the lobby had a sleek, contemporary vibe, with stainless steel, gray marble, and white furniture.  It was meant to impress, and it did just that.  No one was there except the receptionists who were stationed behind a large console desk, two women in their forties who seemed to consider themselves the first line of defense against anything untoward happening at Fisher Joyce.  They smiled as I walked past. 


The day had been half gone by the time I’d gotten away from Addison Fair, so things here were winding down.  Only a few people were in the hospitality department when I walked in.  One of the event planners was on her phone.  From the bits of her conversation I could overhear, it seemed she was attempting to ward off an imminent catering catastrophe.


Louise was in her office, of course.  She picked up her phone and started punching numbers when I walked in, even though she’d seen me approaching. 


“Hi, Louise,” I said, mustering up a pleasant tone that I didn’t really feel.


She ignored me.


“Any late orders?”


Holding the phone to her ear she gave me a quick glance and shook her head. 


I took the corporate credit card I’d used today and placed it squarely in the middle of her desk, on top of whatever she was working on.  She ignored that, too.  No words of concern about my walking in on a murder, questions about the lawyer that legal had sent, or how I was holding up.


I guess Louise figured I was holding up just fine.  Either that, or she couldn’t have cared less. 


I signed the log, saw Louise note the time on her computer, and left. 


Halfway to my desk, my phone chimed.  Another shopping order?  From Louise?  After I’d just been standing in front of her?  How much more obvious could she be?


Aggravated, I fished my phone from my tote bag.  My annoyance doubled.  The call was from Dan. 


What nerve.  He’d abandoned me at the crime scene, just nonchalantly gotten into his car and driven away, knowing I had to, somehow, solve Lily Hampton’s murder, keep Ruth happy, deal with homicide detectives, and handle my shopping duties—all the while relying on my so-called lawyer Dennis Tanner to keep me from being arrested.  And now—now—hours later, Dan calls—to do what?  Check on me?  Offer to take me out for coffee? 


I ignored his call.


Since I’d burned half a day at Addison Fair, I hadn’t taken time for lunch, just managed to choke down a slightly mangled granola bar I’d found at the bottom of my tote bag.  I went to the breakroom.  No one was there.  The coffee pot was empty.  A single, dried up chocolate donut lay in a bakery box on the counter, left from this morning.  I was hungry, but I couldn’t touch it, even though it had sprinkles.  I dumped it in the trash and left.


Since I’d been tasked by Ruth to find Lily Hampton’s murderer, I didn’t have time to waste.  But I had nothing to go on—and no way to get it, thanks to Dan Kincaid abandoning me at the crime scene.  Ruth had insisted that no one at Fisher Joyce should be informed about what had happened, other than essential personnel who would know not to talk about it, and I couldn’t blame her.  Any kind of leak could devastate the business she’d spent decades building.  I was left in a major lurch.   So I decided to work on something I could more easily conclude.  Plus, I got to see my friend. 


Meredith Durant worked in the investigations department.  She’d been my bestie at Fisher Joyce since we’d met in the breakroom shortly after I’d started working here.  We’d hit it off immediately.  She was a lot like me—early twenties, single, and trying to figure everything out.  She came from a middle-class, broken home in Riverside, a city about sixty miles east of Los Angeles.  With my family situation being what it was—the major reason I’d left KCK—I understood her struggle to fit into the Los Angeles lifestyle. 


Her need for a little black dress for a night out at a club on Sunset and my fashion sense had cemented our friendship; she had a curvy figure that she seldom knew how to shop for but was right up my alley.  I’d told her I had my eye on a position in the investigations department, so she kept her ear tuned to rumors, poor performance reviews, and possible job openings.


True, I’d never worked for an official investigations company but I definitely had skills.  Back in KCK I’d worked for Beau and Buster’s Used Car Emporium.  They were my uncles.  Things being what they were at home, they’d given me a job at their dealership.  Starting when I was a sophomore in high school I’d been doing everything from checking credit to tracking down people who’d skipped out on their payments.  I knew I could handle whatever came my way at Fisher Joyce, and I couldn’t wait to delve into what were surely databases I’d never even heard of back in KCK—for more reasons than one.


I headed through the investigations department.  I kept a lookout for Dan—so I could snub him.  No sign of him.  He was probably off somewhere cool, looking hot, driving that awesome Porsche, investigating something of major importance to Fisher Joyce with their top legal team standing by to cover for him if he needed it.


I hadn’t heard from my so-called lawyer since this morning at Addison Fair when he’d taken a call from a mattress salesman, called me Hadley, and wandered away as the homicide detectives attempted to question me.


I stopped outside Meredith’s tiny office.  All the techs had private offices to ensure their confidential work wasn’t compromised by someone strolling by.  Her door was closed, as per company policy; through the window I saw her staring intently at her computer screen. 


I tapped on her door.  She looked up, her dark hair in its usual ponytail swaying as she waved me inside. 


“Hey, Hollis, what’s up?” she said. 


“Busy spending other peoples’ money,” I said, and sat down in the chair beside her desk.  “How about you?”


“The usual.”


A few seconds passed while she studied her computer screen and pecked at the keyboard.  I didn’t say anything.  I didn’t have to.  She knew what my first question for her would be. 


“Okay.”  She turned to me, resigned.  “Not good.”


“Really?”  I couldn’t keep the distress out of my voice.


She’d been dating Neil, a great guy who was crazy about her.  But he’d starting pushing, which caused her to start retreating.   


“That oh-so great idea of his that I meet his parents, insisting, even after I told him it was too soon.”  Meredith sighed.  “It changed things, somehow.  I don’t know.  I don’t think I feel the same about him.”


“Does he know how you feel?  Have you told him?”


She shrugged.  “No.”


“You should.”


“I don’t know.  Maybe.”  Meredith thought for a moment.  “I could use him next weekend.  My grandpa’s birthday.  You know how those things are.”


Actually, I didn’t.


“The whole family will be there,” she said.  “One of my sisters is pregnant—again.  My other sister will show up with her adorable new baby and everybody will start asking me when I’m going to get married.  With Neil there, at least I’ll have a date.”


“He’d go,” I assured her. 


“Probably.”  Meredith gave herself a little shake.  “So, what brings you in?  Need something?”


Ever since the incident where upper management had suspected someone in the investigations department had compromised confidentiality by accessing databases for personal use—yes, it was Meredith and me—we’d both backed off.  Really, it was my fault.  I’d pulled her in, and while she’d come willingly, we were both lucky and thankful that neither of us had gotten caught, put on notice, or fired.  Still, an off-the-books search or two, sandwiched in with an active case, wasn’t likely to trigger an audit—at least it hadn’t, so far. 


I explained that I’d been approached by Taylor and Marissa in the breakroom this morning—was it really this morning?


“Do you know them?” I asked.


One of my concerns about conducting a discreet investigation for Fisher Joyce employees was whether or not they were, in fact, employees in good standing, not involved in some HR sting operation, and were not attempting to involve me in something illegal.


“Marissa works in the supply department.  She’s really nice.  Quiet,” Meredith said.  “Taylor?  She’s a real piece of work, if she wants to be.  But usually with good intentions.  She’d definitely have your back if a bar fight broke out.”


Meredith’s assessment matched my initial feelings about the two of them.


“They want your help with something?” she asked. 


“Cheating boyfriend—maybe.”


“Hang on.”


 Meredith jumped on her computer.


  The prospect of a cheating boyfriend had hit a hot button.  She clicked through several screens.


“No problems with either of them.  You’re good.”


“Thanks,” I said.  “Really, I appreciate it.”


“Who’s the guy?  Does he work here?”  Her fingers were poised over the keyboard, ready to unleash ravenous bots to dig for dirt on the guy.


“No.  Some photography studio,” I said.  “I don’t think I’ll need your help with him.”


Meredith looked slightly disappointed.  She paused for a few seconds.  “You know, I still look for your sister.”


Her words hit me hard.


“When I’m working on an active case, sometimes I’ll plug in her name,” Meredith said.  


My search for my sister Quinn had been the most egregious violation of company policy I’d involved Meredith in.  It was also the reason I desperately wanted a slot in investigations. 


“Nothing, though.  Still,” she said.  “Sorry.”


I nodded, a blast of memories consuming me.


“I guess you haven’t heard anything either?” she asked. 


“Nope.”


“How about your mom?  Has she heard from her?” Meredith asked.


My mother, an artist with limited talent but great ambition, had moved to an artists’ retreat in Wyoming a couple of years ago.  I couldn’t remember the last time I’d heard from her.


 “Nothing,” I said.  “Or from my dad.”


I could read in Meredith’s expression how troubling my supposed family life was, but she didn’t say anything.  Really, what could be said?


“Thanks for still checking on Quinn.”  I rose from the chair.  “And thanks for the heads-up on Taylor and Marissa.”


“Let me know if you need something on that guy.”  She gave me a sympathetic smile.  “Or anything else.”


I left investigations and sat in my cubicle in the hospitality department, clicking through department store websites so it would look as if I were working.  When Louise left her office I sat up straighter, peered over my cube wall, and waved.  She glanced at me and kept walking.  I waited another ten minutes to give her time to get to her car in the parking garage and leave, then logged out and left.


I had a murder to solve, a cheating boyfriend to check out, and clients to keep happy—while trying to please my supervisor anxious to find a reason to fire me.


It was a lot. It was important.  It required my full attention.


But all I could think about was Quinn.






Chapter 5

 


Okay, about Quinn.  My sister.  Younger than me by less than two years.  Just us, no brothers or other sisters.  We looked alike—even our friends at school got us mixed up sometimes—and were often mistaken for twins.  Both of us favored our mother, with Dad’s auburn hair and green eyes. 


That’s where the similarity ended.


Life in KCK had been hard for the two us.  Our parents divorced when we were young.  Dad moved away.  Quinn never got over him relocating all the way to San Francisco.  She didn’t understand why Mom refused to let us go visit him.  She couldn’t accept that we no longer took family vacations, not even to Grandma Pearl’s cabin in the mountains.  She couldn’t handle the reality that we only had Mom to take care of us and that she was unreliable, unstable, forgetful, and did a poor job of raising us.  Quinn never accepted what our lives actually were.  She refused to get a grasp on reality.


She was like Mom in a lot of ways. 


I’m more like Dad.


Right out of high school Quinn took up with a guy named Vince Griffin, a thirty-year-old, sometimes-employed house painter.  I never liked the guy.  He was too old for her.  I couldn’t see that he had anything to offer her.  She insisted he was good to her, he worried about her, wanted to take care of her.


Quinn wasn’t interested in my opinion, my words of caution, my assessment of Vince and his lifestyle.  Just before Labor Day, she packed her one suitcase and the pillowcases off of her bed with everything she owned, stormed out of the house, climbed into Vince’s waiting pickup, and headed for Portland, Oregon, where he was sure he could find work.


That image will forever be burned into my memory.


Within a few months her cell phone was turned off.  She stopped posting to Facebook.  I asked around KCK.  None of her friends had heard from her. 


Now, when I allowed myself to face facts, when I stopped pretending and stopped deluding myself, I let the truth sink in.  Quinn was probably dead.


***


My phone buzzed as I walked into my apartment.  I turned the lock on the door and fell back against it.


“Don’t be a shopping order, don’t be a shopping order,” I murmured. 


The buzzing ceased, but before I could heave a sigh of relief, the image of Louise gleefully notating my personnel file in big red letters floated through my head.  Resigned, I pulled the phone from my tote and glanced at the ID screen.  Brittany.   Again. 


I still wasn’t relieved.


Brittany had called over and over today, anxious—determined—to keep me in her wedding-prep loop.  I hadn’t returned her calls.  I couldn’t do it now either. 


I was exhausted.  My head hurt.  I was hungry.  I needed the peace and tranquility of the apartment I’d struggled to make feel like home.


When Brittany and I had arrived in L.A. we’d rented an apartment we’d found on the internet.  All I can say is that the photographer who took the pics of the place really knew how to pretty something up.  The prostitutes and druggies who’d also decided to live there were difficult enough to deal with, but the more than occasional sound of gunfire sent us packing rather quickly.  We’d found an apartment on Tamarind Avenue, a nice place in a nice building in Franklin Village.  Not long after, Toby showed up and wooed Brittany back to KCK with vows of faithfulness, professions of love, and promises of a fabulous future together. 


Things were tight but I was managing the place on my own pretty well.  The apartment was worth it—clean, quiet, and an on-site manager who actually took care of the property.  The neighborhood was compact, walkable, and safe.  It had been home to major Hollywood stars back in the day, and was now populated mostly by hipsters and artists, with an eclectic mix of trendy restaurants and shops.  It wouldn’t be a Southern California neighborhood without tall, swaying palm trees, shrubs, flowering plants, and patches of green grass, and they were plentiful here.


I went into my bedroom, changed into sweat pants and a T-shirt, twisted my hair into a loose bun, and headed to the kitchen.  I’d talked myself out of hitting a drive-thru on the way home, and had convinced myself that something nutritious and satisfying waited in my kitchen.  I peered into my refrigerator.  The Chinese takeout I’d kept with high hopes of stretching into a second meal was slowly morphing into something I was almost sure I’d seen on a Nat Geo special.  I chucked it into the trash and looked again.  Nothing—at least, nothing I thought I could stand to eat at the moment, even as hungry as I was.  I grabbed a bottle of water and a granola bar, and went into my living room.


Solving Lily Hampton’s murder was my top priority—or would have been if I’d had any way to investigate it.  Ruth had insisted I handle it personally, quietly.  I understood her request. But since the owner of Fisher Joyce himself had specifically told me to stick to my shopping duties when he’d discovered my involvement in an incident concerning an elderly woman, few options were open to me.  So how—how—was I going to find Lily’s murderer? 


Better to move on to something I could make some progress on.


I gulped down some water, unwrapped the granola bar, broke off a chunk and popped it into my mouth; only a slight improvement over going hungry.


Digging through my tote bag I’d dropped by the front door, I found the handwritten info Taylor had given me in the breakroom this morning.  I settled onto the sofa.


According to her description, the guy she was convinced was cheating on Marissa was one Jeremy Reynolds, thirty-six years old, five-foot-ten, brown hair, brown eyes, average build, average looks, who lived in an average apartment in Toluca Lake, and earned an average income from an average company in Burbank.


She’d included addresses, phone numbers, and social media info.  Pertinent details of Jeremy’s mother, whose needs, supposedly, were so great as to require overnight visits though she lived only an hour away, were included. 


Taylor had concluded her report with the personal note, “I have no idea why she’s interested in this loser.”


I was about to find out.


Grabbing my laptop, I settled onto the sofa again.  Facebook was always a good place to start.


My phone buzzed.  I’d left it in my tote bag beside the front door, and that was enough reason at the moment to ignore yet another call from Brittany—which, I know, isn’t the way a friend should behave, but I needed to make progress on something so maybe my headache would go away. 


Photos on Jeremy’s Facebook page confirmed that he was, indeed, average in most every way.  Not bad looking, not good looking, dressed in Levi’s, a polo shirt from, probably, JCPenney, and New Balance shoes.  He’d posted pics of him with friends, shout-outs to the crew he worked with, and birthday wishes.  Marissa, standing next to him in several shots, looked happy, gazing up at him with something approaching endearment.  They made a nice-looking couple and seemed well-suited for each other in an average sort of way. 


I scrolled down and spotted a photo of Jeremy presenting flowers and balloons to a woman in her mid-fifties, his mom, according to the accompanying birthday wish.  She had on yoga togs and was surrounded by similarly dressed women.  The camera had caught her in mid-laugh, delightfully surprised with what must have been an unexpected birthday gift at her gym.  Taylor had provided her home address in Rialto, a city about an hour east of Los Angeles.  I was vaguely familiar with the area from childhood visits to my Grandma Pearl’s cabin in the nearby San Bernardino Mountains.


Another pic showed Jeremy and three other guys crowded around a blue Tesla.  It was new.  One of these men—beaming with pride—was the owner, described by Taylor as the weirdo who loaned his car to Jeremy for his visits to his mom.  All of the men looked pretty much the same, dressed similarly to Jeremy in Levi’s or Wranglers, mid-range department store T-shirts and shoes.  Average. 


My phone buzzed again.  I ignored it again.


I paged through more of Jeremy’s Facebook posts but nothing jumped out at me.  No photos of him chugging a beer, smoking weed, or dancing on a tabletop with an ice bucket over his head.  No pics of him with other women. 


I could agree with Taylor on one thing—so far, Jeremy looked completely average, though I wasn’t sure why she took exception to it.


Next I googled his home address in Toluca Lake, an area sandwiched between Burbank and North Hollywood, and from the satellite view it appeared that he lived in a guest house behind a large home.  The neighborhood looked clean, well-tended, with home values exceeding the four million mark, making it slightly better than average. 


No red flags waved.  No alarm bells sounded.  I moved on.


Diamond Copy and Print had been around for over twenty years, according to their website, and according to Taylor’s info Jeremy had worked there for most of that time.  Located in Burbank, the company printed everything from stickers to outdoor signs, and was one of the few places in the area that handled headshots; I guess that was the reason Taylor had reported that Jeremy worked for a photography studio.  Their website promised quick, professional service, and a 24-hour turnaround for most orders, or requests.  Bulk orders or individual attention—both were offered.


I sat back, thinking about something else Taylor had said.  Jeremy often spent the night at his mom’s house to help her with things she couldn’t handle, even though she lived only an hour away.  If, in fact, Jeremy was cheating on Marissa, this excuse made for great cover.


My doorbell rang.  I wasn’t expecting anyone, so I figured it was my neighbor Krystal.  She usually stopped by when her refrigerator was in the same condition as mine, and we’d go out, grab something to eat.  Perfect timing.


I set my laptop aside, my stomach growling, and opened the door.


Dan Kincaid stood there.


I slammed the door shut, my heart pounding, my thoughts racing.


Had Fisher Joyce sent him?  Did they think getting rid of me was the easiest way to end their connection to Lily’s murder at Addison Fair?  Had they decided to cut their losses, and sent Dan to handle it?


A knock sounded on my door again.


“Kansas?” he called quietly.


He didn’t sound like a cold-blooded murderer.  But maybe he did that on purpose.  Maybe that’s how he lulled his victims into a false sense of security just before he attacked.


Or maybe I was being ridiculous, suffering from low blood sugar.


I opened the door.  He was dressed the same as when I’d seen him at Addison Fair this morning, now with a messenger bag slung over one shoulder and carrying a brown shopping bag.


“You okay?”  He looked at me as if he thought I’d lost my mind.


I wasn’t in the mood to deal with anyone.


“What are you doing here?” I demanded.  “You can’t just drop by unannounced.”


“I called.  Twice.”


I glanced at my tote bag.  “Oh.”


“Can I come in?”


“I’m in the middle of something important.”


He held up the brown bag—a restaurant take-out bag, I realized.


“I brought food.”


I stared at him.


“Cookies.”  He jiggled the bag.  “Chocolate chip.”


“Get in here.” 


I grabbed his arm and yanked.  He didn’t budge.  Finally, he strolled inside.   Dan had been at my place once before, briefly.  Very briefly.


He dropped the messenger bag on the floor beside my sofa and shrugged out of his leather jacket.  Heat rolled off of him.  He smelled great.


Dan ambled into the kitchen and placed the take-out bag on the counter, then opened my refrigerator.


“You look like you could use a beer.”  He peered inside and frowned.  “Wine, huh?”


I pulled hearty roast beef sandwiches, mac salad, and chips from the bag, and arranged them on the tiny table I’d wedged between the stove and cabinet.  He placed two bottles of water on the table.  Guess he wasn’t a wine guy.


We ate.  I finished before he did, which shows how hungry I was.  He watched as I scraped the last bite of mac salad from the container. 


“Good call,” I said.  “Thanks.”


“You ready to talk?” he asked. 


“Almost.”


I munched on a cookie while we gathered the trash and tidied up the kitchen.    Dan wandered into my living room while I wiped down the table.  I saw him standing beside the end table staring at the photo of Quinn and me taken at Grandma Pearl’s cabin.  He’d seen it the last time he was here and had asked, as most people did, if we were twins. 


“Where’s your dog?” he said.


“Oh, yes, Gizmo.”  I smiled remembering the adorable little brown and white Chiweenie who’d been my roommate for a short while.  “I found her a home.  A great home.  She’s doing fine.”


He spotted Taylor’s handwritten info lying on my laptop.  “Is this the important thing you’re working on?”


I snatched it up and shoved it into my pocket.


“So what happened today?” Dan asked.


I hadn’t thought this was a social call.  Still, I was mildly surprised he wanted to know what had happened at the crime scene, given how he’d left in such a hurry.


“Ruth told you to stay out of it,” I reminded him.


“I like a challenge.”  He dropped onto my sofa.


I sat on the opposite end, my laptop separating us. 


“Homicide detectives showed up,” I said.


“Was it a happy reunion?”


One of the detectives was Mitch Sullivan.  Mitch was an old friend of Dan’s.  They’d, obviously, taken different paths in life but had come together recently because of me and my involvement in a suspicious death.  Mitch was early-thirties, tall, brown hair and eyes, good looking.  I’d picked up on some heat between us, but nothing came of it.  Certainly no sign of it at Addison Fair this morning.


I figured Dan already knew everything that had gone on, probably more than I knew, but wanted to get my take on what went down.


“The other detective questioned me, not Mitch.  Routine stuff, I guess.  When did I arrive, why was I there, what did I see.  That sort of thing,” I said, then annoyed at the memory I added, “And of course Shannon was blabbing to everybody who would listen, claiming I’d murdered Lily, and showing off the photos she’d taken of me kneeling beside the body.”


“What do you know about Shannon?”


“Aside from her being a raging bitch?  Nothing.”  I drew a breath and forced myself to calm down.  “I’d seen her a few times when I was at Addison Fair for a client but never got to know her.  She’s the senior assistant.  She’s worked there forever.  Ruth loves her.”


Dan watched me, unblinking.  “That’s it?  That’s all you know?”


My annoyance spun up again.  “Well, yeah, so far.  I don’t know how Ruth thinks I’m going to investigate and find Lily’s murderer when I—”


“This will help.” 


Dan opened the messenger bag at his feet and pulled out a thick file folder.  He passed it to me.


I opened it and saw Lily’s name, then flipped through a few of the pages.  It was a complete dossier on her, courtesy of a tech in the investigations department at Fisher Joyce. 


“Oh, my God.  You got this for me—”


Dan rose and shrugged into his jacket. 


Stunned, I gaze up at him.  “I didn’t expect …”


He picked up his messenger bag and walked to the door.  I scrambled off the sofa. 


“Thank you,” I said. 


“Thank me by being careful.  Remember, you’re looking for a murderer.”  He opened the door but stopped.  “And get some beer in here.”


He grinned.  Dan had a knee-weakening grin. 


He left.  I closed the door and turned the lock, then went to the window and peeked between the blinds.  Dan paused on the walkway outside my door and looked back.  He saw me watching.  Now I saw a totally different kind of grin. I dropped the blinds.


My cell phone buzzed.  I was so relieved, so thankful that I actually had some way of investigating Lily’s murder, I was finally up to answering another call from Brittany.  I grabbed my phone but saw Taylor’s name on my ID screen.


“It’s happening!” she shouted as soon as I answered.  “Now!  You have to go!”


“What are you—”


“Jeremy.  That idiot has borrowed the weirdo’s car again.  Now.  No notice.  Marissa just told me.  He cancelled their date and he’s going to his mother’s place tonight.”


“Right now?”


“Yes!  Do something!”


I grabbed my things and left my apartment, headed out to do something.






Chapter 6

 


Jeremy’s home address in Toluca Lake was about fifteen minutes away, or so my GPS told me when I punched it in.  Traffic was light on the 101.  I took the Lankershim Avenue exit, veered onto Cahuenga, then turned right on Moorpark Street.  Sunlight was fading.  The streetlights hadn’t come on yet.  I managed to find the right house in the semi-darkness near the corner of Mariota Avenue.


This was a beautiful neighborhood of stately houses with lush, mature landscaping.  Quiet.  Reserved.  Not mansions like in Beverly Hills or Bel Air.  Old money.  There was a lake here somewhere—thus, the name—but I doubted most people ever got to see it, only those fortunate enough and rich enough to live on its shores. 


I cruised past Jeremy’s place, then turned around and drove back.  There was no traffic.  A few people were out walking dogs in the closing darkness.  I pulled in behind a BMW parked at the curb across the street, cracked my window, and shut off my car. 


The house Jeremy lived behind was particularly awesome. Three stories, dark stone, closely trimmed hedges, tastefully arranged shrubs and flowering plants.   I imagined the same family had lived there for generations, everyone prosperous, happy, singing carols around the piano at Christmas by the light of a twinkling tree, in matching red sweaters, or enjoying watermelon and sparklers on the rear lawn on the Fourth, and feasts around a massive dining room table on Thanksgiving with Grandpa carving the turkey.  Joyous family occasions.


I wondered what that would be like.


From my location at the curb I had a perfect view down the driveway that ran alongside the house to the rear of the property.  I spotted the guest house that Jeremy occupied, attached to a two-car garage. 


I re-thought my totally trumped-up vision of the family who lived here.  Whoever was left in the house, the grandma, probably, had fallen on lean times and needed to rent out what must have once been a studio or pool house.  I wondered if she was in the big home now, going about her evening routine, alone.  I wondered if her memories sustained her.  I wondered if she’d like some company.


My concern was that I’d missed Jeremy, that I’d arrived too late and he’d already left.  My plan had been to follow him when he headed out in the Tesla and find out if, in fact, he actually drove to his mom’s place in Rialto.  If he went somewhere else, well, my job was pretty much done.


My alternative plan, if he’d already left, was to drive to Rialto and check out his mom’s house.  Rialto was about an hour east of Los Angeles, which presented me with a two-plus hour drive.  Manageable, even though I had to go to work in the morning.  This meant, of course, that I wouldn’t know for sure where Jeremy had gone, where he’d spent his time or with whom, but it would be enough to show Marissa that he’d lied, was sneaking around, probably cheating on her. 


Headlights flared in my side mirror.  I slid down in the seat.  A gray Mercedes C-class drove past. 


In the guest house, a light came on.  A shadow moved across the window.  I was in luck.  Jeremy hadn’t left yet.


Voices drifted by.  A couple walked past.  I scrunched farther down into the seat.  Old-style streetlamps came on, offering a golden glow of light. 


I didn’t want to use my phone, thinking the light would attract attention, but I punched in Jeremy’s mom’s address so I’d be ready. 


Without my phone, I had to find a way to occupy myself.  Dan had told me this morning at Addison Fair that I should think back over everything I’d witnessed from the time I’d driven into the parking lot until immediately after I’d found Lily dead.  Maybe I could come up with something.  I needed to concentrate, go through the morning minute by minute.  I closed my eyes.


***


I came awake with a start.  Good grief.  I’d fallen asleep. 


Blinking away brain fog, I sat up.  I’d fallen asleep—on a stakeout.  What kind of investigator would do that? 


No way would I mention this to anyone, especially Dan.


I glanced at the clock on my dashboard.  Two-thirty.  I’d been asleep for hours.


Something had awakened me.  I looked around, fearful that someone had called the police on me, or that the neighborhood watch had surrounded my car.  I saw no one. 


The light in Jeremy’s house had gone out.  My spirits fell.  I’d missed him.  He’d left while I sat here, mere feet away, sleeping.  Then I heard the clatter of metal wheels on tracks and saw the garage door descending, and realized the sound of the door opening had jarred me awake. 


The Tesla, silent, backed out of the garage all the way down the driveway and into the street. I spotted Jeremy at the wheel as he drove away. 


What was going on?  He was heading to his mom’s house in the middle of the night? 


I watched in my side mirror as he turned left at the corner, then started my car and followed. 


Traffic was extremely light, which meant I could follow him easily.  It also meant he could spot me easily.  I hoped that since he wasn’t expecting to be followed, he wouldn’t notice. 


I tailed him through the surface streets to the entrance of the 134.  We took the eastbound onramp, headed toward Rialto.  Eventually, the freeway changed to the 210 and we were still traveling east, toward his mom’s house.  So far, so good.


Traffic picked up and would have made following Jeremy more difficult in the dark but he drove at a steady pace, didn’t switch lanes, never exceeding the speed limit.  I guess he was being extra careful in his friend’s expensive Tesla. 


I spent most of the drive speculating on why Jeremy was making this trip now, at this time of night, with the intention of arriving at his mom’s place at three-thirty.  Seniors often got their days started early, but this early?


Eventually, we passed Rancho Cucamonga, then Fontana.  I was a bit familiar with the general area because of visits with Grandma Pearl at her mountain cabin just east of here in the San Bernardino Mountains.  She occasionally brought Quinn and me “down the hill,” as the locals called it, to shop, see a movie, or do something she thought we’d like.  Most of those trips included lunch at a restaurant Quinn and I chose, and ended with an ice cream cone.  Grandma Pearl was always interested in everything we had to say, and asked about our school and our friends.  She was great about things like that.  I still missed her. 


The cabin she lived in started out as a vacation spot decades ago when her family—one of whom was her son, my dad—had spent summers in the cool, fresh mountain air.  She’d lived there full time since her husband died; I’d never known him.  She seemed happy with the small community, the slower pace, the friendly neighbors.  After my dad left KCK and moved to San Francisco, it was easier for him to visit his mom.  They were close.  I know he missed her, too.


My GPS spoke up, advising me that Cactus Avenue, the exit I needed, was coming up.  Jeremy was ahead of me by maybe six car-lengths.  I expected him to pull into the right lane.  He didn’t. 


Jeremy kept going, and going, and going.  We passed San Bernardino and continued on the 210 across the north side of Highland.  Finally, he exited the freeway, turned left and drove to Victoria Avenue.  He turned left again. 


“No… it can’t be…,” I mumbled aloud. 


I followed him past a residential neighborhood and, sure enough, up ahead was the Yaamava Casino.  Grandma Pearl and her friends used to come here, back when it was called the San Manuel Casino, for bingo night and to play the slots and table games, or catch a show in the lounge.


The place was huge, with a grand entrance and a gigantic hotel towering over everything.  I followed Jeremy into the parking garage. 


Did this mean Jeremy had lied to Marissa about visiting his mother?  Maybe not.  Maybe he wanted to squeeze in a few hours of gambling before going to her house. 


Was lying, sneaking away, coming here in the dead of night the kind of thing a compulsive gambler would do?  Was that worse than cheating on his girlfriend?


But why lie? I wondered.  Why claim to visit his mom?  Why borrow a Tesla and come here at this hour?  He could simply come here any time, day or night, in his own car.  He didn’t have to tell Marissa anything. 


Almost half the spaces in the parking garage were taken; I guess Jeremy wasn’t the only person who liked the late-night action.  He nosed into a slot near the casino entrance.  I looped over to the next aisle and whipped into a space where I could see him.


I’d been in the car a long time.  I really wanted to get out, stretch my legs, find a bathroom.  But Jeremy wasn’t cooperating.  He lingered in the car, shuffling things around on the passenger seat. Finally, he pulled a sweater over his head, then shrugged into a jacket and zipped it up.  I guess he’d been here before and knew it would be chilly inside.  I pulled my phone out of my tote bag and snapped several photos. 


He climbed out of the Tesla wearing a Dodger baseball cap and glasses with thick, dark frames.  I took a few more pics.  He headed for the casino entrance.  I got out and followed.


A security guard was posted at the entrance and nodded cordially as I followed about twenty feet behind Jeremy through the long, glassed-in hallway.  Off to the left, the lights of San Bernardino stretched for miles.  Thankfully, Jeremy went straight to the restroom.  I dashed into the ladies room and was out in time to see him head for the bar. 


You’d think that after lying to his girlfriend to cancel a date, borrowing his friend’s car, and driving for over an hour, he’d jump into gambling right away.  No.  He sat on a bar stool, nursing a beer, his back to the bartender, and watched the happenings on the gaming floor. 


Maybe he was meeting someone here. 


I took a seat at the opposite end of the bar and asked for a glass of red wine.  The bartender looked at me funny.  Maybe Dan was right about beer versus wine.  I pulled my phone from my tote and took a few more snaps of Jeremy. 


The casino was immaculate, decorated in golds that could have looked cheap but didn’t.  The lights were low; the machines sounded the same tones as casinos everywhere.  About half the slot machines were occupied.  Gamblers of all ages, shapes, and sizes sat mesmerized by the lights, sounds, and spinning reels.


I’d been to Vegas a few times.  This looked like a typical night at a casino.  A housekeeper moved through the aisles sweeping up scraps of trash.  A security guard pushed a trolley and stood by while an attendant opened each slot machine and swapped out the cash box.  A cocktail waitress in a skimpy outfit and heels that were really high, and I knew must hurt, delivered drinks. 


I didn’t touch my wine.  I was already sleepy and not sure how I was going to get through my work day tomorrow—which was actually today, I realized.  But I wasn’t leaving.  I was in too deep now.


Finally, Jeremy dropped money on the bar and headed for a slot machine.  He sat down, fed several bills into the machine, played a few hands, then cashed out.  I kept an eye on him from my seat at the bar, and took more photos. 


Slot machines don’t award your winnings in cash.  They haven’t for years.  Instead, they dispense a receipt printed with your total and a bar code that you cash in yourself when you’re ready.  If you win a huge jackpot, you’ll get a hand-pay from a slot attendant in whatever form of payment you’d like—cash or check—and an escort to your hotel room or the parking garage by a security guard if you feel you’ve used up all your luck for one night.


Jeremy seemed to have trouble finding a hot machine.  Pretty quickly he moved to another machine, played a few hands, then moved to another, and another.  I followed at a distance, sitting at a nearby slot machine, feeding in a couple of bucks, tapping the reel-spin button only occasionally, and taking more photos.  Jeremy didn’t seem to notice me.  Neither did anyone else.  I glanced at the ceiling and all the cameras concealed behind the smoky glass panels, and wondered if anybody in security was paying attention at this time of night. 


After less than an hour, Jeremy took his winning tickets to the combo ATM/bill breaker/redemption machine near the restrooms, fed them in, and collected his cash.  I tried to see how big his wad of bills was but he pocketed it quickly.  I’d gambled ten bucks and cashed-out with a dime.  I left my ticket on top of the machine; maybe the person who picked it up would have more luck. 


Jeremy headed for the parking garage.  I was relieved.  His mom’s house was on the way back to Los Angeles.  I’d make sure he got there, and keep going.  I could grab a few hours of sleep before I headed to work.


In the parking garage, I started my car and waited while Jeremy took off his jacket, sweater, glasses, and baseball cap, then drove away.  I followed him down Victoria Avenue, expecting him to turn right, back the way we came, toward Rialto and his mom’s house.  Instead, he went the other way—the wrong way. 


He picked up the 210 again and took it south, then merged onto the 10 freeway headed east, in the wrong direction.  Now I was really confused.  Where was he going?  Was he just mixed up?  Not using his GPS?  There was only one way to find out.  I followed.


I wasn’t very familiar with this area, just recalled some general info from my days visiting Grandma Pearl.  There were cities out this way, of course, places like Redlands, Yucaipa, and Banning, and beyond that lay Palm Springs.  Grandma Pearl sometimes told Quinn and me stories of how she and her friends would go to Palm Springs for the day in hopes of spotting celebrities who made it their winter home.  I’d never been.  But maybe I was going there now, tailing Jeremy.


Traffic was heavy on the 10, more cars, lots of big trucks.  I didn’t want to lose him—not now, not after everything I’d been through—so I kept my gaze glued to the back of the Tesla.  A sea of red tail lights flared ahead.  Jeremy swerved to the left.  The truck beside me hit the brakes.  Ahead of me, a car was turned sideways in the lane.  I cut to the right, barely missing the truck.  Tires squealed.  Horns blew.  I straightened up, missed the disabled car, and kept going.


My heart pounded, my hands shook, slippery on the wheel.  Behind me, I heard a crash but I was afraid to look in the rearview mirror.  I drew a breath to calm myself and scanned the freeway ahead.  I didn’t see the Tesla.  I sped up as much as I dared, my gaze sweeping the lanes shoulder to shoulder for a few miles, but I didn’t spot it.  Jeremy was gone.  I’d lost him.


I took the next exit, circled around and got back on the freeway heading west, and went home.


What was I going to tell Marissa about her boyfriend?  I didn’t have any answers, only more questions.






Chapter 7

 


Outside the VIP entrance to Addison Fair I paused and took in the scene.  I told myself that my hesitation to enter the store was Dan’s voice echoing in my head, instructing me to look around, remember as much as I could about yesterday morning when I’d arrived.  But honestly, I just wasn’t all that anxious to go inside again.


Ruth had selected this location for her store with care and with an eye toward privacy for her clients.  The alley ran through the block but made an unexpected dog-leg which cut off the view of the VIP entrance from the street in both directions.  A tall, block wall separated the alley from the nearby buildings—not that it mattered since none of those buildings had windows that faced the alley. 


Customer parking was out front along the curb.  Celebrity clients could drive into the alley and park, or leave their chauffeur-driven vehicle idling, and come in through the VIP entrance without the fear they’d be spotted by tourists or photographed by paparazzi—which also meant that Lily’s killer could have come and gone without being spotted. 


This morning the parking lot held several cars.  From the makes and models I figured they belonged to employees since Addison Fair had opened for business just moments ago.  No sign of the Mini Cooper I’d seen yesterday.  Now, standing under the VIP awning, something about that car circled through my thoughts and finally landed on the mental image of the parking lot when I’d come outside after discovering Lily’s body.  The Mini Cooper was gone. 


Whose car was it?  The murderer’s?  Would he—or she—have parked there, his car in plain sight, killed Lily, and simply driven away? 


A tremor passed through me, wondering if I’d missed him by moments.


Or maybe he had still been inside.  When I’d walked into the building, I’d called out.  Had he heard me, left by the front door, then circled the building and driven away?


Who would have done that?  A thief?  The store was loaded with high-end merchandise that was untraceable and could be unloaded quickly for a healthy profit.  Or could it have been something more personal, somebody who knew Lily?


“So, who did this awful thing?  Who murdered our sweet Lily?”


Ruth’s voice startled me.  I spotted her standing in the doorway, holding the door open.  The thought of going inside kind of creeped me out. 


My day wasn’t off to a great start.  I was tired.  I’d struggled to get out of bed, then scrambled to get into the office on time.  I had a heavy load of shopping orders to figure out today, Lily’s murder to investigate, and Jeremy’s nonsensical journey last night that kept creeping into my thoughts.


Ruth stepped back.  I followed her inside.  The door to the salon on the left was closed; a web of crime scene tape stretched across it.  The view into Lily’s murder scene was cut off but didn’t ease my distress, or Ruth’s, it seemed.  She looked tired, too. 


Beyond her, farther down the hallway, I saw several customers checking out merchandise on the sales floor.  Morning sunlight filtered through the big display windows.  Outside, life went on.  Word had not leaked, apparently, that a murder had occurred here. 


I walked closer to Ruth and lowered my voice.  “Have the detectives updated you on their investigation?”


She rolled her eyes and waved away my question.  “Worthless.  All of them.  Worthless.  They do nothing.”


I didn’t want to tell her that I was equally worthless, that I had done nothing yet, not even taken the time to look over the info Dan had brought me yesterday.


“But you’re here.  You.  You’re a blessing, Hollis.  You figure out who did this terrible thing.”  Ruth patted my arm.  “You hurry, though.  Okay?”


Ruth walked away before I could respond, which was good, since I didn’t have an answer for her.


I moved down the hallway and onto the sales floor.  It was elegantly appointed, with rich golds, brilliant whites, dazzling tract lighting, and gleaming hardwood floors.  The high-end merchandise was displayed carefully, giving the impression that stock was adequate while projecting a buy-it-while-it’s-available vibe.


I braced myself expecting to spot Shannon, expecting her to scream murderer at me, but she wasn’t there.  Two customers studied the selection of Louis Vuitton handbags, another held up a Zack Posen dress frowning and biting her lower lip.  Jamie, one of the salesclerks, saw me and walked over.


“Oh my God,” she whispered.  “I can hardly stand to be here.”


Jamie was mid-twenties, blonde, attractive, and dressed in an outfit just trendy enough to fit in but not outshine the customers.  I’d talked to her most every time I’d been here and we’d gotten along well, so I was relieved that Shannon’s accusations hadn’t turned her against me.


“Can you believe it?” she said, her eyes wide, bewildered.  “I can’t believe it.”


“Awful,” I agreed. 


She seemed to be lost in thought for a moment, then snapped out of it.


“You’re here for the gown,” she said.  “Come on.”


I followed her into the stockroom.  Merchandise was stacked on shelves.  Racks held gowns, dresses, suits, and coats sealed inside clear garment bags.  She rifled through the bags until she found the gown labeled with the customer’s name, my name, and the pickup info printed on it. 


Jamie turned back to me. “I can’t believe Lily was killed—murdered, right here.  I mean, who’d do such a thing?”


Obviously, she wanted to talk, presenting me with an unexpected opportunity to dig into Lily’s death.


“Any idea?” I asked. 


“The cops asked me the same thing yesterday,” Jamie declared, and flung out both hands.  “I mean, how would I know?  I don’t hang around with murderers.  Besides, I didn’t even know Lily outside of work.  She’d only been here a few weeks.”


“A problem with her boyfriend, or an ex?”


“Oh, my God.  The cops asked me that, too.”


“So …?”


“She had a boyfriend, or something, I guess.  I don’t know.”


“Did Lily ever mention him to you?”


Jamie thought for a few seconds.  “Just casual comments.  Nothing major.  His name was Ashton.  I met him once out back.” 


“Did you ever see any problems between them?  Arguments?  Anything like that?”


“The cops asked me that, too.  Oh, my God, I felt like I was on one of those murder investigation shows on television,” Jamie said.  “I guess things were okay between them.  Sometimes he’d drop her off in the morning—that’s how I met him.  I’d see them together, kissing good-bye.  He seemed like a nice guy.”


That made me think of the Mini Cooper I’d seen in the parking lot when I’d arrived yesterday morning.


“What kind of car did he drive?” I asked.


“I don’t know.  I don’t pay attention to cars.”  Jamie drew a breath.  “I don’t know if I can keep working here.  Everybody is scared.  Nobody wants to come in early, or stay late.”


Jamie seemed like she wanted to keep talking, so I kept asking questions.


“Who knew Lily would be here early yesterday?” I asked.


“The schedule is posted in the office.  Everybody can see it,” Jamie said.  “I mean, things were bad enough before, but now.”


“What’s going on?” I asked, sensing our talk was taking an unexpected turn.


“Every time somebody comes into the store, I wonder if it’s the … you know, the murderer who’s come back to kill somebody else,” Jamie said.


“That’ scary,” I agreed.


“Patricia isn’t here.”


Patricia was the office manager.  I’d always found her competent, helpful, and pleasant.  She was in her mid-forties, took care of herself so she looked good.  From my casual conversations with her I knew she had three children and handled everything that went with raising kids, along with all her other responsibilities.  I could see how she’d have a calming, stabilizing effect on the younger staff members. 


“She wasn’t here yesterday either.  I guess somebody told her about what happened to Lily.  They must have,” Jamie said.


Patricia wasn’t at the store yesterday when Lily was murdered, or today.  I didn’t know what to make of that, if anything.


“She missed two days in a row?” I asked. 


“One of her kids is sick, or something,” Jamie said.  “If Patricia quits, I don’t know what will happen.  She handles everything.  Well, most everything.  Shannon handles a lot.  She’s the senior assistant, so, you know.” 


“Is Shannon here today?”


“She comes and goes.”  Jamie looked even more troubled and said, “Maybe things will be better if Lily’s not around.  I don’t mean I’m glad she’s dead, or anything, but there’s so much friction in this place ever since Lily came to work here.”


“She caused trouble?” I asked, surprised.


“Not trouble.  Problems.  But, okay, it wasn’t Lily’s fault.  Not really.  I shouldn’t have said that.  Lily did a good job.  She did.”


I wasn’t sure where Jamie was going with this, but I wanted her to keep rolling.


“Whose fault was it?” I asked.


Jamie glanced around then turned to me and lowered her voice.  “Patricia.  She’s the one who wanted Ruth to hire Lily, then she just … she just turned on her.”


“On Lily?”  Again, I was surprised. 


Jamie nodded.  “Patricia somehow knew Lily through one of Patricia’s high-powered friends—her husband is a lawyer at one of those big firms downtown, I think.  It was sort of a favor-hire.  But it was working out.  Lily was really sharp.  She recognized all the designers clothing, remembered the customers’ names, kept up on everything.  She learned really fast.  She made a few mistakes, but she was new.  Everybody makes mistakes when they’re learning.”


“So why did Patricia turn on her?”


“I guess she regretted recommending Lily for the job.”  Jamie shrugged.  “One of the mistakes Lily made was pretty big.  She sent the wrong gown to someone.  It was a last minute thing, so the client was late for her event.  The client was livid, and you know how those people are—God forbid that one tiny thing shouldn’t go their way.  It came back on Patricia since she’s the one who got Lily the job.”


“It was a big screw-up,” I agreed.  “But enough for Patricia to turn on Lily?”


“There was other stuff.  Not everybody liked Lily.  There was talk.  You know, catty remarks, complaints.”


“From who?”


“A few people.”


The image of Shannon bloomed in my mind.  She was the senior assistant so she had a lot of influence over everything. 


“Shannon?” I asked.


Jamie hesitated a moment.  “Shannon doesn’t have a lot of patience with, well, with anyone.  She’s got a lot on her, so I guess it’s to be expected.”


“What about Ruth?  I got the idea she liked Lily.”


Jamie shrugged.  “I overheard Ruth and Patricia talking a few days ago.  They were sort of arguing.  I didn’t mean to eavesdrop but they were kind of loud.  Patricia was really upset.  She wanted Ruth to get rid of Lily.”


“Patricia wanted her fired?” I asked.


“I think it was a power play.  She wanted to tell the client she’d arranged to get rid of Lily after the gown screw-up.  And, like I said, there was talk.  I think Patricia was actually desperate to get rid of Lily.”


“How desperate?”


“Pretty desperate.”


Desperate enough to murder her?


***


I had more shopping to do, but I wanted to get the gown I’d picked up from Addison Fair sent out this morning since I hadn’t been able to handle it yesterday.  I drove back to Fisher Joyce and asked the valet to hold the car I’d been assigned today—another BMW SUV—while I packaged the gown and turned it over to the shipping department for delivery this afternoon.  Just as I’d handed it off, my phone vibrated.  I read a message from Louise instructing me to come to her office.  I figured this couldn’t be good. 


I took the elevator up to the sixth floor, to the hospitality department, and into Louise’s office.  She stood beside her desk, studying her phone and frowning; her shoes were mismatched, which you’d think she’d have noticed before she left her house, since one shoe was a pump and the other a sandal.  I didn’t mention it.


“You messaged me.”  I didn’t do as good a job at keeping the annoyance out of my voice as I should have.  She’d instructed me to come here, saw me standing in front of her, and still she ignored me. 


I’d been in her office first thing this morning to pick up the corporate credit card I was assigned to use today.  She’d ignored me then, too.  No offer of trauma counseling, no words of concern, no question about the lawyer I’d been given.  Nothing.


Finally, Louise looked up, her fingers still poised over her phone. 


“You’re not to speak to anyone about the incident yesterday at Addison Fair,” she told me.


My annoyance ramped up.  She’d called me into her office for this?  Had me stop what I was doing, delay my shopping, just to hear her say something I already knew?  I pressed my lips together to keep from snapping at her. 


“I’m aware.”  I managed to squeeze the words out. 


Louise sat down at her desk, grabbed her mouse, and focused on her computer.


I guess that meant we were done.


Walking through the hospitality department I fumed silently.  What a gigantic waste of my time. She’d called me to her office to cover herself, in case something came up later.  Now I’d have to push harder to get everything done today.


Still, I couldn’t let my emotions get the best of me.  Not now.  Not today.  Not while I wanted to keep my job and get transferred to the investigations department. 


For a moment I considered heading over to the legal department.  I hadn’t heard anything from my lawyer.  I didn’t know if that was a good thing or a bad thing.  Maybe he was working hard on my case.  Maybe he’d forgotten all about me. 


I drew a breath, determined to calm myself.  I couldn’t deal with that now.  I would focus on getting through my shopping orders, and worry about Lily’s murder investigation, Jeremy’s strange actions, and returning Brittany’s phone calls—Brittany’s many phone calls—after that was done. 


Just as I turned the corner I spotted Marissa barreling toward me. 


“Hollis?  Hollis, I’m so glad I caught you.”


I stopped.  She rushed up to me.


“I have to talk to you,” she declared.  “Something horrible has happened.”






Chapter 8

 


“Jeremy is a wonderful man.  Truly, Hollis.  Truly.  He’s wonderful.  Don’t listen to Taylor.  You have to believe me—you have to.”


Marissa looked like she was making a hostage video.


She’d pulled me into the breakroom, which was thankfully empty, and immediately started in on her desperate pleas.  I let her go on until I couldn’t take it any longer.


“What’s the horrible thing that happened?” I asked.


“Taylor told me she called you last night after I mentioned Jeremy had cancelled our date.  She said you were going to find out what he was up to.”


“Why is that horrible?”


“Because.”  Marissa seemed lost in her own thoughts for a few seconds.  “Because he’s a really good man.  He wouldn’t do anything wrong.”


I already knew that wasn’t true.  But she looked so convinced of it I didn’t want to shatter her illusions—not yet, anyway.  Not until I knew exactly what was going on with him.


“I’m sure Jeremy is a nice guy in a lot of ways,” I said.  “But—”


“They love him at his job.  The owners love him.  They’re kind of old now and Jeremy has worked there for almost twenty years, so he takes care of things for them.  They hardly even have to come into the shop.  He knows how to operate all those old machines, and he can fix them himself so they never have to pay for repairs.”


“Okay, but—”


“He doesn’t have a wife or kids, so he volunteers to work all the holidays so everybody else can be with their families.  He takes all the rush orders and stays late so nobody has to miss time with their loved ones.”


“That sounds nice, but—” 


“He’s a wizard with headshots,” Marissa went on.  “He works with the aspiring actors who come to the shop to have them printed, and he makes sure their photos look fantastic.  Some of them have gone on to be A-list stars.  They remember him.  They send him gifts, and free tickets, and one of them even gave him a week’s vacation in Cancun.”


“Really?”


Marissa’s head bobbed up and down.  “Really.”


Maybe I should try to get bumped up to an A-list shopper.


I shook off the idea. 


“Are you telling me you’ve changed your mind, you don’t want me to check into Jeremy now?” I asked.


“I think … I just think it sends the wrong message,” Marissa said.


I didn’t want to be too blunt and sound mean, like Taylor had, but something was definitely up with Jeremy.


“And you don’t think his story about having to spend the night at his mom’s house is sending some sort of message?” I asked.


“Well …”


I waited.


“Well … maybe,” she said.


I already had proof of Jeremy’s suspicious behavior on my phone in the photos I’d taken at the casino last night.  Still, I wasn’t ready to present them to Marissa, not until I found out more about what he was doing.  Maybe there was an innocent explanation. 


“Does Jeremy have other family members in Rialto where is mother lives, or anywhere around there?” I asked.


She shook her head.  “No.  Everybody lives up north in the Antelope Valley.  His mom didn’t want to move there.”


I thought about how last night Jeremy had headed east, instead of toward his mom’s house when we left the casino.


“How about in San Bernardino?  Or east of there?  Toward Palm Springs, maybe?” I asked.


“He never mentioned it, and believe me, he would have.  He’s very close with his family.”


“Did you ever think it was odd that he borrowed his friend’s car to make the trip to see his mom?” I asked.


“Oh, no.  Jeremy has great friends.  They’re always doing nice things for each other.  Just the other day one of his buddies mentioned his son needed glasses so Jeremy gave him some money to help cover the cost.”


It seemed Marissa had all the right answers to convince herself that Jeremy was, in fact, a wonderful man.  I still wasn’t so sure.  Not after last night.


“I can keep an eye on Jeremy for a while,” I offered.  “Just to make sure everything’s okay with him.  It would be good to know, don’t you think?  Especially if you’re thinking about marrying him.”


Before she could answer, Taylor walked into the breakroom.  She glared at Marissa.


“I called your department.  They said you were on break.  I figured you were up to something,” Taylor said.


Marissa dropped her gaze, like her mom had caught her opening her eyes during the Sunday dinner prayer.  


Taylor turned to me.  “Let me guess.  She wants you to back-off, right?”


She continued before I could say anything.


“What happened last night?  Where did he go?  It wasn’t his mom’s place, was it?”


I’d already decided not to divulge what I’d discovered last night.  Taylor seemed to take my hesitation for an answer.


“I knew it,” she declared. 


“That doesn’t mean anything,” Marissa whined. 


“Don’t listen to her,” Taylor said to me.  “Find out what’s really going on with that guy.”


I intended to.


***


You’d think that spending an afternoon in an upscale shopping mall, effortlessly burning through thousands of dollars on luxury items, would be fantastic.  Well, you’d be right.  Although some days were easier than others, today was a good one—despite everything else that was hanging over me.


I was at the Century City shopping mall, a two-level outdoor venue on Santa Monica Boulevard that featured a wide variety of shops and restaurants, a grocery store, and a movie theater.  The day was beautiful, lots of sunshine, a mild breeze, everything you’d expect in Los Angeles.  Not a lot of shoppers were here, no loud teens, no harried moms frantic to control toddlers. 


This would be my final stop of the day, unless Louise sent me a last-minute order, so I indulged in a more leisurely pace.  Nice, for a change.


My first stop was the Sunglass Hut.  I’d been there so many times the clerks knew me on sight.  They knew my client, too.  I’d shopped for him more often than you’d think was reasonable, always for the same item—Bulgari sunglasses.   Apparently the guy couldn’t hold on to them.  He was constantly losing them or leaving them somewhere.  I always bought him two pair at a time—and at about five-hundred dollars a pop, why not?


My contact at Tiffany was expecting me and had my client’s items wrapped in their signature blue packaging, ready to go when I walked in.  I wasn’t sure if this was a birthday gift, an anniversary gift, or an I-swear-I’ll-never-do-it-again gift, but some lucky woman was getting a rose gold bracelet and earring set.  For two-grand, I couldn’t be sure. 


Just as I left the store, my phone buzzed.  I dug it out of my tote and saw that Brittany was calling.  I’d put off returning her calls, which I felt bad about, but had sent her a text message first thing this morning with an apology.  Apparently, all was forgiven and, really, I was glad to hear from her.


I stepped out of the flow of pedestrians in front of a kids’ clothing store.  A clerk stood in the display window adjusting the clothes on a child-size mannequin. 


“Hey, bride-to-be, how’s it going?” I asked.


“Awful!”


Brittany screamed so loud I pulled the phone away from my ear.


The clerk in the window whipped around and stared.  She looked like maybe mid-forties and wore sensible clothing and shoes, the kind of woman who was always on guard, ready, in case something went down.


“What’s wrong—”


“Everything!”


Brittany had been my best friend back in KCK since third grade.  We’d been through a lot together—boys, dating, prom, friends, my parents’ splitting, my dad moving away, Quinn’s disappearance, her on-again-off-again relationship with Toby.  In some ways, we were closer than most sisters.  So I knew that when she got like this, it was better to just let her go.


And off she went.  Through the blubbering, the tears, the anger, the outrage, I caught a few coherent words. 


“So prep has hit a snag?” I asked, hoping not to inflame the situation by reacting too strongly. 


The clerk in the display window frowned and leaned closer.


“Tiffany is refusing to wear the bridesmaids’ dresses I want,” Brittany declared.


“Okay.  And …?”


“She’s refusing to wear it!”


I pulled the phone away from my ear again.  The clerk’s frown deepened.  I hoped she wasn’t going to call security.


So one of her bridesmaids didn’t like the bridesmaids’ dresses.  That’s what Brittany considered everything.  She had a tendency to overact—thus our knee-jerk move to Los Angeles, her move back to KCK, her decision to marry Toby, her … well, anyway, that’s Brittany.


I moved a few steps to the left and glanced over my shoulder.  The clerk followed me.


“I want lilac.  I picked out lilac.  Lilac,” Brittany went on.  “But Tiffany says it’s orchid.  She refuses to wear orchid.”


I shuddered.  I was in the wedding.  Everybody who’s ever been in a friend’s wedding fears the bride’s selection of the dresses.


“Lilac, huh?”


Planning a wedding is always difficult. 


“And Brandi says they’re purple.  Purple.  Like I would pick purple for my wedding color!”


Things seldom went smoothly.


“My mom wants pink!  Pink!”


I don’t know why anybody has a wedding.


“Toby’s mom said that—”


“Stop!”


Brittany recognized the tone in my voice and went quiet.


I drew a breath, forcing myself to remain calm, to remember that Brittany was my oldest, dearest friend, and if she wanted lilac—good grief, lilac?—for her wedding color there was nothing to do but suck it up and go on.


“Look,” I said.  “This is your wedding.”


I paced back the other way.  The clerk moved with me.


“Do things the way you want them done,” I said.  “It doesn’t matter what Tiffany or Brandi or anyone else thinks.  It’s your day.  Do what you want.”


Brittany stayed quiet for a moment.  “Okay.  You’re right.  But ….”


“Do you want me to call them?” I offered. 


I hoped she’d give me the go-ahead.  I’d enjoy yelling at someone right now.  I was pretty sure the clerk standing in the display window would want a piece of the action, too.


“No.  I can handle it,” Brittany said.


“You’re sure?”


“Yes.  Definitely,” she said, sounding confident. 


My phone chimed with an incoming message.


“Thanks for talking me down,” Brittany said. 


“Hey, what are friends for?”


We talked for another minute or so then ended our call.  I turned to the clerk still watching from the display window and mouthed wedding.  She gave me a been-there eye roll and went back to work.


I walked away and checked the text message.  It was a shopping order from Louise—bags from Kate Spade.  Easy enough; there was a store in the mall.


I’d shopped for this client before so I could have predicted what she wanted without even looking at the list—a red and black plaid tote, a large hobo bag in black, both with matching wallets, of course.  I got to the store and made quick work of selecting the requested items.  Nine-hundred dollars gone in less than ten minutes. 


I figured I’d hang out in the mall for a while in case I got another order from Louise; I’d wondered lately if she was deliberately holding them back until late in the day to make things harder on me.  I decided I’d grab something to eat, in case my suspicion was true.


I took the escalator to the second level, thoughts of Brittany, her wedding, our past, and KCK bouncing around in my head.  I preferred not to be reminded of my life back there, and how things used to be.  They hadn’t been great; I’d been lucky on those occasions when they were good.  I’d have to go back for Brittany’s wedding.  I’d do it for her and to see my two uncles who’d let me work at their used car lot, but I wasn’t looking forward to it, now even less so, envisioning my auburn hair and green eyes paired with a lilac bridesmaid gown.   My life was here now, in Los Angeles.  And I guess it wasn’t so bad, considering I’d driven to the shopping center in a new BMW and was walking around an upscale mall with about four grand-worth of merchandise in my tote bag.


After a few minutes of studying the offerings at the food court, I ordered iced tea and a salad, which meant that in two hours I’d be hungry again.  But I’d done the right thing, the healthy thing.  I’d get a pizza later.


I was glad for the downtime.  The investigation into Lily’s murder was hanging over me and I hadn’t even learned the basics.  Ruth expected results—quickly.  I didn’t want to let her down.


With my salad and drink in hand, I settled at a table as far away from the other diners as possible and pulled the file Dan had given me out of my tote bag.  It had been prepared by one of the techs in the investigations department—not Meredith, I noted.  Judging by the thickness of the file, the tech had taken a deep dive into Lily’s life.


I dug into my salad and the file.


Lily’s background held no surprises.  She was 23 years old, had an older brother, parents who were still married and had lived in the same middle class neighborhood in Northridge for almost thirty years, making Lily a L.A. native, something so rare she’d be referred to as a unicorn in certain circles.  She lived in an apartment she shared with a roommate.


No arrests, not even a parking ticket.  Her tax returns indicated she’d gotten a small refund last year from Federal and State, and had made donations to her church and an animal rescue.  She had modest checking and savings accounts, two credit cards with small balances, no bounced checks, and a very good credit rating.


Lily drove a four-year-old Ford C-Max, a hybrid, doing her part to save the planet and ward off climate change.  I noted there was no car payment listed on her credit report.  Maybe her proud parents had given her a new car when she graduated high school.


I wondered what that would be like.


Her file held copies of glowing letters of recommendation from her high school teachers, the principal, and her church pastor.  She’d gone to public school.  She’d been the captain of her high school soccer team.  She played tennis.  She was the class vice president her senior year.  She tutored younger kids on the weekends and dished out meals at a homeless shelter twice a month. 


So far, Lily didn’t seem like the type of person likely to get murdered.


She attended Los Angeles Trade Technical College, better known as L.A. Trade Tech, a much less expensive school compared to the Fashion Institute of Design and Merchandising, and Otis College of Art and Design.  She was studying to be a technical designer.  I’d learned quite a bit about the inner workings of the fashion industry from my friend Moss—I’m pretty sure that’s not her real name—who worked in the wardrobe department at Fisher Joyce.  A tech designer was indispensable in the development of a new fashion line, the person who made sure the garments had the right fit and size, and conformed to industry standards; it paid nearly a hundred-grand a year, promising a bright future for Lily.  She’d never been on academic probation, never caused any sort of problem at school.


I sat back in my chair.  What the heck could Lily have done to cause someone to murder her?


She was so nice, so pulled together, so squeaky clean, it made me wonder if her murder had been a senseless random act.  Could someone have broken into Addison Fair intending to steal their expensive merchandise only to find Lily there, and attacked her to make his escape? 


Maybe.  But likely?  Not really.


So that meant somebody Lily knew had killed her. 


How could this have happened?  To Lily, of all people?  Socially conscious, civic minded, culturally aware Lily?  I couldn’t fathom how she might have aroused such ire, such anger, or done something so despicable that another person would attack her, bludgeon her, murder her.  Who could possibly dislike her that much?


I pushed my salad away.  Nothing seemed appetizing.  Not now. 


 I’d still get a pizza later.


After reading about Lily’s life, her family, her home, her school, her ambition, the notion of investigating her death became more than an assignment handed to me by Ruth.  Lily had been on a path toward a great life, a great future.  Somebody had cut it short.  I wanted to know who’d done that.  I wanted to know why.  I wanted that person punished.  I had to figure this out. 


For starters, I needed to find a motive. 


Patricia, the office manager at Addison Fair, came to mind.  She’d turned against Lily, according to Jamie, and was desperate to get rid of her.  Apparently, she’d decided it was the only way to redeem herself in front of her high-powered friends after Lily’s screw-up with the gown.  Reputation was everything in this city, and Patricia’s had definitely taken a major hit.


Ruth had spoken highly of Lily.  Jaime told me she’d heard Ruth and Patricia arguing about Lily.  Had Patricia thought killing Lily was her only choice, the only way to redeem herself? 


Patricia definitely had motive.  Opportunity?  Jamie had told me Patricia hadn’t come to work the day before or the day of Lily’s murder.  Had Patricia come into the building that morning, attacked Lily, then left unnoticed?


I didn’t know. 


The only thing I was certain about was that I had to push, I had to learn more about Lily. 


I needed suspects.


I knew where to find one.






Chapter 9

 


According to the file Dan had given me, Lily lived in an apartment she shared with a roommate.  The tech in the Fisher Joyce investigations department who’d prepared the file for Dan—I’m sure he hadn’t told her he intended to hand it over to me—knew he would need to question possible suspects, so contact info for everyone listed in the file had been provided, everyone from family to known acquaintances.


That’s how thorough the techs were, how awesome their databases were, and why I wanted to work in that department.  It was also why, in my worst moments, I knew my sister was dead.  Even with all this info at her fingertips, Meredith hadn’t been able to locate Quinn.  Still, I couldn’t give up. 


I wasn’t supposed to handle my personal business on Fisher Joyce’s time, so I decided this would be my lunch hour, or tomorrow’s lunch hour, or maybe one next week.   Or maybe never, depending on whether or not Louise finally got her way and fired me. 


The apartment where Lily had lived was leased to one Reanna St. John.  Reanna was 25 years old; she’d lived there since she was just out of high school.  She attended classes part time at L.A. Trade Tech, which must have been how she and Lily met.  Reanna had no arrests, no association with criminal activity.  Her employment history was all over the place, everything from waitressing, to office work, to delivery driver.  I figured her goal was to graduate college and go to work in the fashion industry, so she took jobs she could schedule around her classes.  Though it took longer, Reanna seemed to prefer a pay-as-you go plan so she wouldn’t end up saddled with student debt.


The apartment building had seen better days.  Small, only eight units laid out in two stories around a central courtyard, it had exterior staircases at each end.  The place needed painting and the landscaping was overgrown, giving it a worn, rundown appearance.  It was as good a place as Lily could have afforded on her income.  I imagined that every time she pulled up to this building she was thinking of better days, better apartments, better everything to come when she finished college. 


I found a parking space at the curb a block away, and walked back to the building.  An SUV blocked most of the driveway, its rear hatch open, several packing boxes shoved haphazardly inside.  Glancing up at the exterior walkway on the upper floor, I saw one of the apartment doors standing open. 


I climbed the stairs and paused at the top to let a guy pass.  He had on sweats and a ratty T-shirt, straining to carry a large cardboard box.  Beads of perspiration dotted his forehead.  He managed a half-smile and clomped down the stairs. 


Apartment 2-C had been where Lily lived with Reanna.  The door stood open.  I peered inside at a half-empty apartment and the clutter and chaos of boxes and packing paper.  I glanced down at the SUV and the guy shoving the box inside it.  Lily’s brother, I wondered, here to gather her things?   Did that mean I’d find her parents inside?  I hoped not.


“Hello?” I called and walked into the living room.


A girl popped up from behind a stack of sealed packing boxes.  I figured her for a few years older than me, her hair in a loose bun, dressed in jeans and a stretched out T-shirt.  She gritted her teeth when she spotted me.


“Look, give me a break, will you?  I’m going as fast as I can.  I’ll be out by tomorrow, like I said.”   She waved her hand toward the hallway that I assumed led to the bedrooms and bath.  “Check it out, if you want.  Just don’t move anything around.  I’ve got it sorted out, finally.”


“I’m not here to see the apartment,” I explained, and introduced myself.  “I’m here about Lily.  You must be Reanna.”


“Yeah.  Lucky me.”


“You and Lily were roommates?” I knew they were, thanks to the file Dan had given me, but I wanted to get her talking.


“Afraid so,” she grumbled.  “I posted that I was looking for a new roommate.  Lily responded.  She seemed okay—at the time—so I said sure, whatever.  Now look.”


Reanna wasn’t mourning the death of a friend and roommate.  Something else was going on with her.


She leapt over a jumbled pile of clothes in the floor, to the kitchen.  The cabinet doors stood open.  Plates, bowls, and glasses cluttered the countertops. 


“She died,” I said.  “Did you know?”


“Yeah, I know.” 


I figured word of her death had made the rounds through her college classes.


Reanna grabbed a sheet of packing paper, slapped a plate on it, wrapped it, and dropped it into a box at her feet.  “Why do you think I’m having to move out?”


“You can’t make rent without her?” I guessed.


“I could get another roommate in here like that.”  Reanna snapped her fingers, then swung both arms around.  “Look at this place.  It’s a dump.  The landlord won’t fix anything.  The oven doesn’t work.  The water comes out brown.  But do you know what that means?  It’s rent controlled.  I’ve lived here for years.  I don’t pay jack for this place.  And now I have to move—because of Lily.”


I was confused.  “What did she do?”


“I’ll never find another place this cheap—it doesn’t exist.  Not in L.A.”  Reanna dropped another plate onto the packing paper. 


The guy I’d passed on the stairs ambled into the apartment.  He lifted one of the sealed boxes that sat beside the sofa, then dropped it.


“Could you make these things any heavier?” he demanded.


“I can’t afford to buy a whole bunch of boxes.  I told you that.” 


“What did Lily do?” I asked again.


“Oh, I’ll tell you what she did.”  Reanna wrapped another plate and dropped it into the packing box beside her.  “Shot off her mouth.  Like always.  Miss Self-Appointed Chief of Compliance.”


The guy collapsed onto the sofa and heaved a huge sigh.


“For chrissake, Noel.  Just suck it up, will you?”  Reanna grabbed a serving bowl and twisted packing paper around it.  “A few weeks ago I found a girl who wanted to move in here.  She was willing to sleep on the couch.  It would have saved Lily and I both a ton of money, splitting the rent three ways.”


“So what happened?” I asked.


Reanna dropped the serving bowl into the packing box.  Glass shattered. 


“Lily took it upon herself to look at the lease—my lease.  The one I signed years ago.  The one that had nothing to do with her.  I’m only allowed to have two people live here.  If somebody else moves in, they have to be approved, pay a setup fee, and the rent goes up.”


“Reanna,” Noel called.  His head lolled back on the sofa.  “Bring me a beer, will you?”


“She told the landlord?” I asked.


“Of course!  Of course,” Reanna said.  “She just couldn’t mind her own business.  She stuck her nose in everywhere.  She told the landlord that she’d seen the guy next door putting his recyclables into the wrong Dumpster.  She confronted the lady downstairs about parking in the guest spot when she unloaded her groceries.  Lily was always righting a wrong.  Fixing problems nobody wanted fixed.”


“What’s that got to do with you having to move out?” I asked.


“You got any chips?” Noel asked.


“No,” Reanna barked, then turned to me again.  “I painted my bedroom.  Just something to liven up this place.  No big deal.  Then Lily went and told the landlord.  He had a fit—a fit.  I’m not supposed to make any major changes to the apartment without his prior written approval—like a little paint was something major.  He was just looking for a reason to kick me out of here so he could up the rent, and she gave it to him.”


“Pork rinds?”


“No!”


“You probably could have fought the eviction,” I said.


“How?  With what?  Like I’ve got money to pay a lawyer, just so I can keep living in this dump?”


“Hey, Reanna.”  Noel managed to swivel his head toward her.  “You sure this can’t wait until tomorrow?”


She balled up a sheet of packing paper and threw it at him.  It bounced off his forehead.  He didn’t even flinch.


“I’m not touching Lily’s stuff,” Reanna declared.  “I’m leaving it.  Her family can come and get it, if they want it.”


“I guess you weren’t surprised that Lily was killed?” I asked.


She shrugged and wrapped another plate.


“Do you know of anybody who wanted to hurt Lily?” I asked.  “Her boyfriend, maybe?”


Reanna dropped the wrapped plate into the packing box.


“I don’t know.  I only met him a couple of times,” she said.  “He seemed okay.”


“Enemies?  Anyone who disliked her enough to murder her?”


“Look, it was always something with Lily.  She was always on some sort of cause, some crusade, always finding some wrong she felt compelled to set right.  It was annoying.  More than annoying.  She created a lot of problems.”  Reanna shook her head.  “I didn’t think it was bad enough for somebody to kill her, but … really, I’m not all that surprised.”


I thanked Reanna for her time and left the apartment, then paused, trying to decide what to do next.


I hadn’t learned much in my investigation so far, except that I’d never want Reanna for a roommate or Noel to help me move.  I was pretty sure Reanna hadn’t killed Lily; I was slightly concerned for Noel, though. 


Inside, Reanna screamed, “Get up!”


I left.


***


The clerk in the beauty department of Macy’s on Seventh Street downtown made quick work of pulling my client’s order together.  I stood at the glass counter and read off what I needed from the list on my phone.  I’d shopped for this off-lister before, a woman in her mid-forties, when she’d wanted sweat pants, T-shirts, and a three-pound box of See’s Candy.  Today I was buying her Chanel cologne and items from Dior’s line of cosmetics—age-defying cream, wrinkle-correcting cream, age-restoring serum, and a life-balancing hydration cream.  Something had definitely changed for her.  Maybe she’d gotten a divorce, or a new man in her life, or maybe the alarm went off on her biological clock. 


Just as I signed away about seven-hundred dollars, my phone chimed.  If it was another shopping order from Louise, I hoped it was something I could find here in Macy’s.  I thanked the clerk, grabbed the surprisingly small shopping bag for that kind of money, and checked my message.  It was from Louise, instructing me to come to Fisher Joyce immediately. 


A wave of dread ran through me.  Louise wouldn’t have insisted I return to the office right away for something simple, like another shopping order.  Sometimes a client, or somebody who didn’t know better, would show up without an appointment and want to talk to me, but that was rare.  Had Louise found some discrepancy in the accounting of my client purchases?  Not likely, since I was scrupulous about off-listers’ billing.  Had somebody complained about me?  I couldn’t recall anybody being upset with me—unless you counted Shannon, who’d accused me of murder.  I wondered if Louise had trumped up something and gotten the okay from HR to fire me.


I shook off my runaway thoughts.  Really, there was no reason to think the worst.  No reason to borrow trouble, as Grandma Pearl used to say. 


To distract myself I thought about my visit with Reanna earlier today, as I headed for the parking garage.  She’d caught me by surprise.  I’d expected to hear more words of praise for Lily, if that was possible.  Ruth loved her, teachers and college professors loved her, her pastor loved her, everybody loved her.  Instead, I heard just the opposite.  All because, apparently, Lily couldn’t mind her own business.


I stowed my purchases in the rear of my company-issued BMW, climbed inside, and headed for the exit.


Lily had been a stand-out in school, at her church, her home, at college.  She was used to being accepted, appreciated, loved.  Did she realize there were undercurrents threatening her position at Addison Fair?  Did she suspect there was talk of firing her?  Or that someone was planning to murder her?


Probably not.


The image of that morning at Addison Fair when Lily’s murderer confronted her bloomed in my mind.  Lily probably hadn’t even realized what was happening.  She didn’t know she was in danger.  She had no context in which to put the situation.  And even after it was too late, did she understand what had happened to her?


With some effort, I shook off the horrible movie playing in my head and concentrated on maneuvering through L.A. traffic.  When I pulled into the parking garage at Fisher Joyce, I told the valet I wasn’t sure if I’d need the BMW again today—I was still concerned that my walking papers waited up on six with Louise—and took my Macy’s purchases into the prep room.  I packaged the cologne and cosmetics, and handed the box off to the shipping department.  I lingered for a bit and made small talk with the guy behind the counter until it became obvious, even to me, that I was stalling.


In the elevator I forced myself to compile a mental list of how great it could be if Louise fired me.  I could … uh … I could … well, honestly, nothing came to me—nothing that allowed me to continue to live in L.A.


Visions of returning to KCK filled my head.  The house that used to be my home was still there, furnished but empty of people, watched over by my uncles and the neighbors, so I guess I could live there.  I could get my old job back at Beau and Busters Used Car Emporium.  I’d always liked karaoke night at the Moose Lodge.  I could help with Brittany’s wedding.  Maybe I’d even learn to love the lilac bridesmaids’ dress she’d picked out.  Maybe.  I could probably find a great guy, settle down, and our date-night would turn into afternoons at Costco and we’d end up texting cat pictures to each other.


The elevator bounced to a stop on the sixth floor and the doors opened.  I stepped into the Fisher Joyce lobby.


I immediately saw that my concern over Louise firing me had been for nothing. 


I wasn’t about to get fired.  I was likely getting arrested.


Detective Mitch Sullivan stood in front of the elevator doors, waiting for me.






Chapter 10

 


My breath caught, the same as it had the first time I’d laid eyes on Detective Mitch Sullivan—and not because I expected him to arrest me. 


Handsome, mid-thirties probably, light brown hair, a good build.  He had on a sport coat, shirt, and tie from a mid-range department store; homicide detectives weren’t known for their fashion sense.  He was tall, as tall as Dan Kincaid. 


I’d met Mitch when I’d gotten involved in the death of an elderly woman in Hancock Park.  Dan had brought him into the investigation.


I’d seen Mitch roll up at Lily’s crime scene.  His partner, whose name I’d immediately forgotten, had questioned me. 


Mitch had seen me, but had acted as if he didn’t recognize me.  Now, I would do the same.


I ignored him and crossed the lobby. 


“Hollis?”


I kept walking.


Mitch stepped in front of me, forcing me to stop.


“I need to talk to you,” he told me.


“Do you have an appointment?” I asked, in the most crisp, businesslike voice I could muster.


A grin pulled at his lips that he fought to control.  “I don’t.”


Okay, another thing that irked me about Mitch, aside from the fact that he might be here to arrest me, was what had happened the last time we saw each other.  I’d thought there was something happening between us, then—poof—I never heard from him again. 


“You’ll need an appointment,” I informed him.


The two ladies behind the reception counter were on high alert now, watching us.  They were well-dressed women in their forties, way past the age they’d take crap from anybody.


“This man needs an appointment,” I called to them.


“I don’t need an appointment.”  Mitch pulled back his sport coat and showed them the LAPD detective shield that hung on his belt.


It was kind of hot.


The receptionists weren’t impressed.  If anything, they were more concerned, not less.  One of them picked up the phone, probably calling security. 


He turned to me again.  “I need to speak with you—”


“Were you wearing that same sport coat the last time I saw you?”


He glanced down, slightly confused.  “I don’t remember …”


“Surely you remember when that was.  You tracked me down at the Grove, asked me to join you for a coffee, we sat and chatted.  That time.  You don’t remember?”


“Actually, the last time we saw each other was at the house in Hancock Park,” he pointed out.


“That was for the arrest of a murderer,” I blurted out.  “That doesn’t count.”


“If I could talk to you for a few minutes—without an appointment—I could explain.”


I didn’t respond, just because I didn’t have to, just to make him wait, then said, “Did you tell my supervisor why you’re here and why you want to talk to me?”


“I did.”


Great.  Now Louise probably thought I was about to be arrested.  I’d likely see her doing cartwheels through the aisles any minute.


“I have to check in with her.” 


He nodded patiently, giving me a go-ahead nod.


I fished my phone out of my tote bag and called Louise.  Her voicemail picked up.


“I’m in the building, talking to someone about the incident at Addison Fair,” I said.  “He’s a detective.  Also, a potential client in desperate need of a new suit.”


Mitch glanced at his sport coat again and smoothed down his tie. 


“If we could go someplace and talk now?” he said. 


I ended the call.  “I can’t speak with you unless my lawyer is present.”


He gestured to my phone again.  “By all means, call him.”


Being an LAPD detective obviously required a lot of patience.


Definitely not the job for me.


“We have a large staff of well-respected attorneys here,” I told him.  “Top-notch attorneys.  Sharks. Competent and capable beyond belief.”


“Sounds as if you’re in good hands.”


“I am.”


I wasn’t sure how much longer I could put off this I’m-about-to-be-arrested moment, but I hoped this would work.


I swiped through my contacts until I found Dennis Tanner’s number; he’d given it to me outside Addison Fair.  His secretary answered; she sounded young.  I identified myself. 


“I need to speak with Dennis immediately,” I told her, putting as much urgency in my voice as I could.


“He’s on another line.”


“I’m in the office.  A detective is here.  Now.  This minute.  I need Dennis to come to the lobby.”


“He’s on another line.”


“This is an emergency.”


“Would you like to leave a message?”


“No.  I’d like to talk to him now.”


“He’s on another line.”


“Look,” I said, my aggravation growing.  “You need to interrupt him.  Tell him a homicide detective is in the office and wants to question me.”


“And you are, who?”


“I just told you.  Hollis Brannigan.”


I heard keyboard keys clicking.  “I don’t see your name here.”


“He knows who I am,” I insisted.  “Tell him to come to the lobby.  Now.”


“I’ll ask him to call you, Hannah.” 


“No, I want him to come to the lobby—”


She hung up.


I fumed, silently. 


“Sounds like a crackerjack crew over there in legal,” Mitch commented.


“He’s on his way,” I insisted, clutching my phone as if that somehow proved something. 


Mitch gestured to the seating group on the other side of the lobby.  “Maybe we should sit down to wait.”


At least he had the good grace not to add this might take a while.


We crossed the lobby.  Both receptionists watched us like hawks.  I guess they didn’t have any better luck getting security here than I’d had with Dennis.


“I don’t intend to answer any questions until my lawyer arrives.”  I sat down and glanced at my phone.  Nothing from Dennis.


“No worries.”  Mitch dropped into the chair across from me.  “I’m off the case.”


I guess that meant he wasn’t here to arrest me. 


I hope Louise will be able to cancel the balloon bouquets and confetti cannon.


“When I saw you at the crime scene I had to stand down,” he said.


For some crazy reason I was pleased that he’d remembered me that day.  The fact that he’d recognized, and acted on, a conflict of interest made me like him even more. 


“Who’s investigating the case now?” I asked.


“I can’t talk about it.”


“Do they have a suspect?”


“I can’t talk about an ongoing investigation.”


“Have they made an arrest?” 


I could see he was winding up to tell me again that he couldn’t discuss it, so I said, “Shannon was running around the crime scene showing everybody my photo, insisting I’d killed Lily.”


“Did you?”


“No,” I told him.  “I think I deserve to know what’s going on.”


My phone vibrated in my hand.  My heart jumped, thinking it was Dennis.  Brittany’s name appeared on the screen.  I ignored it.


Mitch paused for a few seconds, thinking.  “No arrest.”


“So I’m still a suspect?”


Mitch just looked at me, giving me his noncommittal cop-face which, really, told me what I needed to know.


“I had nothing to do with Lily’s death.  I just walked in and found her there.”  I must have said those same words a dozen times that day outside Addison Fair.  Still, I felt compelled to repeat them, especially to Mitch.


“Are the detectives making any progress?” I asked, and heard a sort of desperate tone in my voice. 


“It’s ongoing,” he said. 


I glanced at my phone.  Still nothing from Dennis.


“I guess I didn’t need my lawyer here for this,” I commented.


“Or for this.  Especially this.”  Mitch shifted a little closer.  “About the other thing.  Before, when I found you at the Grove and we talked about the murder investigation.  I’d just met someone.  I thought it might go somewhere.  That’s why I never contacted you again.”


That day while I was shopping, he’d appeared and asked me to join him for a coffee at a sidewalk café to discuss a murder investigation I’d found myself caught up in.  I’d sensed some sort of vibe between us at previous meetings, so before I’d agreed to sit down with him that day I’d quizzed him extensively about any relationship he was involved in, specifically a committed relationship.  He’d said there was no one. 


The few minutes we’d spent together at a restaurant hardly qualified as a date.  Still, I’d been kind of miffed—maybe disappointed—that I hadn’t heard from him again.  I was left to wonder why.  Had he not liked that I was involved in a murder investigation?  Or that I wasn’t from around here? 


Or maybe he just plain old wasn’t attracted to me.


Now, hearing more details, knowing that while he didn’t feel as if the budding relationship with another woman was a committed one, he’d felt strong enough about it to give it a chance, be faithful to it, and not pursue anyone else—me.  Given what he’d been going through at the time, I could see why things between us had turned out as they had.  Really, I liked him better for it.


“So, you two are together now?” I asked.


“It didn’t work out.”


“Oh.”  I couldn’t hide my surprise.  “Well, sorry … I guess.”


“For the best.” 


“It was good to see you.”  Mitch rose and spread his arms.  “And good to know I need a new suit.”


“I could take you shopping,” I offered, standing.  “But I don’t think you could afford me.”


“You’d be surprised what I’m up for.” 


He gave me a look so hot I got a chill, and walked away.


I stood there watching until the elevator doors closed on him, feeling like … well, like something.  I didn’t know what.  Okay, well, maybe I did.  I just didn’t want to consider it at the moment. 


The two receptionists seemed equally baffled when I saw them looking at me. 


I left the lobby.  Tempted as I was to go to the legal department and confront Dennis, I decided it was best to let it go.  Making a scene, telling him exactly what I thought of him and his supposed representation, wouldn’t likely make him more interested in my case. 


I headed for the hospitality department.  Louise would be disappointed to see me appear in her office.  I would enjoy ruining her day.


My phone vibrated as I walked through the hallway and I realized I was still clutching it in my fist.  Brittany again.  I let it go to voicemail.


In the hospitality department I found Louise in her office, seated at her desk, clicking through screens on her computer.  I was pretty sure she wasn’t happy to see me.   


“Any shopping orders?” I asked.


“Nothing.”


I figured Louise had given all my off-listers’s shopping orders to one of the other shoppers, thinking—hoping—I was on my way to jail. 


I didn’t want to spend any more time in Louise’s office than was absolutely necessary, but I wanted her to know that the visit I’d received from a homicide detective was no big deal. 


“Detective Sullivan didn’t know anything new about the murder,” I told her. 


Louise barely nodded and continued to stare at her computer. 


I went to my cubicle.  A few people, mostly the event planners, were in the department scattered throughout the cube farm.  All the other shoppers were out.


Without any shopping orders I was left to find a way to stay busy—or at least look busy—until it was time to go home, or until Louise left, whichever came first.  I sat at my computer and looked at several websites for anything I thought one of my off-listers would like.  I found a killer pair of gold stilettos at Bloomingdales along with a new line of lingerie, and made notes to follow up with my clients tomorrow.  There was probably more I could have researched, but my mind kept wandering.


Jeremy and his midnight run to the Yaamava Casino in Highland had been circling through my thoughts all day.  Nothing about it made sense.  Nor did his trip toward Palm Springs.  Marissa had insisted Jeremy had no family there.  So what was the attraction?


I glanced over my cubicle wall and saw that Louise was still in her office, concentrating on her computer, so I pulled up a Google map of the area east of the Yaamava Casino in Highland on my phone.  A series of towns bordered the 10 freeway that stretched toward Palm Springs.  Nothing unexpected, nothing exciting, presented itself as I scrolled eastward.  I couldn’t understand why Jeremy would—


My finger froze on the screen. 


Morongo Casino lay about halfway between Highland and Palm Springs. 


Is that where Jeremy had been headed?  Another casino?  Two casino visits in one night? 


I sighed heavily thinking that this turn of events didn’t bode well for Marissa and her hopes of marrying Jeremy.  If what I suspected was true, Jeremy was a compulsive gambler.  And to me, that was much worse than a cheating boyfriend. 


A rustle of noise in the department caused me to look up.  The other employees were readying to leave for the night.  I shut down my computer, gathered my things, turned in my corporate credit card to Louise in her office—she didn’t speak to me—and left. 


Moving with the crowd, I took the elevator to the parking garage, cautioning myself not to jump to conclusions about Jeremy.  I had to keep an open mind.  More information was needed—only I wasn’t sure how I’d get it. 


Ideas floated through my head, consuming my thoughts until I heard my name called.  Well, not exactly my name.


“Kansas?”


I spotted Dan getting out of that awesome Porsche he always drove, headed my way.  The Fisher Joyce employees around me looked frightened for me; a few others looked envious. 


I waited while Dan walked over.  He had on a black Tom Ford suit, snowy white shirt, and a silver tie.  I wondered where he’d been, what he’d been doing.  Surely, his day had been more interesting than mine.


“Sullivan is off the case,” he told me.


I had no idea how Dan had already found out.  Hopefully, he hadn’t killed anyone for the info.


“I know,” I said.  “He came to see me today.”


“He questioned you?”  Dan’s brows drew together.  “Was your lawyer there?”


“What lawyer?  I called, told him what was happening, but he never showed up.”


Dan’s frown deepened.  “Tanner knew a detective wanted to question you, and he did nothing?”


“No, he didn’t—wait.  Don’t kill him.”


Dan looked as if that’s exactly what he was thinking about. 


It was kind of hot.


“What did Sullivan ask you about?” Dan asked. 


No way was I telling Dan about the personal aspect of my conversation with Mitch. 


“He told me he was off the case.  I asked for more info but he wouldn’t give up anything.  I definitely got the idea I’m still a suspect,” I said.  “I did what you suggested.  I thought back over the morning I arrived at Addison Fair.  A Mini Cooper was in the parking lot.  It was gone when I came outside, when the cops arrived.”


“License plate?  Driver?”


“A Mini hardtop.  Two-door.  Hatchback.  Silver with black trim.”  I noticed cars, thanks to working at my uncles’ used car lot back in KCK.  “California plate.  It started with an eight, so it was kind of new.  I didn’t get the whole number.  No sign of the driver.”


“It could have been the murderer’s,” Dan said.


I didn’t like the idea that Lily’s killer had been that close to me.  Or that the police had missed him by mere minutes.


“But would he have parked outside the building, been so obvious about being there?” I asked.  “Knowing he was there to commit a murder?”


“Maybe he didn’t know.”


I nodded, thinking about that possibility.  “A crime of opportunity.”


“He showed up, went inside.  Something happened, things escalated.”


“Surveillance video of the alley would solve all my problems,” I said. 


“You’ll have to do the next closest thing.”


“Which is—what?”


“You’ll figure it out, Kansas.”


Dan favored me with a killer grin and strode away toward the elevators.


“Oh, well, thanks a lot!” I shouted.


Other people stared but Dan didn’t look back.  I headed for my car.


“The next closest thing,” I murmured, as I got inside.  “What the heck did he mean?  What could I possibly—oh.”


And then I knew. 


I pulled out of the parking space.  As I passed the elevators, Dan turned, watching me.  I was tempted to give him a thumbs-up to let him know I’d figured out his cryptic advice.  Instead I deliberately turned away.  Still, I couldn’t resist a quick glance.  Dan was still grinning.


I headed for the exit.






Chapter 11

 


I turned north on Lincoln, then onto Montana, in the section of L.A. called North of Montana, an upscale area in Santa Monica where homes and lots were large and expensive, priced in the multi-million dollar range.  Amid the newer, grander houses were small homes built decades ago, still lived in by owners who were probably old and content with their circumstances, and had heirs just waiting to get their hands on the property so they could sellout and pocket a fortune they hadn’t earned.


I swung into the driveway of Carlotta Cain’s home.  I’d been here so many times I didn’t need my GPS to find it.  The first time I’d visited, the small white stucco house had looked sad and neglected on an overgrown lot.  Its red shutters and a blue door had faded, flowers drooped over the sides of planters, and the lawn had been mostly dry patches and weeds.


All of that had changed—thanks to a little brown and white dog named Gizmo.


I’d called ahead and was pleased to see the front door open as I got out of my car.  Carlotta stepped outside, waving with one arm and cradling Gizmo in the other.  Carlotta was in her seventies, nearly six feet tall and stick-thin, as many women were at that age.  Her jet black hair, which she colored herself at her bathroom sink, was cut in a severe bob.  Her outfit of choice today, like every other day I’d seen her, was a print caftan and loads of jewelry.


“There’s your auntie,” Carlotta crooned to Gizmo.  “Say hello to your auntie.”


Gizmo wiggled happily in Carlotta’s arms, stretching toward me, her big brown eyes welcoming me.


I patted her head, glad that she remembered me and the special time we’d spent together.


“We’re so excited to have a visitor,” Carlotta said to me, then turned to Gizmo.  “Aren’t we.  Aren’t we so happy.”


Gizmo made a little mewling sound.  Carlotta gave her a kiss on the top of her head and hugged her closer. 


Carlotta had no family.  None.  No children, no sisters, no brothers.  Cousins maybe, somewhere.  Parents long dead.  She’d lived alone in this little house that she’d bought decades ago when her acting career had flourished. 


Carlotta gestured to the front lawn with a dramatic sweep of her arm, a remnant of her old Hollywood days.


“Well, what do you think?” she asked. 


I’d been at Carlotta’s beck and call—happily so—for quite a while, helping her make some major changes in her life.  One of the first things I’d done was hire a landscape architect to transform her front yard into a lush garden. 


“I love it,” I said, taking in the flowering plants, shrubs, and palm trees. “It looks great out here.”


The house had been in desperate need of a new roof, which I’d arranged for, and had then cried out for new paint.  Now it was sparkling white with black shutters and a red door that gave it a pop of color.


“I see the neighbors looking at my home now,” Carlotta said and smiled broadly. “Several of them have stopped by to compliment the new look.”


When I’d first met Carlotta, she’d been suspicious and fearful of her neighbors.  Gizmo had changed that, too, with their trips to the dog park just down the street.


“I think they’re a bit jealous.”  Carlotta preened a little.  “I’m so happy you came by.  There’s something I want to talk to you about.”


I was glad to hear her say that, given that I’d come here with an ulterior motive.


Carlotta put Gizmo down.  She scampered ahead of us through the house, wagging her tail and looking back to make sure we were following. 


Though the exterior of the place had been updated, the inside hadn’t been touched.  It still held an impressive collection of hopelessly outdated furnishings from the seventies.  Carlotta had started opening her blinds and drapes at my suggestion, which relieved the dark, depressing atmosphere.  She’d even opened her windows to air out the place.  I’d offered to find her a housekeeper but Carlotta wasn’t ready.


Baby steps.


In the kitchen I noted that everything was clean and neat.  Gizmo’s bowls were full of fresh water and food.  Outside, I could see that the gardeners I’d hired were maintaining the newly designed rear lawn.  A small table and comfortable chairs were in place where Carlotta could sit and watch Gizmo play. 


“Would you like something to drink?” Carlotta asked.  “I made iced tea.”


“Sure.  Thanks.”


Carlotta opened the refrigerator.  It, along with all the appliances, was avocado green, the rage back during the Nixon administration. 


“It’s flavored,” she said, taking what I suspected was a harvest gold Tupperware pitcher out of the fridge.  “I found the recipe online.”


Carlotta preened again, proud of how she’d made progress with the computer I’d talked her into buying and had spent hours teaching her to use.  Progress with her new cell phone was slower, but we were getting there.


She poured the tea into a glass and passed it to me, then paused.  Finally, she said, “I’m thinking of updating my look.”


I almost spit out my tea.  I managed to gulp it down and keep a neutral expression.


“That sounds great,” I said.  “What did you have in mind?”


“Well, something a little more modern.”


I really hoped she didn’t mean advancing into the eighties. 


“Is there a special occasion coming up?” I asked.


“No.  It’s just … well.  Things have changed a bit.”


On the floor, Gizmo sat between us, looking up and wagging her tail.  Carlotta picked her up and cuddled her closer.


“You see, we’ve been going to the park every day, sometimes twice a day,” Carlotta explained.  “Gizmo loves it there, and she’s attracted the attention of … well, of a certain gentleman.”


“Oh.”  My heart rate picked up and I was suddenly intrigued and excited.  “You’ve attracted his attention, as well?”


Carlotta dipped her lashes and actually blushed.  “He’s a very nice man.  Dignified.  Mannerly.  Handsome.”


“He sounds great.”


“He’s a little younger than me, but at my age, who isn’t?” Carlotta said.  “His little Daisy gets along well with Gizmo so we sit and chat.  I thought maybe I’d like to … fix up a bit.  You know?”


“I know.” 


I knew exactly.  And isn’t it something that no matter how old women get, we always wanted to look our best when a man showed up.


“What did you have in mind?” I asked.


“I noticed that most of the other women at the park are wearing jeans or khaki pants, sweaters, knit shirts, that sort of thing.”


“I’ll start checking out some new looks for you while I’m out shopping tomorrow,” I told her.


“No,” Carlotta said.  “I don’t expect you to do this in your spare time.  I’ll call your supervisor and make it official.  You should get paid for your time.”


Carlotta could easily afford Fisher Joyce’s outrageous fees.  She was loaded.  I’d seen her financials when she’d initially contacted the company and I’d been tasked with buying her a gown.  Whoever had invested her earnings during her Hollywood days had done an outstanding job and built a solid portfolio for her. 


“I’ll start tomorrow.  I’ll text you some photos of what I find,” I said.


“On my phone?”


“Yes.”


She looked troubled.  “Maybe you should call me first and let me know you’re sending me a … a text … a text message?”


“You’ll get a notification on your screen,” I said, and explained again how she could access it.


“Yes, yes, I remember now.”  Carlotta gazed at Gizmo.  “We’re learning, aren’t we?  We’ll get it all figured out.”


Gizmo licked her chin.


“Would you mind if I took photos of some of your gowns?” I asked, setting my glass of tea aside.


“Go right ahead,” Carlotta said.  “Is this for a client?  Someone referencing a glamorous Hollywood look?”


“Yes,” I said, and it wasn’t a complete lie.  But no way did I intend to tell her the truth.


Carlotta didn’t ask for more explanation, luckily, and led the way out of the kitchen and down the hall.  Her home was a typical two-bedroom, one-bath, and I knew from previous visits that she used the second bedroom as a giant closet and dressing area.


The truth was that I needed an excuse to return to Addison Fair and question Patricia and anyone else there who would talk to me, about Lily’s murder.  The vintage clothing Carlotta owned would provide cover by allowing me to pretend I had a client interested in selling the items. 


Carlotta opened the door to the bedroom. Inside, the air was still and thick.  Gizmo wiggled out of Carlotta’s arms and began sniffing in a grid pattern across the green shag carpet.


Clothing racks filled the room, crammed with gowns, dresses, suits, coats, and jackets, all encased in clear plastic garment bags.  Two chests held accessories. 


“Most of this is from the seventies?” I asked.


“Oh, what a time that was.”  A wistful tone lightened her voice.  “Diane von Furstenberg and her wrap dress.  Bob Mackie and his over-the-top designs.  Halston.  Draping.  One-shoulder looks.”


“Miniskirts were in, right?” I asked.


“Oh, yes.  Scarfs, peasant tops, shawls, capes. Bright colors.  I had a pair of hip-hugger, bellbottom, orange plaid pants that were the height of fashion.”


I smiled.  “I’ll bet you totally rocked those pants.”


“I most certainly did.”


Carlotta directed me to some of her favorite gowns.  I pulled them from their garment bags and took pictures with my phone while she regaled me with the places she’d worn each, who’d she’d accompanied, and how each event had unfolded.  Carlotta’s young life had been spectacular, every Midwest girl’s Hollywood dream come true.


When I finished, I closed up all the garment bags.  Carlotta and Gizmo walked me to the front door.


“If you need anything, let me know,” I said.  “Anything at all.”


“You’re such a dear,” Carlotta said.  She scooped up Gizmo.  “Isn’t your auntie a dear?”


Gizmo turned her liquid brown gaze onto me and barked.  I patted her head, got in my car, and left.  Since I was certain nothing delicious or nutritious had miraculously appeared in my refrigerator today while I was away, I didn’t want to get home and end up eating a granola bar for dinner, and I doubted Dan would show up again with hearty sandwiches and awesome chocolate chip cookies.  Besides, I didn’t want him to.  Really.  Okay, well, maybe. 


I couldn’t think about that now.


I pulled over to the curb, grabbed my phone, and searched nearby restaurants for something I could pick up on the way home.  Brittany’s name was on the screen, reminding me of her numerous calls that I hadn’t answered. 


I felt bad, of course, that I hadn’t been able to talk earlier when she’d called—and called and called—but I was up for it now.  In fact, I was anxious to hear how she’d solved the problem of her lilac bridesmaids’ dresses.  I tapped her name, sat back, ready to accept her thanks for talking her through that upsetting incident.


“Oh my God!”  Brittany screamed into my ear as soon as she answered.  “You’re not going to believe what’s happening!”


I jerked upright, a dozen disastrous scenarios firing in my head—Toby was in a horrific car accident, her mom was just rushed to the hospital, the church had burned down, a jilted bride serial killer had taken out the florist and caterer.


“Shoes!” Brittany wailed.  “Shoes!  Tiffany is refusing to wear the sling-backs I picked out!”


My thoughts veered in a different direction.


Brittany gulped hard.  “I picked out sling-backs for my bridesmaids to wear.  Sling-backs.  You know I’ve always loved a good sling-back.”


I opened my mouth, but Brittany kept talking.


“Tiffany says she doesn’t like sling-backs.  She says she’s going to get a slide—with a kitten heel!”


I should have said something soothing or comforting at this point, but honestly, I couldn’t think of anything.  Brittany didn’t notice.


“I wanted all my girls to look identical,” she went on, sniffing and gulping.  “How’s that going to look in the wedding photos?  One of my girls in a slide—with a kitten heel.  It’s not right.  It’s just not right.”


I still couldn’t think of anything to say.


“Tiffany.  She’s always causing trouble. She just can’t let things go.”  Brittany’s voice grew angry.  “I don’t know why I even asked her to be in my wedding.”


Sometimes, if you leave Brittany alone, she’ll work out her own problems.


I really hoped this was one of those times.


“You know what?” she declared.  “I’ll just tell her that.  I’ll tell Tiffany that she can just not be in my wedding if she’s not going to cooperate.”


My hopes rose that we were nearing a solution.


“Yes!  That’s what I’ll do,” Brittany said.  “That’s the best way to handle this.  Don’t you think?”


I thought her solution would be the catalyst for about a dozen, long-reaching, worse problems.  Tiffany was, after all, Toby’s sister.


That thought must have just occurred to Brittany, too, because she said, “I’ll tell her nicely, of course.” 


Note that neither of us had mentioned—and had not even thought for a second—that Toby should get involved and talk to his sister. 


“Whew!”  Brittany blew out a breath.  “I’m so glad this is handled.  I feel so much better.  Thanks for your help.  What would I do without you?”


I hadn’t said a word, didn’t even say good-bye before Brittany ended our call. 


With a sigh of relief, I swiped through my phone still searching for a nearby restaurant when it buzzed.  I cringed, afraid Brittany was calling back—which wasn’t very nice of me, I know—then saw a different cringe-worthy name appear on my phone.


“He’s at it again,” Taylor declared when I answered her call.  “That loser Jeremy.  He’s up to something.”


“Isn’t he at his mom’s house?” I asked, since that was his excuse for breaking his date with Marissa yesterday.  I figured that after I’d lost him on the freeway and he’d continued on to what I suspected was yet another casino, he’d ended up at his mom’s place.


“All I know is that Marissa just told me she invited him over to her place tonight for dinner—yeah, right—and he said he couldn’t make it.”


I didn’t want to think about Marissa and Jeremy’s yeah, right.


“He’s going back to his mother’s house again?”


I couldn’t believe Jeremy was up for another midnight run.  I was nearly exhausted from last night’s drive out to Highland and back, and Jeremy had kept going.  Wasn’t he sleep deprived, too, like me? 


“I don’t know where he is or where he’s going, but whatever he’s up to, you can bet it involves a big fat lie,” Taylor said.


I couldn’t disagree. 


“You’ll find out what he’s up to?” Taylor asked.  It sounded more like a command.


“I got this,” I told her, though I wasn’t sure how I’d stay awake for it.






Chapter 12

 


Once again, I pulled up at the curb across the street from the guest house on Moorpark where Jeremy lived.  Once again, the neighborhood was quiet, the streetlights weren’t on yet, and few people were around.  Not much was different from last night when I was here, except that I’d grabbed an hour’s nap before driving over. 


Looking down the driveway that ran alongside that beautiful home I’d been fantasizing over, I saw that the garage door was closed.  Lights were on inside the guest house.  A shadow moved across the window, which meant Jeremy was still inside.  Unlike last night, I wasn’t all that concerned that I had missed him; returning home for a good night’s sleep instead of following him was beyond appealing.


Still, I needed to stay alert and find out where Jeremy was going and what he was doing.  I couldn’t risk falling asleep again, so I pulled out my phone and got busy searching websites for clothing I thought would suit Carlotta’s casual, more up-to-date look.  This was a big step for her—another in a long line of major changes—and I wanted to make sure I found the perfect pieces for her.  I kept glancing at Jeremy’s little apartment, determined not to doze off.


***


I startled awake, momentarily disoriented and confused.  I sat up, gave myself a shake.  I’d fallen asleep again.  I was definitely going to have to up my stakeout skills.


I looked at the clock on my dashboard.  A little past midnight. 


A familiar noise drew my attention and I turned to see Jeremy backing out of the driveway in his friend’s Tesla and the garage door rumbling down.  He was leaving earlier than last night.  But still—midnight?


I started my car, followed him down Moorpark, and made a left turn.  Seemed he was headed for the freeway again.  Instead of taking the eastbound onramp toward his mother’s place, he drove west with me two car lengths behind. 


Traffic was light so I had no troubling keeping the Tesla in sight and no problem keeping up since he drove the speed limit, sticking to the middle lane.  Since he obviously wasn’t headed for his mom’s house, it seemed Taylor’s he’s-cheating theory was correct and he was having a late night rendezvous with another woman; she must have been crazy about him to agree to meeting at this hour.


We continued westward, past Oxnard and Ventura.  The 101 freeway actually ran all the way up the coast to Washington.  Surely, Jeremy wasn’t going that far, or even close to that far.  I’d never make it.  If we hit San Francisco, I’d stop and surprise my dad; maybe he’d put me up for the night. 


Jeremy left the freeway in Santa Barbara.  While I speculated on why he intended to stop here, other than to see a girlfriend, he took the exit toward Cachuma Lake.  The road narrowed to an undivided, two-lane strip of asphalt that wound up, down, and around a mountain.  It was pitch black outside.  Not a house, business, or streetlight anywhere.  Still, we weren’t alone on the road.  A line of cars, headlights flaring, swept past, and behind I saw several cars following. 


I was concentrating on negotiating the sharp turns while trying to figure out where Jeremy was going, when I spotted a sign.


“Oh …I should have known.”


The Chumash Casino was up ahead. 


Could that be where Jeremy was going?  Another casino?  This guy might have a more serious gambling problem than I’d first thought.


Eventually, we turned left into the casino parking lot.  I followed Jeremy to the parking garage and found a spot nearby where I could keep an eye on him.  Same as last night, he emerged from his car in a bulky jacket, baseball cap, and thick-framed glasses, while I snapped photos and hoped he’d hit the restroom first thing.


Jeremy didn’t disappoint.  I rushed into the ladies room and got out in time to see him head for the food court.  He got a bottle of water and sat at a table facing the gaming floor, studying his phone.  I got a soda, sat nearby, and took a few more pics of him.  Around us, trash cans were emptied, waitresses served drinks, cash boxes were swapped, and an occasional cheer went up from a big winner. 


It felt like last night all over again. 


Eventually, Jeremy put his phone away, ambled over to a slot machine, and fed money in.  He played for a while, cashed out, moved to another machine, and fed in more cash.


Maybe I was really asleep and having a nightmare.


I settled at a nearby slot machine and lost five dollars while I got a few more photos of Jeremy in action.


Maybe I was in a coma.


Jeremy cashed out, moved to another machine, and slid more money in.


Maybe I’d somehow swapped bodies with my sister, even though we weren’t actually twins. 


After about fifteen minutes, Jeremy relocated to yet another slot machine and continued playing.


Or maybe all I needed was a good night’s sleep.


At last, Jeremy went to the redemption machine, fed in his winning tickets, and pocketed his cash.  I caught a glimpse as he shoved it into his pocket.  Quite a wad.


Back to the parking garage we went, Jeremy apparently clueless that he was being followed or photographed.  He got in the Tesla and drove away.  I followed, hoping he was going home—so I could go home. 


***


A Mini Cooper.  Hatchback.  Hard top.  Silver with black trim. 


My heart jumped, spiking an adrenaline rush that woke me up the way my Starbucks coffee hadn’t been able to.  There it sat, in the Addison Fair parking lot as I drove up the next morning.  My first substantial clue to Lily’s death. 


I’d seen the Mini parked here when I’d arrived the morning Lily was murdered, but it had vanished when I’d come outside and the police had arrived.  Could it belong to the killer?  Could solving this case be so easy?


I swung into a parking space.  The store had been open for only a few minutes so several cars were already parked there.  I grabbed my things and hopped out of the BMW I’d been assigned this morning.  My thoughts raced.  Solving Lily’s murder could be minutes away.  I could call Mitch Sullivan, even though he was off the case, and announce the news.  I’d tell Dan, too, that I’d done it, even with his minimal help. 


I headed across the parking lot—then froze.


What if the Mini Cooper parked just steps away really belonged to the murderer?  That meant the killer was back, inside Addison Fair.  Now.  Would I walk in and find someone else dead, like Lily?  Was everybody dead—and the murderer waiting for me?


Should I call the cops?  Call Dan?  Or just leave?


Beneath the Addison Fair VIP awning the door swung open and Jamie leaned out smiling and waving.


“Hi, Hollis,” she called.  “Come on in.  Ruth brought doughnuts.”


Okay, so maybe I was getting a bit ahead of myself, thanks to another night with minimal sleep following Jeremy’s casino run.  I’d given up and gone home, with no idea where he’d gone after leaving the Chumash casino.  Not the best move for an aspiring investigator, but I was exhausted.


Thankfully, my brain was alert enough now to take advantage of the plum clue in front of me.  I fished my phone from my tote, click off several pictures of the Mini Cooper, and went inside. 


Jamie was ahead of me in the hallway pulling a rack packed tight with gowns and dresses.  They appeared to be vintage, but I didn’t readily recognize the designers.


“A donation,” Jamie said, as if she’d read my thoughts.  She rolled her eyes.  “They were out back this morning when I drove up.”


“Somebody dropped them off?  Just left them here?”


“It happens.  Somebody’s grandma or aunt or something dies, and the family shows up without an appointment—can you imagine?—or just leaves things outside during the night.”


“But this is a consignment store,” I said.  “They won’t get paid, if they don’t register it with you.”


“Lots of time they don’t care.  They just want to get rid of the stuff.  Like this bunch here.”  Jamie nodded toward the garments on the rack.  “I doubt there’s anything of value in here.  We’ll probably end up donating it to charity.  Shannon will be livid when she sees it—she’s livid about everything these days.  She’ll have to go through it, then figure out what to do with it.”


“Is she here this morning?” I asked, mostly because I didn’t want to have to deal with her once again accusing me of Lily’s murder. 


“I think she was here earlier.  I don’t know.  I try to mind my own business,” Jamie said.


It occurred to me then that I might do a little sleuthing in the moment.


“Isn’t that Shannon’s silver Mini Cooper parked out back?” I asked.


“She’s got some kind of foreign car.  A convertible.  It’s in the shop again,” Jamie said.  “The thing is always breaking down.”


“Do you know who owns the Mini?” I asked.


She shrugged.  “Beats me.  I don’t really pay attention to cars.”


So much for coming up with a good clue.


 “I didn’t see your name on the schedule for a pick-up this morning,” Jamie said.  “What’s up?”


“I have a client who’s interested in selling some gowns.  Vintage.  Great stuff from a lot of top designers.”


Carlotta’s collection of evening wear had been impressive.  I knew she wouldn’t want to sell any of her gowns—she’d held on to everything for decades—but they provided excellent cover for my being here today.


“You’ll have to get them by Shannon first,” Jamie said, almost as a warning. 


“I have photos.”


“Cool.  Let me get rid of these things and I’ll take a look.”


I followed Jamie and the rack of garments down the hallway, past the offices and the sales floor, expecting to wind up in the storage room I’d been in before.  Instead, we continued down another long hallway.  The flooring was cracked and the paint had faded—obviously a place Addison Fair clients never visited.


Jamie opened the door at the end of the hallway.  It was inky black inside.  Stale air rushed out. 


She looked back at me.  “Brace yourself.  It’s kind of creepy in here.”


Jamie pulled the clothing rack through the doorway, hit the light switch, and overhead florescent bulbs sputtered, blinked, and finally lit up, producing harsh, feeble lighting.  I hesitated a few seconds, then followed her inside. 


The room was huge and packed tight with rack after rack of garments, all squeezed in and shoved together at odd angles.  Utility shelves reached the ceiling loaded with cardboard boxes, some marked with their contents—handbags, shoes, hats, gloves—others with no labels at all. 


I stood there, stunned. 


“Yeah.  I know.  It’s crazy,” Jamie said. 


“How do you keep track of all this?” I asked, amazed.


“Shannon does it—somehow.  She knows where everything is, and believe me, she’s royally pissed if anybody comes in here and messes up her inventory system.” 


“This is a system?” I asked


To me it looked more like a jumbled, tangled, confused nightmare.


 “It doesn’t really matter,” she said.  “A lot of the store’s inventory is stuff that’s been donated and forgotten—even if it’s genuine designer garments.  One relative doesn’t know what another relative has done with the stuff, or nobody cared in the first place.”


Jamie angled the clothing rack between two others already in place and shoved it in.  “Come on, let’s get out of here before something falls on us.”


She killed the lights, shut the door, and we headed back down the deserted hallway.


“How are things going here?” I asked.  “Is everybody still creeped out about what happened to Lily?”


Jamie shuddered.  “I sure am.”


“Is Patricia here today?” I asked.


Jamie looked surprised that I’d asked.


“You mentioned that she’d been out for a couple of days,” I explained.


“She’s always coming and going.  All those kids.  Dentist appointments, doctor appointments, something at one of their schools.  She’s here, she disappears,” Jamie said.  “Who can keep up?”


 “I wondered if she was too upset about Lily’s death to keep working here.  Losing Patricia would present a real problem for Ruth.”


Jamie nodded.  “She’s here.  I’ve seen her huddling with Ruth, whispering.  I don’t know what’s going on.”


Two clients stood by a display of Louis Vuitton handbags as we left the hallway and went onto the sales floor.  Jamie gave me an apologetic look and headed over.  I decided this was a good time to continue my investigation.


I found my way to Patricia’s office and paused outside.  The door was open.  I spotted her seated behind her neat, orderly desk, studying her computer screen.


If anyone saw me, it probably looked as if I was being courteous and making sure she wasn’t on the phone or in a meeting.  Really, I hoped to overhear something incriminating; Patricia wasn’t cooperating. 


I rapped on the open door and stepped inside. 


“Hi, Patricia.  Got a minute?” I asked.


She frowned at me over the top of her half-glasses.  She had on a navy blue business suit from a mid-range department store, simple accessories, and wore her brown hair in a somewhat unflattering chin-length bob. 


“I wondered if you’d heard anything about a memorial service or funeral for Lily?” I asked.


Actually, I hadn’t wondered about it at all, but I figured this was a way to get Patricia talking.


“No,” Patricia said. 


Undaunted, I pushed on.


“Ruth is quite upset about Lily’s death.  I know others here are, too,” I said. 


“I doubt that,” Patricia told me. 


“I understand you and Lily didn’t get along,” I said. 


Patricia looked annoyed now, though I wasn’t sure if it was because of my comment or being reminded of dealing with Lily.


“While I’m certainly not glad she’s dead,” Patricia told me, “I’m relieved that she isn’t around.”


“I heard she caused problems.”


Patricia’s frostiness seemed to thaw a little.  “She most certainly did.”


“I heard about her screw-up with the gown.  She really put you in a bad spot with your friend.”


“No such thing as keeping a secret around here.”  She huffed irritably.  “Then you probably also heard about the argument she started out back a few days ago.”


I perked up.  “No, I hadn’t heard about an argument.”


Patricia seemed to perk up, too, anxious to tell the story.


“Out back.  Near the VIP entrance.  Completely inappropriate.  Luckily, no clients were around,” Patricia said.  “Fortunately, Shannon saw what was happening and intervened.”


“Who was Lily arguing with?”


“Ember.  Personal assistant to a major stylist.  Major.”


“What were they arguing about?”


“Who knows?  Lily got the strangest ideas in her head and she wouldn’t leave them alone,” Patricia said.  “All I know is that Ember was here on business.  Lily followed her into the parking lot and confronted her about something.”


“And you have no idea what it was about?”


“Something that was none of Lily’s business, I’m sure,” Patricia said.  “I told Ruth she had to get rid of her.  Shannon was in total agreement.  We weren’t going to let this company’s reputation be sullied by a nosy, new upstart like Lily who was having difficulty handling the simplest of tasks.”


Before I could say anything, Patricia went on, her anger building.


“I told Ruth.  I told her over and over to get Lily out of here.  She wouldn’t listen.”  Patricia thumped her desk with her fist.  “I should have taken care of it myself.”


The thought flew into my head that maybe Patricia had done just that.


***


I spent the afternoon running around Los Angeles fulfilling the unusually high number of shopping orders Louise sent me.  Twice, I arrived at a store only to receive a text from her cancelling the order.  The third time it happened, I was pretty sure she was just jerking me around. 


I’d expected an order from Carlotta for her updated look for trips to the dog park, but it didn’t come in.  Still, I used the time to check out garments I thought she’d like and texted the photos to her.  I didn’t hear back.  Maybe she’d changed her mind, or maybe she’d let her phone battery die again.  I’d check with her later. 


By the time I got back to Fisher Joyce, processed and shipped my off-listers’ purchases, I was done for the day—and pretty much done in general, after two nights of little sleep following Jeremy around.  I waited out my last few minutes of the day in my cube in the hospitality department, trying not to nod off.  When I got home I went into my bedroom and face-planted onto my bed. 


Hours later I woke up groggy, blurry eyed, and still tired.  I managed to sit up.  My clothes were on—even my shoes—and my tote bag was beside me.  I pulled out my phone and checked the time.  Nearly three o’clock.  I’d missed a call from Brittany, I saw.  I’d also received a text message from Taylor notifying me that Jeremy was on the move again and I should do something; she’d included several unimaginative emojis.  Her text had come in shortly after eleven o’clock.  Too late to do anything about it now. 


No way could I continue to spend night after night tailing Jeremy all over Southern California.  I’d have to figure out something else. 


Tomorrow


I collapsed onto my bed and went back to sleep. 






Chapter 13

 


No sign of the Mini Cooper.  My one really good possible lead in Lily’s murder was a no-show this morning.


I swung my company-issued BMW into the parking lot behind Addison Fair hoping I’d find the Mini there and maybe catch the driver so I could confront him.   No such luck.  I had the license plate number that I’d snapped last time I was here but I didn’t want to ask Meredith to run it and take the chance she’d get in trouble if Fisher Joyce pulled a surprise audit.  Maybe I’d have to if I couldn’t do a face-to-face with the owner pretty soon.


When I’d left Addison Fair yesterday, Jamie was with customers so I’d texted her, letting her know I’d come back today and get her opinion on the photos of Carlotta’s vintage gowns that I was using for cover.  I pulled into a parking space among the few cars that were already there.  I hoped one of them was Jamie’s and she was inside. 


I walked down the red carpet under the VIP awning and went into the building.  The crime scene tape that had stretched across the door of the salon was gone.  Surely Ruth was relieved.  The memory still creeped me out, even though the door was closed. 


I spotted Jamie on the sales floor helping a customer, leaving me with a little downtime.  I decided to make use of it.


I’d been surprised to realize the depth of Patricia’s dislike for Lily when I’d spoken with her yesterday.  She had, in fact, wanted Lily fired—all because of a screw-up with a client’s gown.  It seemed like an out-of-proportion response.  Patricia had been angry, too, over the argument she’d witnessed in the parking lot between Lily and Ember, the personal assistant to the highly regarded stylist.  Patricia had told me she didn’t know what their disagreement was about.  Still, Patricia blamed Lily for it.  Lily, it seemed, couldn’t do anything right, in Patricia’s opinion. 


With a few minutes to burn waiting for Jamie, I headed to Patricia’s office.  Her extreme dislike for Lily seemed the perfect motive for murder.  I decided I’d pursue it with her.  But when I peered into her office I saw that she wasn’t there.  The light was off, her desk was neat and orderly, the chair pushed up, as I’m sure she’d left it when she went home last night.


I glanced up and down the hallway, saw no one, and stepped inside.  On my previous visits to the office I’d noticed the bulletin board that hung on the wall between Patricia’s desk and the doorway.  The daily schedules were posted there.


My name was listed under the pick-up column on the day of Lily’s murder, with the notation that I would arrive early.  I wondered if the homicide detectives had noticed it.  It proved my assertion that I was there for a good reason, one that related to business.  My thoughts did an unwelcome flip.  It could also prove that I’d set up the appointment as cover for coming that morning to kill Lily.


I looked at the work schedule pinned to the board and took a quick breath, startled. 


“Oh, those kids,” Ruth said from behind me. 


She walked into the office, untroubled, it seemed, that I was in there alone.


“Patricia’s out again today?” I asked. 


“Her children.  Too many.  Always sick.  Always something.”  Ruth shook her head.  “Maybe she comes back this afternoon.  I don’t know.  I don’t know anything anymore.”


Ruth seemed defeated, worn and weary.  She was well past retirement age but had always seemed strong, healthy, vigorous.  Not now.


“Patricia comes and goes a lot,” I said.  “Does she have a key to the door?”


“Yes, of course.”


The notion of how, exactly, the murder had occurred played out in my mind.  The store wasn’t open yet so the killer would have needed a key to get inside.  But he could have come in through the back door, unlocked by Lily that morning, murdered her, and gone out the same way.  Or, if my arrival had startled him—or her, actually Patricia, I was thinking now—she could have left by the front door since she had the key, gone to her car parked down the street somewhere, and driven away.


“Many people have the key,” Ruth said.  “Why wouldn’t they?  We’re like family here.”


I doubted everyone at Addison Fair shared that opinion. 


“I understand you were thinking about firing Lily,” I said.


“No.  Not thinking about it.”  Ruth waved her hand as if to encompass the building.  “Others, they want her gone.”


“Patricia?” I asked.


“Yes.  But I told her no.  Lily made a mistake.  I don’t fire someone because of one mistake.”


Ruth didn’t realize it, of course, but she’d just heightened my suspicion of Patricia and doubled her motive for killing Lily.


“Anything new from the detectives?” I asked. 


“Nothing.  Useless,” she said with a disgusted frown.   “And you?”


“I’m making progress,” I told her.


“Good.”


Ruth ambled away, leaving me alone in Patricia’s office.  I considered going through her desk to find—well, I didn’t know what.  But at least I could gather some sort-of evidence that might help my defense, if it came to that.


I pulled my phone out of my tote and took a picture of the daily schedule, proof that I’d had a legitimate reason for being in the building that morning.  I turned to the employee work schedule I’d noticed before Ruth came in, pinned to the other side of the bulletin board.  Lily was on the schedule the day of her murder—but wasn’t supposed to report for work until the afternoon.  So why had she been here early?  Before opening?


I looked closer at the work schedule.  Shannon was supposed to come in early, but she didn’t show up until after I was already here.  Where had she been?  Perhaps it was something as simple as oversleeping, lingering too long in the shower, or her ride to work was late picking her up.  Or maybe Lily and Shannon had agreed to swap schedules.  No big deal, usually.  But on this particular day, of all days, Shannon had been late, Lily had been early, and Lily had been murdered.


A little chill swept down my spine.  Could that mean the intended murder victim was actually Shannon? 


I didn’t like Shannon and, really, I couldn’t possibly have been the only one.  But all this idea did was present me with another question.  I needed some evidence, a motive, something definitive.  I added her name to my mental list of suspects.


The customer I’d seen on the sales floor earlier was gone.  So was Jamie.  I checked out the stockroom thinking I’d find her there but didn’t.  For a moment I considered venturing into the giant stockroom crammed full of garments she’d showed me yesterday.  The notion flew into my head that Lily’s murderer could have hidden in there; the place would have to be completely emptied out to find someone hiding in that tangle of garments and racks.  Shannon would have to head up the search, I figured, since Jamie had told me Shannon threw a royal fit if anyone went in there and messed with her so-called system. 


Jamie appeared, coming out of the restroom. 


“How’s it going?” I asked.


“Quiet,” Jamie said.  “Kind of weird.  Nobody’s mentioned Lily lately.  Like she never even worked here.”


“Forgotten already?” I asked.


“We should move on.  I guess it’s for the best.  That’s what Shannon said, anyway,” Jamie told me.  “Are you here for a pickup?”


“I wanted to show you the photos of the vintage gowns.” 


“Oh, yeah, right.  From yesterday.”


I pulled my phone from my tote and swiped to the pics of two of Carlotta’s gowns, a Halston and a Bob Mackie.  Jamie studied each of them for a few seconds.


“Awesome.  Stylists are dying for vintage right now.  Send me the photos,” Jamie said. 


We exchanged info and I sent her the two pics. 


“I have to run them by Shannon first.  I’ll try to do it when she comes in.”  Jamie frowned.  “She’s been in a mood lately.”


“Worse than usual?”


“Yeah.  If you can believe it.  Her car’s still in the shop, which isn’t helping,” Jamie said.  “If Shannon likes the gowns, she’ll want to inspect them, then she’ll show them to Ruth.  I’ll let you know.”


“I’ll check back with you,” I said.


I left the store feeling mildly guilty for wasting Jamie’s time with the gowns when I knew nothing would come of it.  But I’d found some evidence by coming here today so the deception was worth it, for me, anyway. 


In the parking lot I climbed into my BMW.  Still no sign of the Mini Cooper, my one lead to Lily’s killer.  I couldn’t wait much longer.  If I didn’t run into the owner soon, I’d have to ask Meredith to check the license plate.


I finished off the last of the coffee I’d bought on my way here this morning and considered buying myself another.  Even after falling asleep early last night, a deep weariness lingered.  Another big boost of caffeine would help get me through until lunch. 


I wondered how Jeremy was holding up.  While I was sleeping, he’d been on the road, according to Taylor’s text message.  Maybe he’d had the luxury of calling in sick today.  Maybe he was home, piled up in a comfy bed, in that super nice guest house, beside that awesome home, and maybe the owner, concerned, had checked on him, brought him food, told him to take it easy and feel better.


I wondered what that would be like. 


Annoyed by my completely trumped-up scenario, I pulled out my phone, found the number for Diamond Copy and Print, called and asked to speak to Jeremy.  He came on the line immediately.



“This is Jeremy!  Here to make your copy and printing dreams come true!  What can I do for you?”


He sounded chipper, upbeat, and anxious to help, which annoyed me further.


“I’m interested in head shots,” I murmured.


“Great!  You’ve come to the right place!”


Jeremy burst into a rousing report of the fantastic job they did with headshots, their top-notch service, their attention to detail.  I stopped listening.  What was up with this guy?  How could he be so enthusiastic, so energetic, after three nights of so little sleep?  Maybe he was one of those people who needed only a few hours of shut-eye.  Maybe he was on drugs.  Whatever the case, I was going to have to find a new way to investigate his secretive behavior before I started to need drugs.


***


It was Burberry day at the Beverly Center, or at least that’s what one of my off-listers seemed to think.  The shopping mall was located near Beverly Hills and West Hollywood, with luxury, contemporary, and fast-fashion merchandise spread out through 100 stores, over eight levels.  Bloomingdales and their line of Burberry clothing and accessories was the target today, requested by one of my regular off-list clients, a grandmother whose first granddaughter was reaping the benefits. 


The children’s department was quiet when I walked in, with not a child in sight; I guessed it was nap time.  The clerk, a competent, capable looking woman in her forties, seemed to realize immediately that I was a get-in-get-out customer—not a new mommy content to while away an afternoon going through merchandise the clerk would have to refold and reorganize before she could go home for the night.


She’d worked here a while.  I could tell because when I showed her the photo of the Burberry vintage-check jacket my off-lister had requested she didn’t bat an eye.  She found it on the rack and held it up giving no indication there was anything odd about buying a seven-hundred dollar coat for an eighteen-month-old baby.


Ah, L.A.


What good was a new jacket without matching items?  Sneakers and a romper, both in the Burberry vintage-check, rounded out the shopping list to the tune of almost twelve-hundred bucks, surely making a dream come true for a little girl who could hardly even talk yet.


My off-lister didn’t confine her Burberry wants and desires to her granddaughter.  I headed to the handbag department and signed away almost two-grand for the vintage- check crossbody she wanted.


My phone buzzed as I left Bloomingdales and walked through the mall.  I expected another shopping order from Louise, but saw that Brittany was calling.  My last few conversations with her about her wedding prep hadn’t been all that pleasant.  I figured I was in for some good news, finally.


“Oh my God!” 


Okay, so I was wrong. 


Brittany went on before I could ask what had happened.


“You’re not going to believe this!” she shrieked.  “You’re not going to believe it!  I swear, you’re not going to believe it!”


At this point, there was little about Brittany’s upcoming wedding that I felt could surprise me. 


I was wrong about that, too.


“Toby’s grandmother says we can’t serve alcohol at our wedding!”


I froze.  A woman behind me nearly rammed me with the stroller she was pushing.  I stepped to the side. 


“No alcohol?” I managed to ask.


“None!”


If ever anybody could use a drink, it was after finally getting a wedding ceremony and a reception planned, executed, and in progress. 


“Why not?” I asked, completely stumped.


“It’s disrespectful!  It’s not a good way to start a marriage!  It’s a sin!  It will lead to ruin!”  Brittany ticked off the reasons like shells fired from a cannon; I was pretty sure this wasn’t the first time she’d reported Toby’s grandmother’s objections to someone.


“What did Toby say?” I asked.


“Nothing!”


Really, I already knew that.  I don’t know why I asked.


Silence drifted through my phone.  I knew Brittany was winding down.  I gave her another minute.


“It’s your wedding,” I said, trying to keep my voice even.  “Have it the way you want it.”


Another few second passed before Brittany spoke again.


“I know.” 


The anger—the outrage—had gone out of her, which I found more concerning. 


“I just … I just didn’t think it would be this hard,” she said. 


It shouldn’t be.  Her friends, her family, Toby—especially Toby—should  be supporting her, making the biggest day of her life fun, exciting, and memorable in a good way.


Instead of blasting her with how I really felt, I decided to take the high road.


“You’ve had more than your share of problems,” I said.


“Yes.  I have.”  Another minute passed, then I heard her draw a big breath.  “That’s what weddings are all about, I guess.”


I didn’t agree but decided not to say anything.


“Well, there’s nothing to do but keep going,” Brittany announced.  “One more problem, one more solution.”


“And that is?”


“I’m serving alcohol at my wedding,” she declared.


“Good.  Then I’ll still come.”


She laughed, which I was glad to hear, and we ended the call.


Still, I was annoyed at—well, a lot of things.  Jeremy, for one, for cheating on Marissa and for driving all over Southern California for three nights and not being tired.   My idiot lawyer, whom I hadn’t heard a word from.  Toby, for not getting involved, stepping up, and handling things.


Men.  Was there a good one out there—anywhere? 


This seemed like the perfect time to go see Lily’s boyfriend. 






Chapter 14

 


The apartment building where Ashton McCormick lived was on Holmby Avenue, just off Santa Monica Boulevard.  The tech at Fisher Joyce who had prepared the background on Lily’s boyfriend at Dan’s request had given a full rundown on the place—two bedrooms, contemporary, usual amenities, renting for four-grand a month.  It was located about six minutes from UCLA, where Ashton was a student. 


I pulled up behind a Lexus just as the gate to the underground parking garage rose, and followed it through.  I’d checked the unit number of Ashton’s apartment before I left the Beverly Center and saw that, as was usually the case, the parking spaces were numbered.  I cruised up and down the aisles wondering if I’d find a silver Mini Cooper parked in one of the spaces assigned to apartment 512.  Instead, I saw Ashton’s white BMW 4-Series convertible. 


The car looked to be about a year old and the building trended toward upscale—not exactly what I expected from a struggling college student.  I figured Ashton’s family had money and they wanted him to attend in style, on their dime. 


Lucky him.


I wondered what that would be like.


I wondered, too, how he and Lily, from seemingly different backgrounds, could have crossed paths.  I doubted a hard-working public-school student from a middle class family in Northridge was what Ashton’s parents envisioned for him.


But maybe I was wrong.  Maybe love had won out and the two of them were devoted to each other, determined to overcome all obstacles on the way to a perfect future together.  It would be nice to think that, for Lily’s sake.


I circled through the garage and found an open guest parking space, then took the elevator up to the fifth floor.  The hallway was clean, quiet.  I knocked on Ashton’s door and braced myself, ready to deal with, possibly, the guy who’d murdered Lily. 


Or, instead, the guy could be completely distraught, still reeling from the death of his girlfriend.  Jamie told me she’d seen Ashton drop Lily off at Addison Fair, seen them kissing goodbye.  Jamie had met him and said he seemed like a nice guy.  Still, anything could have happened between them.


The apartment door opened and Ashton looked out at me.  I recognized him from the photo the tech at Fisher Joyce had provided for Dan—average height, dark hair and eyes, 24 years old.  He had on jeans, no shirt or shoes.  His hair was tousled.  He didn’t look like a murderer or a grieving boyfriend; he looked like he’d just rolled out of bed.


“Hi, Ashton.”  I introduced myself, then told him a big lie.  “I was a friend of Lily’s.”


He looked at me.


“I know this is a hard time for you and I don’t want to intrude,” I said, adding another layer to the lie I’d started.  “But I—”


“Lily?”


I froze, afraid now that somehow he hadn’t gotten word of her death.


“I thought you’d heard what happened,” I said.


“Lily who?”


We stared at each other for a few seconds, both of us confused. 


“Lily Hampton,” I said. 


“Oh, yeah.  Right.”  Ashton nodded, up to speed now.  “I heard what happened to her.  That’s too bad.”


Now I was more confused.  “I thought you two were involved.  Close.  Dating.  Right?”


“Hey, Ash?” a female voice called from behind him.


He turned away from the door and I saw past him into the living room of the apartment as a young woman walked out of a bedroom.  She had on a bra and a lime green thong.


“Are you making coffee, or what?” she called.


He turned back to me.  “Lily was … you know … into a lot of things.  We met dishing out food at a homeless shelter.”


Cupboard doors banged open and closed in the kitchen. 


“Lily was, you know, a cool girl,” he told me.


“Where’s the coffee?” the girl in the kitchen yelled.


“Lily’s friends seemed to think you two were serious,” I said.


“I can’t find it!”


“We hung out.”  He shrugged. 


“Have homicide detectives talked to you?” I asked.


“They came by, asked a few questions, then left.  No big deal.”


I was picking up the same vibe from Ashton that I figured the detectives must have too.  Still, I kept pushing, hoping to come up with something new.


“The day Lily was killed,” I said.  “Did you drop her off at Addison Fair that morning?”


“Never mind!  I found it!”


“The cops asked me that and, yes, I did,” he told me.  “And no, I didn’t see anything suspicious or unusual.”


“Cars in the parking lot?”


“I didn’t notice.”


“Organic coffee?  You’re kidding, right?”


“She went in early that day, before her shift was supposed to start,” I said.  “Did she tell you why?”


“She might have.  I don’t remember.”


“Did she ever mention anyone who might want to hurt her or someone who was out to get her?” I asked. 


“Other way around.”  He uttered a short laugh.  “Lily was the one always out to get somebody.”


“Who?” I asked.


“Everybody.”


“Specifically?”


He shrugged.  “It was always somebody or something.” 


“Somebody at her job?”


He frowned.  “I wasn’t really listening.”


“How do you turn this pot on?” the girl shouted from the kitchen.


“You don’t know of anybody, specifically, Lily was concerned about, or maybe afraid of?” I asked.


“Nope.”


“Somebody named Ember, maybe?” I asked, remembering how Patricia said she’d seen Lily in a confrontation with her in the parking lot.


“I don’t remember,” he said.


“Where’s the on-switch?”


I couldn’t think of anything else to ask or do—except maybe go into the kitchen and fire up the coffee pot myself.


“Okay.  Well, thanks,” I said and I headed down the hallway.


“Hang on,” Ashton called.  “There was somebody.”


I turned back and saw that he’d stepped outside.


“Something was going on at her job,” he said. 


“Somebody there didn’t like her?” I asked, thinking again of Patricia.


“No.  Somebody wasn’t following the rules.  That was her big thing.  Following rules,” Ashton said.  “I told her she should forget fashion and go into law enforcement.”


Too bad Lily hadn’t taken his advice.  She’d probably be alive today.


***


My phone chimed with a shopping order from Louise as I backed out of the guest parking spot in Ashton’s apartment building.  I checked it, saw that it was for Carlotta, and was pleased she still wanted to upgrade her wardrobe—and that she remembered how to use her cell phone.  I’d texted her photos of garments I’d scouted for her and she was happy with them; she’d requested everything I suggested.


I pulled out of the underground garage and turned onto Santa Monica Boulevard.  Picking up the clothing Carlotta requested would be straightforward, not requiring too much thought, which was good because I kept thinking about my conversation with Ashton.


On the surface it seemed he’d been pretty much worthless as a lead in Lily’s murder investigation, and as a boyfriend and maybe as a human being.  He didn’t know anything, hadn’t noticed anything, didn’t remember anything.  His relationship with Lily had been casual—from his point of view.  I was pretty sure Lily had felt differently.  But he’d mentioned a problem at her job, someone who wasn’t following the rules.  Typical Lily, it seemed.


It was good to know that the homicide detectives had questioned him, although it seemed they’d come away with nothing, just as I had.  At least they were working the case, hopefully coming up with other suspects besides me.


Mitch Sullivan flew into my thoughts.  I wondered if he was keeping up with developments, even though he’d stepped away.  I wondered if he knew anything about new leads or clues.  I wondered if he’d thought about me again after we’d talked in the lobby of Fisher Joyce.


Not that I cared.


Okay, well, yes.  I cared.  Kind of. 


I forced my thoughts back onto Ashton. 


He’d been at Addison Fair the morning Lily was murdered and had dropped her off in the parking lot, as usual.  Based on what I’d witnessed just now at his apartment, the guy seemed good at ignoring everything and everyone around him.  If the murderer had been standing right in front of him, I wondered if he’d have noticed.


But he had given me something new to think about.  Lily had mentioned to him that something was amiss at Addison Fair, someone wasn’t following the rules.  Of course, based on what I knew about Lily, that could mean anything from somebody parking in the wrong space to discovering a major scheme to force Ruth out and take over the business. 


I considered that Ashton had made up that story for cover.  He’d been there that morning.  He had access to Lily’s keys.  Could he have gone inside with her, gotten into some sort of disagreement that escalated, killed her, used her key to go out the front door, then circle around to the rear parking lot and driven away? 


The scenario was plausible.  I added him to my mental list of murder suspects.


My thoughts shifted back to shopping as I turned onto Wilshire Boulevard, then pulled into a parking space at Neiman Marcus.  The list of items on Carlotta’s list was long and they were expensive; seemed she intended to step out in style.


I introduced myself to the salesclerk in the women’s clothing department and told her why I was there.  Clerks were usually happy to help when they found out who I was and where I work, since I was giving their bonus a nice boost and they’d be happy if I returned.


Carlotta’s fashion sense stuck with traditional, I saw from her list.  I was relieved she’d gone mostly with my suggestions and didn’t expect me to come up with hip-hugger bell-bottom jeans or a peasant blouse.  She’d asked that I look over the garments she’d picked out to make sure they were on-point, fashion-wise.  I agreed with most everything she’d selected.


The jeans she liked were by Eileen Fisher, three pair, one in black, the other two in different shades of indigo, and two pair of khaki pants, all at about two-hundred dollars each.  Carlotta had selected four blouses and two sweaters from Ralph Lauren, all in different shades of blue.  The color was safe and would look good on her, but I stepped out a bit and picked up one in yellow and another in peach.


I left the store having signed away about three-thousand dollars of Carlotta’s money so she could visit the dog park and chat with a man she’d met there.  Worth every penny.


As I drove away from Neiman Marcus I considered taking Carlotta’s new clothing directly to her house.  Maybe she’d put on a fashion show for Gizmo and me.  But I didn’t want to rob her of the joy of receiving a gorgeous package hand-delivered by Fisher Joyce, so I headed back to the office. 


I took a few extra minutes and a little extra care packing Carlotta’s garments before handing them over to the shipping guy.  I checked my messages and saw that I hadn’t received any more orders, but I’d gotten a text from Taylor wanting an update on Jeremy.  I let her know I was in the building and agreed to meet her in the breakroom.  She was there, arms folded, tapping her foot, and frowning when I walked in.


“Did you confront him?” Taylor demanded. 


We were the only ones in there.


“Where’s Marissa?” I asked. 


“Did he see you following him?” she asked.


I didn’t like her aggressive attitude but emotions ran high where a possibly cheating man was concerned. 


“I haven’t spoken to him.  If he saw me, I had no indication he knew it,” I told her. “Why?  What’s going on?”


“Because he’s being nice,” she said, as if that in itself proved what a terrible guy he was.


“Is Marissa joining us?” I asked. 


“She’s off in la-la-land over him.”  Taylor shook her head.  “He’s telling her that he wants to take her to the wine country.  The wine country.  And to Hawaii.  Hawaii.  A special trip.  Just the two of them.”


I wasn’t sure exactly where she was going with this, and it didn’t take her long to tell me.


“He’s on thin ice,” Taylor declared.  “He knows she suspects something so he’s coming up with all these terrific things to do with her.  To throw her off.  To keep her from being suspicious.”


Jeremy hadn’t struck me as being that cunning, but it was possible. 


“Where would he get the money?” Taylor demanded.  “Wine country.  Hawaii.  Hawaii.  You know how much that costs?  Thousands.  So where is he getting that kind of money?”


I figured it was from his gambling winnings, but I wasn’t ready to tell Taylor about it yet.  I didn’t know for sure how much he’d won on the nights I’d followed him to the casinos—if, in fact, he’d won more than a few dollars. 


“I’m on it,” I said.  “I should know something for sure in a few days.”


I was going to need help delivering on that promise.  I’d have to figure out something. 


“Good.”  Taylor fumed for a few seconds.  “The sooner the better.”


I left the breakroom and headed for the hospitality department.  I was tempted to go to investigations instead and chat for a bit with Meredith.  Seeing a friend right now would be good.  But I didn’t want to give Louise another reason to note my personnel file with a question about how I spent my time, so I headed for my cubicle. 


Dennis Tanner, my so-called lawyer, was in Louise’s office when I walked into the department.  He stood in front of her desk, leaning close, waving his arms, ranting about something.  Louise sat back in her chair, trying to get some distance, it seemed, looking a little more unhappy than usual. 


All I could think was that Dennis was complaining about me.  Great.  Just what I needed. 


His gaze darted around Louise’s office, then through the door toward the cube farm.  He spotted me and froze.  His eyes widened and he barreled out of the office and down the aisle toward me.  My first instinct was to run, but I held my ground. 


“Hollis.  Hollis.  I’m so glad I found you.”


Dennis was short of breath.  Perspiration dotted his forehead.  His tie was pulled down and askew, and his collar was open; the button was missing. 


“Don’t worry.  I’ve got everything under control.   I have.  I swear I have.”  His hands shook as he patted the air between us.  “I’m taking care of everything.”


“Are you okay?” I asked. 


“You’re my top priority,” he went on.  “Top.  Tip top.”


Louise walked to the door of her office and looked out.


“Did something happen?” I asked.


I thought the guy might faint, or have a stroke.  And wouldn’t Louise love to put that in my personnel file. 


“I’m handling everything.  Don’t worry.”  Dennis eased around me, winding down slightly.


Two of the event planners peered over the top of their cubicle walls.


“You understand, right?” he asked.  “I’ve got everything under control.  You know, right?”


“Yes.”


“Good.”  Dennis sighed heavily, his whole body heaving with the effort, as he walked backward away from me.  “So if anybody asked—anybody at all—you’ll say I’m handling it.”


“Okay.  I’ll—”


“Anybody.  Right?”


“Yes, sure.  Of course.  But—”


“Great.  Thanks.”


Dennis spun and hurried out of the department.  I watched, confused, wondering what could have gotten into him. 


And then I knew.


“Dan ….”






Chapter 15

 


Louise left early—too bad I couldn’t notate that in her personnel file—so I did too, and headed for the investigations department.  I wanted to see Meredith, just to catch up.  Though I was tempted to ask her to check the license plate of the silver Mini Cooper I’d seen in the Addison Fair parking lot, I decided to hold off and not run the risk of getting her into trouble if upper management found out.  I’d save her help as a last resort.


But when I got to investigations and peered through the window in the door to her tiny office, I saw that she wasn’t there.  She must have slipped out early.  Nice for her, since apparently nobody was scrutinizing her every move and using it for ammo to fire her.  I really needed to get transferred to this department.


The idea of seeing Meredith was a bust, but there still might be something I could accomplish here.  I needed to talk to Dan.  He had an office here somewhere, though I couldn’t imagine him sitting behind a desk doing … well, anything.  I figured he was out doing something cool, but since I was here I thought I’d try my luck.


I didn’t want to be seen roaming the department, hoping to stumble across him, so I decided I’d give him a call.  As I reached for my phone in my tote bag, I heard his voice.


“Hey, Kansas.”


I spun and found him standing behind me, like he’d suddenly materialized. 


“What’s up?” he asked.


Seeing Dan always took my breath away and now was no exception.  He had on jeans, a blue open-collared shirt, and a sport coat.  He smelled great.  He looked great. 


“I need a tracking device,” I said.


He just looked at me, as if everyone he met routinely asked him about securing an illegal gadget for targeting some unsuspecting person’s vehicle. 


I expected him to ask why I needed it but he didn’t, which I appreciated.  Explaining how I’d followed Jeremy to casinos and was exhausted wouldn’t make me seem very cool.


“You don’t need one,” he told me.


Before I could ask just how the heck he’d come to that conclusion, he went on.


“It’s all done electronically.”  Dan pulled his cell phone out of his jacket pocket.  “Give me the car’s info.”


He moved close. Our shoulders would have touched if I leaned to the right just a little.  But since I didn’t want physical contact with him—mostly because I feared I’d collapse into a heap on the floor—I kept my distance.


Maybe I should put some effort into getting a man in my life.


I pulled my phone from my tote bag and accessed the photo I’d taken of Jeremy getting out of the Tesla in the parking garage at the Yaamava casino.  The license plate was clearly visible.


“Send it,” Dan said.


I tapped the screen and sent the pic to him.


“Bad disguise,” he said. 


When I’d seen Jeremy that night getting out of his car after donning a sweater, jacket, hat, and glasses, I hadn’t thought he’d put them on to hide his identity.  Now that I saw the photo with fresh eyes, I wondered if Dan was right.


“Who is he?” Dan asked, swiping through his phone.


“His name is Jeremy Reynolds,” I said.


“What’s he got to do with the murder at Addison Fair?”


Dan’s assumption made sense.  He had no way of knowing I was also investigating a possible cheating boyfriend. 


“Nothing,” I told him.


He paused, his finger poised over his phone, and cut his gaze to me. 


Dan had a killer gaze.


Obviously, he expected me to explain why I wanted the tracking device for Jeremy’s borrowed Tesla.  I figured that if he wanted to know, he should ask.  He didn’t, so I didn’t explain.


Our little battle of wills lasted a few more seconds, then Dan went back to tapping his phone.


“I’ll let you know,” he said.


“Thanks,” I said.  “Oh, by the way, did you talk to Dennis Tanner about the way he’s handling my case?”


Dan tucked his phone into the inside pocket of his sport coat.


“You scared the crap out of him,” I said.


Dan still didn’t respond.


“I thought the guy was going to have a stroke,” I said.


He looked down at me, a grin pulling up one corner of his lips.


“You only told me not to kill him.”


His grin blossomed into a full smile, and he strode away—which was good because my heart fluttered, my knees weakened, and I couldn’t think of anything to say.


After a few minutes, I pulled myself together.  I still had a cheating boyfriend to catch and a murder to solve.  I headed to the wardrobe department.


* * *


To the casual bystander, the wardrobe department at Fisher Joyce might not seem a likely go-to place for a murder investigation.  But I knew someone there who could help—just an example of the innovative and outside-the-box tech I’d be once I secured a position in the investigations department.  I hoped the supervisor would see it that way when I applied for their next opening.


Fisher Joyce was even fussier about their employees’ appearance than they were about the vehicles we drove while on company business.  All employees were required to project the right image when dealing face-to-face with clients, which meant that sometimes, under certain circumstances, I got to wear awesome clothes that I couldn’t possibly afford.


The wardrobe department was super busy when I walked in, even though the office officially closed in a few minutes.  A half-dozen employees moved garments around, others were on the phone interviewing clients or talking to designers, styling personnel were likely still out on in-person consultations. 


The place always looked as if a clothing bomb had exploded.  Hundreds of garments hung from racks that took up most of the floor space.  There were walls of shoes, handbags, and hats, plus cabinets filled with accessories and jewelry.  It reminded me of the gigantic storage room at Addison Fair—except this one was organized.


Closets held the private clothing collections of the company’s upper management for those unexpected occasions when they had to slip into an Armani tux or a Versace gown and swing by a gala event.  This was, after all, L.A.


Wardrobe employees dressed in extreme outfits and sported edgy hair styles.   One of them was the friend of my neighbor who’d told me about the job here.  She spotted me as soon as I walked through the door.


“Hollis, what’s up?”  Moss called.


Everyone called her Moss but I doubted it was her real name—although making up a new name seemed to be the norm for wardrobe people since two of the other girls who worked there were called Triplet and Flute.


Moss was super cool and, like all the other wardrobe people I’d met in L.A., she had insane fashion sense.  She’d changed her hair color to bright red since the last time I saw her, and today she had on sneakers, leggings, an oversized shirt, and a bolero jacket, all in white and black polka dots.  I can’t say her outfit would have gone over well in KCK, but here she really pulled it off.


“What do you know about a personal assistant named Ember?” I asked.  “She works for a big-time stylist.” 


“Oh, sure, I know Ember,” Moss said.  “We hung out once or twice, a friend of a friend, that sort of thing.”


My spirits lifted—so did my hope that I could make some real progress on Lily’s murder investigation.  Patricia had told me she’d seen Lily and Ember arguing in the parking lot of Addison Fair.  Maybe Moss could shed some light on it.


“She wants you to shop for her?” Moss asked.


It seemed natural that she’d assume Ember had contacted Fisher Joyce and had been assigned to me.  I didn’t confirm or deny her conclusion.


“I guess Ember is really clawing her way to the top,” Moss said.  “That stylist she works for?  Major, major, major.   I’m talking A-list.  Dressing celebs for the Oscars, Emmys, you name it.  There’s talk of her getting her own TV show.”


“Wow.  Impressive,” I said.


“I’m not sure how Ember got hooked up with her.  She hasn’t been in L.A. that long,” Moss said.  “You can always tell.”


I wondered if people could still tell I wasn’t from around here. 


“I didn’t think she’d make it, honestly.  Seemed like she was struggling.  But I guess she’s going for it,” Moss said.  “Making strides and making enemies.”


“People don’t like Ember?” I asked.


 Maybe that helped explain her argument with Lily.


“She’s really motivated to get to the top and stay there, no matter what it takes.  She doesn’t want to go back to Nebraska, or Iowa, or whatever place she was from,” Moss said.  “Can’t be easy for her, though.  That stylist.  Huge ego.  Beyond difficult, way past demanding.”


“That bad?”


“She expects Ember and all her other assistants to pull off miracles to find and get the clothing and accessories she wants for her clients.  They’re all underpaid, on call twenty-four-seven, like it’s an extraordinary gift to work for her.”


“Sounds awful.”


“Prestigious.  They all stay because it’s prestigious to work for her,” Moss said.  “Besides, if they don’t want to do it, there are a couple dozen more girls dying to have the job.”


“Do you know what kind of car she drives?” I asked, thinking of the elusive owner of the silver Mini Cooper.


If Moss thought my question was odd, she gave no indication, just shrugged.


“No clue,” she said.


I wanted to ask if she had Ember’s contact info, but since Moss thought I was shopping for her I didn’t want to get into my real reason for asking.


“Hey, next time you talk to her, ask if she wants to hang out.”  Moss smiled.  “Maybe we’ll all end up on that TV show.”


“Cool,” I agreed.


I left the wardrobe department and took the elevator down to the parking garage.  I wasn’t any closer to finding out what Ember and Lily had been arguing about outside Addison Fair, which also meant I wasn’t any closer to finding Lily’s murderer.  That left me with a couple of options.  I could go back to Addison Fair and talk to Jamie, Ruth, Patricia, or maybe even Shannon, though I still preferred to avoid her, and ask if they knew what the problem had been between Ember and Lily.  Or I could ask Ember herself.  I’d have to find her first and the easiest way to do that was through Meredith.   I didn’t want to involve her.  I was reluctant to ask Dan for more help, but I might have to.


In the parking garage, vehicles were stacked up waiting to exit; most of the building emptied out at the same time.  I wound through the aisles headed for my car when I heard tires screech beside me.  A Porsche slid to a stop.  Dan was behind the wheel.  He leaned across the seat and opened the passenger door.


“Get in.”


I didn’t.


“You’ve got a problem,” he said.  “Get in.”


I got in.


Dan whipped the Porsche into the oncoming lane, around the line of cars waiting to exit, and pulled out onto Wilshire Boulevard. 


“The Tesla isn’t registered to Jeremy Reynolds,” he said.


“I never said it was.”


He glanced across the car at me.  “And it’s not a Tesla.”


Now I turned to him.  “I don’t understand.”


“The license plate matches up to a Chevy Malibu,” he said.


“Are you sure you ran the right plate?”


He didn’t bother responding. 


“So who’s it registered to?” I asked. 


“A fifty-seven-year-old grandma named Virginia Curry.  Lives in Burbank, works at the Sweet Times bakery.  Ring a bell?”


“No,” I said, confused now.  “What’s going on?”


“We’re going to find out.”


Traffic was heavy on Wilshire Boulevard and not much better as Dan drove north on the 101 freeway. 


“What’s happening with the Lily Hampton investigation?” he asked.  “Making progress?”


“I’ve come up with a few suspects.”


“Who?”


I wasn’t ready to divulge my progress—which, really, was mostly wild, unsubstantiated guesses—but maybe Dan could help piece things together.


“I’m thinking that whoever killed Lily saw me pull into the back parking lot, then went out the front door and disappeared.”


“The front entrance?  They’d need a key.  Who had one?”


I thought for a few seconds.  “Ashton, her supposed boyfriend, dropped her off that morning.  He had access to her keys.  Shannon has a key to the shop.  Patricia runs the office so she has one, too.  Ruth, of course.  Other staff members, probably.  Ruth was vague when I asked her.”


“Who was there that morning?”


“Ashton.  He dropped Lily off,” I said.  “Shannon came later.  Ruth showed up after the police arrived.  Patricia didn’t report for work that day, but she could have come in earlier.”


Another possibility was the owner of the silver Mini Cooper I’d seen parked there.  I could have added that person to the list.  But I’d already burned a favor with Dan asking him to track Jeremy’s car, which, now, seemed to be a wild goose chase.  I didn’t want to involve him in another dead end.


“Motive?” Dan asked.


“Patricia wanted Lily fired, some screw-up with a gown for an important friend of hers.  Shannon didn’t like her, although I don’t know exactly why.  And her boyfriend?  I don’t think he was really into the relationship so it’s possible he wanted to break it off, she wanted to hang on, things got out of hand and he killed her.”


“You’re making progress,” Dan said. 


“What I need is evidence,” I said.


“Motive,” Dan told me.  “Look for the suspect with the strongest motive.”


Good advice, I thought, but I was going to have to dig deeper and push harder to find it.


We transitioned east onto the 134 and crept along with traffic until we exited on Alameda Avenue in Burbank. 


“Sweet Times Bakery is open until eight, according to the website,” Dan said.  “We’ll check there first to find this Virginia Curry, then go to her home.”


Dan’s GPS announced that we’d arrived at our location.  I spotted the bakery off to our right in a small strip mall.  He pulled in.  The lot was full so he circled around back.  Signs indicated this was employee parking only.  He pulled into an empty space and we got out. 


The employee lot was sizeable, probably shared by all the other businesses in the strip mall.  It backed up to the rear of a large, windowless building, probably some sort of warehouse or light manufacturing facility.  It was secluded.  The security lighting wasn’t great.  Dan didn’t seem concerned about leaving the expensive Porsche there.


I spotted the Chevy Malibu parked at the end of the row, Virginia Curry’s car. 


Dan saw it, too.  “She’s here.”


“Hang on a second.”


I pulled out my phone and accessed the photo of Jeremy climbing out of the Tesla at the Yaamava casino, the one I’d sent to Dan, and compared the license plate number.  It was the same. 


“I don’t understand what—”


I didn’t finish my sentence because the rear door to one of the other stores in the strip mall drew my attention.  On it hung a sign that read: Employee entrance, Diamond Copy and Print. 


“He works there.”  I blurted out the words and pointed.  “Jeremy works there.”


Dan and I both stopped, both thinking. 


“He switched plates,” I said.


Dan looked around. “No surveillance cameras back here.  Easy enough to do.”


I swiped through my phone and looked at all the photos I’d taken of Jeremy.  On each of the nights I’d followed him, he’d had a different license plate on the Tesla.  I’d been intent on tailing him, not getting too close, not losing him, and hadn’t noticed. 


I showed another of the photos to Dan.  We both scanned the parking lot, looking for the license plate.


“There.”  Dan pointed to a Chevy SUV parked nearby.  “So this guy is swapping license plates with cars in the lot, and he’s putting on a disguise to go—where, Kansas?  Where’d you follow him to?”


“Casinos.”


We were both quiet for a moment, both thinking.


“Who’s he hiding from?” Dan said.  “And why?”


Was Jeremy trying to conceal the fact that he was a compulsive gambler?  If so, who did he think would see him, recognize him at the casinos, casinos that were so far from his home?  Did he think someone would report back to Marissa, or maybe his mom? 


Or was something more than a cheating boyfriend and compulsive gambler at play?  Maybe.


But what?






Chapter 16

 


Shopping for men was pretty simple.  Their clothing was basic—nothing trendy, no wild patterns or loud colors—just shirts, ties, maybe some accessories.  My male off-listers never complained.  Whatever I picked out was okay as long as it wasn’t trendy, wild, or loud.  Simple.  A good way to start my day.


The first stop on my shopping schedule this morning—after I’d checked in at Fisher Joyce, gotten snubbed by Louise, picked up my corporate credit card, and snagged a coffee from the breakroom—was Brooks Brothers in the Beverly Center.  I’d shopped for this guy before but, of course, had never met him.  All I knew was that his job had something to do with investments and it was important that he dress conservatively so as not to alarm his wealthy clients by looking as if he was likely to drain their account and run off to Argentina.  Blue would accomplish that.


The clerk in Brooks Brothers, who looked fantastic, of course, helped me select five dress shirts, five neckties, and five pocket squares, in varying shades of blue.  I rounded out the order with five tie bars and five sets of cufflinks, making my off-lister’s one week’s worth of clothing reach almost four-thousand dollars.


I couldn’t help but wonder how long someone could live in Argentina for that kind of money.


Not a lot of shoppers were in the mall as I headed for the Coach store, my next stop.  I’d been here a week ago for this same customer and had known at the time that I would return.  She loved Coach handbags, and always purchased matching accessories for each purse.  She wouldn’t, however, allow me to buy them all at once.  I didn’t know why but at least it made my follow-up shopping simple.


Once in the store I found the wallet easily and took it to the checkout counter.  When the clerk asked if I wanted anything else I said I didn’t, but knew I’d be back to pick up the smaller wallet and cosmetic case my off-lister would eventually want. 


As I left the Coach store, my phone chimed.  I expected more shopping orders since today had started out light, but hesitated a few seconds before I pulled my phone out of my tote bag, afraid it was Brittany with another wedding prep problem—which was bad of me, I know.  So bad, in fact, I yanked my phone out as if that could make up for my not-so-charitable and very un-best-friend-like thought.


Instead, it was a text message from Carlotta.  She loved her clothes.  I couldn’t help smiling.  Now she wondered if she should have new shoes.  I texted back that I thought she definitely should and suggested a few brands she could look at; I promised, too, to look around for something I thought she’d like.  Carlotta texted back a smiley face emoji.  Progress. 


I continued through the mall wishing I could as easily make some progress on the two investigations I was involved in.  After my trip to Burbank last night with Dan and the license plate switch we’d discovered, I hardly knew what to make of Jeremy’s behavior.  Beyond thinking he was a devious, secretive, compulsive gambler, and a liar, I was lost.  Dan hadn’t ventured any guesses.  And as for Lily’s murder?  I hadn’t gained much traction on that either. 


Still, a bleak ray of sunlight was on my investigative horizon.  Last night when Dan dropped me off in the Fisher Joyce parking garage, I’d accessed Jeremy’s Facebook page and the photo of him and his friends gathered around the Tesla when it was new.  I compared the license plate to the others I’d captured in my photos of Jeremy at the casinos, and saw that it was different.  Hopefully that meant the plate on the car in that photo actually belonged to the Tesla, allowing the vehicle to be tracked.  Dan promised to check it out and let me know.


My phone chimed again and once more I cringed thinking it was Brittany, then froze when I saw the name on the text.  Mitch Sullivan.  My heart did a little pitter-patter.  I stepped out of the flow of shoppers and tapped his message.  He asked if I’d like to meet him for coffee.


I had no new clues with which to solve Lily’s murder, I had no idea what Jeremy was up to, but still, my day had gotten better. 


I texted Mitch and suggested a café on La Cienega Boulevard close to the mall.  He sent a message back saying that he would meet me there in an hour.  Perfect, in more ways than one.


The hour wait gave me time to check out shoes for Carlotta—though thoughts of Mitch took up most of my brain power. 


Why did Mitch want to meet?  Was it something to do with Lily’s murder investigation?  Had he heard that I was about to be arrested?  Had the murderer been arrested?  Or was this strictly social?  And if it was, what did that mean, exactly?


I gave up trying to figure it out and headed for Bloomingdales.


Carlotta’s new clothes were casual—jeans, khaki pants, sweaters, and blouses—so I looked for shoes that would complement those garments.  Sneakers came to mind, of course, so I selected a pair by Superga in basic white.  To give her a variety to consider, I assembled possibilities from Kenneth Cole and Eileen Fisher that included ballet flats, loafers, and ankle boots.  I thought the boots might be a little out-there for Carlotta, but this was a woman who once wore hip-hugger, bellbottom, orange plaid pants.  I took a photo of the collection and sent it to her. 


As so often happens, I’d spent more time than I realized in the shoe department so I hustled to the parking garage, locked my off-listers’ purchases in the BMW I’d been assigned this morning, and walked down La Cienega to the Sandwich Pro café.


Mitch was already there, seated in their outdoor area that ran along the side of the café.  He smiled when he saw me and stood up, looking quite handsome in spite of his department store suit, and held out a chair for me.  I sat down.  It was early for the lunch crowd, but the place was busy yet managed an aura of seclusion among their strategically placed palms, shrubs, and blooming plants.


“How’s your day going?” Mitch asked, and settled into the chair across from me.


“Buying things I can’t keep,” I said.  “How about you?”


“Catching cases I can’t solve.”


The waiter came by and dropped off menus.  I asked for an iced tea, Mitch went for coffee. 


“Does that include Lily Hampton’s murder?” I asked. 


He managed a small smile, as if he’d known we’d get to this sooner rather than later. 


“I can’t talk about the case,” he reminded me.


“I haven’t asked anything about the case,” I told him. 


“But you’re going to.”


“Well, now that you brought it up.” 


Mitch’s smile stayed in place.  I wasn’t sure if it was a self-congratulatory grin because he’d guessed right about my interest in the case, or he thought I was just so darn cute still being interested. 


“Surveillance tape,” he said.  “Lots of it from surrounding businesses at the front of the shop but all of it poor quality.  No help.”


Surveillance video was always grainy and out of focus.  I didn’t know why business owners bothered to spend the money on it.


“Did Lily have her keys?” I asked.


Mitch paused, as if unsure why I’d ask.


“Her boyfriend dropped her off that morning,” I said.  “If he killed her, he probably used her keys to go out the front door.”


I could see that Mitch wasn’t going any further without some prompting.


“Her boyfriend,” I said.  “Ashton McCormick.”


Mitch’s expression morphed into a dark, serious, frown.  “Stay away from McCormick.  Don’t go near him.  Understand?”


His warning was harsh, so harsh and unexpected it startled me. 


“Okay,” I replied.


Mitch gazed at me for a few seconds as if deciding whether I would heed his warning.  I tried to project an aura of innocence, masking the uneasy feeling that swept over me, wondering if I’d put myself in danger by questioning Ashton at his apartment. 


I had to find out.


***


“New off-lister?” Meredith asked, as I closed the door of her office and sat down in the chair beside her desk.


“No,” I said.


“Favor?”


“Look,” I said.  “You don’t have to do it.  Really.  The last thing I’d ever want to do is get you into trouble and cause you to—”


“Give.”  Meredith held out her hand and wiggled her fingers. 


“You’re sure?”


She gestured to her computer.  “I’m slammed with seven new inquiries.  I can work yours in.  No problem.”


I sighed with relief and passed her the slip of paper I’d brought in with me.  On it I’d written the info I had on Ashton McCormick.  The background search the tech had done for Dan should have picked up anything troubling, but after seeing Mitch earlier today and hearing his alarming edict to stay away from the guy, I had to find out more about him and learn whether or not I’d put myself in serious danger by questioning him about Lily’s murder. 


I laid the paper on her desk, then pulled out my phone and accessed the photo of the silver Mini Cooper.  “Could you run this plate?”


She took a quick look and turned to her computer. 


“Are these connected to Marissa’s cheating boyfriend?” she asked, tapping the keyboard.


“Something different,” I said. 


“Is he cheating on her?”


“He’s definitely up to something.  I can’t figure out what it is,” I said. “How’s it going with you and Neil?”


She glanced away from her computer long enough to make a frowny face and a little gagging sound.


“What now?” I said. 


“Bad enough that he insisted I meet his parents, now he wants me to have Sunday brunch with him and his grandmother.”


“What?”


“Yeah.”


“Seems like he really wants you to be part of his family,” I said, trying to sound generous.  “But it is kind of weird.”


Meredith tapped another key and the printer came to life. 


“So what’s up with you?” she asked.


I could have told her I’d had lunch with Mitch today, but I didn’t want to get into it.  She’d expect details and I honestly didn’t know what those details were.  He’d extended the invitation so on the surface that meant he liked me, a little, maybe.  I liked him, too, a little, maybe—no, definitely.  But still, something didn’t seem quite right between us.


Meredith grabbed the paper that rolled out of the printer and looked at it.


 “Linda Fletcher owns the Mini,” she said.  “Is that who you’re looking for?”


“I guess,” I said. 


I’d have preferred it if the vehicle had been registered to Patricia, or Shannon, or Ashton, one of my suspects, someone I could tie to Lily’s murder.  This Linda Fletcher was probably somebody who’d taken advantage of Addison Fair’s empty parking lot just long enough to grab a coffee at one of the cafés around the corner before heading to work.  Another dead end.


“Looks like she got her California driver’s license just a few months ago.  Moved here from Idaho,” Meredith said.  “You two have something in common.”


“She bought a new car,” I said.  “I can’t afford a new car.”


“Maybe she’s an actor and landed a big role on a TV show or something.”


“I’ve never heard of her.”


“She probably has a stage name,” Meredith said. 


A little jolt hit me.  Meredith kept talking but my thoughts froze, locked onto a crucial connection.


“Is that okay?” Meredith’s voice broke into my thoughts.


“Yeah, sure,” I said, trying not to sound as if I hadn’t heard a word she’d said.


“I’ll let you know.”


“Thanks.”


I left Meredith’s office.  My phone chimed several times.  I ignored it and went straight to the wardrobe department. 


“Hey, girl, what’s going on?”  Moss called when I walked in.


“Check this out, would you?”  I showed her the paper with Linda Fletcher’s driver’s license photo on it.  “Do you know her?”


Moss studied it for a moment, then frowned at me.  “How’d you get that?”


She looked concerned, as if I was up to something and she didn’t know what it was, and maybe shouldn’t be a part of it.


“I have to make sure I’m shopping for the right person,” I lied.  “You know, match up the names so I don’t get involved with identity theft.”


“Oh.  Okay.”  Moss looked at the photo again.  “Yeah, I know her.  That’s Ember.”


Another jolt hit me, a stronger one this time, taking my thoughts to a different place.


“Her name is really Linda Fletcher?” Moss asked.  “I like ‘Ember’ better.  It suits her.”


“Thanks for your help.”  I tucked the paper into my tote bag and left the department.


My thoughts raced, snippets of information falling into place as I headed for the elevator.  Ember, personal assistant to a major stylist, was really Linda Fletcher, recently arrived from Idaho.  She owned the silver Mini Cooper I’d seen parked behind Addison Fair the morning Lily was murdered.  The car had vanished when I’d come outside as the police were arriving. 


Had Ember been inside Addison Fair, or had she simply snagged a parking space there to grab a coffee at a nearby café?


Had she seen something that morning?  Did the police know about her?  Had they questioned her? 


My steps faltered as I approached the elevators.  Ember and Lily had been seen arguing outside Addison Fair.  Had she spotted Lily there that morning?  Had their argument, whatever it concerned, continued?  Gotten out of hand?  Turned violent?


An ugly picture formed in my head.  I didn’t like it, but I had to hold on to the thought that maybe I’d found another suspect.






Chapter 17

 


While I waited in the parking garage for the valet to bring a vehicle around for me, the notion that Ember had murdered Lily circled through my head.  But it didn’t take root because, really, I had no evidence and no motive since I didn’t know what their argument in the parking lot of Addison Fair had been about.  Still, the idea wouldn’t go away.


I checked my messages and saw shopping orders from Louise, enough to take up most of my day.  I’d also gotten a message from Carlotta in response to the pic I’d sent of the shoes I’d suggested.  She gave me a thumbs-up and a heart emoji.  Real progress.


A cryptic message appeared from Dan that simply read, “Done.”  I hoped that meant tracking had been set up for the Tesla.  I figured that asking him for confirmation would make me look terribly uncool, so I let it go.  I’d know soon enough.


The valet pulled up with my usual BMW, gave me a friendly smile, which is always nice.  I hopped in and drove away. 


My first stop was Macy’s on Flower Street.  I parked in the garage and went up to the women’s clothing department.  One of the shopping orders Louise had sent was for Zella Mason, an off-lister I’d handled many times.  She was a screenwriter who’d made her mark in Hollywood several decades ago.  All I could figure was that it must have been a great time of life for Zella because her sense of style lingered in that bygone era.


I consulted her shopping list on my phone and was surprised to see that today, for a change, she’d kicked it up a bit.  While she still wanted white blouses, black socks, elastic-waist khaki pants, today she’d requested a red—yes, red—cardigan. 


I wondered if she’d gotten a dog and had met a man at her local dog park. 


Fulfilling Zella’s typical order wasn’t as easy as you’d think, since white blouses and cardigan sweaters weren’t exactly on the cutting edge of trending fashion.  But after some searching and finding a sales clerk willing to dig through their stockroom, I located everything Zella had asked for and signed away a rather modest two-hundred-fifty dollars of her movie residuals. 


The next off-lister on my shopping list had gone into great detail to explain how unexpected company—what are people thinking, just showing up no-notice—was arriving and she absolutely—absolutely—had to have new bedding immediately.  Immediately.  As in immediately.  She was in a total panic.  Understandable.


Her list was very specific—whoever had shown up no-notice was important, apparently—so I consulted the sales clerk on duty in the housewares department.  I probably would have spent an hour trying to find the requested 1400 thread count, Egyptian cotton, king-size sheet set, the European goose down medium-density pillows, and the three-piece-king-size duvet set, all in white.  The clerk knocked it out in less than ten minutes.  I signed away almost two-thousand dollars, wrestled everything to the parking garage and into my BMW.  I still had more shopping to do but since my off-lister needed her bedding immediately I drove back to Fisher Joyce, packaged it along with Zella’s clothing, turned it all over to the guy in shipping, and headed out again.


I had another shopping order to handle but it was pretty simple and wouldn’t require much time or effort—so little time and effort that I hoped Louise wouldn’t notice a slight detour to handle some personal business. 


I needed to check in with Ruth.  I hadn’t given her an update—because I had no real info to give her—but I wanted her to know I was still searching for Lily’s murderer.  And besides, it was a good excuse to go to Addison Fair; maybe I could turn up an actual clue there. 


I drove to Robertson Boulevard and circled around to the rear of Addison Fair.  I pulled in and checked the other cars parked in the lot.  No silver Mini Cooper.  Too bad.  I wanted to talk to Ember and this would have been a perfect opportunity. 


As I climbed out of my BMW, my phone rang.  Dennis Tanner’s name appeared on the ID screen.  I guess the chat Dan had with him had motivated him. 


“Hollis?  Hollis, how are you?” he asked when I answered.  “How are you feeling?  Are you okay?  You’re okay, aren’t you?”


He sounded worried and stressed.  Dan had that effect on people.


“I’m okay,” I said.


“Good.  That’s good.  Really, that’s good.”  He heaved a sigh.  “I’m working on your case—diligently.  Every day.  Every possible moment.  You know that, don’t you?”


“Well, no, not really—”


“I am!  I’m on it!”


“Okay, fine.  Thank you,” I said.  “What progress have you made?”


“Lots.  Tons.  Progress, like you wouldn’t believe,” he told me.


“Like what?”


“All sorts of progress!”


I had to pull the phone away from my ear for a few seconds, then said, “I appreciate the update.”


“Of course.  Absolutely.  I’ll keep you informed every step of the way,” he swore.  “I’m on it.”


I thanked him again and ended the call with the feeling that most of Dennis’s efforts were going into keeping Dan appeased, rather than getting me out of a murder charge.


I dropped my phone into my tote bag and faced the Addison Fair building.  Honestly, I wasn’t all that anxious to go inside.  I’d felt this way when I’d been here before.  The ugly image of Lily’s body lying in the salon remained in my mind, playing over and over, as if something about it deserved more attention than I was giving it.  But mostly I didn’t want Shannon to see me and start screaming that I was a murderer.  Still, I had to update Ruth. 


As I stepped onto the red carpet under the VIP awning, the door opened and Shannon walked out.  Great. 


She froze and glared at me.  “Returning to the scene of the crime?”


The scowl on her face, the tone in her voice hit me hard.  So hard that something switched inside me.  I’d had enough of Shannon’s bullying tactics and her accusations. 


“You must be relieved Lily is gone,” I said.  “You didn’t like her.  You tried to get her fired.”


Shannon gasped, seemingly surprised I knew those things about her.


“Or, at least, you should feel guilty,” I told her.  “You were here that day.  If you’d come in a few minutes earlier—on time, when you were supposed to be here—maybe you would have seen who attacked her.  Maybe stopped it from happening.”


Shannon doubled down on her hateful glare.  “You’d better not start spreading rumors about me.”


She cut around me.  I watched as she disappeared around the corner.


I stood there for a moment, trying to calm down.  Did Shannon feel any guilt at all for Lily’s death?  I doubted it.  Probably, she was relieved that Lily wasn’t there anymore. 


I went inside Addison Fair.  The door to the salon on the left was open.  Thoughts rushed through my head.


Was the murderer here that day to attack Shannon?


Shannon was supposed to be here that morning, not Lily. 


I didn’t want to think that anyone deserved to be murdered, but between Shannon and Lily … well…


Drawing a breath I peered into the salon.  Images flooded back—Lily on the floor, the gowns atop her, the broken table, the blood.  Should Shannon have been lying there instead?


A chill shook me.  I didn’t like that scenario any better, despite everything I knew about Shannon. 


I headed down the hallway, then stopped as the image of the murder scene froze in my head.  The gowns.  Lily’s body had been partially covered with gowns.  Why were they in the salon?  Gowns were never displayed unless a client was expected. 


My thoughts rushed on.  Maybe neither Lily nor Shannon was the intended victim.  Maybe it was a client.


I dug my phone out of my tote and looked at the photo I’d taken of the employee work schedule and client appointments for that morning, the one I’d seen pinned to the board in Patricia’s office.  No appointments were listed.  Seemed this was another random piece of the puzzle that didn’t fit anywhere. 


Ahead on the sales floor, I spotted Jamie pulling dresses from a rolling rack and placing them on display near the front window. 


“How’s it going?” I asked as I walked up.


Jamie glanced at two customers on the other side of the room checking out the Kate Spade handbags.


“Not so good,” she whispered and waved her hand over the Chanel dresses on the rack.  “Mark-downs.  Ruth never takes a mark-down.  Never.”


Several possible scenarios popped into my head.  Jamie went on before I could mention them.


“I’m afraid Ruth is getting rid of merchandise because she’ll have to close the store.”


I couldn’t help feeling guilty.  If I’d already solved Lily’s murder Ruth likely wouldn’t be considering closing.


“Who told you that?” I asked.


“Rumor,” Jamie said.  “Lily’s position isn’t being filled, merchandise is being marked down.  Shannon says we shouldn’t be surprised if our hours get cut.  So it kind of looks like the store won’t be around much longer.”


It did look that way, which didn’t make me feel any better.


“Sorry I haven’t gotten back to you about those vintage gowns,” Jamie said.


Carlotta’s gowns, the one’s I’d used for cover.  Another of my attempts to dig up information that hadn’t gone far—certainly not far enough to catch Lily’s killer.


“Don’t worry about it.” I nodded toward the offices.  “I’m going to say hi to Ruth, then take off.”



I headed down the hallway and paused to peek inside Patricia’s office.  Empty.  Seemed she’d taken another day off.  I wondered if she’d heard the rumors, too, and was at a job interview.  Maybe that’s where Shannon was headed also.


A little farther down the hallway I leaned inside Ruth’s office.  She’d decorated it with deep maroons and greens, and heavy, dark furniture, classic pieces, and antiques.  Every time I was in here I felt like I was visiting a museum.


Ruth sat behind her desk, a vacant look on her face as she stared across the room.  I rapped on the door.  She looked up and managed a weak smile.


“Hollis, my dear Hollis.  Come inside.  Sit.”  Ruth gestured to the chairs positioned in front of her desk.  “Tell me your good news.”


Ruth looked tired, defeated.  I sat down, desperately wishing I had any sort of news to tell her. 


“You’ve discovered who did this terrible thing,” Ruth said.  “You have.  I know you have.”


I’d compiled a list of suspects, most of whom worked for Ruth.  I didn’t think giving her that info would make her feel any better.


“I should know something soon,” I said, then pushed on, hoping not to see the disappointed look she’d surely give me.  Dan had mentioned I needed to find the suspect with the strongest motive.  Maybe Ruth could help with that.


“I keep wondering why somebody disliked Lily enough to want to hurt her,” I said.  “Did something happen here—other than the mix-up with the gown for Patricia’s friend?”


Ruth uttered a disgusted grunt.  “That gown.  So much fuss over one gown.  And Shannon going on and on about it.  I don’t understand why.  Then Patricia.  Same thing.  It was a mistake, Lily’s mistake, but her only mistake.”


“I understand Lily got into an argument with Ember in the parking lot,” I said.


“Who is this Ember?  I don’t know an Ember.”  Ruth looked away.  “What is happening to my store?  My lovely store?”


I’d come here to update Ruth and let her know I was trying hard to solve Lily’s murder, but it seemed I was only upsetting her.   


“I’m on it,” I said, with all the conviction I could muster.  “I’ll get it figured out.”


Ruth turned to me with a trusting smile, displaying more faith in me than I probably deserved.


“I know.  I know you’re trying,” she said.  “I know you’ll handle it.  You’ll make this horrible thing go away.”


I couldn’t bring myself to promise that I would, so I went for an encouraging smile instead, and left Ruth’s office.  In the parking lot I checked out the cars still hoping I’d spot Ember’s silver Mini Cooper so I could talk to her, but it wasn’t there.  I’d have to track her down; hopefully she’d seen something, or someone, the morning of Lily’s murder.  Or, better still, she’d admit to the crime herself. 


My phone chimed with another shopping order as I climbed into the BMW.  But before I could look at it, a call came in.  Taylor’s name popped up on the ID screen.


Great.  Another reminder of something I couldn’t figure out, handle, or conclude.


“He’s avoiding her,” Taylor announced when I answered.  “Jeremy.  That idiot.  He’s making excuses for not seeing Marissa.”


I didn’t know what to say to that.


“She’s upset—finally.  She thinks he’s cheating on her—finally,” Taylor told me.  “That idiot isn’t worth her crying over.  So, look, have you got the goods on him, or not?”


I could have told her that these things take time, that I didn’t have anything definite yet, but I figured that wouldn’t make Taylor happy.  And since I wanted a positive recommendation from her for future investigations, I had to do more.


“I’m consulting with security personnel and—”


“Who?”


“You don’t want to know,” I told her.  “And I’ve implemented cutting edge technology to—”


“What kind of technology?”


“You don’t want to know,” I said again.  “I’ll have something definitive soon.”


“How soon?”


I thought Taylor was being more than a little pushy considering that all this investigation was costing her was reimbursement of expenses and a Starbucks gift card. 


“It takes the time it takes,” I told her.  “I’m on it.”


Taylor was quiet for a few seconds, then heaved a sigh.  “Maybe it’s better it takes a while.  Give her more time to get used to the idea.”


“I’ll be in touch,” I promised and ended the call.


I started the BMW and was ready to back out of the parking space when another call came in.  It flashed in my mind that Brittany was calling again with another wedding prep problem.  I was relieved when I saw Meredith’s name. 


“Got that info you wanted,” she said when I answered.  “Ashton McCormick.”


Lily’s supposed boyfriend.  The guy Mitch had made such a fuss about and warned me to stay away from when we were at lunch.  My spirits lifted thinking Meredith had come up with some incriminating info in Ashton’s background that the first tech had missed and would point directly to Ashton as Lily’s murderer.


“What did you find?” I asked. 


“Nothing.”


“Nothing?”


“Nothing major,” Meredith said.  “Fender bender turned semi-road-rage a year ago.  No injuries.  Some damage to the cars.”


“That’s it?”


“Yep.”


“What happened?”


“Like I said, a minor fender-bender.  In a parking lot,” Meredith reported.  “Ashton’s car got bumped.  No big deal.  The troubling part is that he left the scene, then circled back and smashed into the other car.”


 “Not a heat-of-the-moment thing?” I asked. 


“On purpose.  After thinking it over.” 


“Crazy,” I said.


“Scary,” she said.  “Even for an L.A. driver.”


“And nothing came of it?”


“His family has money,” Meredith said.  “Their lawyers made it go away.”


“Any problems since then?”


“Nope.”


“Nothing more serious?”


“If he’s still carrying on like a lunatic, there’s no record of it,” Meredith said. 


“Okay.  Thanks”


“Any time,” Meredith said, and ended our call.


My phone chimed again, this time from Louise with another shopping order.  I didn’t look at it.  Neither did I pull out of the parking space.  I sat there thinking.


Ashton’s involvement in the kind-of road rage incident was troubling on many levels, but mostly because he’d left the scene, stewed on it, and his anger had built to the point that he’d driven back and deliberately hit the other car.


Bad as that was, I couldn’t understand Mitch’s insistence that I stay away from Ashton.  The incident had involved no physical altercation.  No arrest.  No charges.  From what Meredith had uncovered, it seemed like a one-off incident. 


Did Mitch know something about Ashton that wasn’t contained in official records? 


Or was Mitch’s dire warning to stay away from Ashton meant to scare me, to keep me from investigating? 


Had Mitch lied to me?  Lied to manipulate my behavior?


I backed out of the parking space and drove away from Addison Fair with two things on my mind—Ashton was now at the top of my suspect list and I could no longer trust Mitch.






Chapter 18

 


One of my off-listers needed a breathtaking hostess gift that included artisan soaps and another needed forty-two pairs of panties.  Thus, the glamorous life of an L.A. personal shopper.


Hollywood & Highland was a multi-level center claiming to have the best shopping, dining, and entertainment in the heart of Hollywood, just steps away from the stars.  I wasn’t sure exactly which stars they claimed were steps away.  No celebrity in their right mind would go there unless they wanted to be mobbed by hordes of tourists. No locals in their right mind would likely go there either.  The area around Hollywood Boulevard and Highland Avenue was always chaotic—traffic near gridlock, throngs of tourists crowding the sidewalks, horns blowing, street vendors hawking merchandise.  But it suited my needs today.


I pulled into the underground parking garage and took the escalator up to the street level, an open-air area featuring a variety of stores and kiosks. Ahead on Hollywood Boulevard, actors in costume posed for photos, tourists looked at the stars on the Hollywood Walk of Fame, red double-decker tour busses crept through the slow traffic.  This was one of the first places Brittany and I visited when we moved from KCK.  Exciting times, back then.  Everything was new and fun.


I wondered how her wedding plans were going. 


I decided a hostess gift and dozens of panties could wait a few minutes.  I pulled my phone from my tote and called Brittany.  Her voicemail picked up, which was unusual for her.  I left a message.


There was nothing left to do but pick out panties.  I hit Victoria’s Secret and bought sheer lace-side bikini panties and seamless, textured bikini panties for my off-lister.  Twenty-one pairs of each, my choice of colors as long as they were all pastels.  Fifteen minutes and six hundred dollars later, I was out the door.


Since the center catered to tourists, I had my choice of gift shops.  I chose one on the second level that didn’t display fake jewelry, or T-shirts and magnets with I went to L.A. emblazed on them.  I’d shopped for this off-lister before and knew the type of merchandise she’d want for her breathtaking hostess gift.  I picked up a candle, body spray, hand lotion, coffee beans, and a recipe journal, and threw in chocolates and an artisan soap set.  Two hundred dollars for a hostess gift.  Must be one heck of a party my off-lister was going to.


Heading down to the parking garage I checked my phone.  No return call or even a text from Brittany.  No new shopping orders either.  The afternoon was early so something would likely come through.  I decided to wait around for a while in case Louise sent an order. 


But I could still accomplish something, I decided, as I locked my off-listers’ purchases in the back of my company-issued BMW, and took the escalator up to the street level again.  I wanted to talk to Ember about the day of Lily’s murder.  She’d been there.  She might have seen something.  I’d thought she might have actually killed Lily. 


Ember, known as Linda Fletcher back home in Idaho, lived a few blocks away, according to the address on her driver’s license.  More than likely she was at work but since I was this close, I decided to give it a try.  I looked up the location on my phone and started walking.


Ember’s apartment building was two blocks west and another three south.  A bit of a walk, but easier than dealing with traffic and attempting the almost impossible feat of finding a parking space. 


Though only a few blocks from the Hollywood & Highland shopping center, this neighbor wasn’t quite so upscale.  Nice, or as nice as a neighborhood can look with tattoo parlors, discount electronic shops, and stores featuring merchandise of questionable origin.  Certainly no stars were steps away from here. 


I found Ember’s place easily enough, a three-story, beige stucco building a few decades past its prime.  The sign out front boasted luxury amenities, though so far I hadn’t seen anything luxurious about the place.  It was a typical L.A. complex, with each apartment opening onto an exterior walkway and stairs at each end of the building.  The area set my nerves on edge.  I wished I’d driven, in case I had to make a quick escape.  I almost hoped Ember wouldn’t be home so I could leave. 


That was no way to solve a crime, of course, or get promoted to Fisher Joyce’s investigations department.  I pulled out my phone so I’d look busy to passersby and lingered on the sidewalk until an SUV pulled up and opened the gate to the underground parking garage.  I slipped inside behind the car.  Right away I spotted Ember’s silver Mini Cooper.  She was home.  I took the interior stairs up to the second floor, anxious to get this done so I’d never had to come back. 


The exterior walkway was nicer than I expected.  Clean, no bad smells, no graffiti on the walls, no babies crying or people yelling.   Ember’s apartment was at the very end.  I knocked.


The door flew open but I didn’t see a face, only heard a voice.


“Hey, thanks for coming so fast.  Sorry I didn’t leave a tip but my credit card was maxed out.  I have some cash—”


Ember suddenly appeared, holding the interior doorknob with one hand and clutching her phone in the other.  She’d floated near the top of my suspect list, but seeing her now—short, petite, fine-boned—it was hard to imagine her wrestling with Lily, then hitting her over the head with a table leg hard enough to kill her. 


Ember looked me up and down.  “Where’s my food?”


“I’m here about what happened at Addison Fair,” I said.


A few seconds passed while her confusion morphed into something else.  Color drained from her face.


“How did you find me?” 


I expected anger or outrage, not the panic I heard in her voice.


“Can I come inside?” I asked. 


I peered around her and caught a glimpse of what was likely her living room—although living there wouldn’t be all that enjoyable.  A table lamp with a crooked shade sat on a cardboard box next to a folding lawn chair.  Clothing on hangers hung from the overhead light fixture. 


She stepped fully around the door, blocking my view.


“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”  The panic in her voice ramped up.  “I’m not involved in anything.”


“You were there.  I know you were there.”


“Who sent you?”


Footsteps sounded.  We both turned and saw a guy coming down the walkway carrying a hot-bag and checking apartment numbers.


“Look, I’m not going to say anything—to anybody.”  Ember’s voice shook.  “I’m not.  I’m not.” 


“Tell me what you saw,” I said.  “That’s all I’m asking.”


The delivery guy ambled up.  The scent of weed and French fries floated around him.


“Hey.”  He gave us a one-handed wave.  “How’s it going?”


“Just leave me out of it, okay?” Ember said to me. 


“Why won’t you talk about it?” I asked.  “What are you hiding?”


He unzipped the hot-bag and held it out.  Ember grabbed the food, ducked inside and slammed the door.


“Ember?” I called.


The delivery guy looked at me, nodding for no apparent reason.  “Hey.  How’s it going?”


“Not as well as I’d have liked.”


“That’s cool.”


We stood there for a few more seconds.


“I don’t think you’re getting a tip,” I said.


“That’s cool.”


I left.


***


As I pulled out of the underground parking garage at the Hollywood & Highland center I got another shopping order.  I glanced at my phone as I sat at a traffic light and was glad to see it was for Carlotta.  She wanted the shoes I’d suggested—all of them.


I drove to Bloomingdales and showed the clerk in the shoe department what I needed.  She disappeared into the stockroom and came out a few minutes later with everything Carlotta requested—ballet flats, loafers, sneakers, and ankle boots.  A great way to spend about seven-hundred bucks.


Getting my off-listers’ purchases packaged and handed off to the shipping department took a while when I got back to Fisher Joyce, which suited me.  I wasn’t in a hurry to leave the prep room, not at all anxious to go upstairs and wait around in the hospitality department, killing time until I could leave for the day—or until Louise left, whichever came first.  The guy in shipping must have had a hot date because he processed my packages in record time, and wasn’t the least bit interested in my attempts to make small talk. 


While I waited for the elevator I checked my phone.  I hadn’t heard back from Brittany.  Maybe she was partying with all her friends—friends that used to be mine, too.  Maybe she and Toby were out.  Or maybe she refused to return my call because I’d been lax about staying in touch with her.  It wasn’t usually like her, but I guess I deserved it. 


My phone chimed on the way up to the sixth floor.  Taylor wanted to meet.  I’d already talked to her earlier and assured her I was handling things.  She’d seemed satisfied with my explanation.  Maybe something else had happened. 


I texted her back, agreeing to meet in the breakroom.  When I got there Taylor was already pacing around.  Marissa was with her. 


Fortunately, no one else was in the breakroom because when Marissa saw me she flung out both arms and shook her head wildly.


“I wish I’d never agreed to this,” Marissa moaned.  “Everything was perfect, before.  Perfect.”


Taylor stopped pacing.  “No, it wasn’t.” 


“Well, at least I thought it was perfect,” Marissa insisted.  “Now I don’t know what to think.”


“Don’t think anything,” I said.  “Not yet.  Wait until I find out exactly what’s going on.”


“Good advice,” Taylor said.  “Hollis is consulting with security personnel and she’s got special equipment.”


If Taylor thought my additional investigative tools would placate Marissa, she was wrong.  Tears pooled in Marissa’s eyes and spilled onto her cheeks.


“He’s cheating on me, isn’t he?  Jeremy is cheating.”  She turned her face upward, as if beseeching some higher power.  “I thought he was a good man.  He’s not.  Where are all the good men?”


Taylor and I shared a vacant look.  Neither of us had an answer for that age-old question. 


“Do you have a man in your life, Hollis?” Marissa asked, a hopeful expression on her face.


The closest thing I had to a man in my life was Mitch Sullivan who’d asked me out on a lunch date that had gone downhill pretty quickly after we’d talked about a murder investigation, and Dan Kincade, rumored to have killed people.


“I realize it’s hard not knowing what’s going on with Jeremy,” I said.  “But I’m on it.  I’ll know something definitive soon.”     


I tried to sound reassuring but failed miserably, apparently, because Marissa sucked in a big breath and let out a wail. 


“I wish I’d never started this!”  Marissa sniffed hard and walked away.


“Me, too,” Taylor grumbled and followed her.


Me, too.


I waited a minute, then left the breakroom. 


The day was winding down.  The hospitality department was quiet when I walked in.  The other shoppers were in their cubicles on their computers.  Two of the event planners were on the phone.  Louise sat behind her desk flipping through a file folder.  I’d have to turn my corporate credit card in to her before I left for the day, but I always waited until the last minute so she’d think I was still ready, able, and anxious to go out on another shopping trip. 


I sat down at my desk and accessed the Neiman Marcus website, thinking it made me look busy.  My phone chimed with a text message from Meredith.  I glanced at Louise and saw that she was still going through the file folder on her desk, and accessed Meredith’s message.  She wanted to talk to me and asked if I could meet her in the breakroom.  I wondered if she’d turned up something new on Ashton McCormick.  Or maybe it was another situation with her boyfriend Neil.


Before I could text Meredith back, my phone chimed again with a message from Louise instructing me to report to her office.  There she sat, at her desk not twenty feet away, and she sends me a text.  Nice, huh. 


Annoyed, I left my cubicle.  A troubling—no, alarming—thought came to me.  Was that folder on Louise’s desk actually my personnel file?  Had she finally managed to get me fired?


A truly alarming thought slammed into my head.  The text message from Meredith I’d just received.  The info on Ashton McCormick I’d asked her to get for me in violation of company policy.  Had upper management found out about it?  Had they traced it to Meredith, then to me?  Were we both about to get fired?  Had she texted to warn me?


I steeled myself and walked into Louise’s office.


She ignored me as I stood in front of her desk.  Her rudeness actually suited me because it gave me time to try and determine exactly what was in the folder she was still looking through.  I couldn’t tell if it was my personnel record. 


“Sit,” she finally said.


I sat.  Another minute dragged by, then another.  Finally, she lifted her head and looked at me. 


“There’s an opening in the investigations department coming up soon,” Louise told me. 


My heartrate doubled.  Meredith.  Was Meredith getting fired?  Because of me?


“Your initial application indicates you’d requested a position in that department,” Louise said.  “Are you still interested in working there?”


Had I heard her right?  I was being asked if I wanted to work in investigations?  The department I’d been desperate to join since I’d started working here?  My best chance of locating my sister?


I wasn’t sure if this was real, since Louise hadn’t done the expected backflip at the possibility of getting rid of me. 


Mentally, I did my own backflip.  Finally—finally—I had a better chance of finding Quinn.  But as much as I wanted to work there, I didn’t want to do it at Meredith’s expense.  Nor did I want to seem too anxious to leave hospitality.  If the transfer didn’t come through, it would give Louise another reason not to like me. 


“I’d like to hear more about the opportunity,” I said, and managed to sound composed. 


Louise heaved a long-suffering sigh, as if I’d caused her to do one more thing she didn’t want to do.


“I’ll let them know,” she said, and turned to her computer.


She didn’t look at me again or say anything so I figured she was done with me.  I went back to my cubicle, and while looking at the Neiman Marcus website again, I sent Meredith a text agreeing to meet her in the breakroom.


A few minutes later Louise gathered her belongings, readying to leave for the night.  I hurried into her office and turned in my corporate credit card, then waited at my desk pretending to work until she left the department.  I grabbed my things and headed to the breakroom.  Two women I didn’t know were there chatting and getting candy from the snack cabinet.  Meredith stood in front of the refrigerator.  I was relieved she had her purse over her shoulder but wasn’t carrying a box of her personal belongings, escorted by security.


“Hey, how’s it going?”  Meredith grabbed a can of soda.  “Want one?”


I shook my head.  “You wanted to talk to me?”


She glanced at the two women who couldn’t seem to decide which candy bar was the best for the drive home, and nodded toward the door.  I followed her into the hallway.


“Are you okay?” I asked, as we moved to a quiet spot down the hall.  “Are you in trouble?  I heard there was an opening in investigations?”


“Oh, that.”  Meredith popped the soda open.  “Jennifer.  She’s pregnant.  But I heard she’s planning to work until her due date, months from now.  That’s why I didn’t mention it to you.”


I guess Louise really was anxious to get rid of me if she was planning my departure that far into the future.


“So you’re not in trouble?”  I glanced around, saw no one close, and lowered my voice.  “You know.  The Ashton McCormick thing.”


“No, not a peep.”  Meredith tipped up the soda. 


“Whew.  I was worried,” I said. 


Meredith seemed worried now, too. 


“Actually, something came up I needed to ask you about.”  She pulled a folded paper from her purse.  “When I was working on a file this afternoon I slipped in another search about your sister, and I found this.”


“Quinn?  You found Quinn?”


“Maybe it’s nothing.  I don’t know.  That’s what I want to ask you about.”  Meredith looked at the paper.  “Do you know a man named Michael Patrick Brannigan?”


Stunned, I couldn’t respond.


“He applied for building permits and licenses,” Meredith said.  “He opened a business.”


“Wh—where?”


“A place over by Universal Studios.”


“He’s here?  In Los Angeles?”


“Yeah,” Meredith said.  “Do you know him?”


“He’s my dad.”






Chapter 19

 


So, my dad.  Michael Patrick Brannigan, known to everyone as “Mickey.”  He was a pharmacist.  He’d been a good dad.  A good dad, but not a great dad.  It was impossible to be a great dad while living so far away.  When my sister and I were young, our parents divorced.  Dad moved to San Francisco. 


Still, he’d tried to do the right thing by Quinn and me, and overall he’d done okay.  Christmas gifts, birthday gifts, graduation gifts.  All nice presents.  Phone calls on special occasions.  His visits to KCK, while rare, were as pleasant as could be expected for a divorced couple.


When Quinn and I finished high school, I guess he’d felt his job was pretty much done.  Gifts stopped.  He seldom initialed phone calls.  If we called him, he’d answer and talk, giving the impression that he was genuinely interested in hearing from us. 


He avoided social media so there were no Facebook or Instagram posts, leaving Quinn and me in the dark about his daily life, though I guess working as a pharmacist in a chain drug store didn’t give him much to boast about.  If he’d re-married and had a new family, we didn’t know it.


Mom wasn’t any help.  She refused to talk about him.  She’d say nothing about him, good or bad.  She never allowed Quinn and me to visit him in San Francisco, which, I suppose, said something. 


My uncles, the ones who owned the car dealership that I’d worked for in high school, would only say that they admired the way our dad provided for his family.  He’d lived up to his financial responsibilities and had done the right thing by us.  Though neither of them ever said it aloud, I knew they were amazed that he had put up with our mom—their sister—for as long as he had.


Mom was an artist. As soon as Quinn, younger than me by less than two years, graduated high school, Mom took off, leaving us to fend for ourselves.  Last I heard she was living in an artists’ colony somewhere in Wyoming. 


Our family home back in KCK sat unoccupied.  Who knew when Mom might come back from the artists’ retreat and need a place to live?  My uncles kept an eye on the place, something else they’d taken on because of Mom.  Most everyone in the family ended up covering something for Mom.


* * *


With a family background like mine, small wonder it had been on my mind all night and had still haunted me since I got up this morning.  The only distraction I’d had was a text message from Taylor around ten last night telling me that Jeremy was on the move again.  I’d texted her back that I had it covered, but hadn’t left my apartment.  Dan’s tracking device would do the investigating for me, hopefully. 


At nine sharp, my phone chimed with shopping orders as I sat in my cubicle.  I went into Louise’s office and signed out my corporate credit card.  She threw a sidelong glance at me—her way of expressing excitement that I might transfer out of hospitality, I supposed—but that was it.  No greeting, no small talk, no nothing.  I managed a semi-pleasant greeting; I was beginning to wonder why I bothered.


After jumping into my usual BMW SUV in the parking garage, I got a text message from Jamie letting me know that Shannon had loved Carlotta’s vintage gowns and wanted to inspect them.  I wondered if Shannon knew the gowns had been presented by me.  If so, I doubted she’d have wanted to move forward with them.


Of course, Carlotta had no desire to sell her gowns—she didn’t even know why I’d taken the photos of them.  But once again I could use them for cover and visit Addison Fair.  Sooner or later I was bound to turn up another clue there. 


When I pulled into the Addison Fair parking lot, the store had been open for only a few minutes so things looked pretty quiet.  No sign of Ember’s silver Mini Cooper—I’d like another chance to talk to her—only the usual employee vehicles I’d seen before.  A white Honda Accord sat at the edge of the lot.  It looked a bit out of place in the private parking area, not the usual make or model driven by an Addison Fair client. 


As I headed for the entrance, the door under the VIP awning flew open and a man charged out of the building.  Nearly thirty, I figured, tall, blonde, and furious.  He yanked his cell phone out of his pocket and stalked across the lot to the Honda.


Jamie pushed the door open and waved frantically for me to come inside. 


“Hurry.  Get in here.”


“What’s going on?”  I slid through the partially opened door.


“Oh my God.”  Jamie pushed the door shut.  Her face was flushed and her breath was short.  “That man.  Oh my God.  That’s Lily’s brother.”


I whirled around and saw him still standing beside the Honda.


“He yelled at Ruth,” Jamie said. 


I glanced down the hallway toward the offices.


“Is she okay?” I asked.


“I don’t know.  I just wanted to make sure he really left.”


“What happened?”


“He said it’s Ruth’s fault Lily got killed here.  He went on and on about a hostile work environment, how Lily was set up, negligence, disregard for safety, no security, all kinds of stuff.  He’s got a lawyer.  He’s suing.”


We both looked outside.  The man was still on the phone, pacing.


“Do you think I should call the cops?” Jamie asked. 


“I don’t think that will help anything.”


“What if he comes back inside?”


I drew a breath.  “I'll talk to him.”


“What?  No.  Don’t go out there,” Jamie said.  “He might be dangerous.”


True, he might be dangerous.  But he was Lily’s brother.  This was my chance—probably my only chance—to talk to a family member.


I pushed through the door and crossed the parking lot just as he ended his call. 


“Excuse me?” I called.


He looked at me, and though I didn’t think it was possible, yet another wave of raw anger radiated from him.


“Do you work here?”  He barked the words as if he hoped I did work there so he could yell at somebody else.


I couldn’t blame him. 


“No.  My job sent me here.”  I kept my voice calm and even.  “I knew Lily and I liked her, and I’m so sorry this happened to her and your family.”


His rage wound down.  His breath came slower and the redness in his face diminished.  He had on nice slacks, an open collared shirt, and dress shoes, all from a mid-range department store.  There was a rugged handsomeness about him.  I saw a resemblance to Lily around his eyes.  Probably, he was a nice guy pushed into an intolerable situation. 


I offered my hand and introduced myself.


Another few seconds passed, and he shook.


“Terry Hampton.”


“I know your family is beyond devastated.”  I nodded toward the building.  “Lily’s death shouldn’t have happened.  I don’t understand.”


He shook his head.  “She said things weren’t going well for her here, but I never thought …”


“I guess there are a lot of … personalities … here.”


Terry uttered a harsh laugh.  “That’s putting it mildly.  Lily was set up.  Sabotaged.  Made to fail.”


“She told you that?”


“There was some sort of mix-up with a gown—a gown—that started everything,” he said.


“Lily thought that was done on purpose?  To make her look bad, get her in trouble?” I asked. 


“Get her fired.  After that, everybody here turned against her,” he said.  “Lily told me the screw-up wasn’t her fault.  She didn’t know how the wrong gown got delivered.”


His anger ramped up again.  I waited a few seconds before I spoke.


“Ruth really liked Lily.  She spoke very highly of her,” I said.  “She told me the mix-up wasn’t a big deal.”


Terry drew a breath, tapping off his anger.


“It was a big deal to somebody here,” he said.  “I get that it caused a problem.  But things happen.  And it shouldn’t have gotten her fired or …”


“Do you think the gown mix-up was the reason she was … attacked?”


“I don’t know.”  He lapsed into thought.  “I told Lily to quit.  Get out.  When this gown thing happened, I told her to leave.  I told her I’d help pay for her school, her bills.  But she was just so determined to do it her way.  If only she’d listened, taken my advice.”


“I have a younger sister like that, too,” I said.  “She took off right after high school.  I have no idea what happened to her.”


He looked at me then and really seemed to see me, sharing a moment that only older siblings can know. 


“What about the police?” I asked.  “Have they uncovered anything?  What do the detectives think?”


“Who knows?”


“Do they have a suspect?” I asked.  “Have they told you about any evidence or clues they’ve found?”


“They’re investigating.  That’s all they’ll say.  They’re investigating—and doing a damn poor job of it, if you ask me.”


We both fell quiet.  Terry looked exhausted, as if talking about his sister had taken all his strength. 


“I’ve got to get to the office,” he finally said. 


“Again, sorry your family is going through this,” I said.


The kinship we shared, both of us with younger sisters we were used to taking care of and who were now gone, presented itself again. 


“Sorry about your sister,” he said, then nodded toward the building.  “Watch yourself.  Something bad is going on in that place.”


He got into his car but waited until I crossed the parking lot and entered the building before he drove away.


Jamie stood by the door keeping watch, apparently ready to call the police if things had gotten ugly.


“Oh my God.  What did he say?” she asked.  “Is he getting a lawyer?  Is he really going to sue Ruth?”


“Probably,” I said.


Lily’s family was angry, outraged, wanting to lash out at someone—and who could blame them?  If the whole family had the same strong sense of justice that Lily had, Ruth was in for a vigorous lawsuit that could decimate her business and her financial foundation.


Jamie and I stood there for a minute, both of us probably thinking the same troubling thought, though I’m sure her mind had moved to wondering where she’d get another job if Addison Fair went under. 


“So, what’s up?” she asked, bringing us back to the moment.  “Picking up something?”


“The vintage gowns,” I reminded her. 


“Oh, yeah, right.”


If Jamie wondered why I’d shown up without the gowns after she’d told me that Shannon wanted to inspect them, she didn’t mention it.  The incident with Lily’s brother probably still had her rattled. 


“Shannon wanted to look at them,” I said.  “Does she know I’m involved?”


“I told her.”  Jamie shrugged.   “I was kind of hoping that if the shop was still accepting gowns, we wouldn’t go out of business.  Now, with Lily’s family filing that lawsuit, who knows?”


We walked down the hallway together, and as we passed Ruth’s office I stopped.


“I think I’ll talk to Ruth, see how she’s doing,” I said.


Jamie nodded and went on her way.


I leaned inside the office.  Ruth sat behind her desk, a crumpled tissue in her fist, staring at nothing.


“Want to talk?” I asked quietly.


“Oh, Hollis, of course.”  Ruth sniffed and blinked away the tears that stood in her eyes. “Come in, come in.”


I eased into the chair in front of her desk.


“I ran into Lily’s brother in the parking lot,” I said.  “I know it was upsetting for you to deal with him.”


“Shouting.  All that shouting.  Shouting, shouting, shouting.”  Ruth touched her palms to her ears for a moment.  “He’s upset.  Lily’s family is upset.  I’m upset.  You’re upset.  My staff’s upset.  Everybody’s upset.  Everybody.  It’s a terrible thing that happened.”


“I understand the family is thinking about a lawsuit,” I said.


“Lawsuit.  Lawyers.  Nothing will bring her back.”  Ruth’s shoulders sagged and she seemed to shrink into her chair.  “But I will be ruined.  Left with nothing.  All of these years I’ve worked.  The business I’ve built.  It will be gone.”


“Have the police told you anything?”


“Police.  They tell me nothing.”  Ruth waved her hands in the air as if to wipe away the thought.  “Hollis, you must end this.  You must.”


“I’m working on it,” I said, and managed to sound more confident that I felt. 


“Hurry,” Ruth said.  “Please, hurry.”


I gave her the most reassuring nod I could muster, but left her office feeling slightly panicked and overwhelmed and, mostly, like a failure.  Likely, Lily’s family would bring a suit against Addison Fair no matter what, but if I could prove her death was motivated by something personal, not her job, maybe it would go better for Ruth.  I had to figure out who killed Lily.  I had suspects, but I needed to narrow down my list.  I had to find more evidence, clues, and a strong motive.  I had to keep digging and here at the store seemed like the best place to do it.


At the door of Patricia’s office I stopped and peered inside.  She sat at her desk, working at her computer.  I rapped on her door.  She let a minute go by before she looked up and, from her sour expression, wasn’t happy to see me.


“Hi,” I said, and stepped inside her office.  “How are you, Patricia?”


She turned back to her computer.  “What can I do for you?”


“I need to make an appointment with Shannon.  She needs to inspect my client’s vintage gowns.”


“Her hours are posted.”


Obviously, prying info out of Patricia wouldn’t be easy.  But by continuing my charade with Carlotta’s vintage gowns, I had a good excuse to keep coming back.


I looked over the employee work schedule pinned to the bulletin board near Patricia’s desk, then at the client appointments that hung next to it.  Shannon was set to work long hours every day. 


“Shannon’s booked most of next week,” I said. 


Patricia continued to stare at her computer, her fingers tapping away at the keyboard.


“She’s the only one who does the inspections?” I asked.


“Shannon handles all the designer and vintage consignment garments, all the pick-ups, all the deliveries, all the inventory.”  Patricia spoke the words as if she’d said them a million times, and was annoyed she’d had to repeat them once again, this time to me. 


I consulted the schedules.  “How about next Tuesday at noon?”


“I’ll notate it.” 


Patricia's rudeness was off-putting.  I wondered if she was like this to everyone, or if it was just me?  Either way, I figured there was no reason to hold back.


“I have a client who’s looking for a personal assistant,” I said, coming up with a pretty good lie, I thought.  “I’m thinking of suggesting Ember.  Can you recommend her?”


“Don’t know her.”


“But you told me you saw her arguing with Lily in the parking lot.”


Patricia finally turned to me with an are-you-stupid expression on her face that I was afraid her three kids had seen too often.


“That doesn’t mean I can recommend her, now does it?”


“Do you know somebody who could?”


She turned back to her computer.  “I do not.”


I stood there for a moment but she continued to ignore me.


“Well, thanks.”


I left her office and spotted Jamie on the sales floor straightening a rack of Chanel dresses.  Undaunted, I tried the same lie on her I’d just given to Patricia.


“I don’t really know her.  She just comes in sometimes to pick up things,” Jamie said.  “Ask Shannon.  That’s who she always talks to when she’s here.”


“Always?”


Jamie rolled her eyes.  “She works for a major, major, major stylist.  She thinks she’s too good to talk to somebody like me.”


I thanked her and headed down the hallway toward the rear exit.   Shannon was the very last person I wanted to talk to.  I’d put it off because I didn’t think she had anything to add to the investigation and because I didn’t like her.  But I was going to have to do it.  Soon.


When I left the building I froze on the red carpet beneath the VIP awning.  On the other side of the lot, parked behind my BMW, blocking it in, was a black Porsche 911.  Dan leaned against the door, his arms crossed across his chest.


“You’ve got a problem, Kansas.”






Chapter 20

 


“What are you doing here?” I asked as I walked over to Dan.


“Came to see you.”


I didn’t know whether to be worried or flattered.  I settled on flattered, since Dan looked really hot right now, dressed in jeans, CAT boots, a black shirt, and a leather jacket. 


“How did you find me?” I asked.


Dan gave me a little grin. 


Dan’s got a killer grin.


“Trade secret,” he said.


“Oh, my God.”  I glanced at the BMW I was driving today.  “You didn’t set up tracking on my car, did you?”


“Didn’t have to.  It’s already there.” 


Fisher Joyce tracked their cars?  I shouldn’t have been surprised, but I was.  I hoped that only security personnel could trace the vehicles—and that Louise didn’t have access to the info.    


“Here’s your problem.”  Dan straightened away from the car and pulled a paper from the inside pocket of his jacket, and handed it to me.  “Your Tesla driver.  Swapping license plates.  Going to casinos—lots of casinos.”


I unfolded the paper.  It was a printout of the route Jeremy had taken last night, and his destinations. 


“He went from one casino to another,” I said, looking it over.  “Six of them.  All over Southern California.  The whole night.”


Dan nodded.  “I’d thought the guy had a gambling problem.  But after seeing this, something else is going on.”


“But what?” I asked.


“When you followed him to the casinos, who did he talk to?”


“Nobody.”


“Pick up a package?  Maybe a hand-off of something?”


I thought back to the nights I’d observed Jeremy on the casino floor.  Nothing like that had happened.


“No,” I said. 


“How about in the parking garage?” Dan asked.  “Did you see anything suspicious go down?”


“He parked, put on that ridiculous disguise, and went inside,” I said.  “You’re thinking, what?  He’s a courier, delivering or picking up something illegal?”


Dan shrugged and pointed to the printout.  “He’s not doing much gambling.  He’s not in any of the casinos very long.”


I looked over the printout again.  Jeremy was inside each casino for about a half hour, same as on the nights I’d followed him. 


“Not exactly the actions of a compulsive gambler,” I agreed.


“He’s up to something.”


“Yeah, but what?”  I shoved the printout into my tote bag.  “Just what I need.  Another crime I can’t solve.”


Dan was quiet for a few seconds, waiting for me to explain.  But I wasn’t going to get into it with him.  I didn’t especially want him to know how miserably I was failing at finding Lily’s murderer. 


“What’s wrong?” he asked.


He said it in that voice men use sometimes.  The gentle one, the one that lets you know he’s listening—really listening—and that, if you trust him, confide in him, he’ll fix whatever is wrong.  And you know he can do it because backing that gentle tone is the physical power and strength to do whatever it takes. 


That tone of voice has also gotten us into bed with them for millennia.


Determined to be strong, I didn’t say anything.


Dan leaned around me into my field of vision.  “Don’t want to talk about it?”


“No.”


“Want to talk about sex?”


I gasped.  A hot wave shot through me and I felt my cheeks burn.


Dan reached for the Porsche’s door handle.  “If you decide you want to talk about the other crime you can’t solve—or sex—let me know.”


“Wait.”  I drew a breath and gave myself a little shake, trying to regain my composure.  “I could use your help.”


“With sex?”


“No.”  I managed to sound slightly annoyed.


He moved closer, then nodded toward the building.  “The murder here?”


“Yes.”


“What have you got?”  His tone was all business now. 


“I’ve got four suspects,” I said, and was encouraged that Dan looked impressed with the number.  “First, there’s a personal assistant named Ember who works for a major stylist.  She was here the morning of the murder—I didn’t see her inside, just her car in the parking lot—but the car disappeared before the police arrived.  She was seen arguing with Lily.”


“Motive?” Dan asked.


“They don’t work here together so it must be something personal,” I said. “Next is the boyfriend Ashton.  He’s got a history of turning violent.”


“Motive?”


“I don’t think he was into Lily that much.  Things might have come to a head when he dropped her off that morning.”


He nodded.


“Patricia and Shannon both work here.  They wanted Lily fired,” I said.  “There was a mix-up with a gown that turned into—”


“A gown?”  Dan looked down at me with one eyebrow raised.   


“It was an important client,” I said, and even as I said it out loud the explanation sounded weak.  “Anyway, Ruth refused to fire Lily.  Patricia and Shannon weren’t happy about it.”


“Motive?” Dan asked again.


“The client who got the wrong gown was an important friend of Patricia.  I think Patricia wanted to impress her by getting Lily fired,” I said.  “Shannon might have felt threatened by Lily.  Ruth was crazy about Lily, very impressed with everything she did.  Maybe Shannon feared she could be replaced.”


Dan was quiet for a few minutes.  I could see he was thinking over everything I’d said.  It all roamed around in my head again, too.


Dan didn’t have an opinion, apparently, because he stepped away and opened the car door.


“You’re making progress, Kansas,” he said.  “Motive.  Look for the strongest motive.”


“That’s it?” I demanded.  “That’s the best thing you can say?”


He grinned.  “Unless you want to talk about sex now.”


I huffed, walked to my BMW, got inside and slammed the door. 


I only peeked once when Dan sped away in the Porsche.


* * *


Fifi was turning two.  Her mommy, one of my regular off-listers, was throwing her a birthday party and I was shopping for it. Fifi was a Pomeranian. 


The last birthday party I’d been to back in KCK, I’d met three friends at Chili’s, we’d ordered margaritas and cheese sticks, and called it a party. Welcome to L.A.


The Pampered Pooch Boutique on Ventura Boulevard had everything little Fifi needed for a grand party, and then some.   Inside the store, I consulted my off-lister’s shopping list.  It seemed she wanted to start Fifi’s big day with a new pajama and robe set that featured a cupcake design and cost almost a hundred dollars.  Next, I put together the look every well-dressed two-year-old puppy would want to wear to her birthday party—a hand-smocked bubble dress for another hundred bucks, a pearl party hat for twenty-five, and a half-dozen designer-inspired toys for twenty dollars each.  Gifts for the birthday girl also included a crystal dining bowl, a heated bed, and a blanket, all in pink, totaling a little over three-hundred dollars. 


I wondered what it would be like to be Fifi.


After signing away a huge chunk of my off-lister’s money, I left the store.  My phone chimed as I loaded the bags into the back of the BMW.  I wrestled it out of my tote bag, hoping it was Brittany.  I hadn’t heard from her in a while, even after I’d left her several messages.  Taylor’s name appeared on my caller ID screen.


“You have to do something,” she said when I answered.


“I’m doing something,” I said, as I climbed in behind the wheel. 


“You have to do more.”


Taylor didn’t sound angry or demanding, as she had during our previous conversations.  Something else was going on.


“She won’t stop crying,” Taylor said.  “Marissa.  She keeps crying.  She didn’t come to work today.  She’s home.  Crying.”


“That’s not good,” I said, the image of Marissa sobbing uncontrollably forming in my head.


“You have to wind this thing up.  Now.”


I hadn’t wanted to tell Marissa what I’d learned so far, because I didn’t know what it meant.  Now, after seeing the tracking info Dan had provided I still didn’t know exactly what was going on—but it looked even worse for Jeremy.


“I still have more to do,” I said.  “But things aren’t shaping up favorably for Jeremy.”


“I knew it.” Taylor mumbled a curse.  “I knew it.  That little—”


“Like I said, I’m still investigating.”


“She can’t wait any longer,” Taylor insisted.


“I’ll wrap this up and let you know something for sure,” I said.  “Tomorrow.”


“Okay.  Tomorrow.  I’ll hold you to that,” Taylor said and ended the call.


I sat there for a minute thinking about Marissa being completely distraught, Jeremy and his strange behavior, and tried to come up with some other way to investigate the situation.  I didn’t come up with anything.


I finally decided there was only one thing left to do. 


Confront Jeremy.


* * *


I sat in my car at the house on Moorpark in Toluca Lake where Jeremy lived, parked at the curb across the street, as I’d done before.  Like always, the neighborhood was quiet.  Few cars passed.  No one was walking their dog, jogging, or strolling the sidewalks.  Families were likely still inside having dinner. 


Jeremy was inside his apartment on the rear of the property.  I’d come straight from Fisher Joyce and had sat here, waiting for him.  He’d driven up, swung into the driveway, and disappear into the garage. 


I’d tried to come up with some clever way to approach him, to ease him into a conversation that would cause him to reveal the reason for his nighttime visits to the casinos, but hadn’t thought of anything.  I finally decided to simply knock on his door and ask him straight out.


That strategy wasn’t without its risks, of course.  For all I knew, Jeremy might be a real nut-job.  He might attack me.  He might murder me and nobody would ever find out because I hadn’t told anyone where I was going, who I was seeing, and that I was confronting him tonight. 


Maybe I should call Dan. 


A few minutes passed while I stared at Jeremy’s apartment and thought about it. 


What if I called Dan, he dropped everything, and rushed over?  The real problem with that scenario was my assumption that Dan would, in fact, drop everything and rush over.  If he didn’t, well, that said something.


My thoughts moved on.


What if, in my white-knight-to-the-rescue fantasy, Dan rushed over and Jeremy turned out to have a reasonable explanation for his casino runs?  That scenario said something, too, but mostly about me. 


I wasn’t all that anxious to look like an idiot in front of Dan, which left me with one option. 


I got out of my car but left it unlocked—in case I had to make a quick getaway—and walked down the long driveway to Jeremy’s apartment.  I knocked.  A few seconds later the door opened and Jeremy looked out at me.  He had on jeans, a polo shirt, and sneakers.  Up close and in person, he looked as average as he had when I’d seen him at the casinos and in his Facebook photos.


He smiled.  “Hi.”


“Hi,” I said.  “I’m Hollis Brannigan.  I work with Marissa.  I—”


“This is about Marissa’s party, right?  I knew I’d hear from someone soon.”   Jeremy stepped back and waved me inside. “Come in.  I was going to have some ravioli for dinner.  It’s canned, but it’s pretty good.  Would you like some?”


At this point I was really glad I hadn’t called Dan.


I stepped inside Jeremy’s place.  It was a studio apartment with a sofa, recliner, and TV at one end, a kitchenette at the other, and a bed and chest in the middle.  A door near the back of the room led to a bathroom; beside it was another door that must have allowed entrance into the garage.


Everything was neat, clean, well taken care of.  There were no dirty dishes balanced on the counter, no fast food wrappers littering the floor, no discarded socks lying around.  The furnishings were basic, probably provided by the landlord. 


Jeremy gestured to the refrigerator.  “Can I get you something to drink?”


“No, thanks.”


“Marissa’s not all that excited about her birthday.  You know, getting another year older.”  Jeremy got a soda from the refrigerator.  “What kind of a party are you girls throwing for her?”


“Actually, I’m here about something else.”


He popped the can open.  “What’s up?”


“Marissa thinks you’re cheating on her.”


“What?  She thinks—what?”  He looked completely shocked, confused, then a little angry.  “I’m not cheating on her.  I would never cheat on her.”


“I know,” I said.  “Instead, you’re going to multiple casinos, night after night, and gambling.”


“Oh, that.”  Jeremy heaved a sigh of relief and set his soda on the counter.  “Are you sure you don’t want some ravioli?”


“I want you to tell me what you’re up to.”


“How’d you find out?” he asked, more out of curiosity than anger.


“I’m not at liberty to discuss that.”


“Taylor.”  Jeremy nodded.  “She doesn’t like me.  I can tell.  But that’s okay.  She’s being a good friend to Marissa.”


“If you’re a compulsive gambler—or something worse—Marissa deserves to know,” I said. 


He paused for a minute then said, “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”


Jeremy opened the cabinet beside the refrigerator.  The bottom shelf held a few glasses, plates, and bowls.  The three upper shelfs were packed with boxes of coffee, the kind those little cups come in.  He pulled one down and opened the lid.  Inside was a stack of twenty dollar bills. 


A little gasp slipped through my lips.  I motioned to the other boxes.


“Are they all—”


“Full,” Jeremy said.


“Of cash?”


He nodded.


I looked at the dozens of boxes inside the cabinet, trying to imagine how much money was in them—and how it had gotten there.  Then it hit me.


“You work at a print shop,” I said.  “It’s counterfeit.”


“No, it’s real,” he said. 


“You won all of this money gambling at the casinos?” I asked.


“Well … kind of,” Jeremy said.  “I print some bills at the shop, you know, when everybody else has gone home and I’m there with a late order, or on holidays when I cover for the other employees who have families.”


“You print counterfeit bills.  You know that’s illegal.”


“It’s only illegal if you get caught, and I’m not likely to get caught,” Jeremy said.  “See, once I print the bills I go to a casino, feed them into a slot machine, then cash-out, take my ticket and run it through the redemption machine, and get real money.”


“So you’re laundering money, too.”


“It’s such a small amount—only a few thousand at a time—nobody really cares.”


“Don’t the casinos care?”


“Not really.” 


“They must,” I insisted.


“They don’t want the publicity.  If word got out, that would only make things worse for them.”


“You’re saddling them with counterfeit bills,” I said. 


“They expect it,” Jeremy explained.  “They make slot machines to accept bills, no matter what shape they’re in.  Worn, faded, wrinkled, whatever.  That’s because they don’t want gamblers feeding their money in and having it rejected by the slot machine and spit back out at them.  You know, the way vending machines do if you’re trying to buy a snack with cash.  The casinos want gamblers to keep gambling, so they make the machines so they’ll accept most anything.”


“What happens when the casinos find the counterfeit money in the machines?” I asked.


“I’m long gone by then,” Jeremy said.  “This is how it works.  Each slot machine has a cash box inside.  The boxes are only emptied once in twenty-four hours, always in the middle of the night.”


“That’s why you go at night,” I realized.


“I wait until I see the security guys swap out the cash boxes, then I hit the machines.  The casino won’t know about the counterfeit bills until the next night when they retrieve the cash boxes and check the bills in the counting room.”


I had to admit, Jeremy had done his research.  And it sounded like a good plan, even if it was illegal. 


“The casinos expect to lose a certain about of money.  It’s the cost of doing business.  It’s doubtful they’d do anything,” he said.  “But I take precautions, just in case.”


I remembered the disguise Jeremy put on before he exited his car in the casino parking lot, and the license plates he swapped with vehicles parking near him at the print shop. 


“How often do you do this?” I asked.


He shrugged.  “Every few weeks, maybe.  Depends.”


I pointed to the dozens of coffee boxes on the cabinet shelves.  “It looks pretty often to me.”


“I like to make the rounds in a cluster.  There’re a lot of casinos in driving distance,” he said.   


“The Tesla you borrow from your friend?” I asked.


“The car drives so I can sleep.”


I could have pointed out that was illegal too, but in view of everything else it seemed irrelevant.


“I’m not really hurting anybody,” Jeremy said.  “I’m actually helping people.”


I couldn’t hide my are-you-serious look.


“No, really,” he said.  “I use the money to help my mom, my friends.  Things happen.  Emergencies come up.”


“And you’re there to help?”


“People always need money.”  Jeremy pulled another box out of the cabinet and held them out.  “Here.  Take them.”


“No,” I said, and backed away.


“You don’t need anything?” he asked.  “Come on, you’re bound to need something.”


I shook my head.


“People always need money,” he said again. 


He waited a moment, then put the boxes back on the shelf. 


“So, that’s it.  I’m not cheating on Marissa.  I’m helping out my family and friends,” he said.  “Are you going to tell Marissa?”


“I’ll tell her you’re not cheating,” I said and gestured to the cabinet again.  “But this …”


“You’re not in law enforcement,” he said.  “You don’t own a casino.  I’m not taking anything from you.  So why do you care?”


Knowing what I’d learned and not doing something about it didn’t sit right with me.  But, still, he made it sound simple.  Really, why did I care?


Jeremy must have read the hesitation in my expression because he said, “Let me know when you’re having Marissa’s birthday party.  I’ll come by and surprise her with flowers.”


I left and walked down the driveway toward my car.


Jeremy had said that people always needed money.  It was the only thing he’d said that I could agree with.


So what was I going to do about it?






Chapter 21

 


“Nothing,” Dan said.  “You’re going to do nothing.”


“But the guy is breaking the law.  Several laws,” I said.


“You’re not the Secret Service, the FBI, the Marshals Service.”


“Felonies,” I said.  “He’s committed felonies.  I know about them.  Aren’t I obligated to turn him in?”


“You’re an investigator.  You investigate.  That’s it.”


We were sitting at an outdoor café on Franklin Avenue, walking distance from my apartment.  After leaving Jeremy’s place I’d phoned Dan.  It was Friday night and I’d figured any guy who drove a Porsche, looked hot in anything he wore, and had a killer grin would be out somewhere doing something… well, something more than I had planned for the evening, which was nothing.  I’d been surprised when Dan answered my call and suggested we meet.


I’d told Dan what I’d learned from Jeremy and about my dilemma of what to do about it, now that I knew.  Dan made his position clear, as we faced each other at the tiny table over beer and wine.


“He confessed to counterfeiting bills and laundering money?  Just like that?” Dan asked.


“He was mellow, easy-going,” I said.  “He truly seemed to think there was nothing wrong with what he was doing.”


“No such thing as a victimless crime,” he said.


“He helps people financially.  His mom, his family, his friends.”


“A real Robin Hood, huh?”


“Everybody needs money.  That’s what he said.”


Dan sipped his beer.  “It’s driven ordinary people to do things they’d never consider doing, under normal circumstances.”


I thought about when Brittany and I had first moved to Los Angeles.  We’d gone through our money pretty quickly, and had taken most any kind of job we could find to pay our rent.  It wasn’t until she moved back to KCK with Toby and I’d found the job at Fisher Joyce that I’d been able to breathe a little easier financially.  Still, I’d have trouble handling a large, unexpected expense.


“I think I should do … something,” I said.


“Did you see the counterfeit bills?” Dan asked.


“Well, no.”


“Do you have any proof?”


“No, not what you’d call actual proof.”


“So there’s nothing you can do,” Dan said, ending the topic.  “What about his girlfriend?  Marissa?  What are you going to do about her?”


“I don’t know.”  I’d wrestled with that question, too, since talking to Jeremy.  “Part of me doesn’t want to tell her what he’s doing and be responsible for ending their relationship.”


“You’re not responsible,” Dan said.  “He is.  He’s the one doing it.”


“So I should just say nothing?”


“Did she ask you to find out what he was doing?  Or did she ask you to find out if he’s cheating on her.”


“Cheating.”  I sipped my wine. 


“He’s not cheating.”  Dan shrugged.  “There’s your answer.”


Dan made it sound simple.  I wondered how much dirt and scandal he’d learned over the years but never divulged.  


“You should have seen all the money—real money—he had.  Boxes and boxes of it.”  I lowered my voice and leaned forward a little.  “He offered to give me some of it.”


“Did you take it?”


I shook my head.  “It wasn’t a bribe.  More like a generous offer.  I didn’t take it, of course.”


“So you want to be law enforcement and the morality police?” he asked.


“It wouldn’t be right to take it,” I insisted.  “Would you have?”


Dan ignored my question.


“How’d you see the cash?  He had it at the print shop?”  Dan lifted his beer.  “Right there in the shop, with the other employees standing around?”


“I didn’t go to his job.  I went to his apartment.”


He froze, his beer at his lips.  His gaze came up, boring into me across the table. 


“You went to his place?”  Dan set his beer down.


“Yes.”


 “Alone?”


“Well, yeah.”


“Without telling anyone where you were going?”


Concern, bordering on anger, rose in Dan’s voice.  He shifted his shoulders, drew in a breath, and leaned toward me.


“Don’t ever do that again.”  His almost whispered the words but with a force that stunned me.


“He was a nice guy.  Nothing happened.”


Dan leaned closer.  “He could have killed you.”


I’d had the same concern when I’d waited outside Jeremy’s place deciding whether to go in, yet I felt the need to defend myself, my actions. 


“I made a judgement call,” I said, trying to make it sound more reasonable that it was.  “I assessed the situation—”


“Don’t.”  Dan made an effort to calm down.  “Don’t even try to justify what you did.”


I sipped my wine.  “Maybe I should get a gun.”


Dan rolled his eyes and shook his head.  “No.”


“You just said I put myself in danger, why shouldn’t I—”


“No.”  Dan sat back, as if his decree should end issue.  “Don’t ever put yourself in that kind of situation again.  Call me.”


“I don’t need a babysitter.”


“You need backup.”  Dan picked up his beer.  “Next time, call me.”


He was right.  I knew it.  I’d put myself at risk showing up at Jeremy’s place.  Still, I didn’t particularly like Dan issuing an order and expecting me to follow it.


“I’ll think about it,” I told him. 


But I didn’t.


I should have.


* * *


I didn’t have any plans for today.  Saturday.  Los Angeles.  A day I wasn’t likely to get a shopping order—my off-listers didn’t like to pay the weekend upcharge—in one of the most vibrant cities in the world, and I had nothing to do.


Sitting at my kitchen table, I checked my phone while I finished my toast and juice.  No shopping orders.  No texts.  No voicemails. 


I still hadn’t heard from Brittany with the latest on her wedding.  That could only mean things, finally, were going smoothly, otherwise I’d have heard about it in minute detail.


Dennis, my so-called lawyer, hadn’t contacted me lately with an update on the police investigation.  I thought about calling him but I didn’t want to hear him grovel—or hear that an arrest warrant had been issued for me. 


Carlotta’s relationship with the new man at the dog park must have been going well, since I hadn’t heard from her in a while.  I’d like to think the clothing and shoes I’d picked out for her had helped her confidence and moved things forward. 


Hopefully, I wouldn’t hear from Taylor this weekend.  I’d promised her an answer but I needed until Monday to decide what to tell Marissa about Jeremy.  Last night Dan had made a point to remind me I’d been hired to investigate.  According to him, that’s where my responsibility ended.  But crimes had been committed.  I didn’t feel right just letting it go.  I didn’t feel right not letting Marissa know the truth about what Jeremy was doing so she’d know what she was getting into if she actually considered marrying him. 


Dan came fully into my thoughts as I rose from the table.  His concern for my safety had been … well, something.  I didn’t know what, exactly.  But he’d driven home the point I’d already considered.  I’d put myself in what could have turned out to be a serious, maybe lethal, situation. 


Maybe I should get a gun, I thought, despite Dan’s objection.  Or take a self-defense class. 


Sitting down again, I swiped through my phone.  I should check into it.


No, I shouldn’t. 


I was stalling.  I did, in fact, have somewhere to go today and something to do.


I tidied my kitchen, grabbed my things, and left my apartment.


* * *


The Brannigan clan wasn’t what you’d call close, by any stretch of the imagination.  Dad’s sister had been killed in a car accident when she was a teenager.  His father, my grandfather, had suffered a massive heart attack and died way too young.  Aunts, uncles, and cousins were scattered across the country, a couple rumored to have relocated to South America.  Quinn and I knew some of their names but wouldn’t have recognized any of them if they walked into the room.


Grandma Pearl, Dad’s mom, was his only relative that we’d spent any time with.  As we got older, trips from KCK to her cabin in the San Bernardino Mountains east of Los Angeles became difficult to arrange.  We stayed in touch.  She regaled us with delightful stories of our dad as a little boy, and insisted he was a good son, calling her regularly and sending money that she never had to ask for. 


So learning that my dad had moved to Los Angeles and had been here long enough to start a business yet hadn’t bothered to get in touch with me, wasn’t totally out of the blue.  Still, it hurt.


I merged onto the 101 freeway at the direction of my GPS, headed for the address of my dad’s new pharmacy that Meredith had given me.  I didn’t know much about the area, only that it was near Universal Studios.  I’d been to City Walk, the shopping and entertainment center just outside the theme park, when Brittany and I had first moved to Los Angeles and were making the rounds of all the tourist spots.  Good times with Brittany, back then.


 Since Meredith had given me the news about Dad having moved to Los Angeles, I’d laid awake a lot of nights trying to figure out how to handle this unexpected turn of events.  Should I go see him?  Show up, or call first?  Storm into the place and tell him how hurt I was that he hadn’t let me know he’d moved to L.A.?  Or pretend everything was cool?


And yet that wasn’t the biggest thing I might have to deal with. 


I exited the freeway at Lankershim Avenue and stopped at the traffic light.  A homeless man pushed a shopping cart across the intersection.  A pickup truck cut off a Camaro to duck into the gas station on the corner.  Horns blew. 


I had to prepare myself for whatever could come next.  Did Dad know what happened to Quinn?  Were they working together at his new pharmacy, as I’d often fantasized they had done at his place in San Francisco?  Why had neither of them bothered to let me know where they were?


The traffic light changed.  I made a left turn onto Cahuenga Boulevard.  The street was wide, two lanes in each direction, plus a turning lane, plus parking along the curbs on both sides.  Dozens of indie restaurants, small stores, and offices crowded together.  A fast-food place was on the left alongside a car dealership that seemed to run for blocks.  A restaurant with a sign announcing it had been serving fine Italian food since 1949 sat on my right. 


The area was okay, but not great.  It had a slightly worn-down look and feel to it, but I could see that a number of new businesses had opened, attempting to revitalize the area. 


Not a great spot to open a pharmacy, but I was proud that Dad was doing well enough to finally have his own place.  Maybe he envisioned a chain and this was his launch location. 


When my GPS informed me I’d reached my destination, the parking lot was blocked off by orange cones.  A little farther up the street I saw an open spot at the curb, swung in and parked.  Vehicles whizzed by on Cahuenga.  I had to wait a couple of minutes for a break in the traffic before I could get out of my car.  I fed the parking meter and started walking, mentally bracing myself for whatever I might discover at my dad’s place. 


Still, I wasn’t prepared for what I saw.  I stopped on the sidewalk and looked at the building.  It was under construction, an extensive renovation in progress.  A plumbing truck sat in the small parking lot that had been blocked off with orange cones.  Alongside it was a tile and flooring van, and a gray Honda SUV.  The side door stood open.  A sign hung in the front window announcing the upcoming grand opening.


I looked at the house number above the door.  I pulled the paper that Meredith had given me from my tote bag and compared the info.  The numbers were identical.  I was at the right place.  Still, it took me a moment for the truth to sink in. 


This was a cannabis dispensary. 


My dad wasn’t opening a pharmacy. 


He was opening a cannabis dispensary. 


My dad sold weed.






Chapter 22

 


“Quinn!  Hey, Quinn!”


A male voice called to my sister.  Quinn was here?  Here?


I whirled in a circle, searching the parking lot, the sidewalk, the street in both directions.  My heart pounded.  Quinn was here?


Across the street, I spotted a guy jumping out of a car parked at the curb, an old Ford Fiesta with faded maroon paint and a dented fender. 


He waved both hands over his head.  “Quinn!”


Without looking, he took off and sprinted across Cahuenga.  Horns blew.  Tires squealed.  An SUV swerved to avoid him.  He hopped up onto the sidewalk in front of me.


“What the hell, dude?  What are you doing?” he demanded. “How’d you even get down here?” 


I figured him for mid-twenties, a little taller than me, too thin.  His blonde hair was stringy and a couple day’s stubble covered his jaw.  His jeans and T-shirt were wrinkled, soured. 


“I told you I’d handle it.  I’m handling it.”  Angry, he waved toward his car across the street.  “I’m watching.  He’s not here.  He hasn’t been here for two days.”


His gaze bounced up and down the street, then he grabbed my arm.  “Go get in the car.”


I jerked away.


“What the hell, Quinn?  You can’t—”


“I’m not Quinn.”


He froze and looked at me, as if really seeing me for the first time.


My heart pounded.


“Quinn’s my sister,” I said.  “Where is she?”


“Damn,” he mumbled, drawing back a little.  “She said you two looked alike, but … damn.”


“Where is she?  Tell me where she is.”


His anger left, replaced by fear.  He shook his head and backed away.


“Tell me!” I screamed.


He took off across the street, through traffic, got into his car and drove away.  I ran to my car, pulled an illegal U, and went after him. 


He stopped at the corner and signaled for a right turn.  I pulled up behind him.  No way was I letting him get away.


He must have recognized me because he charged through the turn, nearly hitting another car.  I followed.  He picked up speed, ran two yellow lights that we both should have stopped for, and hit the onramp to the 134 freeway nearly sideswiping a pickup truck. 


Traffic moved briskly on the freeway.  I was several car-lengths behind him, struggling to keep him in sight.  He wove in and out of traffic, swapped lanes, cut off other drivers.  I pushed my speed to keep him in sight but it wasn’t easy trying to watch him and the vehicles around me.  He stayed on the 134 freeway until it became the 210.  He kept heading east. 


A delivery van cut in front of me.  I hit the brakes, slowed, then swerved into the next lane.  Ahead of me, stretched out as far as I could see, were five solid lanes of traffic.   No sign of the guy in the Ford, but I was okay with it.


I was pretty sure I knew where he was going, pretty sure I knew where I’d find my sister. 


* * *


My dad sold weed.  No wonder Mom never let Quinn and me visit him in San Francisco when we were kids.  It was illegal back then. 


Traffic moved along smoothly as I continued east on the 210 freeway.  I’d lost sight of the maroon Ford Fiesta some time ago, watched for it in the traffic ahead of me, but hadn’t seen it again.  If my hunch was true, I knew where he was going.


When the guy had approached me outside my dad’s store—pharmacy, dispensary, whatever—he’d asked how I’d gotten down here.  Down here.  It was a common reference I’d heard Grandma Pearl use many times.  Down, out of the mountains.  The guy and Quinn were staying at the cabin.


I had no idea how they’d arranged it.  The last I knew, Dad had sold the property after Grandma Pearl died and it was now a vacation home for a family in Utah. 


Before the guy had realized I wasn’t Quinn, he’d said he’d been watching Dad’s place for two days.  From the look and smell of him, I figured he’d been living in his car all that time, watching, likely, for my dad to show up. 


But why wasn’t Quinn with him? 


I’d find out soon enough.  Hopefully.


The drive to the cabin that had belonged to Grandma Pearl took close to three hours.  Most of it was a straight shot east on the freeway, along the same route I’d taken the night I’d followed Jeremy to the Yaamava Casino.  I thought about him as I passed the exit, a little wave of stress hitting me as I was reminded again that I had to tell Marissa something on Monday, plus I had to decide if I should take it further and report his counterfeiting and money laundering to the police.  I put it behind me as I turned onto highway 18, up the twisting road that led to Big Bear Lake.


In all the times I’d wondered, worried, fantasized about what had happened to Quinn, I’d never imagined  what I’d do if—when—I finally found her.  Neither did it occur to me that Quinn wouldn’t want to be found.  What kind of reception would I get when I showed up at the cabin?


That’s the thing about Quinn.  You never knew what to expect from her.  Growing up, something was always wrong with her.  Something didn’t suit her.  Everything should have been different.  She thought Mom should have been a better mom, Dad should have been a better dad.  They should have tried harder, stuck together, found a way to make it work, for our sakes. 


Quinn was always pining away for something that wasn’t possible.  She’d concocted an image in her head of what our lives should be like.  She believed those family shows on TV were accurate, and couldn’t fathom why we weren’t living that way.


Honestly, I often agreed with her, but so what?  Our lives weren’t what she wished them to be—Mom and Dad back together, living in a house without an overgrown lawn, with plenty of food in the fridge, and the two of us being treasured by our parents.  


Without a word to me, Quinn had taken off with Vince Griffin, the unemployed house painter she’d gotten involved with.  She wasn’t interested in my opinion, my words of caution, my assessment of Vince and his lifestyle, or my concern for her future.  She had it all figured out.  Vince was the guy, the knight in shining armor she’d been waiting for who would rescue her from the life she couldn’t get a grip on.


I guess it hadn’t turned out the way she’d hoped.


I wondered how wrong it had gone.


* * *


Big Bear Lake was the town located on the south shore of the lake that had spawned quaint resorts and attracted folks anxious to escape the heat and congestion of the cities down below.  The area had something to offer most anyone—skiing, snowboarding, boating, hiking, mountain biking, and horseback riding.  For those less outdoorsy, the shopping and restaurants were great.


Grandma Pearl’s cabin was located just off of Big Bear Boulevard on a nice-sized flat lot.  The village was just a few doors down.  From the end of her street there was a view of the lake.  Most all of the houses were rustic, blending in with the towering trees, the shrubs and bushes left in their natural state, the pine needles that covered the ground.


Memories of my grandmother, our summer visits here, the stories she told us, the things we did together, rushed back as I turned onto her street.  Everything had grown taller except for the cabin; it seemed to have shrunk, as so often happened in childhood recollections.


I slowed as I approached Grandma’s place.  It was a small A-frame, just two bedrooms and one bath, made of wood and painted brown with green trim so it blended in nicely with the surroundings.  It seemed to be in good repair, good but not great.  You can always tell when a house is empty, and the cabin had that look.  I guess the family in Utah didn’t get down here often.  And, if I was right, Quinn and the guy—her boyfriend, maybe—hadn’t been here long. 


My heart jumped as I drew closer.  The maroon Ford Fiesta with the faded paint and dented fender sat hidden behind the cabin, only the nose of it visible from the street.  I’d guessed right.  The guy was here.  But was Quinn?


I pulled into the driveway and got out.  The day was warm, the sun bright, the air fresh.  The cabin windows were open.  Voices drifted out.  Loud.  Angry.  Quinn’s voice.  Definitely Quinn.


My heart raced.  I ran toward the door.


“Quinn!  Quinn!”


The voices cut off.  A few second later, the door flew open and there she stood, dressed in faded jeans, sandals, and a peasant blouse.  After all my years of worry, my runaway thoughts, getting slammed with all the horrible things that could have befallen my sister, there she stood.


Quinn looked like me, still.  Dad’s auburn hair and green eyes.  Mom’s facial features.  Yet there was a hardness about her that didn’t connect with the memory of that last time I’d seen her back in KCK, rushing out of the house with her belongings, jumping into Vince’s pickup truck waiting at the curb.


She turned away from me.


“Damn it, Chris!  Look what you did!” she screamed at someone inside the cabin. “What the hell!  How stupid are you?”


I froze on the doorstep.


“You led her right here!  What’s the matter with you?!”


“Quinn?”  I barely mumbled her name.  I couldn’t believe she was there, standing in front of me, after all this time.  I’d found her.


She threw me a glance, annoyed now with me too.  “I guess you may as well come inside.”


Quinn walked away.  I took a step into the cabin. 


All traces of the quaint, cozy living room Grandma Pearl had spent decades lovingly tending to were gone, replaced by what looked like thrift store and yard sale cast-offs the family from Utah had brought in.  The loft at the top of the A-frame where Quinn and I had always slept was cluttered with storage boxes. 


“Damn it, Chris.  Damn it!” Quinn shouted.


Chris—the guy—stood there, staring at the ceiling.


Quinn flung her hand toward the adjoining kitchen.  The old familiar appliances Grandma Pearl had coaxed along were gone.  Stainless steel took their places. 


“I’m living off bologna and cheese sandwiches for two days.  Two days,” Quinn told him.  “And you come back with nothing?  You didn’t even see him?  Talk to him?  Nothing?”


“I saw her.”  He pointed at me.  “I thought it was you.  I thought, you know, one of those guys might be watching—”


“Never mind.”  She turned away from him. 


The mental whirlwind I’d felt settled, leaving me with questions.


“What’s going on, Quinn?” I asked.  “Where have you been?  I’ve been trying to find you.”


She ignored me and looked at Chris again.


“Go down to the village and get something for us to eat,” she told him.  “Walk.  Don’t take the car.”


“Yeah, I know.”


“Have you got any money left?”


“Some.”


He pushed past me without making eye contact, and left the cabin. 


Everything about the place was different—the furniture, the appliances, the look, the smell.  I didn’t like it.


“Do the owners know you’re here?” I asked.


“Not hardly.”  She rolled her eyes.  “I took a chance.  Got here, found it empty.”


“How’d you get in?”


“They hid the extra key in the same place as Grandma,” she said, and nodded toward the back porch.   


Quinn’s gaze bounced around, looking at everything but me and finally said, “You’re here.  You might as well sit down.”


The sofa, faded floral print cushions on a hard wooden frame, squeaked when I sat down.  Quinn remained standing, crossing and uncrossing her arms, her gaze pinging back and forth from me through the front window to the street. 


“What’s going on, Quinn?”  I managed to keep my voice even, when I really wanted to scream at her.  “Where have you been?  Why haven’t you been in touch?”


She shook her head.


“Does Dad know you’re here?” I asked.


“No—and don’t even ask me about Mom.  That crazy broad is the last person I’d ever turn to,” Quinn declared. 


“Who’s that guy you’re with?” I asked.


“That’s just Chris.”  She waved her hand as if to dismiss him.  “He’s a friend. That’s all.”


“I saw him outside Dad’s new business,” I said. 


“I told him to ask Dad for money,” she admitted.


“How did you know Dad was in L.A.?”


“I called his old place up in San Francisco, told them I was you,” she said.  “They gave me his new address down here.”


“I’ve been so worried about you,” I said. 


She shrugged.  “Well, no need.  I’m okay.”


“I thought you were dead.”


“I wish I were,” she mumbled. 


Anger shot through me.  I got to my feet. 


“Did you hear what I said?  I thought you were dead.  Dead!  Do you get that?” I demanded.   “It's been years—years! Where have you been?  What’s going on?  Why are you here?   Where’s Vince?”


“Dead!  If you want to know about somebody dying, it’s Vince!”


“What happened?”


Quinn shook her head, as if to reorganize her thoughts or maybe force herself to recall something. 


She glared at me, angry again.  “You were right.  Okay?  Is that what you want to hear?  You were right.  I never should have left with Vince.  It was a mistake.  A huge mistake—one I’m still paying for.”


I took a step closer.  “Did he … did he hurt you?”


“No, not like you mean.”  She took a breath.  “We went to Portland, like he said we would.  When we got there, it went okay.  For a while.  He worked some.  Then the next thing I know, his friends in the painting business took off.  Vanished.  Nowhere to be found.  He took whatever crappy job he could find—we both did.  We got by as best we could.”


“Why did you stay?  Why didn’t you call me?” I asked.  “I’d have come and gotten you.” 


“So I could do what?  Go back to KCK?  Tell all my friends that my big move away from home had amounted to living in Vince’s truck?  Move back into that same awful house we grew up in?  Wait for Mom or Dad to show up and turn it into a home?”  Quinn shook her head.  “No, thanks.”


“What happened to Vince?”


Quinn paced across the room, checking the view out the front window, stalling, like she did growing up when she didn’t want to tell me something. 


“What happened, Quinn?” I asked softly.


“He started selling drugs.”  The edge on her voice tightened again.  “Okay?  He sold drugs. My boyfriend, the guy you warned me about, sold drugs.” 


I didn’t say anything.  After a moment, she calmed down again.


“Things got better.  We got a little studio apartment behind some old lady’s house.”  Quinn paused and a shudder ran through her.  “Those drug guys Vince got involved with were wired-in.  Big-time dealers.  Major distribution.  He brought home thousands of dollars a night.  I’d never seen so much cash in one place before.”


“So what happened to him?  How did he die?”


“Vince was a so-so housepainter, but great at selling drugs,” Quinn said.  “Until he started skimming money—which I didn’t know about.  I swear, I didn’t.  Then one night two men showed up at our place and shot Vince in the head.”


I gasped.  “Oh, my God, Quinn, you saw it?”


She closed her eyes for a few seconds, then nodded. 


“I looked online for news about you and Vince, I checked public records,” I said.  “I never read anything about his death.”


“A lowlife drug dealer getting murdered isn’t going to make CNN.”  Quinn looked away.  “Besides, I don’t think … I don’t think his body was ever found.”


“So what happened … after?”


“I was hiding.  I saw them … do it.  Then they tore the place apart looking for the money Vince had stolen from them.”


“Did they find it?”


“No, but they found me.  I told them I didn’t know anything about it—and I didn’t.  They told me I’d better find it and give it to them—or else,” Quinn said.  “I called Chris, told him what happened, and we took off.  We’ve been hiding ever since.”


“You think those men would come after you?”


“I know they would.  They told me they would.  They were very clear about it,” Quinn said.  “That’s why I never contacted you or Dad.  I didn’t want you two to know.  I didn’t want you to get involved, maybe get hurt.”


“That’s why you sent Chris to Dad’s place?” I asked.  “You think those drug guys would stake it out, hoping you’d show up?”


“I didn’t want to take the chance.”


“You should have contacted me,” I told her. 


“These aren’t some small-time guys selling drugs on the corner to high school kids.  It’s a huge operation, headed by a cartel in South America.  They don’t just forgive and forget.  They don’t write it off as a business expense.  They want their money back.”


“And they think you have it?”


“Yes.  But I don’t—I swear, I don’t.”


“How much?”


“Seventy-five thousand.”


My mouth flew open.  “Seventy-five thousand?  Dollars?” 


Quinn nodded.  “So that’s it.  I’m on the run—forever, I guess.”


“Can’t you go to the police?  You saw the men who murdered Vince.  You could identify them, testify against them.”  I thought about Mitch.  “I know a homicide detective.  He could arrange something.”


“That’s not going to change anything,” Quinn told me.  “They want their money back.  They want to set an example—and I’m it.”


We were quiet for a moment while I tried to take it all in.  Quinn seemed to have accepted her fate.  I wasn’t ready to do that.


“There must be something you can do,” I said. 


“There’s nothing,” she insisted.


“There has to be a way out.”


Quinn uttered a harsh laugh.  “There’s nothing, no way out.  Unless you know where you can get your hands on seventy-five grand.”


I just stared at her.


“Well?  Do you?” she asked.


“Actually ….” 






Chapter 23

 


Quinn was in a real mess.  I’d lain awake late into the night, everything she’d told me playing over and over in my mind.  In all the time since she’d left KCK with Vince and I’d lost touch with her, I’d imagined a lot of things that might have happened to her—bad things, mostly.  But I’d never thought for a moment she’d gotten involved in a drug deal gone wrong, a murder, and was hiding out from cartel enforcers.


And now that I knew about it, what was I going to do?


Something.  I woke up this morning knowing I had to do something. 


I’d never gotten a shopping order from one of my off-listers on a Sunday but I checked, just in case.  Nothing.  I gathered my things and left my apartment.


I hated everything about the ordeal Quinn had endured since she left KCK.  True, Vince had convinced her to go.  True, she’d believed him, and had gone willingly.  True, when things with him had gone sideways she could have reached out for help but didn’t. 


Still, I felt at least partially responsible for her actions.  If I’d been more supportive, more understanding, more compassionate, more something, over her infatuation with Vince back then, she’d have called me when things first went bad.  Her life—surely—would be different now. 


I got my car from the building’s underground garage and drove out Franklin Avenue, then took the 101 freeway north. 


Some of the blame for Quinn’s situation could be laid on Mom and Dad.  She’d been right about them.  Though I’d refused to wallow in despair over their poor parenting, they shouldered some of the responsibility for the turn Quinn’s life had taken.


Not that it mattered now. 


Still, maybe they’d be willing to help.  Dad, at least. 


At the Lankershim Avenue exit I left the freeway and turned on to Cahuenga.  Traffic was light.  A few pedestrians were out. 


I checked the cars parked at the curb on both sides of the street on the off chance I’d see Chris in that faded Ford Fiesta again, though I doubted he’d be there, given how much gas it took to drive down from the cabin.  Yesterday when I’d left Quinn she’d told me they were pretty much broke.  I’d gone into the village and withdrawn two-hundred dollars from my bank account—leaving me pretty much broke until payday—and given it to her.  She didn’t want to take it, but reality won out over her pride.  She’d given me contact info for a burner phone but told me not to expect to hear from her; she only had a few minutes left on it.  I’d given her my phone number and address; I’d asked her to come with me back to my place but she refused. 


I continued down Cahuenga.  When I reached my dad’s business I drove past and swung into a parking space at the curb.  I sat in my car for a few minutes looking at the street on both sides, checking my rearview and side mirrors.  A young couple walked a little white dog.  Across the street at the car dealership, a salesman was in deep conversation with two men.  A homeless man, maybe the same one I’d seen yesterday, pushed a shopping cart.  A few other people passed by, walking with apparent determination to get somewhere. 


I saw nobody who looked as if they were enforcers from a drug cartel—though I didn’t know exactly what that would look like—but I pulled up my hoodie to hide my auburn hair and put on sunglasses just in case, and got out. 


In the parking lot next to my dad’s dispensary I spotted the same flooring van and SUV I’d seen there yesterday.  The building’s side door stood open.  Voices drifted out. 


Seeing or hearing from my dad was always a roller coaster of emotion.  My love, dismay, what’s-the-matter-with-you feelings were always a struggle to deal with.  Now, added to all those emotions, was my hurt at knowing he’d come to L.A. and was in the process of opening a business but hadn’t contacted me.  Added to that, as if it weren’t enough, was knowing how his inattention to his family had failed Quinn and what that failure had resulted in. 


At the building’s side door I drew a breath and stepped inside.  The place was huge, though at this point in the construction it was impossible to tell what the future layout of the space would be.  Now it was a concrete shell, with sections partitioned off by wooden frames where interior walls would eventually be erected.  The flooring guys were in the back corner talking to a woman. 


My dad wasn’t there. 


A wave of disappointment hit me.  My dad wasn’t there.


“Sorry, we’re not open!”


The woman hurried toward me.  She had on jeans and a T-shirt, both from a mid-range department store, I noted, and carried an iPad.  Her hair was shoulder-length, dark brown, and as she approached I guessed her age at somewhere north of forty.


“Sorry,” she said again.  “We won’t be open for a while.  If you’re here about a job you can apply online.” 


I pushed back my hoodie and took off my sunglasses.


“Actually,” I said.  “I’m here to—”


“Hollis,” she declared, looking hard at me.  “Hollis.  No, Quinn—no, Hollis.”


“Hollis,” I said.


“Oh, I’m so glad to meet you—finally!” 


I could see she wanted to give me a hug, but I held back. 


“I’m Sheila,” she declared, as if I should recognize her name.  “Mickey told me his two girls looked alike.  I knew I’d be able to tell you two apart.  I knew it!”


“You’ve seen Quinn?” I asked.


“Photos.”  Sheila spent a few seconds staring at me and smiling.  “Well, can I show you around?  It doesn’t look like much yet, but we’re making progress.”


“You and my dad are …?”


“Business partners.”  She smiled and actually blushed.  “And a little more.”


She was attractive with a nice figure, and about his age.  I shouldn’t have been surprised to find out my dad had a girlfriend, but it seemed a little … weird, somehow. 


“Is he here?” I asked, looking around.


“Up north.  The other location,” she said.  “He needs to stay involved in everything.  You know how he is.”


Actually, I didn’t. 


“When will he be back?” I asked.


Sheila rolled her eyes.  “Who knows?  He was supposed to be back yesterday but something happened that he had to take care of, I guess.”


“You guess?”  A tiny tremor of alarm went through me.  “You haven’t heard from him?”


“Not that I haven’t tried,” she said and laughed gently.  “I’ve left messages and sent texts.  He hasn’t answered.  He’ll get around to calling, sooner or later.  You know how he is.”


Sheila seemed upbeat, positive, not the least bit concerned that she hadn’t heard from him. 


“Did you think about calling the police?” I asked.  “Reporting him missing?”


“Missing?”  She waved away the notion.  “He’s working.”


“Do you know if he’s heard from Quinn lately?” I asked.


“I told him he needs to get in touch with her—and you, too.  Honestly, he’s right here in Los Angeles, right here where you live.  I told him to reach out to you.  He said he would.  But he’s so involved with getting this place up and running.”


“I guess I’ll check back later to see if he’s here,” I said.


“I’ll call you.”  Sheila pulled her phone from the back pocket of her jeans.  “Give me your number.”


I got my phone from my tote and we exchanged contact info. 


Sheila glanced at the flooring guys and said, “I’ve got to get back to them.  You can’t believe what they’re trying to charge us.”


“Sure.  I need to go.”


Sheila rushed forward and gave me a quick hug.  It startled me.


“I’m so happy we finally met!   We’ll get together for dinner.  You and your dad can catch up,” she said.  “We’ll do it as soon as he gets back.”


“Sure,” I said.  “As soon as he gets back.”


But I wasn’t sure when—or if—that would happen.


I’d found Quinn.


Had I lost Dad?


* * *


By the time I pulled up across the street from Jeremy’s place on Moorpark Street and parked at the curb, my mind had conjured up all the horrible things that could have happened to Dad, the reason Sheila hadn’t heard from him. Drug dealers staking out his place in San Francisco, hoping to spot Quinn.  Confronting Dad when she didn’t show up.  Kidnapping him.  Holding him to exchange for their money they thought Quinn had.  Taking their anger out on him—


“Stop.”  I said the word aloud to force away the image, and gave myself a shake.  No sense borrowing trouble, Grandma Pearl used to say. 


Across the street, down the driveway that ran alongside that lovely home I’d fantasized about every time I saw it, was Jeremy’s studio apartment. Inside was cash.  Jeremy had generously offered to give me whatever amount I wanted.  He helped out friends and family all the time.


Everybody needed money, he’d said.


He had money.  Boxes and boxes and boxes of cash.  More than enough to free Quinn from the debt the drug guys claimed she owed.  I figured that if I walked up to Jeremy’s place right now and asked, he’d give it to me.  And if he didn’t have enough on-hand, he’d just print up some more bills, run them through the casinos’ slot machines, and hand them over. 


Easy.


Except that I’d be committing multiple felonies.  Counterfeiting, laundering money, plus criminal conspiracy, probably.  Maybe other charges I didn’t know existed.  What I did know for sure was that following a lengthy and very public trial, would be prison. 


I don’t think I’d do well in prison.


But I wasn’t going to abandon my sister.  I was going to do what it took to help her out of this seemingly hopeless situation.


Dad came to mind.  Maybe he had enough money to pay the drug guys.  According to Sheila, his place in San Francisco was still in operation.  He, obviously, had the funds necessary to buy, renovate, and stock a new location here in Los Angeles.  Even Dad, as disconnected as he’d often been from Quinn and me, would step up, not let her fall victim to drug guys trying to collect money she didn’t have.


It was worth pursuing, I decided, before I entered into a criminal conspiracy with Jeremy. 


I pulled out my phone, accessed my contact list, and called Dad.  His voicemail picked up.  I left a message, hoping he was simply ignoring calls, wasn’t being held captive, and would call me back. 


No way could I leave it at that.  I had to keep pushing, figure out something else I could do to help Quinn.  I’d told her about the detective I knew—Mitch—who could probably help.  She’d been totally against the idea.  I thought now about contacting him, giving him a hypothetical scenario, getting his advice. 


There was Dan, of course.  In his job as Fisher Joyce’s “fixer” he’d surely handled situations similar to Quinn’s.  If I explained her predicament to him, he’d likely have a good idea about how she could get away from the drug guys.  Of course, there was also that rumor going around the company that Dan had killed people.


“Stop,” I said again.


Bad enough that I’d considered turning to Jeremy for help by using his laundered, counterfeit money.  But Dan?  And murder?


My phone chimed.  Startled, thinking that it was Dad calling back, I jumped upright and grabbed it. 


“Oh … Hollis.  You answered.”  It was Brittany.  She sounded listless, weary. I hardly recognized her voice.  “I thought I’d just leave a message.”


Lately, I’d been a terrible friend to her by not returning her calls when I should have, not initiating calls to ask about her wedding prep. This wasn’t the best time to talk to her but I wasn’t going to let her down again. 


“Hey, how’s it going?”   I put maximum excitement into my voice.  “How’s the planning?  Everything set for your big day?”


She heaved a long sigh.  “Yeah, I guess.”


“Tell me all about it.  I want to hear every detail.”


“Well, you know.  Everything’s getting done.  You know, kind of.  I guess.”


She didn’t sound angry, upset, irritated, happy, sad, thrilled, any of the wide range of emotions I usually got from her.  She sounded numb.


“Are you okay?” I asked.  “You don’t sound so good.  You’re sure everything’s all right?”


A long moment passed before she responded with, “The important thing is that we’re getting married.”


“No, the important thing is that you’re happy.”


She didn’t agree or disagree.


“Are you happy?” I asked.  “You don’t sound happy.”


“Well, you know, it’s a wedding.  Just a wedding.  Not everything has to be perfect.”  She sounded like a recorded message.  “The important thing is that we’re getting married.”


“Brittany,” I said, my voice rising a little.  “You sound terrible.  What is going on?  Tell me.”


“Hold on,” she mumbled.  A few seconds later she came back.  “Toby says I have to go.  My mom and his mom just pulled up.  We’re all going to the bakery.  They’re picking out the wedding cake.”


“They’re picking it out?”  My voice rose further.


“I’ll talk to you … I don’t know, later, or something.”


“Brittany!”  I yelled, but she was gone. 


I stared at my phone for a moment, then dropped it on my lap.  Brittany sounded exhausted, defeated.  She’d done a complete turn-around since the last time we’d spoken.  What was going on back in KCK?  What had happened that I—her best friend—hadn’t been there to help her get through?


I felt like I’d abandoned her.  Had I been as bad a friend to Brittany as I’d been a bad sister to Quinn?


I wasn’t letting either of those things simply go.


Grabbing my phone, I called Brittany back.  Her voicemail picked up.  I left a message, then called Toby.  Same thing. 


A few minutes passed while I calmed down and mentally change gears, then tackled my other situation.  I called Mitch.


“Hey,” he said when he answered.


He sounded a little surprised it was me calling.  I couldn’t blame him.  Our lunch at the sandwich shop earlier in the week hadn’t exactly ended on a high note.


“Did I catch you at a bad time?” I asked.


He paused.  “Kind of.”


I wondered if that meant he was on a date with another woman. 


“No worries,” I said.  “I’ll catch you tomorrow.”


“No, it’s fine.  A family thing,” he said.  “You know how it is.”


I didn’t.


“What’s up?” he asked. 


I wasn’t going to pull him away from his family—probably something fun—to involve him in something decidedly not fun with my family. 


“Just I wanted to get your thoughts.”


“You’ve piqued my interest.”  Mitch sounded cautious, concerned, not simply interested.


“A family thing,” I said.  “Tomorrow.  I’ll talk to you tomorrow.”


He paused for a few seconds, then said, “Let me know where you’ll be.  We’ll work something out.”


“Great.  Thanks.”  I ended our call. 


I put my phone away and sat there for a few more minutes, thinking about Quinn.  I had to do something to free her.  She was my sister.  I could not—would not—lose her again. 


If Mitch couldn’t help, or my dad couldn’t come through with the cash, there was always Jeremy. 


And Dan.






Chapter 24

 


At nine o’clock sharp on Monday morning my phone pinged with shopping orders as I sat in my cubicle at Fisher Joyce.  Around me, the phones of the other personal shoppers did the same, causing everyone to rise from their desks and start the day.  Everybody but me.


I looked over my orders and spotted a rush request from a new off-lister who needed a gown for an afternoon event.  Fortunately, she’d selected exactly what she wanted, a vintage Chanel.  All I had to do was pick it up and make sure it was delivered to her house immediately.  The gown was at Addison Fair so I’d make that my first stop of the day. 


My other orders would send me all over L.A. today and my stops, at this point, would be hard to pin down.  Mitch had agreed to meet me today.  I texted him, letting him know I was on my way to Addison Fair and asking if he could meet me there.  I didn’t know if he’d make it.  His Monday was probably as hectic as mine.


I gathered my things and went into Louise’s office.  Everyone else had already signed for their corporate card and left.  Louise stared at her computer, ignoring me.  I reached for the log.  She slapped her hand on it.


“I need to speak with you later today,” she told me, still not looking at me.


Louise was routinely rude, short, grumpy toward me.  I was used to it.  But her tone this time was something more, something deeper that sent a wave of dread through me.


“When?” I asked. 


“I’ll let you know.” 


Louise lifted her hand from the log.  I signed, grabbed my corporate card, and left.


Great.  Just what I needed today, I thought as I headed for the investigations department, a meeting with Louise hanging over my head all day.  She’d probably found some minute discrepancy she’d written me up for, or maybe she’d finally convinced upper management that I should be fired. 


Whatever.  Louise’s vendetta and even this job were the least of my concerns.  I had more important things to worry about today.


The hallways were busy as I made my way through the office complex.  Most everyone at Fisher Joyce seemed to be having trouble settling into their office, their cubicle, their desk, and getting down to work this morning.  I was anxious to go, to meet Mitch, to come up with a plan to help Quinn. 


But first, I had a new off-lister to handle.  Morgan Holmes’s order for the vintage Chanel gown was my first priority.  A rush, a major rush.  She needed it this afternoon.  Under other circumstances I might have been happy with the order, since it was for a gown at Addison Fair and would give me another chance to try and uncover something new in Lily’s murder investigation.  But this morning, with my own family problems—Quinn, my dad—I could have used an easier start to my day. 


In the investigations department I peered through the window in Meredith’s closed office door.  She sat at her desk staring intently at her computer screen, her fingers quick on the keyboard.  I rapped twice on the window.  She looked up, smiled, and waved me in.


“Hey, girl,” she said.  “How was your weekend?”


“Incredible.”


“Incredible, as in something good or something bad?”


Meredith had steadily searched for my sister, even when it put her job at risk.  I had to tell her that I’d found Quinn.  But I couldn’t tell her everything.


“First things first.”  I pulled my phone from my tote, accessed my new off-lister’s information that Louise had sent me, and held it out


“New client?”  Meredith asked reading the screen.


I nodded.  “Rush order.  Can you check on her?”


Fisher Joyce wouldn’t dream of accepting a new client, not even one of my lowly off-listers, without doing a background check to find out who, exactly, we were dealing with.  Usually, Louise took care of this before I got the order.  She hadn’t done it this time.  I guess she didn’t want to miss a chance to make my day a little more difficult.


“Sure,” Meredith said.  “But it’ll be later today before I can get to it.  I got buried first thing under files from the top.  Upper management.”


I knew they had to come first.


“Morgan Holmes gave two B-list clients as references.”  I swiped through my phone and held it out.  “Will you at least check on them, make sure they’re in good standings?”


Meredith turned back to her computer and started typing.


“So do I get to know about your incredible weekend?” she asked.


“I found my sister.”


Meredith’s fingers stilled over the keyboard and her gaze came up.  “You … you found Quinn?”


I nodded.  “I saw her.  We talked.  We caught up.”


“Oh my God!”  Meredith’s eyes widened.  “That’s awesome!  I’m so happy for you.  It must have been the best reunion ever.”


“It was … memorable.” 


“So what happened?  Was she with your dad at his new business?”


“Kind of,” I said.


“You two must have all kind of fun things planned.”


“Lots of sister things,” I said, and managed to sound enthusiastic. 


We had nothing planned, of course.  She’d insisted on staying at Grandma Pearl’s cabin, which worried me.  If those drug dealers managed to track her down, Chris didn’t look like the kind of guy who’d be able to defend her.  Quinn worried that her coming to my apartment might lead those men there and put me in danger.  Her reasoning was sound, but I hadn’t liked leaving her behind.


“But where has she been all this time?” Meredith asked, now sounding troubled and a bit annoyed.  “Why hadn’t she been in touch?  She must have known you’d be worried.”


“It’s a long story and I’ve got to get out of here.  My day is packed,” I said.  ”Details later.”


Meredith started typing again.  “Okay, but I want to hear everything that happened.  Everything.”


She studied the computer for another few minutes, then said, “Her references check out.  No problems.  Good enough for now?”


“I’ll go ahead and get her gown.  It’s a rush,” I said. 


“I’ll get the full report to you as soon as I can,” Meredith promised. 


I rose from my chair.  “Great.  Thanks.”


She looked up at me and gave me the most heartwarming smile I’d seen in a while.  “I’m so glad you found Quinn.  I want to meet her.”


“I’d like that, too,” I said and fervently wished it would happen.


I thanked Meredith again and left the department headed for the elevators in the lobby.  Halfway there my phone chimed with a message from Taylor, reminding me that I’d promised her an answer about Jeremy.  I couldn’t bring myself to respond.  My thoughts of Jeremy had nothing to do with whether or not he was cheating on Marissa. 


In the parking garage, the air was thick, heavy with the smell of exhaust. 


The line at the valet was long, typical for Monday morning.  Ahead of me were other personal shoppers, event planners, and men in suits carrying brief cases.  Everybody looked anxious to get a vehicle, get going on the day.


I was anxious, too, but for very different reasons.


I couldn’t stop thinking about Quinn.  I had to do something to help her.  Maybe Mitch was the answer.  Maybe he’d know exactly how to handle the situation.  Maybe he could do something—if he’d text me back so I could explain it.  I checked my phone.  Still nothing from him. 


Nothing from my dad, either.  Nothing from Brittany. 


“Hollis?”


One of the valets called my name as he stood beside a white BMW, holding the door open.  I think he’d called me a few times.


“Thanks.”


I hopped in, drove up the ramp, and turned onto Wilshire Boulevard.


“Good grief,” I mumbled as I wove through traffic.  “Too much.”


Everything seemed like too much, more than I could sort out at the moment, by myself.   Added to my already burdensome thoughts was the realization that my dad was selling weed.  He’d probably never worked as a pharmacist.  His entire past had likely been a lie, a story made up to protect Quinn and me from the truth.  My mom had known and surely my uncles had too.  And now that I knew, what was I supposed to do about it?  Anything?  Nothing?


And, of course, there was Louise’s edict that she needed to speak to me today.  I doubt she had some exciting, fabulous news to share that would benefit me.


I couldn’t worry about Dad’s employment or my own, which I figured was hanging in the balance, I decided as I turned onto Robertson Boulevard.  I had to meet up with Mitch somehow today.  If he couldn’t help, I had more options.  Options were good, even if they could land me in prison.


Typical for a Monday, my day was packed.  Something about the weekend made all my off-listers crave new clothes, new shoes, new everything, and it was up to me to make all their dreams come true.  Fortunately, Addison Fair would be a quick in-and out, just a pickup of the vintage gown for Morgan Holmes, and go. 


Even so, I wasn’t all that happy about going there.  Right now it seemed like another reminder that, even after all the times I’d been there and making up that story about Carlotta wanting to sell some of her gowns, I hadn’t uncovered any clues, evidence, or information that would solve Lily’s murder.  Likely, Ruth would see me in the store and want an update on what I’d uncovered—which she deserved, of course—but I’d been consumed all weekend with my personal problems and hadn’t given the investigation much thought. 


Maybe I wasn’t cut out to be an investigator.  Maybe I should continue as a personal shopper, buying things I couldn’t keep.


Maybe it wouldn’t matter, if Louise got her way today.


I pulled into the parking lot.  The store was open but only a few cars were there.  Standing under the VIP awning was Mitch.


My heart leapt.  Thank goodness. 


By the time I’d swung into a space, he’d walked over. He opened the car door for me.


“Morning,” he said.


He looked handsome in his suit, even though I could see he hadn’t taken me up on my suggestion to buy something new. 


“Thanks for meeting me,” I said.


I got out of the BMW I’d been assigned this morning and we walked to the rear of it.  I glanced around but didn’t see an LAPD vehicle.  Maybe his partner was around the corner getting a coffee at one of the cafés.


“What’s up?” he asked. 


Seemed he didn’t have time for small talk.  I didn’t either.


“I'd like to get your opinion on a murder,” I said.


He didn’t bat an eye, since this topic was normal for his Monday mornings.


“I can’t talk to you about an ongoing investigation,” he said pleasantly, and nodded toward Addison Fair.  “The detectives on the case will let you know when they have something.”


“Not Lily’s murder,” I said.  “A different murder.”


Mitch frowned.  “You’re involved in another murder?”


“Not involved, exactly.  I just know about it.”


“You know about a murder?”  He looked at me, confused.


“This is a hypothetical situation,” I said quickly.


“Is it a murder, or not?”  His voice hardened and he sounded like a homicide detective, not the friend I was hoping for.


Maybe I should have gone straight to Jeremy.


“Somebody told me they’d witnessed a murder,” I said, trying to make it sound innocent and reasonable.  “I don’t know if it’s true.  I wasn’t there.  I didn’t witness anything.  It wasn’t even here.  It was in Portland.  But now she thinks she’s being pursued by the murderers and she’s scared, and she doesn’t know what to do.”


“Go to the police.”  Now his tone was cold and harsh.


“Oh, well, thanks.  That’s a big help.”  I hitched my tote bag higher on my shoulder and headed across the parking lot. 


“Wait.”  Mitch caught up with me and touched my arm.  “Wait.  I’m sorry.  Tell me what’s going on.”


I stopped and fumed for a moment, a combination of anger and disappointment.


“I don’t know much else,” I said.  “It was supposedly a drug deal gone bad.  An execution.  They think she has their money.  They want it back.  They’re after her.”


“The best thing she can do is go to the police.” 


This was the same advice he’d already given me but he sounded concerned and at least a little compassionate now. 


“They’ll protect her.”  He shrugged.  “They might put her in the Witness Security Program.”


“To get into that program, the murderers would have to be important, right?  Not just some street-level guys?”


“Usually.  But an investigation might turn up somebody farther up the ladder,” Mitch said. 


Which would probably take a long time, I realized, with no guarantee of the outcome.  And all that time Quinn would be in danger.  Going to the police wasn’t the answer to her problem. 


“Well, thanks,” I said.  “Really, I appreciate your insight.”


“Not what you wanted to hear?”


I guess I’d hoped Mitch would have some fantastic, awesome, quick solution, which now seemed naive of me. 


“I wanted your opinion and I got it.”  I forced a smile.  “So, thanks again.”


I started across the parking lot once more. 


“Hollis?” he called.


I stopped and looked back.


“If this friend of yours is really involved with this situation like you think she is, you should steer clear,” Mitch said.  “These drug guys are ruthless.”


“I will.” 


I said it but of course I wouldn’t do it.  I couldn’t.  Not with my sister involved.


When I got inside Addison Fair I looked into the parking lot.  Mitch stood where I’d left him, watching to make sure I’d gone inside, I suppose.  I waved.  He nodded and walked away.


Mitch had been my best option to get Quinn out of her situation.  I’d expected too much of him. 


I called Dan.






Chapter 25

 


Addison Fair had been open for only a few minutes.  Straight ahead, down the hallway, I saw no clients on the sales floor.  The door to the salon on the left was closed.  I paced back and forth as I held my phone to my ear.  Dan picked up on the second ring.


“What’s up, Kansas?”


“I might need you to kill somebody for me.”


“Okay.”


It troubled me only slightly that he’d agreed so quickly.


“Can you meet me somewhere?” I asked.  “My schedule is packed today but I can let you know where I’ll be.”


“I’ll find you.”


He ended the call. 


Why couldn’t talking to Mitch have been that easy?


I headed down the hallway and passed Ruth’s office.  She wasn’t inside and I was hit with a little wave of guilt, knowing I still didn’t have anything new to report about Lily’s murder. 


I caught sight of Patricia disappearing into the restroom. 


When I was here last week I’d asked Patricia to book an appointment with Shannon to inspect Carlotta’s vintage gowns.  Even though I’d done all of that for cover so I could keep returning to the store, I wondered if Patricia had actually booked it.


I stepped inside her office, pulled out my phone, and snapped a pic of the work and appointment schedules pinned to the bulletin board.  If Patricia had ignored my appointment request there was nothing I could do about it.  Still, I wanted to know where I stood with her. 


“Oh my God, are you okay?”


I heard Jamie’s voice behind me, panicked and scared.  I dropped my phone into my tote bag and turned around.


“That was the detective,” she said and pointed toward the parking lot out back.  “The one that was here when Lily got murdered.”


“You saw him?”


“Shannon saw him.  She told me,” Jamie said.  “Are you okay?  What did he want?  Are you in trouble?”


“No, nothing like that,” I said. 


Jamie exhaled heavily and slumped.  “Thank goodness.  I was so worried.  Working here has gotten so weird.”


“I’m here for something routine,” I assured her.   “A pick-up.”


She frowned.  “I didn’t see anything on the schedule for you this morning.”


“A late order.  A rush,” I explained as I followed her down the hallway toward the sales floor.


“A rush?  On a Monday morning?  What nerve,” Jamie said.  “I hope it’s somebody important.”


“A new client of mine.  Morgan Holmes, a regular here,” I said.  “Do you know her?”


Jamie opened the door to the small stockroom and flipped on the light.  Inside, several racks were crowded with gowns and dresses enclosed in plastic, each bearing ID labels. 


“Kind of sounds familiar,” Jamie said.  “But I don’t know.  Maybe.  What are you picking up?”


“Vintage Chanel.”  I pulled out my phone and showed her the photo of the gown my off-lister had sent.  “The note I got with the order said she saw it here last Friday.”


Jamie studied the photo and frowned.  “You’re sure?”


I glanced at the pic again.  “This is the one she sent me.”


“Why didn’t she buy it when she was here?”


“I guess she wanted to think about it.”


Jamie rifled through the garments hanging on the rack.  “I don’t see it.  You’re absolutely positive that’s the right gown?”


“Absolutely.”


She moaned.  “Not another screw-up with a gown.”


“It has to be here somewhere,” I said.


“Great,” she muttered, then turned to me.  “I’ll ask Shannon.  She handles all the vintage.  I’ll get it straightened out and text you.”


“The client needs it this afternoon,” I said.


“I’ll make it happen,” she told me.  “Don’t worry.”


“Thanks.”


I left the stockroom and headed down the hallway.  Outside Ruth’s office I stopped and looked inside.  Though I hadn’t been all that anxious to face her with no new info on Lily’s murder, I couldn’t walk by without speaking.  Ruth wasn’t there.


“I need to talk to you.”


A voice behind me made me jump.  I whirled around and saw Shannon crowding in on me.  I braced myself, ready for more of her accusations. 


“I owe you an apology,” she said softly.


This, I wasn’t expecting.


“Could we talk privately?” Shannon asked.


She sounded contrite, troubled.  Another surprise. 


“Sure,” I said.


I followed her to the employees’ breakroom.  The room was small, furnished with a refrigerator, microwave, and a couple of tables, and smelled vaguely of fast-food and brown-bag lunches, as breakrooms often did.  No one else was there.


“I owe you an apology,” Shannon told me again.  “I accused you of murdering Lily.  I was wrong.”


This was the last thing I expected to hear from her but my brain snapped to attention.


“What makes you think you’re wrong?  Did you learn something?” I asked.


She shifted uncomfortably.  “I’m sure it was Ember.  Ember killed Lily.”


I stared at her for a moment, trying to take it in. 


“Did she confess?” I asked.


“Sort of.  She told me Lily found out she was doing something illegal,” Shannon said.  “She didn’t say what it was, but she was worried that Lily would rat her out to Ruth, and that stylist she works for would find out and fire her.”


“Lily and Ember were seen arguing in the parking lot not long before Lily was killed,” I remembered. 


“Ember thought you suspected her.  She told me you came to her apartment asking questions.”


“She told you that?”


“I don’t think she meant to,” Shannon said.  “It just slipped out.”


“Have you told the police?” I asked.


“I don’t know if it’s true.  It’s just … well, it’s just a feeling I got from the things Ember said,” Shannon told me.  “I know Ruth has faith in you to solve Lily’s murder.  I thought you’d want to talk to Ember again.”


“I definitely want to talk to Ember again.  I’ll go by her place tonight.”


 “She’s leaving,” Shannon said.  “Ember told me.  She’s scared.  She wants to get out of L.A. so she’s quitting her job.  Today’s her last day.  She told me she’s running by her place, grabbing the last of her stuff, and leaving town.”


A jolt of anxiety went through me.  I had to talk to Ember before it was too late.


“Do you know when she’ll be home?” I asked.


“I don’t really know her that well,” Shannon said, with an apologetic smile.  “But she mentioned heading out no later than three, to beat the worst of the traffic.”


My mind whirled, sorting through everything I needed to do today and how I’d fit this in.  I pulled out my phone and looked at my shopping orders.


“No problem,” I said.  “I can be there at two.”


“Again, I’m really sorry I accused you,” Shannon said.  “That was wrong of me.  I’m sorry for all the trouble it caused you.”


“No real harm done,” I said.


“Jamie can help you with your pickup,” Shannon said and disappeared out the door. 


I’d suspected Ember of murdering Lily.  Now I had a chance to prove it—as long as I got to Ember’s place before she left town.  But I didn’t want to show up at her place unprepared.  I called Meredith.


“Another favor?” she teased.  “On a Monday?”


“I owe you.  Definitely,” I said.  “Remember that girl Ember?”


“Sure.  Linda Fletcher, newly arrived from Idaho, worked for that stylist,” Meredith said.


“Something came up about her,” I said.


“You want me to check her out?”


“Yes.  And if you could rotate her to the top of your stack, that would be great.”


“I’ll make it happen.”


I hoped she’d get to it before I met with Ember this afternoon.


* * *


Halfway through the morning I began to feel like I was caught in a time warp.


Most everything I’d bought for my off-listers last week had been requested again, sending me back to the Century City mall.


The guy who could never hang on to his Bulgari sunglasses had lost them again.  I’d bought two pairs for him a few days ago and, already, he’d misplaced them.  I stopped at the Sunglass Hut, signed away over a thousand bucks of his money, for two more pair. 


As I left the store, my phone chimed with more orders.  I’d been juggling my route so that I’d end up in Ember’s neighborhood before two o’clock.  These new orders put me farther behind.  I mentally reshuffle my day, picked up my pace and headed for Tiffany's.


Some lucky lady had been the recipient of a rose gold bracelet and earring set, courtesy of one of my regular off-listers, when I’d been here last week.  I wasn’t sure if that two thousand dollars’ worth of jewelry had done the trick, since I was back again so soon.  This time I picked up another bracelet and earring set to the tune of another two-grand for what I suspected was an I-swear-I’ll-never-do-it-again gift.  Maybe this set would smooth things over.  I guess I’d know next week if I got another shopping order for her. 


The jewelry wasn’t ready when I arrived at the store but the clerk got right on it, wrapping it in their signature blue packaging.  While I waited I called Brittany, hoping she’d be more like her old self than when I’d last spoken to her, but her voicemail picked up.  I left a message.


Groundhog Day continued as I left Tiffany's and headed for the Kate Spade store.  My off-lister had selected, predictably, a green and black plaid shoulder bag with the matching wallet.  I signed away three-hundred dollars and left.


Next on my shopping list was Macy’s.  Zella Mason, one of my most reliable off-listers, wanted pretty much duplicates of the clothing I always purchased for her.  In the women’s department I gathered the two white blouses she asked for, two cardigan sweaters, black socks, and khaki elastic-waist pants.  There were seldom any surprises with Zella. 


As I left the store, I checked my messages.  I thought I’d have heard from Dan by now; his cryptic I’ll find you was more vague than I needed today.  Nothing from my dad, either.  Nothing from Jamie or Meredith.  Nothing from Louise, which was okay.


When I reached the escalators to the parking garage, my phone chimed with another shopping order.  My off-lister who’d ordered the Kate Spade bag had suddenly decided she couldn’t live another moment without matching accessories.  I spun around and headed back to the store. 


After signing away nearly two-hundred bucks for my off-lister’s headband, scarf, and visor, I left Kate Spade and made it to the escalators farther behind on today’s shopping route but without a new order coming in.  The parking garage was nearly full when I got to my level.  Vehicles cruised the aisles looking for a close space.


I wove between the parked cars, my thoughts bouncing from Quinn, to Dad, to Jeremy, to Lily.   And Ember, of course.   Shannon, too.  Something about my conversation with her in the breakroom at Addison Fair this morning kept circling through my head.  Not just what she’d told me about Ember, something else.  I couldn’t pin it down.


I spotted my car parked two rows over and headed that way, juggling my packages.  Tires squealed and a black Porsche raced toward me, hit the brakes, and blocked my car.  Dan got out.  He took the shopping bags from my hands.


“How did you know I was here?” I asked and popped the hatch on the BMW. 


“Who do you need me to kill for you?”  He placed my shopping bags inside.  “Are you putting an end to something, or sending a message?  You want him maimed, winged, or killed outright?”


I hadn’t been serious when I’d told Dan I wanted him to kill somebody for me, even if it was those drug guys who were after Quinn.  I’d said that because it had become a running joke between us.


I really hoped he was joking now.


“Some advice first,” I said. 


“Up to you.”  He shrugged and closed the hatch.


“It’s a long story.  Let me get some of my shopping orders out of the way and we can meet up—”


“I’ll find you.” 


Dan got back into his Porsche.


“How are you going to do that?” I asked.


He buzzed his window down.  “You’ll figure it out.”


I watched him speed away, and climbed into the SUV.  It hit me then.  Fisher Joyce had GPS tracking on all their vehicles.  That’s how Dan had found me here, and how he’d find me later. 


My phone buzzed and I was relieved to see Meredith’s name on the screen, not another shopping order.


“You can rest easy if you’re worried about Ember,” Meredith said when I answered.  “No credit problems.  No legal problems.  Her bank account is in good shape—seems as if working like a dog for that stylist pays well.  That’s it.  Not even a parking ticket.”


“No criminal record?” I asked.


“Nope.”


I guess that would make Lily her first murder victim, if what Shannon had told me proved true.


“Some juvenile stuff back in Idaho,” Meredith said.  “Shoplifting.  Joyriding in a stolen car.  You know, teenage stuff.  No big deal.”


“Great.  Thanks,” I said.


“I’ll get to your new off-lister soon.” 


I hoped that doing the background check on Morgan Holmes wouldn’t be a waste of Meredith’s time.  If Jamie couldn’t find the lost gown quickly, this new off-lister wouldn’t likely be a return client.  


I thanked Meredith again and we ended the call.  Right away my phone chimed with yet another shopping order.  I accessed it, hoping it would be for something I could get at one of the stores upstairs.  No such luck.  An off-lister who was having pretty good luck reviving up her acting career needed a dress from Neiman Marcus.  At least this would be an easy pick-up—provided the dress was actually there.


Something odd about my conversation with Shannon this morning at Addison Fair popped into my head again.  Still, I couldn’t put my finger on what was bothering me.  I remembered then that I’d snapped a pic of the employee work schedule and the client pick-up schedule while I was inside Patricia’s office.  I swiped through screens and found them.  Sure enough, as promised, Patricia had made my appointment with Shannon for tomorrow, as I’d asked her to. 


Something else caught my eye.  My name wasn’t on today’s schedule to pick up the Morgan Holmes vintage gown.  No wonder it wasn’t ready.  I noticed then that Shannon’s name wasn’t on the work schedule for this morning. 


Luckily, she’d been at the store.  From all accounts, Shannon knew where every garment in the entire place was located.  She’d find it.  Jamie would text me.  I could pick it up and have it delivered in plenty of time.  I had nothing to worry about.


* * *


I spent the rest of the morning bouncing from store to store, working my way through my shopping orders.  At around noon, I found myself at the Hollywood & Highland center buying lingerie and chocolates for an off-lister whose evening, apparently, was shaping up to be far more interesting than the one I expected to have.  As I left the store I checked my phone.  No new shopping orders.  I headed for one of the sandwich shops on the second level.


I got in line under the ORDER HERE sign at one end of a long display case of sandwich fixings.  Behind the case was a meat slicer and glass cabinets full of different kinds of bread.  A menu board hung on the wall.  Three women in white smocks took orders and assembled the sandwiches.  Another rang up the purchases. 


My phone buzzed.  I hoped it was Jamie calling to let me know she’d found Morgan Holmes' vintage Chanel gown.  If I ate my lunch in the car and drove straight to Addison Fair, I could get the gown back to Fisher Joyce, packaged, and out for delivery, and still get back to Ember’s apartment by two o’clock.


Meredith’s name popped up in my ID screen. 


“Your new off-lister.  Morgan Holmes.  I’m getting a weird vibe about her,” she told me when I answered her call. 


I moved forward with the line.  “What’s going on?”


“Not much activity on any of her credit cards lately,” Meredith said.


“So?”


“Almost none,” she went on.  “Unusual.”


The man in front of me in line moved away from the order window.  The sandwich-maker stared at me, waiting for me to order.


“Number seven,” I told her, then turned back to Meredith.  “I’m not following.  What’s unusual about it?”


“There’s something else,” she said.  “She opened a new checking and savings account about four months ago.”


“Okay.”


“At a different bank.”


The woman assembled my sandwich, wrapped it in paper, and pushed it to the end of the line.  I juggled my shopping bags into one hand and dug in my tote for my wallet.


“You want to make it a combo?” the clerk at the register asked.


“Why is that a problem?” I asked Meredith.


“You want to make it a combo?” the clerk asked again.


“Because just prior to opening the new bank account,” Meredith said, “Morgan Holmes had her identity stolen.”


“Oh.”


The clerks behind the counter stared at me.  The customers in the line behind me started to mutter.


“So, how about that combo?” the checkout clerk asked.


“Sure,” I told her.  “Iced tea and chips.”


“I’m seeing a red flag waving,” Meredith said.


“Hang on a minute,” I said to Meredith.


I found my wallet and handed cash to the clerk.  She put my change and food on a tray and shoved it toward me. 


“Thanks,” I said.


She rolled her eyes and ignored me.


I grabbed my tray and took it to a small table at the railing overlooking the plaza below.  Tourists and shoppers milled around.  On Hollywood Boulevard, traffic crept past.  I sat down.


“You think whoever stole Morgan’s identity is at it again?” I asked Meredith. 


“It’s possible,” she said.  “I need to do a deeper dive to be sure.”


“How soon can you get it done?”


“Something questionable like this?  I’d have to run it by my supervisor,” Meredith said.  “Tomorrow at the earliest.”


“Okay.  Thanks.”


“Sorry,” Meredith said.  “I guess this screwed up your afternoon.”


“Actually, it freed up a big chunk of time.”


We ended our call and I sat there munching my sandwich and chips.  With this delay, it would be impossible to deliver Morgan’s dress to her by this afternoon.  I’d have to let her know not to expect it.  Fortunately, I wasn’t the one who’d have to deliver the bad news.  I sent a text to Louise letting her know the situation so she could handle it.


I did need to let Jaime know, too, so I sent her a text.  Not even a minute later, she called me.


“Hey, I just texted you,” I said, and sipped my tea.


“I know.  I got it.”  She sounded confused.  “I thought you already picked up the gown.”


“No.  I was waiting to hear from you.” 


“Shannon told me it was all take care of.”


Now I was confused.  “So you found the gown?”


“I guess,” Jamie said.  “Maybe she hasn’t texted you yet.”


“Probably,” I said.  “I’ll check with her.”


We ended our call and I sat there more than a little annoyed.  Obviously, there was some sort of communication breakdown at Addison Fair.  Okay, that happened sometimes.  But if Meredith did her deep dive into Morgan Holmes’ situation and everything turned out to be on the up-and-up, I didn’t want to go through this same thing again trying to locate her gown.


Another problem with a gown at Addison Fair.  That thought kept rambling around in my head as I finished my lunch.  This same situation was what, reportedly, turned Patricia and Shannon against Lily.  But when I’d spoken with Lily’s brother, he’d insisted it wasn’t simply a mix-up.  Lily had been set up, he’d said. 


My thoughts jumped back to the morning of Lily’s murder when I’d walked into the salon and seen her there.  The blood, the shoe she’d lost, the overturned table, the gowns that covered her.  Ember had been there; I’d seen her car in the parking lot. 


Ember.  She’d disappeared from the crime scene.  She’d been seen arguing with Lily in the parking lot.  She’s refused to talk to me when I’d gone to her place.  And now, according to Shannon, Ember had all but confessed to murdering Lily.


But what was her motive?  Dan said I should look for the strongest motive.  Jeremy popped into my thoughts.  He’d said that everybody needs money.  Had that been the cause of the argument between Ember and Lily in the Addison Fair parking lot that had continued to fester until Ember murdered Lily?  Something to do with money?


I jumped up from the table, dumped my trash, and gathered my things.  No way was I letting Ember leave town this afternoon before I talked to her. 


As I headed for the parking garage I thought about calling Mitch, letting him know what I’d learned.  But, really, I hadn’t learned anything for sure.  Besides, Mitch wasn’t exactly my favorite person right now. 


And Dan?  He’d find me. 


The last time I’d gone to Ember’s place I’d walked.  This time I drove, since I might have to wait a while until Ember arrived home.  I loaded my shopping bags into the BMW and drove the few blocks over to her apartment building.  I parked at the curb, got out, and peered through the gate at the entrance to the underground garage.  Ember’s Mini Cooper was there.


I climbed the stairs to the second floor and walked down the exterior walkway to her apartment.  I knocked on the door.  It opened a few seconds later and Ember looked out.  She had on leggings and pumps, and an oversized blouse tied at her waist as if she’d just arrived from work.


“Come in,” she said, and stepped back.


I walked inside.  Ember closed the door behind me. 


Everything looked the same as when I’d been there before.  The same lamp sat on a cardboard box, the same aluminum folding lawn chair was beside it, and clothing in plastic bags hung from the overhead light fixture.


One thing was different.


Shannon was there.






Chapter 26

 


“I didn’t expect to see you here,” I said to Shannon.


She stood in the center of the living room, dressed in sweats and running shoes, as if she’d jogged over. 


A small television sat on a cardboard box.  Aside from the one lawn chair, there was no place to sit. 


“I wanted to make sure Ember stayed until you got here,” she said. 


I heard Ember’s footsteps behind me.  I moved aside so I could see them both. 


“Isn’t there something you want to say, Ember?” Shannon asked. 


Ember glanced away.  


“About Lily?” Shannon prompted.


I started to get an uncomfortable feeling. 


“Uh … yeah.”  Ember shifted her shoulders.  “Lily was … she was, you know, she was taking gowns from Addison Fair.”


“Stealing them,” Shannon corrected.


“Stealing them.  Right,” Ember said.


I stared at Ember and then at Shannon.  This went completely against everything I’d learned about Lily. 


“Lily was stealing gowns?  Lily?”  I said.  “I don’t believe it.”


“Ember knows,” Shannon declared.  “Ember knows because she was buying them from Lily.”


Ember did a double-take.  “What?”


“For that stylist she works for,” Shannon went on. 


“What are you talking about?” Ember asked, confused.


“That stylist is so demanding.  She pressured Ember to come up with the looks she needed,” Shannon said. 


“What are you doing?”  Ember cried.  “We were supposed to blame Lily.  Just Lily.  You never said anything about me.”


“Sorry,” Shannon said.  “But the truth has to come out.”


“It wasn’t my idea!”  Ember turned to me and pointed at Shannon.  “It was her idea!  She’s the one who got me involved!  She stole all those clothes!  She said she did it all the time!  We split the money!”


“Have you got any proof of that?  I don’t think you do.”  Shannon gestured to the garments hanging from the overhead light fixture.  “I think all the proof of who’s guilty is right here.” 


I saw then that they were vintage gowns. 


“You gave them to me to hold!”  Ember’s voice rose. 


“Don’t lie, Ember.  It’s too late,” Shannon said.


“I’m not lying!”


“So you’re saying Lily stole gowns from Addison Fair?” I asked. 


“And gave them to Ember to sell,” Shannon said.


Ember gulped hard.  “Okay.  Well, yeah.  I got the gowns and sold them, but it was Shannon’s idea—not mine.  She’s the one who stole them.”


“How did Lily get involved?” I asked.


“She figured it out,” Ember said.  “After that mix-up with the gown that she got blamed for, she figured it out.  She looked at the inventory, or the stock, or a sales report, or something.  She accused me of stealing the garments and wanted to know who else was involved.” 


“Is that what you two were arguing about in the parking lot?”


“Yes, but I didn’t admit to anything.”  She turned to Shannon.  “I didn’t.  I swear, I didn’t.”


I turned to Shannon.  “Is that what happened?”


“Lily was smart,” she said.  “She paid attention to everything, noticed when gowns came in, saw how loose the inventory system was.  She got the idea to make some extra cash, so she involved Ember in the thefts.”


“That’s not how it happened,” Ember said.


“Look at this place.”  Shannon waved her arms around.  “If this doesn’t prove how desperate you are for money, I don’t know what does.”


“Is that why you killed Lily?” I asked Ember.


She looked at me as if I’d lost my mind.  “What?  What?  You think I killed Lily?  You think I did that?”


“You were there that morning,” I said.  “I saw your car in the parking lot when I drove up.”


“I was there to meet her.”  Ember flung her hand toward Shannon. 


“She came in later,” I said.  “I was there. I saw her arrive.”


“She was there when I got there.  Inside.  Waiting.  Just like we planned,” Ember told me.  “Then Lily showed up.  Lily must have suspected something because she just showed up.  We had all those gowns in the salon.  She’d know for sure what we were doing the minute she saw them.  I took off, out the front door.  Shannon said she was going to explain—”


“Stop lying!”  Shannon shouted.  “I wasn’t even there.”


“You were.  I left and you—”  Ember stopped, as if being forced to face something she’d been ignoring.  “Oh my God, Shannon, you killed her.  You killed Lily.”


The clues, the info I’d uncovered fell into place. 


“You’re the only one who handled the vintage garments, the expensive pieces,” I said to Shannon.  “You got mad if anyone interfered.  You managed it all yourself.”


“Of course,” Shannon insisted.  “I was in charge of it.”


“You did that so nobody would realize garments were missing,” I said.  “You knew Lily suspected you.  That’s why you switched that gown and blamed her, then piled on when Patricia wanted Ruth to fire her.”


“I supported Patricia to save the store’s reputation after Lily screwed up that gown delivery,” Shannon said. 


“She didn’t screw it up,” I said.  “She was set up, by you.  You were behind that mix-up to make Lily look bad, to get her fired, to keep your scheme a secret.”


Shannon fumed, then said, “Lies.”


Another thought came to me, scared me.


“You faked that order from Morgan Holmes this morning,” I realized.  “You’re the one who stole her identity.”


Ember looked troubled for a different reason now.  “You stole Morgan’s ID?  Oh, my God, you did that?  You caused her all that trouble?”


Shannon ignored her.


“You placed that order to get me to come to Addison Fair,” I said.  “Then you told me that Ember had nearly confessed to get me to come here.”


Ember gasped and the color drained from her face. 


“You did that, Shannon?” she asked, as if she couldn’t believe it.  “Why?  Why would you do that?”


“Because she knew I’d talked to you,” I said.  “She knew I was figuring out what she was doing.  And she wanted to get rid of me.”


“Shannon, no,” Ember said.  “You can’t—”


Shannon grabbed the folding lawn chair and swung it at me.  Ember screamed.  I ducked, lost my footing and fell.  Shannon whirled and swiped at Ember.  She screamed again.  I scrambled, trying to get up. 


Shannon took another try with the chair.  I rolled away.  She raised it over her head again and brought it down hard, barely missing me. Ember kept screaming.  I kicked out, catching Shannon in the knee.  She staggered back.


I got to my feet. She ran after me.  The apartment was empty, no sign of any sort of weapon I could use.  Shannon lunged at me with the chair.  I grabbed the frame and tried to pull it out of her hands.  She hung on, then pushed hard, forcing me back.


With all the strength I could muster I wrenched it out of her hands, spun, and hit her in the stomach with it.  She went down, gasping, the wind knocked out of her.  I stood there, holding the chair, my heart pounding. 


I realized then that Ember was no longer screaming.  I glanced around.  She was gone.  A second later, Dan ran in.


* * *


“Motive,” I said.  “You were right.  Look for the strongest motive.”


Dan nodded.  “And you found it.”


We were standing next to his Porsche in the parking lot of Ember’s apartment building.  I was still kind of rattled from my confrontation with Shannon, but something about Dan standing next to me helped.


He’d restrained Shannon until the police got there, though she hadn’t put up a fight.  Ember had stood by whimpering.  They were still inside the apartment.


I’d suspected Ashton and Patricia of murdering Lily, but in the end I’d found no compelling reason for either of them to have killed her.  Still, I wondered if Patricia had known all along that Shannon was stealing and selling the expensive garments from Addison Fair.  That might explain why she’d been so rude to me when I’d questioned her about Lily.  Maybe Shannon had given her a cut of the money to keep her quiet.  Patricia had three kids.  She definitely needed cash. 


“Money,” I said.  “Jeremy was right.  Everybody needs money.”


Ember, new to Los Angeles, new to her job, new to everything, had definitely needed money, more than her job provided.  I could see why she’d agreed when Shannon had approached her with the scheme to steal expensive garments from Addison Fair and sell them. 


As for Shannon, I guess the temptation had been too great.  Ruth trusted her.  Nobody watched what she did.  She needed money, too.  I remembered Jamie had mentioned Shannon’s car was in the shop for another expensive repair.  She probably had other bills; everybody did.


I nodded at the Porsche.  “What took you so long getting here?”


The GPS in my company BMW had led Dan to my location. He’d been there only a few minutes when he’d seen Ember run out of the apartment, screaming. 


“I got here just in time,” he declared.


“I could have been killed,” I insisted.


“Looked to me like you were holding your own, just fine.”


“I’m getting a gun.”


“No, you’re not.”


We glared at each other until commotion drew our attention to the second floor walkway.  Uniformed officers and two detectives escorted Shannon and Ember out of the apartment, both of them in handcuffs.  Shannon looked furious.  Ember was crying. 


I’d told the officers and detectives what had happened when they’d first arrived.  Dan had backed me up.  Ember had, too, in her own way, screaming her innocence over and over, and blaming Shannon for everything, including Lily’s murder.


“I guess I’d better call the office.”  I sighed, dreading the thought.  “Louise is going to love this.”


“She’ll be happy,” Dan insisted.  “You’re off the hook for Lily’s murder.”


I shook my head.  “She’s looking for a reason to get rid of me.”


“She likes you.  She’s giving you a raise,” he said.


“What?  She is?”


“She asked to see you in her office today, right?”


“Well, yeah, but—really?  A raise?”


I wondered how Dan knew, but didn’t bother to ask. 


“That’s some good news, for a change,” I said.  Like everybody else, I needed money, too.


One of the detectives walked over as Shannon and Ember were being driven away and told me I needed to make an official statement.  I told him I would, as soon as I talked to my lawyer. 


“Let’s get out of here,” Dan said.  “How about a beer?”


I needed to go to Addison Fair and let Ruth know that Lily’s murder had been solved.  She’d be glad to hear the news, but that wouldn’t end her troubles.  I was sure Lily’s family would continue with their lawsuit.


“Can’t,” I said, and nodded to my BMW parked at the curb.  “I’ve got shopping orders to get packaged and shipped out.”


Dan walked with me to my car and opened the door for me. 


“What was it you wanted to talk to me about?” he asked as I slid in behind the wheel. 


My urgent need to ask Dan his opinion about Quinn’s situation seemed like ages ago, though it was only this morning. 


“Family,” I said.


He gave me a knowing nod.  “Let me know when you’re ready to talk.”


I drove away, headed for Fisher Joyce.  Lily’s murder had been solved but I still had other issues to deal with.  Quinn.  I still hadn’t heard from my dad.  I needed to talk to Brittany.  And what was I going to tell Marissa about Jeremy?


* * *


At Fisher Joyce I packaged and shipped my off-listers’ purchases, then went up to hospitality.  Only two of today’s shopping orders hadn’t been handled but they weren’t a rush.  I texted my off-listers promising I’d get to them first thing in the morning. 


I told Louise what had happened with Shannon and Ember, though just enough details to explain the gap in my time when I should have been shopping.  She seemed unconcerned, which didn’t surprise me, then told me I was getting a raise.  I got the feeling it wasn’t her idea and she wasn’t happy about it, but I thanked her anyway, turned in my corporate card and left. 


My escape from the building wasn’t as easy as I’d have liked. 


When I got home, my phone chimed as I walked into my apartment.  It was a text from Carlotta.  She and her gentleman friend from the dog park were going out for coffee tomorrow and she wasn’t sure what she should wear.  I couldn’t help smiling.  Carlotta, out on a date. I texted back suggestions for two outfits she could put together from the clothing I’d already selected for her.  She sent back a huge smiley emoji. 


If only all my own problems could be solved so easily.


In my bedroom, I changed into sweatpants and a T-shirt, then went into the kitchen.  Surely, something lurked in my fridge or cabinets that I could eat. 


My doorbell rang causing my heart to do a little flip-flop, remembering the last time I’d been in this situation.  I peered out the peep-hole and saw Dan.


“I hope you brought food,” I said as I opened the door.


“And beer.”  He hefted the shopping bags he’d brought. 


In the kitchen he laid out sandwiches, potato salad, and chips while I got plates, napkins, and forks.


“No cookies?” I asked. 


“Chocolate chip.”  He pulled them out of the bag and presented them as if he’d brought down a T-Rex for me.  It was kind of hot.


“What happened with your counterfeiting friend?” Dan asked as we ate. 


While I was trying to make my escape from Fisher Joyce unnoticed today, Taylor had spotted me, Marissa in tow. 


“I took your advice,” I said.  “Kind of.”


He paused, the sandwich at his lips.  “Kind of?”


“I told Marissa that Jeremy wasn’t cheating on her.”


“She must have been relieved.”


She had been, but Taylor was really disappointed.


“I also told her that he was doing something illegal,” I said.  “I didn’t feel right knowing what Jeremy was up to, knowing that Marissa was thinking about marrying him, and not telling her a major problem existed.”


“Was she upset?” Dan asked.


“Not really,” I said, though Taylor had been thrilled.  “I told Marissa to talk to Jeremy.  She needed to hear it from him, not me.”


We finished eating.  Dan opened two beers and handed one to me. 


“After what you went through today,” he said, “wine isn’t going to cut it.”


He was right.


In the living room, we settled on opposite ends of the sofa.


“Okay,” he said.  “What’s up with your family?”


I told him about Quinn running off to Portland with Vince, his murder, Quinn’s disappearance, and how I’d finally found her but she was hiding out from drug dealers.  


“So this Vince guy,” Dan said, sipping his beer.  “He was murdered?”


“By drug dealers, for skimming money,” I said. 


“But you’ve never found anything official about his death?” Dan asked. 


“Quinn said she doubted … doubted his body was ever found.”


Dan nodded slowly, taking it in.  “And your sister witnessed the hit, but she got away.”


Something about his tone seemed off.  I wasn’t sure he completely believed what I was telling him. 


“That’s right,” I said.  “They think she has their money.”


He sat his beer aside.  “So they’re after her to get it back.”


“But she doesn’t have it.”


“You’re sure?”


“Positive,” I said, feeling the same hopelessness Quinn probably felt over the predicament she’d found herself in.


“Now I’m afraid my dad has gotten involved, that those drug dealers have kidnapped him thinking it will force Quinn to give them their money,” I said and tipped up my beer.  “Nobody’s heard from him in a while.”


“When was the last time you tried to contact him?”


“I called him—”


A key scraped in the lock and my front door flew open.  Dan lurched to his feet.  I was a little slower.


Brittany walked in.


“You’re here!  Oh, my God, I thought you were gone!”  Her smile was a mile wide as she held up the key.  “Good thing I kept this—but I didn’t need it.  You’re here!”


“What are you doing here?”  I set my beer aside.  “What’s going on?”


She flung out both arms.  “We’re eloping!”


My mouth fell open. 


Dan looked totally confused.


“I thought about what you said, that the important thing was that I was happy,” Brittany said.  “I wasn’t happy.  So we cancelled the wedding, got most of our money back, and we’re eloping!”


I looked past her.  “Where’s Toby?”


“Downstairs with the Uber.  We just landed and we’re headed for Long Beach.  We’re cruising to Hawaii!  We’re getting married there!” Brittany said. 


“Congratulations,” I said.


“I couldn’t be this close and not come by and see you,” Brittany said and laid my house key on the table beside the door.  “I thought I’d missed you.  I saw you down the block and I yelled from the car, but you got into a car with some guy and left.”


“You thought you saw me?”


“Yeah.”  She pulled an envelope from her pocket and gave it to me.  “Here.  This was wedged into the corner of your mailbox downstairs.”


My name was scrawled in purple ink.   Quinn’s handwriting.


I pushed past Brittany out onto the walkway and scanned the street and apartment grounds.  No sign of Quinn.


Brittany followed me outside, Dan right behind her.


“Got to run.  Can’t miss the ship.”  Brittany threw her arms around me in a quick hug.  “I’ll send pictures.”


She hurried down the stairs as Dan sidled up next to me.


“Your sister,” Dan concluded, gesturing to the envelope. 


He knew Quinn and I looked very much alike.


“I gave her my address when I saw her at the cabin.  She was here, right here, and I missed her,” I said, gazing around again.  I looked up at Dan.  “Why wouldn’t she come in?”


Dan tapped the envelope.  “Maybe this will explain.”


We went into my apartment and sat on the sofa again.  Dan moved close.  Something about the warmth and strength he gave off was comforting.


I opened the envelope.  Inside was a one-page letter from Quinn.  She still wrote with big, looping letters, but no longer dotted every “I” with a heart.  It was only a few lines.


 “She’s going back to Portland to tell the police what happened,” I said. 


“Probably her best option,” Dan said.  “Always on the run, hiding.  It’s no way to live.”


“My dad is driving her up there,” I said.


Quinn’s letter didn’t say how she and Dad had gotten together, but I imagined Chris had finally seen him at his new dispensary and explained everything. 


“Your dad’s okay?” Dan asked. 


“Apparently.”  I glanced at the letter again.  “He bought her a phone.  She gave me her number.  She said she’d stay in touch.”


“I hope she will.” 


I hoped she would, too.  I hoped Dad would do the same.  I intended to impress that upon him when he got back.


“All your problems are handled,” Dan said.  “You should celebrate.”


I thought about it for a moment.  “You’re right.  I should.  I will.”


“Want some company?” he asked. 


I looked up at him and the half-grin he was giving me.


“Yes.  I’d like that,” I said. 


“Where would you like to go?”  He raised an eyebrow, waiting.


“You’ll find me,” I said.


Dan moved closer.  “You bet I will.”

 

THE END
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SEAMS LIKE MURDER

 

Chapter 1

 


“Abbey? Abbey Chandler? Is that really you?”


The woman who’d stopped in front of me, mouth open, eyes bulging, shouting my name, had recognized me. Darn it. My escape into anonymity wasn’t off to such a hot start.


“I can’t believe it’s you!”


And I couldn’t believe I’d been recognized so quickly—my first hour back in Hideaway Grove—by, of all people, Brooke something-or-other, whom I couldn’t really place but who left me with the feeling that I’d never liked her.


We were standing on Main Street on a warm spring morning amid storefronts painted inviting creamy pastels and festooned with flowering plants. Young moms watched their kids play in the village green, and older folks ambled toward early-bird lunch specials. A handful of tourists strolled along the sidewalk taking in the specialty shops, antique stores, and art galleries the town was known for.


“You’re back!” Brooke exclaimed.


Brooke was a year or so older than me—I’m 25—with a carefully styled blonde ponytail, full-on makeup, dressed in a yoga togs. I was a little taller, with dark hair that I hadn’t combed since maybe sometime late yesterday, the remains of the makeup my tears hadn’t washed off, and I wore jeans and a T-shirt I’d pulled out of my dirty laundry hamper shortly before sunrise.


“So ...” Brooke’s gaze flicked from my head to my toes, and she stretched her smile wider until it froze in place. “What are you doing here?”


I was hiding out. Not because I was the star witness in a high profile government investigation, protected by federal marshals. I wasn’t on the run from a drug cartel. I hadn’t embezzled millions from my employer, or murdered someone. I was hiding out from … well, everything.


So I certainly couldn’t talk about it—especially to Brooke, whose last name I’d probably remember eventually, along with the reason I’d never liked her.


“I’m visiting my aunt,” I said.


“Oh, yes, of course! Your Aunt Sarah. Sarah’s Sweets.”


Brooke nodded down the street to the bakery my aunt owned. Sarah’s Sweets turned out delicious cookies, cakes, cupcakes, and other goodies, all beautifully decorated. Her business had been a mainstay in Hideaway Grove for decades.


“You used to live with her during the summers,” Brooke said, “when your parents were off seeing the world and didn’t want you with them.”


Now I remembered why I didn’t like Brooke.


My parents were tenured university professors whose idea of a fun summer was digging through ruins in a remote jungle, or investigating obscure museum archives in settlements accessible only by camel train. They didn’t want me with them—any more than I wanted to be there.


“Well, good seeing you,” I announced. It wasn’t, of course, but this was an easy out for me. I walked away.


“We’ll have to get together!” Brooke called.


I pretended I didn’t hear her.


I paused outside of Sarah’s Sweets. The building was painted buttery yellow. Beside the entrance were low flower beds bursting with color. The bell over the door chimed as I walked inside and the delicious scents hit me, bringing on a wave of emotion I hadn’t expected. Memories swamped me, causing tears to pop into my eyes. I blinked them away and saw my aunt Sarah standing behind the glass display case, sliding a tray of fresh baked brownies into place alongside rows of sugar cookies.


I hadn’t seen her in years, but she matched up perfectly with my memories of the summers I’d spent in Hideaway Grove. Tall, like most of our family, her hair still dark—she always said she’d never go gray—trim and fit, looking far from the “senior” label she’d likely acquire next fall when she turned sixty. She wore jeans, an on-trend shirt, and shoes I’d love to own, all topped with a crisp white apron.


“Welcome! I’ll be right with—” She looked up and saw me. “Abbey!”


Sarah dashed around the display case, her arms spread wide, and captured me in a firm hug. “You made it. I’m so glad you’re here.”


She pulled me tight against her. Wonderful memories bloomed in my head once more.


Sarah, even though she’d never had children of her own, hugged me like my mother never did, nurtured me like my mother never did, loved me like my mother never did. Sarah was my anchor. I hadn’t realized how adrift I’d been without her until a few days ago.


She stepped back and rested her hands on my shoulders, her welcoming smile still glowing.


“You look beautiful,” she said.


“I look awful,” I said, and blinked away tears again.


“You look beautiful to me,” she declared.


I couldn’t help smiling.


“You’ve got to have one of these brownies. They’re fresh from the oven. I’ll get you some milk,” Sarah said, and rounded the display case again. “Come on back. Sit down and we’ll catch up.”


I followed her, taking in the shop. It was painted mint green, with accents of pale pink and yellow. Four tiny white tables with yellow padded chairs sat by the front windows. Shelves held specialty cakes for weddings, birthdays, anniversaries, all beautifully handcrafted. Another shelf had a rainbow of sprinkles in glass jars. There were charming gifts for sale--cookbooks, mugs, birthday candles, plates and napkins, cake stands, cookie cutters, and measuring spoons. A large, refrigerated case held orders for pick up; another featured cakes ready to be personalized for walk-in customers.


I gestured to the double pocket doors across the room, closed tight. On the other side of the doors was a large space that Sarah had used for storage. I used to play in there during my summer visits; the sunlight beaming through the windows had made the big, cluttered room seem warm and cozy.


“I thought you were opening this up for a dining area,” I said, remembering an email she’d sent me several months ago, and feeling bad that I hadn’t asked her about it since.


“It’s on hold,” Sarah said, placing a brownie on a plate.


“For how long?”


“Indefinitely. Gretchen—you remember her, she worked in the needlepoint shop before it closed—she wanted to use part of the space for a gift shop and souvenir sales. You know how tourists love shopping, especially for Hideaway Grove’s owls.”


Aside from the specialty shops, art galleries, and antique stores, we were known for owls. The town’s founder had been a bird watcher and was particularly fond of owls, so likenesses of them had been incorporated into light posts, park benches, even a jungle gym in the village green.


“Gretchen planned to sell gift items, and I intended to serve goodies to our customers,” Sarah went on. “I knew I could increase business and expand my menu a bit if folks had a comfortable place to sit, visit a little, and eat. And, of course, tourists would flock to the gifts and souvenirs.”


“Sounds like you two would make a great team,” I said, joining her behind the counter and sliding onto the tall wooden stool I’d sat on as a child.


“We had it all planned out. We even got started, cleaning up the space, doing some repairs.” Sarah poured a glass of milk. “Gretchen was going to make new curtains for the windows—no small task, with windows that big, but she’s a whiz with that expensive sewing machine of hers.”


Sarah passed me the brownie and I bit into it. Still warm from the oven, the delicious flavor bloomed in my mouth. I nearly moaned aloud.


“Then her daughter over in Fresno was diagnosed with cancer, and her so young and with those three children,” Sarah said and placed the frosty glass of milk on the counter beside me. “Gretchen had to move there to help out.”


My eyes started to water from the chocolate melting in my mouth, but I managed to ask, “How’s her daughter?”


“Receiving treatment, but it’s a difficult thing. We’re all praying and hoping for the best.”


“You didn’t want to continue the renovations without her?” I asked.


“Bad timing,” Sarah said. “The air conditioning unit went out and had to be replaced, then the roof needed major repairs.”


I understood Sarah’s caution. She hadn’t kept her business thriving all these years by being reckless with her finances.


I finished the brownie, licked my fingers, and downed the milk, suddenly feeling like I was a child again—which was kind of nice.


Sarah looked at me with a familiar expression on her face, the one that assured me she was listening, wouldn’t be mad no matter what I said, and would help me figure out any situation, if I wanted her to.


“You want to tell me what’s going on?” she asked softly.


I hardly knew where to start but I finally said, “Everything is a mess. A complete mess. Everything.”


“Everything?”


I slid off the stool and circled the big butcher block work island in the center of the kitchen; surrounding it were ovens, appliances, cupboards, and a walk-in fridge.


“I know what you’re thinking,” I said, and rinsed my glass and plate at the sink. “Everything couldn’t possibly be wrong. Not everything. But it is. There was so much happening, so much chaos, so much—everything.”


“You’ve lived in Los Angeles for a while now, six months, isn’t it? Your emails sounded like you were doing well,” Sarah said. “What changed?”


I put my cup and plate in the dishwasher and shook my head. “It was—everything, somehow. All I could think was that I had to get away, come here, where things are quiet, and slower, and easier.”


I’d made the decision to leave, to come to Sarah’s, while I’d been walking the floor last night, unable to sleep, trying to determine what, exactly, my life had turned into and where, exactly, it had all gone so wrong. I’d finally realized I was never going to figure it out, not there, not in the middle of everything, so I’d packed a bag and headed north. Thankfully, Sarah had answered my phone call and told me to keep driving, she’d love to have me visit.


“You did the right thing coming here,” Sarah said. “Sounds as if what you need is some peace and quiet.”


I sighed. “That sounds delightful.”


“But what about your job?” Sarah asked. “Were they okay giving you some time off?”


I glanced away. “It wasn’t a problem.”


“You probably want to go to the house and get some rest,” she said.


Sarah’s house was just around the corner on Hummingbird Lane. I’d left my car there and walked over.


“I could use a shower,” I said.


“Go on. The extra key is under the—


“—yellow flower pot beside the back door,” I said.


“Make yourself at home. We’ll figure out how to handle things when I get there. Sound good?”


It sounded better than good. It sounded perfect.


“Maybe get a nap,” Sarah said, as she headed for the trash bins beside the back door.


“Taking out the trash used to be my job,” I remembered.


We each grabbed a plastic bag out of the bins—even the trash smelled delicious—and headed for the rear exit that led to the alley out back. Just as I pushed the door open, I heard a loud noise and a woman scream.


Sarah and I shared a troubled glance, and I flung the door open.


The alley was narrow, barely wide enough to accommodate the Dumpsters and the delivery trucks that served the businesses that faced Main Street. Something flashed atop the high retaining wall that separated the alley from the neighborhood behind it, then disappeared.



“My goodness, what is going on?” Sarah exclaimed, pointing.


A woman stood farther down the alley, off to our right, screaming. In one hand she held her purse, in the other was a tote bag, and she was flinging them in the air and jumping around. I figured her for about Sarah’s age, short dark hair, dressed in a coral pantsuit.


“That’s Earlene,” Sarah said. “What’s gotten into her now?”


We dropped the trash bags and headed toward her, then realized she was pointing at something lying near the building.


“It hit her!” Earlene screamed. “That car! It hit her!”


Fear swept through me as I went closer and realized that a woman was lying on the ground. She wore a cardigan twin set, elastic waist pants, and flats. Her handbag was a few yards away, open, its contents strewn across the alley. Nearby was her cell phone. Her body lay still, her head smashed against the side of the building, the rest of her twisted at unnatural angles. Blood flowed everywhere.


“It didn’t stop! It kept going!” Earlene yelled, pointing to where the alley turned between the buildings and intersected with Main Street.


Sarah placed a hand on my arm, then leaned forward and gasped.


“Oh my goodness, that’s Iris, Iris Duncan,” she whispered. “I’ll call nine-one-one, get some help here.”


I didn’t stop her, of course, but from the look of the poor woman l knew there was nothing paramedics could do to help.


“It kept going. That car, it didn’t stop.” Earlene crept closer, wringing her hands, juggling her purse and tote bag. “It hit that woman and kept going.”


“A hit-and run?” I asked.


“That’s Iris Duncan,” Sarah said, punching numbers on her cell phone.


Earlene gasped. “Iris? It can’t be Iris!”


“Who’s Iris?” I asked.


“Hideaway Grove’s new librarian,” Sarah told me.


I stared at them both. I’d come here for the peace and quiet, the tranquility of a small town—only to find somebody had been callously run down? And that somebody was the librarian? The librarian?


I left Los Angeles for this?
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