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  CHAPTER ONE


  


  


  The first indication my day would be a bad one was finding my reserve stash of M&M’s empty.


  The second thing that cinched the deal was the dead body at my feet eight hours later. Literally. At my feet as my soggy shoe touched the hem of the dead woman’s pants.


  Maybe I should start at the beginning. My name is Alex Harris and along with my sister Samantha Daniels I own the Always Prepared temporary agency. Business hasn’t been so good lately. As a matter of fact things have been pretty boring around our office, hence the empty stash of candy, so when an urgent call came in from one of our clients, the Poupée Mannequin factory, I took the assignment. Truth be told I just wanted to run off to the store for more candy, but figured I might as well go help a client at the same time. I handed off my only appointment of the day to my assistant, jumped in my car, and despite blinding snow flurries, happily drove over to the factory—after a quick pit stop for reinforcements in the guise of two one-pound bags of M&M’s.


  While at the factory I hoped to talk with the owner, Mr. Poupée, about an upcoming job, but luck hadn’t been on my side and instead I found myself confronted by his unusually flustered assistant Elvira Scott.


  “Please have a seat, Ms. Harris,” Mrs. Scott said formally. “I’m sorry you had to be dragged out on such a day but we need to get our mailing out today.”


  I leaned forward. “It’s no problem. As I told you on the phone, I wanted to see Mr. Poupée. I know I don’t have an appointment, but, well, I’ve tried to make one.” I paused. It wouldn’t do me or my business any good to get on bad terms with Mrs. Scott. “I’ve been busy myself.”


  I smiled, trying to soften my position. “I thought this might be a perfect opportunity for us to discuss the upcoming expansion.”


  Mrs. Scott clasped her hands tightly together on the desk. “I told you I’ll speak with him as soon as I can.”


  “I understand. Just let him know I—”


  “Ms. Harris, please!”


  I drew back at the shrill sound. Mrs. Scott could be difficult but I’d never heard her raise her voice before. It seemed we were both having a bad day. Maybe I should share my M&M’s.


  “Why don’t I get you started on the mailing and I’ll see if I can arrange something for this afternoon. Will that do?” Mrs. Scott released her hands from their white-knuckled grip and stood up.


  I followed her to the mailroom where I folded and stuffed, occasionally giving a wistful look at a paper cut wondering if the blood loss was sufficient to warrant a trip to the emergency room and a reprieve from folding and stuffing. My only help had come from the mailroom clerk who lent a hand in between his other duties.


  At five-fifteen Mrs. Scott returned, looking more exhausted than she had earlier. “Oh. I did say I’d check on you, didn’t I? I’m sorry, I forgot.” Mrs. Scott sighed, her thin shoulders sagging beneath her sweater and her beleaguered expression belying the efficient executive assistant I knew her to be.


  “No need to apologize. Andy’s been a great help,” I smiled at the young clerk who looked more like he should be modeling underwear for GQ. “I should be done in about forty-five minutes. I could drop them off at the box outside the post office on my way home.”


  “No need. I don’t live far from the post office,” Andy offered. “I can wait until you’re done.”


  Mrs. Scott shook her head. “No. I need you to drop off some other packages before the post office closes. Here’s some petty cash.” She handed Andy an envelope. “Send them out priority and leave the receipt on my desk.”


  I usually dealt with Mrs. Scott over the phone. Today was the first time we met face to face in quite some time. Her thick salt-and-pepper hair covered her ears in a becoming style. The frames of her bifocals looked out of date and her blues eyes behind them tired. I studied her eyebrows for a second having never noticed how rounded they were¬. They seemed to give Mrs. Scott a sort of surprised look and the few age spots high on her left cheek gave the impression of a spotted owl.


  Andy grabbed his coat and looked at me expectantly.


  “You go along, I can handle the rest by myself,” I assured him while trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice. I should have been done with this job hours ago, but the old copier jammed three times and ran out of magenta toner and Andy had to run out and get more. I realized volunteering for this assignment hadn’t been one of my brightest ideas. At least I had my bags of M&M’s. I had been pretty much popping them all day. Did I mention I’m an addict?


  Mrs. Scott turned to me. “Alex, we don’t usually do this, but since we know you well and you’re a friend of Mr. Poupée, I’m going to leave a key with you for the front door. You’ll be the last to leave so just press the red button on the security panel right by the door and it will set itself. I think Ruth is still here but she’ll be leaving in a few minutes and the factory’s been closed for an hour.”


  She left before I could protest.


  I shook my head and pursed my lips. “I could just kill her! She’s got a lot of nerve leaving me alone,” I huffed while I shoved yet another set of flyers into an envelope I had already filled. I tried to calm down, but since patience was never a virtue I possessed I didn’t see much hope in achieving that goal. Sitting up a bit straighter I intoned, “’Give us the tools, and we will finish the job’,” and wondered if Winston Churchill had been stuffing envelopes in a mannequin factory when he said it in 1941. I’ve been reading a lot about World War II and old Winston had something to say about everything.


  With a sigh loud enough to compete with the grumblings of my sustenance-deprived stomach, I shoved another handful of candies into my mouth then hunkered down and had the mailing boxed and in the trunk of my car an hour later only to find the tires packed in with snow.


  After trying to dig my way out with ungloved hands I went back to the building to find something I could use as a shovel, and now stood in the darkened, deserted factory. The glow from the lights out in the parking lot peeked in from a window high on the wall to my left and gave the cavernous room enough light to cast eerie shadows. I made out arms and legs hanging from hooks in the section closest to me while further into the factory I could see torsos of various sizes stacked against a wall.


  It couldn’t have been creepier.


  That’s when I stumbled. I stepped further into the factory, my eyes straining to see a broom or anything else I could use. My foot hit something and I tried to press forward but the object wouldn’t budge. A sense of dread started its slow creep up my body.


  I took a deep breath and looked down at Elvira Scott, her beautiful hair matted with blood.


  I moved my foot slightly and cupped my hand over my mouth as hot bile worked its way into my throat. My heart raced and my breathing reduced to quick gasps. I took another quick look at her face. Maybe she wasn’t dead.


  Eyes that only an hour ago reminded me of a spotted owl with their rounded eyebrows now looked straight up at the ceiling. No living human could keep a stare going that long.


  A deep red trickle from her lips had stopped at her chin. Next to Mrs. Scott’s head lay a mannequin arm, the metal joint at the shoulder covered with blood. And I knew for certain, as the factory closed in and draped me in claustrophobic horror, that Mrs. Scott had been murdered.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWO


  


  


  With this realization I opened my mouth to scream and then covered it just in time—whoever killed Mrs. Scott could still be in the factory.


  I whirled quickly, sweat bathing my face—but saw no one. No sound. Nothing.


  The complete silence terrified me. I stood totally still—or as still as I could possibly be while my heart threatened to jump out of my chest. At this point I would have loved to hear something, the sound of sirens and police cars arriving being my first choice. But the only sound was a sudden gust of wind forcing its way through invisible cracks. The cavernous building protested as the wind rattled panes of glass high up on the back wall; and then again as another gust swept up the outside walls.


  With a few deep breaths my breathing returned to something close to normal and I shuffled back to the office. I pulled the door opened and this time didn’t bother to stifle my scream.


  Then I screamed again.


  Standing in the hallway loomed a tall man, his face cast in shadow, the soft light streaming from the reception area giving a halo-like effect to the crop of wild white hair covering his head. One hand clutched his heart while he slowly raised the other. Fearing a blow to equal the one that killed Mrs. Scott, I let out a third scream. The man continued to raise his arm and then touched something in his ear.


  “What in god’s name.... Alex? What are you doing out here? And why are you screaming? I had my hearing aid turned up high. You scared me half to death.”


  “Oh, Mr. Poupée. Thank God,” I said, finding my voice after straining it screaming into the face of the poor man. “We’ve got to get help…Mrs. Scott is...dead. Murdered.”


  “Mrs. Scott is what? Red? Alex, what are you talking about?” Mr. Poupée took a step into the factory. “Oh, my! Elvira...”


  I gently pushed him toward the door. “There’s nothing you can do. I’m going to use the phone in here,” I shouted, leading William Poupée back into his office. “You need to turn your hearing aid back on.” I tried not to sigh too loudly, but he probably wouldn’t hear me anyway.


  I dialed 911 trying to keep my voice calm as I explained the situation and then turned to Mr. Poupée. “Will you be alright? I’m going to the ladies room but I’ll be right back. The police are on their way.”


  He looked dazed, but I figured he would be all right for a few minutes.


  I stood before the mirror in the ladies room and pressed the palm of my hand against my head in an attempt to get rid of a headache. I got a large red spot in the middle of my forehead instead. I clutched the sink, hung my head over the porcelain, and turned on the cold water splashing my face before I remembered my mascara wasn’t waterproof.


  “That was a mannequin arm lying next to the body?” I asked the ashen face with black-rimmed eyes looking back at me. Who would do such a thing? I splashed my face again and reached for the soft soap container only to find it empty. I pulled a tube of ChapStick out of my pocket and dabbed a bit around my eyes, which smudged them worse than before and stuck the lashes together in spiky clumps.


  “Jesus.”


  I slunk down against the wall until I sat on the floor; a floor with God knows what living on it. I pulled my knees up and buried my head as my thoughts turned to Mr. Poupée. He couldn’t possibly be involved. As a child I played in his backyard, and other than beating my mother in a mean game of Pinochle, I felt certain the man wasn’t violent.


  Or was he? In the far recesses of my mind I suddenly remembered how he wielded the pruning shears at the hedge along the back of his property leaving the lilac bushes nothing but bare stubs. Stub. Bloody mannequin arm. My mind raced and I worried I might go into shock. I shook my head vigorously trying to shake the thoughts away with little result. Could I be alone in the building with a murderer? I jumped up and turned around looking for something to use as a barricade but felt sure even seventy-something Mr. Poupée could knock over the small trashcan—the only thing available to place against the door.


  I grabbed the edge of the sink and leaned toward my frightening image. “Enough! If you’re going through hell, keep going,” I said, and instantly stood a little taller. What with morale boosters like that no wonder the allies won the war, I thought, suddenly full of vigor. I wet a paper towel and gently wiped the black under my eyes managing to smear some across my right cheek.


  Then I heard the welcome sound of sirens coming up the long drive. I ran my fingers quickly through my short brown hair, grimaced at the state of my face, and went to let the police in.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THREE


  


  


  An ambulance and several squad cars pulled up.


  “Mrs. Scott—I mean the body—is through that door.” I pointed toward the end of the hall as two men in uniform hurried past.


  Stepping out of an unmarked vehicle, a tall man in a jacket suited more for a ski trip then a homicide site made his way up the path and entered the lobby. He stomped the snow off his casual shoes and then looked down at me. “I’m Detective Van der Burg.”


  His expression made my face feel flush. “It’s not waterproof. The mascara,” I said to his blank look. “I tried to wash it but there’s no soap.”


  “Are you the person who phoned it in?”


  “Yes.”


  The detective reached into the back pocket of his jeans and took out a small notebook. “Your name?”


  I pulled my coat tighter around me as the cold from the hard, tiled floor seeped through my wet shoes and crept up my back. I was really a mess.


  “Alex Harris.”


  The detective touched my elbow, startling me, and ushered me aside as an army of people began entering the building. People with camera equipment and large cases moved down the hall to the factory door.


  “Ms. Harris, did you touch anything? Touch the body?”


  “What? Oh, no, I just bent to look at her a little closer to see if… maybe....” I swallowed hard. “No, I didn’t touch her. Well, just my foot. I stepped on her.”


  “You stepped on her?”


  I straightened up, hoping for an imposing demeanor but failing miserably when you considered the state of my face. “It’s dark out there. I kind of tripped on her leg.”


  Detective Van der Burg closed his eyes for a second and shook his head slowly. I’d seen this look before on my father’s face many times growing up.


  “I assume you work here?”


  “Yes. No. Just for today. I’m the temp.”


  “Temp?”


  “Yes, the temporary. Is this going to take long? I’d really like to get home.”


  “Not too much longer,” the detective said, and I feared he probably said that to everyone.


  Detective Van der Burg took a quick glance around. “You all alone here?”


  “Yes. No.”


  “Which is it, Ms. Harris?” he asked, his voice impatient.


  “Alone when I found her. But then Mr. Poupée, the owner, arrived.”


  “Mr. Pou….


  “Poupée. It’s French. You pronounce it Poo-pay.”


  “Where might he be?”


  I jerked my head toward the end of the hall. Detective Van der Burg headed in that direction and I followed.


  “He’s in there.” I pointed to the large office behind the smaller one Mrs. Scott had occupied. The detective walked into the back office. Despite his casual appearance, probably from being pulled away from dinner with the wife and kiddies, there was no doubt he was in charge. The man crackled with electrical current as he turned his head from side to side taking everything in.


  “Mr. Poupée, I’m Detective Van der Burg. I understand you’re the owner. I’d like to ask you a few questions, but first I need to take a look in the factory. Why don’t you and Ms. Harris have a seat and I’ll be with you shortly.”


  He donned a pair of gloves, covered his shoes with booties, and then went into the factory. One of the officers who had arrived earlier came in. I figured he came to keep an eye on me and Mr. Poupée. I felt like a suspect but at this point I really didn’t care. Maybe the jail would have a comfortable bed and a hot cup of tea. Just like the Holiday Inn. I shoved my hand deep into the pocket of my coat searching for the small bag of M&M’s, but pulled out an empty packet. Not even one left. I had tucked the remains of my large bag into the trunk of my car. I didn’t think the police officer would let me run out to get a handful.


  I smiled at the officer and tried to make myself as comfortable as possible on a tiny sofa. I looked at my surroundings—a room I had been in this very morning talking with a woman now dead. Murdered.


  An hour later I awoke from a fitful slumber.


  Two hours after that Detective Van der Burg finally finished his questioning.


  “Let me walk you to your cars.” The interrogation took its toll and neither Mr. Poupée nor I said anything as we gingerly made our way through several inches of snow. “If you don’t mind, I’d like to take a look in your trunks.” I gave Detective Van der Burg a glance and wondered why, but at his point I didn’t care if he found another body in my car as long as it ensured a ride to the police station and a warm cell.


  “Well, you can go now,” he said after poking around in the three boxes I had stowed in my trunk. Finding nothing at all in Mr. Poupée’s trunk, he added, “I’ll be contacting you both again tomorrow. Please make sure you’re available.”


  He helped me clear the snow from around my car and waited to make sure it started, and then he walked toward the building.


  I quickly wound up the heater knob and then rolled down my window hoping the smack of cold air on my face would keep me awake until I got home.


  As I pulled out one of the officers called to the detective from the front door. “Sir. You may want to come and take a look at this.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FOUR


  


  


  Looming out of the dark recesses of the factory, the mannequin came toward me, blood trickling from its shoulder. It seemed to float to where I stood looking down at the body. The coal black eyes of the mannequin darted everywhere, finally settling on the bloody arm resting by Mrs. Scott’s head. “Give me my arm!” the voice boomed, causing me to tumble over, landing hard on the cement floor. Without another word the mannequin raised its other arm high above, gave a maniacal laugh, and brought the hard plastic down on my head.


  I awoke with a start, sweat bathing my face, my breathing labored. Then I heard a sound. I sat bolt upright and strained to hear it again. Nothing. For the next several minutes, nothing—only my own heart. At times like this I wished I had a little dog whose bark could alert me to intruders. Or maybe a big dog whose teeth could tear the intruder to shreds. But the only other living thing in my home, besides an assortment of house plants, was a tiny Beta fish with even tinier teeth.


  I waited long enough to conclude I had heard nothing nefarious and swung my feet out from under the covers. I might as well get up.


  I love this part of the day—early morning. Too bad I had to get up so early to enjoy it.


  I pulled on a pair of red socks and a blue terry cloth robe, and padded cautiously into the kitchen, my eyes darting back and forth taking in all the shadows. I pulled opened the refrigerator door knowing what I would find before I even looked. Nothing. At least nothing I felt like eating at the moment. Yogurt, string cheese, and a bag of lettuce would not do it this morning. I stood there for a moment gazing at a jar of pickles and then slammed the door with a sigh. I usually had a well-stocked fridge but my mind had been occupied lately with my agency. I leaned against the counter looking out to my small but manageable yard.


  All was dark beyond the window. Black. Like the factory last night. I reached for the kettle, filled it with water, and absentmindedly placed it on the gas burner. Why had Mrs. Scott gone out there? Did she hear something? She had been about to leave. The police found her purse on her desk with her coat draped over it and Mr. Poupée had said the foreman always locked the factory. But still she had gone out there. “Why, Mergi?” My little fish happily swam in his bowl oblivious to anything more sinister than not getting fed. I took three miniscule fish food pellets from a tiny packet and dropped them into the bowl.


  Mergitroid swam to the top of the bowl, opened his mouth and took in the tiny grains. “Well, I’m glad you’re getting something to eat,” I told him as I stole a wistful glance at the fish food and wondered what it tasted like.


  Forty-five minutes later I stood in front of my bathroom mirror clad in a black lacy bra and black French hi-cut briefs. I’m five-foot seven, thin, but not skinny, and most of the time I’m content with what I see in the mirror. I have an addiction to M&M’s but manage to keep pounds off by riding my bike and doing a lot of walking. I pulled on a pair of slacks and groaned. The briefs peeked out over the top of the pants. I have a hard time keeping up with the rapid changes in fashion and staying well stocked with all the accoutrements necessary to achieve the latest look. I hadn’t given any thought to underwear when I bought the sits-below-natural-waist pants and didn’t feel like changing. I pulled a light sweater over my head, put the final touches on my hair, and headed out in search of something to eat.


  After a muffin and another cup of tea at a local coffee shop, I now sat behind my desk watching my sister pull off a boot.


  “I called a few times last night,” Sam said, as she yanked off the other boot. “That must have been some mailing. I tried calling until about ten o’clock. You weren’t alone with them, were you?” Sam raised an eyebrow.


  She knew, of course, about my phobia with dolls. I hate them. They’re scary. Especially at night when you wake up and one is just sitting there looking at you ready to pounce the minute you fall back to sleep. Sam had taken full advantage of this as a child, placing one on the chair by my bed in the hopes I would wake up and have a coronary.


  “Something terrible happened.”


  Sam slipped her feet into a pair of black pumps and grinned at me. “What—do they come alive after six?”


  “Someone killed Mrs. Scott last night,” I blurted.


  My sister, Samantha Daniels still bent over fiddling with her shoes, sat up. “Good Lord! In a car accident?”


  I reached for a tissue and shook my head. “At the factory. Murdered.”


  “Murdered?”


  “Someone bashed the back of her head in with a mannequin arm.”


  Sam gave a small laugh. “Is this some kind of sick mannequin factory joke?”


  I sniffled and silenced her with a hand. “It’s true. Horrifically true.”


  “Were you there when it happened?” Sam asked, panic rising in her voice. “Where did it happen? Did they catch who did it? Oh, no, not someone from the factory?”


  “I found her. Lying on the floor. I needed a shovel and went out to the factory and oh, Sam. Her eyes were…” I ducked my face in my hands and started to cry. Sam rushed around the desk and put her arms around me.


  “It’s all my fault,” I said through gulps of air. “If I’d gone into the factory right away to look for a shovel instead of being such an idiot about those damned mannequins! And now one of them is after me. I didn’t take the arm,” I said thinking back to my garish nightmare.


  “Okay.” Sam rocked me gently while I sobbed, getting tears and God knew what else on her new silk scarf.


  “What’s going on in here?” Neither of us had heard our assistant arrive. “Why are you crying?” Millie Chapman asked.


  I pushed away from my older sister and looked up. “Sit down. I have something to tell you.”


  “Does it have to do with Mrs. Scott being killed? It’s in the morning paper.” Millie handed it over, taking a seat across from me.


  I took the paper and silently read the article.


  “I’m the employee who found the body.”


  “Oh, God!” Millie stood up, the bells on her sweater jingling. “What we need is some hot tea.” She sprinted into the small kitchen and banged things around returning a few minutes later with a tray and three cups of steaming liquid.


  “Here, drink this. You’ll feel better.” Millie handed me a mug along with several more tissues. “What do the police say? They never tell you the whole story in the papers.”


  I sniffed the concoction taking in the undeniable scent of cinnamon and clove and something else. With Millie—who at any given time could be involved in whatever the current craze was—one never knew what she might add to the drink.


  Millie plopped her bell-laden figure into the stuffed chair next to the desk. A fringe of bangs framed her round face and no one knew for sure what color her eyes were. She wore contact lenses that came in an endless supply of colors. Along with her penchant for trying anything new, she also liked to dress appropriately for the various holidays, and had added bell earrings and bells tied to the laces of her ankle boots.


  “Actually, the paper is pretty accurate.” I scrunched my face up in a thoughtful manner. “I don’t remember any reporters there last night. The police really don’t know much. There found no sign of any break-in or struggle and Mrs. Scott’s purse sat in plain sight with nothing missing. Who’d want to kill her? What reason could someone have for killing an assistant at a mannequin factory, for God sake?”


  Sam added with a grimace, “With the arm off one of those things. Do you think there’s a connection?”


  “Probably the first thing the murderer saw,” I said, trying hard not to think of my nightmare.


  “I wonder how Mr. Poupée is doing.” Sam asked.


  “He was there,” I said. “I ran to call the police and I smacked right into him. He almost gave me a heart attack.”


  Sam pushed a strand of her thick, light brown hair over an ear. The hair I wished I had.


  “I thought you said you were alone.”


  “At the beginning Then he showed up.”


  “Why?”


  “Why?” I gave my sister a quizzical expression but the gears in my head started to turn. Why indeed? Maybe he had been there the entire time.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIVE


  


  


  “He owns the place,” I said a second later. “Though the police seemed to think it odd he just happened to show up after hours. He told them he planned to meet Mrs. Scott at a restaurant down the road, but she never showed so he got worried her car might be stuck in the snow. They questioned him for over an hour. This Detective Van der Burg…” I shook my head to dislodge the image of his tall, well-toned physique. “I think he suspects Mr. Poupée.”


  I grabbed a jar I keep on my desk and pulled it closer to scoop out a handful of M&M’s, meticulously picking the blue ones and sliding them across the desk to my sister who I knew would eat anything—even a blue M&M.


  “That’s just wrong.”


  “Of course it is. Mr. Poupée couldn’t hurt a fly.”


  “Not that. This.” I tossed another blue M&M onto her pile. “What we’re they thinking.” I couldn’t figure out how blue ones ended up in a bag with glorious autumn colors. Have I mentioned autumn is my favorite season?


  Sam leaned across the desk and tugged the jar from my hands. “Why do you think they suspect Mr. Poupée?”


  I popped three candies into my mouth. “They asked him all sorts of stuff about his relationship with Mrs. Scott. And why he wanted to meet her after work.”


  “Why did he?” Millie asked.


  I shrugged. “Said she asked to have a private meeting with him. He didn’t know why, but he’s been tied up and hasn’t been in the office much so maybe she just had some stuff to go over with him.”


  Sam leaned back and took another sip of tea. “So why not just wait for him to come back to the office or catch him first thing the next morning?”


  “I don’t know.”


  Sam cradled her cup in her hands and stared at me intently. “What do you think? Did he do it?”


  “Samantha! What are you saying? He’s been a friend forever. Honest to God.” I stood up and walked over to the window then turned and sat on the windowsill, the outside panes frosted with a white lacework. “And he’s too old.”


  “I don’t think there’s an age limit for murderers,” Sam said.


  “I’m sure he’s not involved, Alex. Maybe it has something to do with what’s going on over there?” Millie said with a knowing look.


  My sister placed her mug on the corner of my desk and shifted in her seat. “What do you mean?”


  “I went to get my mail last week,” Millie said. “You know, most people check their mail everyday, but I always forget. And Gran and Mom never have time. I never get anything but bills. No letters. I’ve lived here all my life so who’s going to write to me.”


  I came back to my desk. “Millie!”


  “Oh, right. Sorry, Alex. So I went to check my mail and saw my neighbor checking hers and we got to talking. She works at Poupée on the assembly line. Can you imagine putting arms and legs together all day long and…” I gave Millie the look. “Sorry, I’m getting off track again. She said something at work must be going on because some people seemed secretive.”


  “Secretive? In what way?” I asked, leaning forward, my interest piqued.


  Millie shrugged. “I don’t know. She said they had lots of closed-door meetings. And Mr. Poupée came out to the factory more than usual.”


  “Hmmm,” I mused.


  “It could be anything,” Sam said. “Maybe they’re planning to have a layoff, or maybe they’re just talking about Christmas bonuses.”


  “No, it can’t be a layoff. They’re supposed to get that big project,” I said with hope; hope they would get it and hire us to fill the temporary positions. “Maybe it has something to do with that. I’m sure whatever it is has nothing to do with Mrs. Scott. She doesn’t—I mean didn’t—work in the factory. It’s probably some kind of production problem.”


  “Do you want to go home?” Millie suggested. “Your calendar is fairly light today. I can take over your interview.”


  “No, I’d rather stay here, but thanks. Speaking of interviews, how’d it go yesterday?”


  “Not bad. The secretarial candidate passed all her tests and the French translator scored perfectly. Maybe I should learn French. Take a class over at the university,” Millie said, lapsing into a dreamy state.


  Sam and I rolled our eyes. Millie’s last foray with a hobby had been a photography course. She had done nothing for months but try to catch us in natural poses. I couldn’t imagine her muttering all day in a foreign language.


  “Well, if you two don’t mind, I’ve got some things I’d like to get done,” I said, while looking in a small mirror I keep in my desk. I had cried off my eyeliner, and once again my mascara left smoky smudges under my eyes. On further inspection I decided I liked the effect; it made me look mysterious. I made a mental note to duplicate it the next time I had a hot date.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SIX


  


  


  “I have your mother on the phone. Can you speak with her?” Millie asked me over the intercom a short time later.


  “Sure. Give me a minute to finish this call and then put her through.”


  I went back to my call with Mr. Abbadini, a cute little farmer whose wife had died a year before. He wanted to sell the chicken farm that had been in his family for several generations. The current generation of Abbadinis had long left to pursue careers in the city leaving Mr. Abbadini alone with lots and lots of chickens.


  “Yes, Mr. Abbadini, I think we can find someone to come help you count all the chickens for your inventory. Yes, I understand. I’ll make sure they know exactly what the job entails and aren’t squeamish about farm creatures.”


  The last person we sent out, a young woman working to put herself through junior college, had stumbled over when a large rodent had scurried past her legs, landing right on top of a basket of fresh eggs. We put our applicants through a long day of testing making sure we match them perfectly with the client needs but unfortunately, we have no questions on phobias and this one got past us.


  I assured Mr. Abbadini Millie would help him find the right person and then I picked up the call from my mother. “Hi, Mom,” I said as casually as I could hoping she hadn’t heard about the murder.


  “Where were you last night? I called several times. I wanted to let you know you may be getting a visit from the daughter of Kelly Sheridan. I ran into her and her husband at the airport yesterday. She’s going to be in town for Christmas and I told Mrs. Sheridan it might be a good time to set something up for the summer break.”


  “Mom, who is Kelly Sheridan?”


  “She’s the wife of Richard Sheridan.”


  “Oh. That Kelly Sheridan,” I sighed. “Mom, who is Richard Sheridan?”


  “He’s some bigwig over at Poupée. Oh my, did you hear about what happened? I need to call Dolly, see how William is doing this morning. Just abominable! What is this world coming to?”


  “Yes, I heard.”


  It took me over a half hour to tell my mother everything that happened and to assure her I had been in no danger—at least I hoped I hadn’t been in any danger. I wondered if the killer had been watching me carry boxes out to my car, waiting for a chance to escape? Or had he been watching me finish the mailing. I shuddered and ended the call and then Millie buzzed again.


  “Yes?”


  “Sorry, Alex. It’s Mr. Poupée.”


  “Put him through.”


  “Alex, this is William Poupée. I’m sorry to disturb you but I wondered if I could ask your assistance with something.”


  “Certainly. What can I do for you?” I asked, thinking the last time I offered to help someone at the mannequin factory that person had been killed. Maybe I should pass the call on to Sam.


  Mr. Poupée let out a huge sigh. “The police have been here since dawn. They’ve upset quite a few of the employees with their interrogation.”


  “Well, that’s understandable. But they have to ask their questions,” I said.


  “Yes, I understand. And I want them to find the animal—” he took a deep breath— “the person responsible but well, could you come over and just be here and offer comfort? I’m ashamed to admit it, but I’m absolutely lost without Elvira.” Mr. Poupée took another deep breath and exhaled slowly before starting again. “The employees are upset. I think they would appreciate a friendly face. You know several of the office workers, and well,” he hesitated again for a moment.


  “Mr. Poupée, are you all right? Is there something else?”


  “I think the police suspect me. They’re insistent the murderer knew Elvira and seem to be concentrating their efforts here. They found some papers in her purse and they’ve asked if I planned on leaving for the holidays and made it clear I should stay in town.”


  “Suspect you? That’s ridiculous,” I protested, conveniently forgetting for the moment my own suspicions of last night and the fleeting thought of barricading myself in the ladies room. “Why would they think something like that?”


  “I did come back to the office. I told them why and if they check with the waitress, they’ll see it’s the truth. And they know Elvira and I were close. They talked to one of her neighbors this morning who told them I went over to her house on several occasions.”


  “You did?” I asked before I could stop the words from coming out. I didn’t know why, but this latest revelation made the hairs on the back of my neck stand up.


  “After Irwin died,” Mr. Poupée said, “I sometimes went over and helped Elvira with things around the house. And once, while Dolly went out of town, I helped install some shelving in a closet and then stayed for dinner. But I assure you, Alex,” Mr. Poupée said forcefully, “the thought, even the merest hint of any impropriety between us, well, I just can’t imagine what the police could be thinking.”


  “Hmm.” I puzzled over this information, wondering if the police knew something more.


  “I thought you might be able to help.”


  “You mean with the investigation? Mr. Poupée, I’m not a cop. I own a temp agency. I wouldn’t know the first thing to do and besides, I rather doubt Detective Van der Burg would let me get involved.”


  “Alex, you have a wonderful way with people. It couldn’t hurt anything if you asked a few questions.”


  “Mr. Poupée, after last night, I just don’t think I can come to the factory right now. I’m sorry.”


  “Of course,” he said softly. “I’m being insensitive. I forgot you were the one who found her. Forget I even asked. I’ll let you get back to work.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVEN


  


  


  I put the phone down feeling guilty at not helping a friend but I had to think of myself. The images of the night before would probably never go away so for the time being I needed to stay away from the factory.


  “Alex?”


  I brushed a tear from my cheek and looked up to see Millie and Sam standing in the doorway.


  “There are two policemen here. With a shovel,” Millie whispered.


  “A shovel?”


  Sam stepped into the room. “Send them in, Millie. No! Wait!” She gestured to me with two fingers under her eyes.


  I quickly pressed the pump on a container of hand cream I keep on my desk and dabbed some under my eyes as Detective Van der Burg and Officer Corliss walked into the room.


  “Good morning, Ms. Harris. We’d like to ask you a few more questions,” Detective Van der Burg looked at Sam. “Alone, if we may.”


  “It’s alright, Samantha,” I reassured my sister.


  “I’ll be right next door if you need anything,” Sam said, while glaring at the police officers. Sometimes it’s really nice to have an older sister.


  Detective Van der Burg and Officer Corliss took the two seats across from me. Officer Corliss laid the shovel on the floor by the chair.


  “You seem to be having a real problem with that stuff.”


  I ran a tissue under my eyes, acutely aware of the smirk on Detective Van der Burg’s face. So much for a sexy, sultry look. “I can’t seem to stop crying. There.” I dropped the tissue in the trash and folded my hands in front of me.


  Still smiling, Detective Van der Burg began. “I know a lot of this will be a repeat of last night, but please just answer the questions. Tell me why you went to the factory.”


  I sucked in a breath, letting it out slowly. “They needed to get a mailing out so I offered to come in.”


  “You said you didn’t often help in situations like this.”


  “No, not usually, but with the holidays…” I let my explanation trail off before beginning again. “And Mr. Poupée is a good client and a friend.”


  “What time did you arrive?”


  “Before noon. Maybe eleven-fifteen. Mrs. Scott showed me to the mailroom and I worked on the mailing for the rest of the day.”


  “Did Mrs. Scott stay with you?”


  “No.”


  “Did you exchange words with her when you arrived?”


  “Exchange words?” Damn. This didn’t sound good.


  “Did you have an argument?”


  I shook my head. “No. Of course not. She was a client.”


  Detective Van der Burg paused while he consulted his notes. “Ruth Grant, the receptionist, said she heard raised voices coming from Mrs. Scott’s office right after you arrived. Also, earlier in the morning when you and Mrs. Scott spoke on the phone. Does this ring a bell?”


  I swallowed and thought for a moment. I wanted to convey how innocuous the situation was—despite what the receptionist had interpreted. I inhaled slowly, willing my words to come out calmly.


  “I called earlier to speak to Mr. Poupée. Mrs. Scott told me he was unavailable. I’d been trying to reach him for several days regarding an upcoming project.”


  “Well, he’s a family friend. Why couldn’t you just call him at home?”


  “I don’t work that way,” I said indignantly before I could stop myself. “I try to keep my business dealings totally private from my personal life.”


  “So you and Mrs. Scott had words?” Detective Van der Burg said, his eyes firmly on me.


  I met his gaze with calmness—a ploy I hoped masked my increasing nervousness. Sweat, and pretty soon perspiration, would start running down my face.


  “No. As I told you last night, she seemed flustered and probably answered more forcibly than she normally would have.”


  “Then when you arrived at the office?”


  My eyes momentarily settled on the shovel. “When I got to the factory, I mentioned again how I really wanted to speak with him. She still seemed flustered and she snapped at me so I dropped it.”


  Detective Van der Burg smiled and leaned back in the chair. “You sure were anxious to talk with the guy.”


  I leaned back as well, trying to put on a relaxed front. “Poupée Mannequins is bidding on a huge job. If they get it, they’ll need to temporarily increase their staff. I hope my firm gets the business.”


  “Seems it’d be a given, seeing you’re all friends,” Detective Van der Burg said in a tone I could only describe as snide.


  “I don’t take anything for granted, Detective, not in these slow times. There are bigger agencies than mine in New Haven, Bridgeport, and Stamford. Mr. Poupée could very easily use them. Larger firms can give better rates and with tough times, he might weigh his options.”


  The detective looked around my small office. The offices of Always Prepared were housed in a small, two-story house. We occupied the first floor, with a two-man legal firm taking the second. Two former bedrooms served as the offices for me and Sam, while the living room acted as Millie’s office and a waiting area for clients. We used the tiny dining room for testing applicants and the kitchen for preparing lunch.


  I furnished my office with an over-stuffed, cozy chair, a high-polished pecan desk, and built-in shelving. Hardwood with area rugs scattered about gave the entire space a very homey, comfortable feeling. It was one of the reasons why Sam and I opted to put our business here rather than in an office complex that might have provided more visibility.


  “Looks like you’re doing very well to me.”


  I gave the detective an innocent smile and pulled my sweater closer around my body. “The truth is things could be better. When the economy is slow, companies cut back. A lot of those cuts come in the administrative area. We’ll survive.” I smiled again, hoping it true. “We’ve been through rough times before. But we have to scramble for business like everyone else.”


  “So Mrs. Scott not wanting to pass your message on to Mr. Poupée could be very detrimental to your business?”


  So far Officer Corliss hadn’t said a word. And what about that shovel? Could it be the murder weapon? Had they made a mistake about the mannequin arm? But how could that be? It had blood on it.


  “Ms. Harris?’


  I gave an involuntary shudder. “I’m sorry. Detrimental? No. I wouldn’t say that. I’m a bit impatient, Detective. I like to get things done, get all the loose ends tied up. Mrs. Scott had been preoccupied with something. While I admit to being impatient and wanting to talk with Mr. Poupée, if I didn’t see him yesterday, or even today, for that matter, I’m sure a meeting would have been arranged eventually.”


  “Okay. So you worked all day in the mailroom.


  “Yes.”


  “Alone?”


  “Yes. Except for Andy who showed up later.”


  Detective Van der Burg consulted his notes. “Andy Gregory. We spoke to him earlier. He said he left about five-twenty when Mrs. Scott came in and asked him to run an errand on his way home. So he left you alone with Mrs. Scott.”


  I shook my head. “She gave me a key to lock the front door and said she would be leaving. Oh! I remember, she said the receptionist would be leaving shortly as well.”


  “We’ve checked that out. A couple of designers left about the same time, close to five-thirty. I still find it odd for her to give you a key.”


  I took a small gulp of air. I didn’t want to lie, but nor did I want to tell the police that my first thoughts included killing the woman for leaving me alone.


  “Well, yes, I did think it odd she gave me the key and the code for the alarm,” I said in a clear voice. “But my parents are good friends with Mr. Poupée and his wife, as I’ve mentioned, and my agency has provided temporary staff there for many years.”


  “So you weren’t upset in the slightest to be left alone?” the detective pressed. “Surely, you would have thought Mrs. Scott should stay to help you finish?” Detective Van der Burg now had his elbows resting on his knees, the pad and pen dangling from his fingers. Despite his casual position, I felt him zoning in on me for the murder. But why?


  “Well, I-I guess I thought it strange at first, but it didn’t make me mad or anything,” I stammered, my bravado of a few minutes ago taking a hike. “Mrs. Scott really didn’t seem herself yesterday. She seemed agitated and forgetful. So when she asked me to stay, while it seemed odd, I assumed she had good reason for not staying herself. And, of course, now we know she had plans to meet Mr. Poupée.” I hit my forehead with the palm of my hand causing both of the men to jump. “Damn! The mailing is still in the trunk of my car.”


  “You can drop them off at the post office today. I won’t say anything,” Detective Van der Burg managed a smile, which I found quite dazzling.


  “What did you think of Mrs. Scott?”


  Back to reality. I picked up a pencil and tapped the end on my desk, faster and faster.


  “I didn’t know her well on a personal level. She could be gruff at times but also very efficient. She had high standards, but modern technology intimidated her.” I stopped the tapping and look sternly at Detective Van der Burg. “Detective, I don’t feel comfortable talking about someone who just died. I’m not trying to besmirch her good name. Mrs. Scott was a nice person. She had her idiosyncrasies just like anyone else.”


  “Fair enough. You said you heard the phone ring last night?”


  “Yes, I did. As I carried the boxes out to my car the lobby phone rang. And it rang once before earlier. I didn’t answer it. I just assumed they had a night service or answering machine.”


  “So you took the boxes out, your car is covered with snow. Did you see anyone? Hear anything? How about footprints?”


  “I didn’t see anyone. As for footprints, I’m not sure. I didn’t take much notice. I’m sorry. I just wanted to go home and it’s pretty dark out there even with the lights. I concentrated more on my car hoping it would start.”


  “Was the front door locked?”


  I thought about this for a moment. “No. I don’t think so. Is that significant? Is that how the murderer got in?”


  Detective Van der Burg looked directly at me, his serious grayish-blue eyes boring right through me. “It’s a mannequin factory. Says so right on the sign out front. It’s located quite a way from the main road. It’s not exactly the right weather for a leisurely stroll down the block. A block, by the way, that’s pretty much out in the middle of nowhere. So exactly why would someone choose to walk into the building last night, for no apparent reason and leave a dead body behind?”


  His blunt description took me aback. “I don’t know, Detective. It’s your job to find out.” Probably the wrong tone to take with the police.


  “You go back into the building after putting the boxes in your car and look for a shovel. Your search leads you out to the factory.”


  “Yes. That’s correct,” I answered sheepishly.


  “Is something wrong?” he asked, suddenly stopping his note taking, pen poised above his notepad.


  “It’s just that, well…” I began, irritated he picked up on my hesitation. “I’m afraid of mannequins. Well, dolls, actually. So I really didn’t want to go out there, but I didn’t see any other way.” A glimmer came into his eyes along with a slight upward turn at the corners of his mouth. Damn! I felt a blush coming on.


  “What else are you afraid of?” Detective Van der Burg asked, now looking directly into my eyes.


  “Well, I’m not too fond of clowns,” I said testily, arms folded across my chest, defiantness taking charge. “Nothing scarier,” I said, and this time added a wince for emphasis. “What does this have to do with Mrs. Scott’s murder?”


  “Nothing.” Now the detective looked sheepish. “So let me recap all this,” he said as he stood and starting pacing. “You got dragged out on a terrible day to do a job that most of the time you wouldn’t do. You only did it with the intention of meeting with a man who could help your business from going under, a meeting you never got. After working hard all day, you have to schlep boxes out to your car, in the dark, in the snow, and you get your expensive shoes and pants all wet.” Detective Van der Burg ran a hand through his thick hair and smiled again. “I noticed them last night. You must have been pretty cold. Probably by then you had had it up to here.” He ran a hand across his throat echoing what I felt like doing to him right about now. “You’re wet, tired, hungry, and angry that your plan didn’t go as expected. How am I doing so far?”


  I clasped my hands together and sat up straight wishing I could come up with a good Winston quote to throw him off his stride.


  “You’re making it sound worse than it was.”


  The smile now gone he looked at me with a cold stare. “How hard did you look for a shovel before you went out to the factory?”


  My stomach churned again. Before I could stop myself, I looked at the handle of the shovel. “Well, I d-don’t know,” I stammered. “I looked in the mailroom. I looked in a small closet by the lobby. I must have opened a few doors.”


  “And you found nothing.”


  “No. Nothing.” My heart pounded so hard surely he could see it popping up and down under my sweater.


  Then Detective Van der Burg looked to Officer Corliss who reached down and picked up the shovel.


  “Officer Corliss, please tell Ms. Harris where you found this shovel.”


  Officer Corliss looked firmly at me as I tried my damnedest not to gulp.


  “We found this shovel in the mailroom where it’s always kept. Right by the door.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHT


  


  


  “Jesus, Mary and Joseph,” Samantha said, standing over me while I rested my forehead on the desk.


  “It just can’t be. It just can’t be,” I moaned.


  “Do you want me to run upstairs and get a lawyer?” Millie asked, already headed for the door.


  I lifted my head. “No! I don’t need a lawyer!”


  “Oh, really? They’ve probably got that shovel at the lab this very second checking for blood and hair follicles to match it to the Harris family DNA. Millie, go get that lawyer,” Sam said.


  Now I jumped up. “I don’t need a lawyer. It’s not the murder weapon.”


  “It’s not? What did you tell them?” Sam asked, moving around the desk and taking a seat next to Millie.


  I sat back down and put my elbows on the desk and held my head as I nodded slowly back and forth. “I couldn’t tell them anything. I never saw it!” I looked up again. “I never saw it! I don’t know how I could have missed it but I did. I was tired and mad at Mrs. Scott for leaving me alone.” I jumped out of my seat and started pacing under a fearful gaze from Millie and Sam. “How could I not see it if I looked seriously, right?


  Sam scrunched up her face and regarded me quizzically. “Alex, did you tell the police you were really mad at Mrs. Scott? You did, didn’t you?”


  I closed my eyes trying to remember. “I may have. Kind of.” My hand went to my heart. “Oh my God.”


  Millie made the sign of the cross. “Yikes.”


  Sam eyed our assistant. “What are you doing? You’re not Catholic.”


  “I know. But you two are. I thought it might help.”


  Sam, who attends Mass on a somewhat regular basis, shook her head. “I don’t think we need to get Him involved. At least not yet. Maybe for the penalty phase of the trial. Then we can pray.”


  I shot my sister a look that could dissolve Super Glue and then she stood up and walked over to where I now leaned against the windowsill.


  “Okay. You’re still here. This is a good sign. If they had anything on you, you’d be in jail. They’re just fishing.”


  “Fishing?” My voice took on a Minnie Mouse quality. “Fishing? For what? Mr. Poupée told me not five minutes before the police showed up here, that he felt certain they thought he was the killer. So why are they bothering me?”


  “See,” Sam said brightly. “Exactly what I told you. They’re fishing. They have nothing. Nothing.” She stood in front of me, arms extended, palms up. I wanted to slap them.


  “Of course they have nothing. There’s nothing to have.” I eyed her suspiciously. “You do believe me? Right?” It never dawned on me my sister might think I killed Mrs. Scott.


  “Of course I believe you. You’re my little sister. You couldn’t hurt a fly. Okay, so once, once, you took Dad’s shovel and pounded that mound of dirt where a mole hid. And we never had any mole problems again. So it was a good thing.” Samantha’s brows came together and she took a step back, putting a bit of distance between us. “Gee, you used a shovel that time, too.”


  “Mrs. Scott was not killed with a shovel!” I pushed away from the sill and shoved Sam out of the way. “Get away from me.”


  “I’m sorry. But you did put an end to the mole problem and I will be forever grateful.”


  I went back to my desk, turned off the computer, and gathered up my things. “I’ve got to do something. Mr. Poupée wanted me to help out at the factory, talk to people, see if I could come up with anything.” I started rambling as I tidied up. “He thinks the police suspect him because he and Mrs. Scott were…you know.”


  “They were?” Millie’s eyes grew wide.


  “Well, no, probably not, but the police think so. At least they did. I told him no. I just couldn’t go back to that place. Back to where I found…” A tear escaped down my cheek mid-sentence and I swiped it away with the sleeve of my sweater. I didn’t usually cry, but these were unusual circumstances. I didn’t usually scream a lot either, but I had done quite a bit of that too in the last twenty-four hours. “But if they think I killed her, then maybe I need to go over there under the guise of helping Mr. Poupée and ask a few questions. Once the police get their claws into someone, me,” I emphasized, thumping myself in the chest with my thumb, “they will stop looking for other suspects. I need to find them someone else.” I just hoped with all my heart I wouldn’t be leading them straight to Mr. Poupée.


  “That’s right,” Millie agreed, the nodding of her head shaking her bell earrings. “I read that somewhere. Or maybe saw it on TV.”


  “You can’t just walk up to employees and ask them, hey, did you happen to kill Elvira last night? No? Good. Thanks,” Sam said.


  “Well, I haven’t exactly thought of a strategy yet,” I said, while I tossed a few more things into the L.L.Bean tote bag Sam had given me last Christmas. “Mom always tells us everything happens for a reason. If I can find the reason for her murder then I’ll find the person who did it.”


  “Yeah, sure. Mom is always right,” my sister said without much conviction.


  I reached into my purse and took out my keys. “Just don’t say anything to Mom about this.”


  “Why? Maybe she can help.”


  Once again I gave my sister a quizzical expression adding a mental eye roll.


  “Have you met Mom? Our mom? Remember her? Mabel Worrywart Harris. The woman who kept a safety gate around the stove until we were twelve. The woman who, until we graduated from high school, made us come in when the street lights came on.”


  “Yeah, okay, she’ll freak out.”


  “Right.”


  “Maybe you should just go home. Relax. Call Peter,” Sam suggested, referring to my boyfriend of almost two years.


  “Can’t.” I sat and pulled on a pair of boots. If this murder taught me anything it’s that if you live in New England and it’s winter, you better keep a pair of boots handy. “We broke up a couple of weeks ago. Or rather, I broke up with him.”


  Sam walked around the desk and stood in front of me. “Why? What happened? Why didn’t you say anything?” Her voice became very soft.


  “There’s nothing to say. The relationship didn’t work. So I ended it.” I put my hands firmly on Sam’s shoulders. “I’m fine with it. I’m actually happy about it.


  “Well, okay,” Sam said, somewhat bewildered. “You just found a dead body, you’re a prime suspect for murder, and now you tell me you broke up with a man you’ve been dating for almost two years. I think you need to go home and rest. Maybe have a bowl of soup or…something.”


  “No,” I said firmly. “I’m going to the factory but first I’m going to the police station. I just thought of something that might convince Detective Van der Burg I couldn’t possibly have killed Mrs. Scott.” I grabbed my tote bag and coat. “Just stay by the phone in case I need bail money.”


  Millie made the sign of the cross again as I walked out the door.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER NINE


  


  


  The drive to the police station would take about fifteen minutes. I rolled down the window a couple of inches and let the cold air smack me in the face. I glanced in the rearview mirror and grunted. I should have touched up my makeup, but what the hell, the police had already seen me, and if they threw me in jail, I’d be looking a lot worse.


  All of a sudden my gusto vanished. I had an impulse to turn around and go home just like Sam suggested, pull the covers up over my head, and not come out until spring. But I didn’t want to be alone with the images of last night. I didn’t want to fall asleep for fear the mannequin from hell would still be in my psyche. And there was no longer Peter to keep me company.


  I didn’t know what I wanted in a mate but I had come to the realization a few weeks before that it wasn’t predicable Peter. When I thought about it, it seemed all my previous paramours had one thing in common—predictability.


  I pondered this latest revelation for a few miles and then it came to me. They weren’t edgy enough. All had been reliable and steadfast, but I liked to do things every once in a while just to shake life up. Stumbling onto a dead body overdid the shake things up a bit, but that didn’t count.


  Several years ago I went skydiving, much to the horror of my boyfriend at the time. So shaken by my brazen act of adventure he broke up with me shortly thereafter explaining he didn’t think the mother of his future children should be so reckless. I think deep down I did it on purpose knowing how he would react. It probably would have been simpler to just break up with him, but more often than not, it seems I take the path of more resistance.


  “What would Winnie say?” I looked at my reflection in the rearview mirror. Nothing appropriate came to mind and I wondered if the great man had had time to think about such things what with his saving the world and all.


  The solid brick building that housed the police department of Indian Cove, Connecticut, came into view. I pulled into the lot and found a parking space.


  “I’d like to speak with Detective Van der Burg,” I said to a young woman behind the counter.


  “I’ll see if he’s in.” She picked up a phone and started to dial a number.


  “Never mind. I see him over there.”


  “Miss, you can’t just…”


  “Ms. Harris,” Detective Van der Burg said, looking surprised. “What are you doing here?” The sandwich in his hands stopped midway to his mouth.


  I sat in a straight chair and gave him an incredulous look. “You’re eating lunch?”


  The detective looked up at the clock on the wall. “Well, it is lunch time. Almost.” He put the sandwich down and wiped a bit of mustard from his chin. “What’s this all about?”


  “The shovel. I didn’t see it. Honest to God.” I leaned forward. “I think I can prove it,” I gave him my most engaging smile, which seemed to have no affect at all.


  “Unless you’re going to tell me you’re legally blind, how can you do that?”


  He seemed to be paying a lot of attention to his sandwich.


  “Go ahead and eat. You can eat and listen at the same time, can’t you?”


  Detective Van der Burg picked up the sandwich and took a large bite. I wondered if he would share. My stomach had digested my meager breakfast quite nicely and wanted more.


  “I didn’t want to go out into the factory.”


  “The clown thing,” he said through a mouthful of sandwich.


  “Yes. The clown thing. I would have given anything not to have to go out there. But I did.”


  “And?”


  “And? Don’t you see? I had to go out there because I couldn’t find a shovel.”


  Detective Van der Burg put the last bit of his sandwich down. “How does this prove anything?”


  I sighed. Was the man a moron? “If I had seen the shovel in the mailroom there would have been no need for me to go into the factory, but I did. Hence, I didn’t see the shovel.” I leaned back totally awed by my brilliant deductive abilities. If my business didn’t pick up soon, maybe I could get a job here. They seemed to need the help.


  “That’s your proof?”


  “Yes.” I said, annoyed he didn’t seem sufficiently impressed with my explanation.


  “Ms. Harris, that’s not proof. We just have your word for it. We need a bit more.”


  “Why? Now you’re accusing me of lying. To the police?”


  “I’m not accusing you of anything. I’m just wondering why you went out into a factory you’ve admitted creeps you out, with a shovel in the mailroom right where you worked all day. The fact there just happened to be a dead body in the factory makes it all the more interesting to me. Now, if you don’t mind, I have some calls to make.” He tossed out the wrappings of his sandwich, which, by the way, came from my favorite deli, and brushed crumbs into the wastebasket.


  I would not be dismissed so easily. I stood up and leaned on his desk, fingers splayed. “You don’t know me, but let me tell you a few things. I pay my bills on time, I ride my bike all summer to do my bit for the ozone layer. I work hard, and if I say I didn’t see that shovel, then I didn’t see that shovel!” Others in the room looked our way. I stood up and straightened my shoulders. “That’s all I wanted to say.”


  “Well, thanks for letting me know.” That ridiculous smile tugged at the corners of this mouth. “As long as you’re here—” He pulled some papers from a folder on his desk. “Take a look at these. Do they mean anything to you?”


  I glanced at each sheet and then shook my head. “It seems to be a list of clients and things they’ve ordered from Poupée Mannequins. What is it exactly? Is it important?”


  “We don’t know. The original is at the lab but I made a few copies. I gave one to Mr. Poupée. And yes, it is a printout of various clients. The question is why would Mrs. Scott have this in her purse?”


  I shook my head again. “I have no idea. Maybe she liked to work at home.”


  “Maybe.”


  Detective Van der Burg stood up and I noticed he looked more athletic than I had realized last night. Then his intense gray eyes were staring at me and I felt a damn blush coming on.


  “Are you going anywhere for the holidays?” he asked, catching me totally off guard.


  “If that’s your way of hinting I shouldn’t leave the country then let me know so I can cancel my flight to Brazil.”


  And then he laughed. An actual laugh. It sounded nice.


  “No. Not at all. Just curious.”


  I narrowed my eyes, wondering what his ulterior motive could be and then I mentally slapped my forehead for being so cynical.


  “No. I’m not going anywhere. I’m staying in town. I’ll be spending Christmas with my parents and my sister’s family.”


  Detective Van der Burg nodded. “Thank you for your time, Ms. Harris. We’ll be in touch.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TEN


  


  


  Forty minutes later, after stopping off for a sandwich at my, and it seemed, the detective’s favorite deli, I entered the factory, a place I didn’t want to ever see again.


  “Alex?” Mr. Poupée looked up from his desk “You’re here.”


  “I changed my mind.” I slipped my coat off and hung it over the back of a chair.


  “You’re just in time for what?” he asked, looking totally perplexed.


  You’ve got to love him. I touched my ear and smiled.


  “Oh, sorry.” Mr. Poupée reached a hand to his right ear and fiddled with the aid. “Sometimes I want total quiet.”


  “I can understand that. Maybe I can help out here after all. Are you here alone?”


  “We’re closed for the day. The police questioned everyone and then I sent them home. A few chose to stay.” Mr. Poupée sat back in his chair. “I don’t know what I’m doing. I’ve read this article four times and have no idea what’s in it.” He tossed a trade publication onto a heap on the desk.


  “Why don’t you go home? I can come back tomorrow.”


  Mr. Poupée shook his head. “I don’t know what I want you to do. Nothing like this has ever happened and if it had, well, Elvira would have gone into action and taken care of it.” He looked up through misty eyes. “Alex, Elvira is dead. The police think I’m involved. What are they thinking?” He looked at me, his old eyes pleading.


  I shook my head because I didn’t have a clue. It seemed their only two suspects were an old man with a hearing problem and me, someone who didn’t even know the victim.


  “I don’t know. You said they found out you spent time at her house. Do you want to tell me about it?” Did I really want to hear details of some sort of romantic tryst between this man, whom I had known forever, and a woman I found murdered not twenty-four hours ago?


  “There’s nothing to tell.” Mr. Poupée clasped his hands together. “When Irwin died, Dolly and I invited Elvira for dinner to get her out of the house. Over the years, she would mention something or another that needed fixing and I would drop by.”


  “How recently?” I closed my eyes and hoped it hadn’t been just a day or two before. If the police found out they had been alone together, it would diminish Mr. Poupée’s claim that Mrs. Scott had needed to see him last night.


  “About four months ago. Lawn mower problems. I told her before she hauled it into the shop, I’d take a look. Easy enough to fix. Dolly went out of town and Elvira asked me to stay for lunch. That’s it. Nothing more. Ever!” He said this forcibly. “The funny thing is, I would stop by and help her, but even though we worked so closely at work…” he paused, “Elvira always called me Mr. Poupée.”


  “It sounds innocent enough,” I said, releasing the breath I’d been holding. “I’m sure once the police look into it, they’ll drop it.” As far as I could tell they already had and were now concentrating their efforts on me.


  “Now they’ve got Ruth in the conference room being interrogated. Ruth! My word. Why on earth would she have any reason to hurt Elvira?”


  “Is Detective Van der Burg here?”


  “Yes, he arrived a short time before you.”


  “It’s just routine. The police have to start somewhere and as Mrs. Scott didn’t have any family her place of employment seems like the next logical step. Speaking of which, have they located any relatives? What’s going to happen…” I didn’t know how to ask without sounding insensitive.


  Mr. Poupée nodded. “To her body? There is no one. Dolly and I will handle all arrangements as soon as they release her body.”


  The phone on the desk buzzed.


  “I’ll be there in a minute.” Mr. Poupée hung up the receiver and looked at me. “A dedicated group. They need me in the design center. Alex, maybe you could come back tomorrow?”


  “Sure. But as long as I’m here, why don’t I start packing things up.”


  We walked into the outer office.


  “I suppose you can just put everything into a box and I’ll sort it out later.” Mr. Poupée looked at Elvira’s desk.


  After he left, I found a box and started in.


  “Ah, we meet again,” Detective Van der Burg said from the doorway causing me to jump.


  I studied him for a moment. Van der Burg. It sounded Dutch. I heard somewhere the Norwegians and the Dutch were tall people. He looked to be about six-one or six-two with straight posture making him look even taller.


  “Not working on another mailing, are you?”


  “No. I’m helping out. Mr. Poupée is feeling, well…” I tried to find the right word. “Vulnerable. And lost. And sad. We all are. I thought I might be able to help out for a few days and take care of some things. He’s going to be handling funeral arrangements, so I can help with that, too.”


  “And maybe do a bit of detective work?”


  The corners of the detective’s mouth twitched and in spite of myself, I again found his smile appealing.


  “Does that mean you don’t suspect me anymore?”


  “I work alone,” he said, and then left the office.


  “Geesh.”


  In less than twenty-four hours my life had been turned upside down. I found a dead body and was a suspect for murder. My relationship with Peter had ended and my business had slowed. Despite all these negatives, I felt energized. I had a mission. I needed to clear my name and that of Mr. Poupée.


  I walked into his office. His desk had several piles of paper but otherwise orderly. On a credenza, sat several framed photos of Dolly Poupée, one of their daughters and grandchildren. In another, what looked like a company picnic, several people gathered around the Poupées with Mrs. Scott smiling between them. I shut my eyes and shook away the image of the body. I wanted to remember Mrs. Scott like this—happy and smiling.


  But she wasn’t yesterday. She seemed nervous, pre-occupied maybe with a house full of relatives. But there were none.


  I leaned closer to see if I could detect anything that would hint to a secret relationship between Mr. Poupée and Mrs. Scott but saw nothing, no secret touch.


  “William? Oh, I’m sorry, I’m looking for William.”


  I’m no raving beauty but truth be told most of us aren’t. Most people are ordinary except for the one who stood in front of me now. She was so stunning I momentarily couldn’t speak.


  “William. Is he here?” she asked in a husky voice.


  Of course she would have a husky voice.


  “No. I’m sorry, he’s not. He should be back shortly.”


  The woman stood in the doorway, silent for a moment, her dark hair pulled back into an expertly fashioned French braid perfectly framing deep-set, cat-green eyes luminescent against the flawless skin.


  She sighed. “Fine. Could you ask him to call me as soon as he returns?” She turned to leave.


  “Excuse me,” I called after her. “And you are?”


  “Emmanuelle.”


  Of course. Emmanuelle with the husky, sexy voice. I walked out to the smaller office looking for a pad and wrote a message for Mr. Poupée.


  Ruth Grant stood in the doorway almost scaring me to death. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea for me to be here.


  “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to scare you, Ms. Harris? Can I get you a coffee? Tea?”


  “Tea would be nice and please, call me Alex. Thank you, Ruth. It is Ruth?”


  “Yes.” She hesitated. “I heard Mr. Poupée telephone you earlier.” She moved into the room and took a seat next to me on the sofa. “He thinks the police suspect him. I think they suspect all of us. Have you ever been involved in something like this? Of course not, people are only involved in murders in the movies. But this is real.” She bent her head. When she looked up her brown eyes sparkled with tears. “Elvira hired me. She gave me this job after my divorce. I hadn’t worked for several years and couldn’t find anything. Then I got this job.”


  “You’re the one who told the police Mrs. Scott and I had words,” I said, and hoped I didn’t sound accusatory.


  Ruth’s round face reddened and she looked down. “Well, I didn’t volunteer it. They asked if she’d been arguing with anyone and as I heard her raise her voice to you on the same day of the murder, it stuck in my mind.” Ruth looked up. “Are you in trouble?”


  “No. Probably not,” I lied, wishing the woman had Mr. Poupée’s problem of a hearing loss.


  “Why would anyone hurt Elvira? Everyone loved her.” Ruth sniffled and then added, “Well, most everyone.”


  With that little tidbit lingering in the air, Mr. Poupée returned and walked into his office. Damn.


  Ruth dabbed at her eyes with a tissue she had taken from the pocket of her periwinkle blue blazer and stood up. “Tea, right? I’ll be right back.”


  “Hmmm. Perhaps there just might be some investigating to do after all,” I said softly, a cat-like grin spreading across my face. Then I remembered something Winston had said and repeated the man’s words out loud. “This is no time for ease and comfort. It is the time to dare and endure.” I would have to seek Ruth out for another chat.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER ELEVEN


  


  


  “It’s not too bad,” Mr. Poupée said without much conviction. “I’ll have to get someone in here to wash away all this powder. With all the people who come and go, I can’t imagine what the police thought they’d find from fingerprints,” he added looking around the office.


  I offered to find spray cleaner and paper towels in an effort to keep the fingerprint powder from getting all over my new teal sweater. I bought it at Banana Republic a week before with a price tag of seventy-five percent off. I’d hate to see it ruined by fingerprint powder. Then I remembered why fingerprint powder covered everything and felt bad thinking about my sweater at a time like this. Good old Catholic guilt.


  “You’ll find whatever you need across the hall. That’s where we keep coffee, tea, and soft drinks, so help yourself. Elvira left the key in her desk. Top drawer. Right where you would think,” Mr. Poupée said with sadness.


  After I wiped the desk clean we set about sorting out Mrs. Scott’s personal belongings. I handed Mr. Poupée a beautifully framed photo. “Who’s this?”


  “Irwin. A fine fellow. Elvira was very lonely after he died. She had friends…but it’s never the same, is it?”


  I nodded. Not that I knew anything about losing a partner to death. I looked at the picture again. Irwin had a kind, handsome face, with soft, caring eyes.


  “Mr. Poupée, the police showed me some papers earlier. Do you have a copy? I’d like to take another look.”


  “I’m glad you mentioned that. I wanted you to have a look. They’re not the originals, copies Detective Van der Burg left with me,” Mr. Poupée said. “He wanted me to see if I could make heads or tails out of them. Can’t imagine why Elvira had them in her purse.”


  “Isn’t this something she would handle?”


  “Oh no. We have an accounting department. And an order department, so there would be no reason Elvira would have these. Unless a client had a problem and asked to speak with her directly.”


  “Did that happen often?”


  “No. But after twenty years, Elvira knew everyone, and if someone had a specific problem with an order and with several of the staff out sick, well, it’s possible, I suppose. I would guess their presence in her purse might have had something to do with why she wanted to see me last night.” Mr. Poupée shook his head. “Though I can’t imagine why. Let’s have a look.”


  He moved a few things aside and spread out the four sheets. The old man’s hands were nicely kept but they were the hands of someone who got involved, not someone who just sat behind a desk all day. They were used hands and I knew for a fact that even though the Poupée family had money, Mr. Poupée would crawl under the sink to fix a leaky pipe or paint the shutters, or do the gardening. Or wield a mannequin arm over someone’s head. I quickly pushed that thought out of my mind, but I did nudge my chair just a tad bit further away.


  “This first one is a printout of our top twenty clients,” Mr. Poupée pointed to the first column on the sheet, “and this second column indicates the sales for the last two years for each of these clients. This second page shows the figures for the same clients for the same two years, but just for the sale of eyes. The third sheet is the same for changes of hair, and the last sheet shows the sales figures for mannequins. It’s broken down to our sculptured style, our interchangeable eye style, and the old style you’re probably most familiar with.”


  I had never realized the amount of money spent on such things. I looked at the sheets for a few minutes unable to find anything related to murder.


  “Before we had the database system we had a hard time keeping track of who bought what, when, and how many. I’m ashamed to admit it but Poupée Mannequins has been behind the times when it comes to technology. Maybe it’s my fault. I’m from the old school where you typed spreadsheets quarterly. I imagine this will make everything so much more efficient. We can push a button and get up-to-the-minute figures for any of our clients going back five years!”


  I put my elbow on the desk and rested my chin in my palm. “So if the new system allows for total figures for a five-year period, why does this printout only go back two years?”


  Mr. Poupée pushed a piece of his white hair from his forehead and handed me one of she sheets. “Hmmm. Good point, Alex. There’s something else odd. Elvira hadn’t trained on the system yet. That’s something we were organizing for the coming year, training for all the office staff. So, who gathered this information and printed it for her?”


  I laid the paper on the desk and leaned back in Mrs. Scott’s chair. “If we can find that person maybe they can tell us what Mrs. Scott planned to do with this.”


  Mr. Poupée glanced at his watch. “I’m sorry, Alex, but I have to leave you for a bit. I have a meeting with Richard Sheridan. He’s been in Europe and we need to touch base on a few things.” Mr. Poupée started to get up and then sat back down. “Dolly wanted me to stay home today. I told the staff to leave as soon as the police gave them the go ahead, but I couldn’t stay home,” he said wistfully. “I don’t really want to be here, but it’s better to keep busy than to be alone with my thoughts. I’m afraid the police suspect me of being uncaring, probably the reason they’ve got me at the top of their list, but I just needed to be busy. Maybe if I go home the rest of the staff will go too.”


  “I think if they wanted to they would,” I said. “People mourn in different ways, and to be truthful, it probably hasn’t sunk in yet.” I felt my eyes welling up again and reached for a tissue.


  “Oh, my! I am insensitive. You found Elvira and here I am carrying on and asking for your help. It’s not that I’m not thinking straight, I’m not thinking at all!” Mr. Poupée raised his voice and looked startled. “This damned hearing aid.” He adjusted it and then added, “For God sake, Alex, please, go home.”


  “No. Mr. Poupée. Really, I’m fine. I feel like you do. I don’t want to be alone with my thoughts either. Go. Go to your meeting. I’ll finish in here.”


  I spent the next hour going through the desk and a lot of papers and putting personal items in the box. Along with the framed photo of Irwin, I found a plastic rain bonnet, some hard candies, an emery board, and a personal pen and pencil set. There were some insurance forms pertaining to Mrs. Scott’s benefits package but other than a dictionary and new Thesaurus nothing else of a personal nature. I found some papers in an in-basket and a postal receipt on top of that. All very orderly just like the person it belonged to. I pushed a strand of hair out of my eyes and gave a wistful thought to the bottom drawer of my desk at the agency and made a mental note to do a little housecleaning.


  “Well, hello there.”


  I jumped once again at the sound of a voice and looked up to see a heavyset man wearing a wrinkled shirt standing in the doorway. He leaned against the door jam, his arms folded and his thick gray hair slicked back with some kind of oil or maybe he just hadn’t washed it for some time. He had a large head and a square shaped face. He looked like a cartoon character that my nephew liked, but I couldn’t remember the name.


  “That was quick.”


  “What was quick?” I decided on the spot I didn’t like him. I know, you shouldn’t judge a book and all that, but sometimes a person just rubs you the wrong way and there’s no rhyme or reason for it. It just is.


  “Elvira just died. I mean, she died last night,” the man emphasized as he leaned closer to the desk, “and here they’ve hired someone already.”


  “I’m not the new office manager. I’m a friend helping out during this terrible time. I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name. Can I help you?”


  “I’m Jerry. Factory foreman. I just came by to tell William I’m going to lock up and go home.” Jerry turned and headed for the door.


  “Wait!” I shouted.


  He stopped and looked at me.


  My mind raced trying to think of something to ask this man who ran the factory. The factory. Where I found Mrs. Scott.


  “Did you see Mrs. Scott out there last night?” I blurted.


  Jerry looked at me with a blank stare. I couldn’t blame him.


  “Why would I see her?”


  “Well, everyone, I mean the police, seem to be wondering why she would go into the factory at night. Everyone is gone by what, four-thirty, right?”


  “Yeah.” He shrugged. “That’s the time we close. And no, I didn’t see Elvira last night out in the factory. I left by five-fifteen and I never saw her.”


  “Did she go out there a lot?” I got up and walked around the desk. “I mean, did her job require she spend a lot of time out there?”


  “No,” Jerry shrugged. “But that’s not to say she never came out. She did. Especially if one of the workers had a personnel issues. What’s this all about?” Jerry plopped himself down on a chair and sneered. “Oh, I get it. William wants you to nose around. See what you can find out. Is that it? Well, you look here, miss whatever your name is. I’ve talked to the police. That’s it. Not that I had much to say. I work in the factory, so I don’t come into the office much. And even if I did, why would I want to talk to that snooty old…” Jerry stopped abruptly and stood up. “Tell William I left and I’ll call him later.”


  Jerry walked out and I heard the door to the factory slam. I jotted the message down just as Mr. Poupée returned.


  “A man named Jerry came by,” I told him. “He’s closing up the factory and said he’ll call you later. Also, Emmanuelle would like to see you as well. I found this receipt on Mrs. Scott’s desk. I think it’s the one from the post office. She asked Andy to mail some packages last night. What would you like me to do with it? I can take it to your accounting department if you’d like.”


  Mr. Poupée took the receipt and looked at it. “Andy must have brought it straight in this morning. That’s okay. I’ll take it to accounting.” He started toward his office and then turned. “That’s odd. I gave Elvira four packages to mail; the receipt is for five.”


  “Maybe she included one of her own. Or maybe she had some other things from other people to be mailed.” I glanced at my watch. “Mr. Poupée, all of Mrs. Scott’s things are in this box. If you don’t have anything else for me to do right now, I’ll be off.”


  “Yes, that’s fine.” Mr. Poupée walked to his office and took a seat behind his desk. I followed him and stood in the doorway.


  “Alex, would you be able to come back tomorrow? I’m going to reopen for business because telling these people to stay home doesn’t seem to do any good. Of course, anyone who wishes to take a few days off can do so. But I have a feeling everyone just wants to get back to...” His words trailed off. “I was about to say normal, but I don’t think anything will ever be the same around here. Ever.” He hit his forehead with the palm of his hand. “There I go again. You probably need some time to yourself. Alex, I am sorry. It’s just that I want to clear this up. I want to find out who did this.


  “And I wanted you to start talking with people. Get a feel for things. Elvira always kept me so isolated. I appreciated her handling everything but now I wonder if I put too much responsibility on her. She had her faults. I know not everyone liked her, but not enough that someone would kill her.” He reached into his back pocket and took out a handkerchief. “At any rate,” he wiped his eyes, “I’ve alerted the staff to give you their full cooperation; maybe we can get to the bottom of this before that damned police detective puts me in prison.”


  I felt like going off somewhere and having a good cry but given Mr. Poupée had such faith in me—totally misguided—I didn’t see how I could refuse. My attempt to get some information out of Jerry hadn’t gone well. What if everyone else treated me the same way? I started to say this to Mr. Poupée and then had an image of Detective Van der Burg sitting at his desk with a sly grin, eating a sandwich while that damned shovel leaned against his desk, and me sitting in a cell watching him.


  My shoulders sagged in defeat but I managed a small smile. “Yes. I can come tomorrow.” I gathered up my things and left.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWELVE


  


  


  Light snow coated my windshield. Wipers on, I pulled out of the parking lot and pointed my car in the direction of the town center. I didn’t want to go back to my office and a barrage of questions. I needed a walk and I knew just where I wanted to go.


  The roads had been cleared, making driving easy, but I took my time, which irritated an impatient driver behind me. A mile past the mannequin factory, the road opened up to two lanes. The driver sped up and passed me, but not before making his disapproval of my driving skills known.


  I grew up in Indian Cove. I loved the surrounding towns that all seemed to melt into one. Sometimes I thought about moving, but deep down I knew I would stay the rest of my life. Connecticut’s size made it easy to reach any destination in no time at all. And if I felt like going somewhere more than a few hours away, I could just pack a bag and head for the airport. But right now it was Christmas and I liked nothing better than looking at all the decorations in our little town center.


  After several more miles and a couple of turns, I found myself in the center of Indian Cove. The surrounding area had been built up with a shopping mall, supermarkets, and business centers, but the downtown section had remained much the same. The shopkeepers took pride in their little bit of heaven and during the holidays all the windows got decorated to the fullest.


  The festivities started at Halloween when the local schools held contests to see who would paint the various shop windows. I had won one such contest in eighth grade. My design of a witch flying across the moon on her broom high above a graveyard, complete with ghosts poking out from behind the headstones, had been painted on the window at the drug store. But more importantly, it had beaten out Carla Bruggestrat’s entry. Carla always won everything but not that year.


  ‘Twas The Night Before Christmas, a particular favorite, had won out this year. The city center consisted of only two blocks with shops on either side. A pharmacy, expanded into a vacant shop, came first followed by several boutiques, a men’s shop, a bakery, and a small newsstand selling papers from all over the country and a few journals from Europe. A few other businesses filled the main street with the library at the corner and from there you could either turn right and go out toward some new apartment buildings and a small medical center or turn left and head for the Sound.


  A pond at the top of the main street across from the high school served as the city’s skating rink. Several children whirled around on skates. It stayed cold I would have to dig out my own on Sunday.


  I found a parking space and took a leisurely walk, passing the travel agent. I stopped to admire brochures advertising far away tropical islands, mentally berating myself for not traveling more. The only islands I had been to bore the names of Ellis, Staten, Liberty, and Manhattan. Not very exotic. I continued down the sidewalk to Kruger’s Grocery.


  I bought a few necessities and went next door to the bakery for fresh croissants. On my way back to my car, I spied a red sweater that would look lovely on my gray-haired mother, and entered the boutique.


  Two women stood by the counter and talked about the murder. A murder in Indian Cove caused a lot of concern. I edged a bit closer hoping to hear some gossip.


  “Never in all my years, and heavens knows that’s a lot of years, has something like this happened,” an elderly customer said to the clerk. “I locked my back door last night. First time. Forgot all about my husband coming home. He always comes in through the back after putting the car in the garage. About scared me half to death when he tried to get in.” The woman clutched her ample chest and gave a hearty laugh.


  The clerk nodded in agreement. “I’m a little nervous about letting my girls play outside. They wanted to go skating tonight, but the pond is too far for me to keep a good eye on them. I’ll have to bring them over myself this weekend.”


  I wandered slowly to the display of sweaters and had picked one up when a voice startled me.


  “Alex? What are you doing here?”


  I turned to see Sandy Knap, the order desk manager at Poupée Mannequins.


  “Sandy, hi. Merry Christmas. I just saw this lovely red sweater in the window. If I can find it in the right size I think I’ll get it for my mother. She looks so nice in red.”


  “I’m so sorry, Alex, you had to be the one to find Elvira. What a horrid ordeal. It seems no place is safe anymore. I can’t believe there’s been a murder in our little town. Who could be next?” Sandy gave a small shudder. “I heard you were in the office today.”


  The two women at the counter now had their attention directed toward us. I turned away slightly and lowered my voice, sorry to deprive the women of gossip, but I didn’t want to betray Mr. Poupée or the factory in any way.


  “Mr. Poupée thought I might be of some help,” I shrugged, “but I don’t know.”


  Sandy put her hand on my arm. “You have a great way with people. Maybe you can find out something.”


  “What’s to find out?” I hinted, hoping Sandy might expound on what I began to fear—that Mrs. Scott had her enemies.


  “It could have been random violence. It seems to be happening everywhere. I’m not going out at night alone until this is over,” Sandy commented in a voice perfectly audible to prying ears at the counter. “As a matter of fact, my husband’s outside in the car waiting for me.”


  The two women at the counter nodded their agreement to everything Sandy said.


  I turned away from the counter, pulled three sweaters off the shelf, and checked the sizes. “Maybe you’re right. Maybe it had nothing to do with Mrs. Scott. It does seem like everyone liked her a lot,” I openly prodded.


  “Yes, but not by everyone.” Sandy noticed the women for the first time and took my arm and moved a bit further away from the counter. “Oh, some of the clerical staff liked her but she stepped on a lot of toes and could be a bit of a backstabber. Never to me,” Sandy added quickly, “but there are people who did not like her and truth be told they probably had good reason. Some, you might say, detested her.”


  I gave Sandy my best shocked look while the elderly woman, annoyed at not getting any more gossip, paid for her purchase and left.


  “There are some, like Emmanuelle, who really didn’t like her. I overheard them yelling the other day. Well, Emmanuelle did all the yelling,” Sandy said.


  “Really?”


  Sandy shook her full head of thick, red hair, a strand of it falling in her face. “Sorry, I didn’t hear much. Just Emmanuelle saying, ‘you better not.’ One of the designers didn’t care for her much—Mrs. Scott, not Emmanuelle. And Jerry Gagliano, the factory foreman, never said a kind word about her.”


  “Jerry Gagliano. I met him today.”


  “She could be a little high and mighty. After all, she did have the ear of Mr. Poupée. There are a lot of people who think they should share that privilege. You know how people can be.” Sandy folded a pair of wool slacks and put them back on the shelf. “This is a mannequin factory, for Christ sake, not NASA, but power is power no matter what shape or size it comes in.”


  Just then a car horn sounded.


  “My husband’s the impatient type. Gotta go. Have a Merry Christmas, Alex, if I don’t see you.”


  “Oh, you will,” I raised my voice as Sandy ran out the door. “I’ll be there tomorrow and I’d like to continue our discussion.”


  But Sandy had left. Another person I would have to seek out. My list of people to interrogate grew with every conversation. Was it also a list of suspects? Surprisingly, I wanted to find out—and not just to clear myself of an impending murder charge. Maybe I needed this to pull me out of my stupor: a nice little murder. I instantly felt guilty, years of being raised a Catholic ingrained in my being.


  I paid for the sweater after adding a lovely scarf to the purchase, and headed for my car. Floodlights illuminated the pond for night skating. All the skaters had left except for one hearty soul twirling and jumping in the cold night air.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTEEN


  


  


  “So how have you been?” I asked brightly, thinking calling Peter on impulse and asking him out to dinner had been a big mistake. Despite having dated for almost two years I felt very uncomfortable in his presence but wanted to ask him about a job he had done for Poupée Mannequins.


  We sat at a table at Los Tres Amigos, a Mexican restaurant that had opened about a year earlier. I took a sip of my margarita and eyed him over the rim of the glass. He was nice looking, intelligent, and a good person just not the person for me.


  After we placed our orders, I jumped right in lest Peter get any romantic ideas. “I told you over the phone I found Mrs. Scott’s body. Now Mr. Poupée wants me to poke around and see if something at the factory led to her murder.”


  Peter put a finger in his ear and twisted it around—an annoying habit that drove me crazy on more than one occasion. What was he looking for in there? I probably didn’t want to know. After he had sufficiently explored the orifice, he said, “I can’t imagine what you think I would know. I think he’s got a lot of nerve asking you to put yourself in the middle of it.”


  “Well, I am, so that’s that,” I said, wishing I had just asked the questions over the phone. “So tell me everything you can remember about the job, the people you worked with.”


  The waitress arrived with steaming plates—chicken enchiladas for Peter and cheese and onion ones for me.


  “I set up their program for tracking clients and the various orders each one made. They wanted to go back and enter as much data as they could for the last twenty years but when I told them how long it would take to get all the data entered they settled for going back five. They had a lot of paper, let me tell you.” Peter blew on a forkful of rice.


  “Right. I supplied several temps to input all the data but I wanted to know if you had a chance to talk with anyone. Really get to know them.”


  Peter picked up another chip and dipped it in some salsa chewing noisily before answering. “One of their new employees, Monica Ballister, was a great help. Seemed like a nice girl. She told me she lived in Redding.” Peter proceeded to cut his enchilada into bite-sized pieces exactly the same size. “Weren’t you thinking of setting up your offices there at the beginning?”


  “Redding. Yes, that’s right but we found the place we’re in now, and it’s so convenient we stayed here.” I wondered if anything else had gone on between Monica and Peter besides data entry—and realized with surprise I really didn’t care.


  Peter continued. “Getting back to Poupée, Monica entered a lot of the data herself. She worked on the order desk. She’s very bright and a natural with the database.”


  “You don’t recall meeting someone named Emmanuelle or Jerry do you?”


  “Emmanuelle, no. But Jerry is the factory foreman, I think. Is that who you mean?”


  “Yes. Someone mentioned neither of them liked Mrs. Scott. Did you ever notice anything like that?”


  “Not that I recall. Another guy there, Richard Sheridan, seemed sneaky. But that had nothing to do with Mrs. Scott. I never noticed any interaction between them at all.” Peter shrugged. “Anyway, we got the job done.”


  


  *****


  


  “Jeez. You take off for the police station I never hear from you again. It’s after nine-thirty. Where’ve you been?” my very agitated sister asked.


  I opened the door to my house and pushed the button to close the garage door.


  “I tried calling a few times,” Sam continued, “and when I didn’t get an answer I started to worry.”


  I looked at her and smiled. “You said that. As you can see, I’m fine.”


  “So where were you? At Poupée’s this whole time?”


  I took off my coat and walked into the kitchen. I put a doggy bag on the counter and filled the teakettle with water.


  “Los Tres Amigos?” Sam said incredulously looking at the bag. “I’m thinking all sorts of terrible things and you’re out eating dinner at Los Tres Amigos.” She shook her head and then peeked into the bag.


  “I had dinner with Peter.”


  Sam stopped and stared at me. “You did?”


  “Don’t give me that look. I needed to pick his brain about that job he did for Poupée a few months back.” I reached up into the cupboard and pulled out two mugs with a Christmas design. “Decaf or regular?”


  Sam sighed. “Oh, hell, give me the regular stuff. Can’t sleep over at my house with all the smoke smell anyway.”


  I smiled. “Do I want to hear this?”


  Sam waved her hand. “The kids and Michael thought they’d like to make a charcoal cake for dessert.”


  “A charcoal cake?” I grimaced.


  Sam leaned against the counter. “Yeah. It started out as chocolate cake, but things went one-hundred percent awry, to quote my son.” Samantha’s six-year old son, my nephew Henry, liked talking in percentages.


  The kettle whistled and I poured water into the two mugs.


  Sam took her mug to the living room and put her tea on the coffee table. “This should be a tea table. We never drink coffee.”


  I placed a plate of shortbread cookies beside the cups and sat at the other end of the sofa. I didn’t bother having dessert at the restaurant because Peter seemed to be getting the wrong idea about the evening. When the hand that had been scrounging around in his ear reached across the table to take mine, I knew I wanted to leave.


  “So?” Sam asked impatiently. “Tell me all.”


  I bit into a cookie. “Well, first I went to the police station. I don’t know if I convinced Detective Van der Burg or not. But at least I tried.”


  “He’s pretty cute, by the way. I wouldn’t mind having a few interrogation sessions with him myself.” She raised her eyebrows several times.


  “Then I went over to Poupée,” I said, ignoring my happily married sister who would never dream of straying from her husband. “You know,” I took another bite of my cookie, “I think something funny is going on over there.”


  “How so?”


  “I’m not sure. You know Mrs. Scott could be difficult at times.”


  “Tell me about it. She almost bit my head off over that one invoice a few months ago.”


  “Well, I think she rubbed a few people the wrong way at work, too. Now does that mean she made them mad enough to kill her? I haven’t figured that out yet but I think there are people who, once I get them started, might spill out a lot of information.” I reached for a jar of M&M’s on the end table and took a handful.


  “So what about Mr. Poupée and Mrs. Scott? Did you get up the nerve to ask if they had been rolling around together behind the copy machine?”


  “Samantha.” I rolled my eyes, hypocrite that I was because the thought had crossed my mind once or twice. “I did talk to him about it, though in a much more tactful way. All very innocent. He said that after her husband died, he sometimes went over to help out with stuff.”


  Sam took a sip of tea and then looked up. “You believe him?”


  I shrugged. “Hard to tell. I usually believe everyone, but I’ve been telling myself all day no one is going to jump up and admit to killing her. They’ll all have their stories ready. I’m going to have to sort through all the rubbish. Which brings me to this.” I turned to better face my sister. “I know we need to be out there at work, trying to bring in more business but I’ve got to figure this thing out and not just because of the shovel. I’m sure the police will realize before long I didn’t kill her, but…”


  “But what?”


  “I’m ashamed to admit this and I’ll deny it if you ever tell anyone, but I’m nosy. I never realized it before, but I am. I want to find out who killed her for the sheer pleasure of finding out. I’m a horrible person.”


  Sam put her cup down. “No, you’re not. You’re human. And you do have a vested interest. You found Mrs. Scott and the police do consider you a suspect.” My sister leaned back and smiled.


  “Why are you smiling?”


  “Because you may have not realized how nosy you are but the rest of us figured it out a long time ago.”


  I put a pout on my face. “Well, it’s not all about being nosy. I don’t think prison orange is my color, and I’m pretty certain the warden doesn’t hand out paper toilet seat covers. And that toilet is just there! Right out in front of everyone. Another thing,” I said indignantly, “I don’t like sharing a room.”


  Sam gave me a small smile. “I don’t think you have to worry about prison. The only thing I ask is you go with me to the meeting with Mr. Brandon. If we can get his business, it’ll be a big help. I’m working on a few other leads I think might pan out, so don’t worry. Things are going to pick up. Oh, and there is one other thing,” she said as she took another cookie. “Grandpa. We need to go see him before Christmas.”


  “Isn’t he going to spend Christmas day with us?”


  “Nope. He loves his new home at Mills Pond and that’s where he wants to stay. Now,” Sam took my hand, “what happened with Peter?”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FOURTEEN


  


  


  I turned my Honda right at the corner and expertly wound my way through quiet streets where families still slept. The mannequin from hell had visited again and I needed to get out of my house. Only one person I knew would be up at this early hour. And I do mean early. A light snow once again sprinkled my windshield. I turned on the wipers and watched them scatter small balls of compacted flakes into the dark. All those snowflakes and not one alike. How could they possibly know?


  In front of the high school I turned right and continued past the town green and the Episcopal Church, driving slowly as my tires hugged the slick road. Even the hazards of driving in the snow and the cold, gray winters didn’t make me want to live somewhere else. I wore my roots like a geographic medal of honor. I had always been proud of being from a state with deep roots in the country’s beginnings and eternally grateful I’d been raised in a small town where not much ever changed. Except for now. My peace of mind had been shattered and with the murder of Mrs. Scott, my safe harbor had been placed jeopardy and I had to fix it.


  My parents named me Allessandra after my mother’s grandmother, a strong woman who came to this country with her husband and six children to find a better life. That very Italian name didn’t seem to go well with my father’s bland English-Welsh last name of Harris and pretty soon everyone started calling me Alex. But deep down I was an Allessandra. I spent most of my growing up with the Italian side of my family, which included my grandmother, aunts, uncles, and cousins. We celebrated the holidays with Italian traditions, and while the other kids at school ate peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, I had a hard roll layered with salami and provolone cheese. So even though my bloodline only registered a quarter Italian, I leaned to that side of the family. If I had a crisis in my life, I went running to an Italian.


  I pulled my car in front of a tidy house nestled among other tidy houses. A smile spread across my face as I saw lights coming from several living rooms up and down the street. I locked the car and headed for the front door—and safety.


  “Sit down, honey.” Meme patted my hand and led me to the floral patterned sofa. “I got some pepper biscuits and I’ll make you some tea. I knew you’d show up.”


  My grandmother, Giannina Nutile on her birth certificate but Meme Redmond to everyone, was already wide awake and fully dressed, and it wasn’t even five o’clock. She gently kissed the top of my head and then shuffled into the kitchen in a pair of black low heels that barely encased her fat feet, and filled a saucepan with water. A tiny veil hat sat on top of her head held by several bobby pins. “You never know when you might want to stop in at church and light a candle for someone,” she always told me about the ever-present hat. I couldn’t remember a time when my grandmother didn’t have one resting on her rose-tinted white hair and the black heels on her feet.


  “Your mother told me what happened,” Meme said, as she came back from the kitchen. “I wanted to call, but I knew you’d come when you were ready. Geesh, I’m sorry you had to find a body like that. It must have been awful, and that poor woman.” Meme made the sign of the cross with her right hand and put a small cracked plate piled high with pepper biscuits and several chunks of salami on the coffee table with her left.


  “Worse than I told Mom, but you know how she worries.” I shrugged and broke off a piece of the hard bread.


  “Yeah, Mabel’s a real worrywart. Even as a kid. Drove me nuts.”


  I leaned back into the comfortable sofa and hugged a small pillow close to my chest. “I really didn’t want to get into it with her anyway. I’m trying to forget it, but I can’t. I can’t sleep. I hear noises all night and this crazy mannequin keeps chasing me every time I manage to fall asleep even a few minutes. And the agency is slow so I’m worrying about that.” I pushed my fingers through my hair feeling resistance from all the hair mud and spray I use to keep it puffed up. “I knew you’d be up, cooking or playing solitaire.”


  Meme placed a large mug of hot water and a teabag next to my plate and patted my hand. “It’ll take time. You’ll probably never forget it, but in a while, it won’t hurt so much. Just gotta give it time, honey.” Meme settled herself into an old armchair beside the sofa. “And don’t you worry about the business. That’s just the regular cycle of things. Up and down, up and down.” She gave me a reassuring nod. “So you’re gonna help the police find the killer.”


  I stopped with a piece of salami almost to my mouth and gave my psychic grandmother an open-mouth stare. “How did you know—Samantha!” I put the salami on the plate and wiped my hands on a paper napkin. “Meme, you can’t let Mom and Dad know what I’m doing.”


  “I won’t say a word, but you gotta help me with something. I need a ride to the bingo hall tonight.”


  “Sure. But you always walk. Are you okay?” I asked, as alarm inched its way up my spine. I couldn’t fathom not having my grandmother in my life.


  “Fine, fine.” Meme brushed off my worry with a wave of her hand. “But I gotta go to the bingo in Bridgeport. They won’t let me play at Saint Michael’s for a while.”


  “Aha.” I rolled my eyes and smiled.


  “Okay, so I cheated a little. It’s been two months since I won so I may have glued a winning number or two on my card. But they’ll let me back in a few weeks. I put a lot of money in their basket every Sunday.” Meme shook a gnarled index finger at me and went back into the kitchen for more salami. “Maybe you can take me to do my collections. Theresa sprained her ankle and can’t drive this week. It’s always something.”


  I wrapped my hands around the tea mug letting the scent of orange and cinnamon fill my senses. “Ain’t that the truth.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTEEN


  


  


  “Good morning,” I called into the dark hall clutching my tea. It unnerved me to be at Poupée Mannequins this early but after I dropped Meme off at Theresa’s house where they would happily play pinochle for hours—maybe all day—I went straight to the factory. Down the hall the caroling mannequin display still stood in the lobby. What a creepy business to be in. I waited for a reply as fear began to seep into every pore. Once again the silence frightened me more than of any noise I might hear.


  “Hello?” I picked up a paper punch from the desk and walked back to the doorway.


  A young man with sandy-colored hair and wire-rimmed glasses came down the darkened hall. “Well, good morning to you. You must be Alex.”


  “Yes, I am. How did you know?” I relaxed a bit and lowered the paper punch.


  “It’s a small company and there’s just been a murder. A sixth sense starts to kick in. Besides, I played racquetball with Andy Tuesday night. He told me who you are,” the young man said with an impish grin.


  “Can I get you a cup of tea or coffee?” I offered, hoping he didn’t want the coffee. I had never had a cup of the stuff in my life and the few times I tried to make it didn’t turn out so well.


  “Tea, no. Coffee, yes. Come to my office. We keep our own pot and special roast down there. Can’t stand the weak stuff most of the people around here drink.”


  I stepped back into the office and dropped the paper punch on the desk. After all, if he planned to kill me, would he take me to his office? I followed him to an office that turned out to be a large room with several drawing tables in the center. Around the perimeter stood large file cabinets with wide flat drawers for keeping drawings, a large shelf with all kinds of drawing supplies, and a table with a coffee maker—state of the art, of course—and a small refrigerator from which the man took a small bag. He pulled out a coffee grinder from a shelf under the table.


  “Boy, you really are serious about what you drink. I’m afraid you have me at a disadvantage. I don’t know your name.”


  He smiled and extended his hand. “Sorry. Mitch Monahan, at your service.”


  “Nice to meet you, Mitch Monahan.”


  He shoveled eight large spoonfuls of freshly ground coffee into the basket of the coffeemaker and adeptly set the thing in motion. I admit I didn’t know coffee, but it seemed that eight spoonfuls might be a bit of overkill.


  “I spent a summer in Europe right after university. Now, they really know how to drink coffee. Nice and strong. Have a seat.” He indicated a stool next to one of the drawing tables.


  “What exactly do you do in here?”


  “We—there’s another guy—design mannequins. Not exactly what I had in mind in school but I enjoy it. It’s a good company to work for. And a little more than people think. Here, have a look.”


  He pushed a sheet of paper toward me. “Most people think of mannequins as the old fashioned kind you see in all the stores. But the newer ones are more sculptured.” I looked at the drawing. “They don’t have actual hair or eyes. Everything is more like you would think of a statue. Of course we have to take into account the mannequins need to be dressed so we have to make sure the design incorporates ease of motion, flexibility, etc.” Mitch said. “Take a look at this one, really futuristic.”


  In addition to being more sculptured, this one didn’t have arms.


  “Then we have custom made ones with inflatable bellies for maternity shops or child-sized ones. Right now Poupée is looking to expand the business to include test dummies.”


  “Test dummies?”


  “Ones that can be used to test how well another product works like, say, a seatbelt. It’s just in the development stages, but we’re looking into the feasibility of producing something like that here. It might be too much of an investment,” he shrugged, “but it’s interesting. Ron, he’s the head designer—actually he’s a mechanical engineer—is working on a special design for the museum exhibit we’re hoping to get.”


  “What about eyes? I remember a flyer for eyes,” I asked.


  “That’s part of our unique line with interchangeable eyes and hair. The eyes are the contribution of Richard Sheridan. His claim to fame. It appeals to a certain market that can’t afford to change their mannequins frequently but like to have a different look.”


  “How do you change the eyes?”


  “They’re elongated. You pinch the ends and place them in the socket. Then when you want to change them, you just pinch at the raised eyeball part and they come right out. The actual color part is a soft resin-like substance that we can add color to.”


  It sounded creepy like everything else around here and I wanted to get off the subject of interchangeable eyeballs. “I suppose the police have spoken to you?”


  “Yes, they have. Mr. Poupée said you might be asking some questions. He wants us to cooperate. Seems to think maybe you can find out something the police can’t. Is this true? Are you some kind of super sleuth?”


  I felt my face redden and waved my hand. “Oh no, nothing like that. He just thought it might be easier to talk with someone less intimidating than the police and maybe people would open up to me.”


  He still smiled. I knew it sounded just as ridiculous to him as it did to me. What the hell was I thinking? I had no idea how to interrogate someone. Somehow, “your shorthand is excellent. Kill anybody lately?” didn’t get asked during my interviews with prospective clients for the agency.


  “Actually, I think he’s just upset and needs someone here to hold his hand and assume responsibility like Mrs. Scott did. I happened to be in the right place at the right… My word, what am I saying! That sounded so insensitive. I’m sorry.”


  “Don’t worry about it. This has gotten to everyone. So?”


  “So?”


  “Well, yeah, do you have any questions? That’s why you’re here.”


  I shrugged and started with the most obvious question and hoped a few others would pop into my head as I went along. “Okay. What time did you leave Tuesday night?”


  Mitch perched himself on a stool in front of his drawing board. “Oh, must have been five-thirty-five. I passed Elvira in the lobby and said good night but she didn’t hear me. I think I was the last one out except for the two of you.”


  And the killer, I thought—or was I sitting across from one? I shifted in my seat and moved it back a few inches. “You’re sure you saw her in the lobby, not her office?


  Mitch nodded. “Yeah. By the reception desk.”


  “Alone?” I perked up at this bit of information.


  “Yes.”


  “Did she have her coat on?”


  Mitch thought for a moment. “No. Not on. Maybe over her arm. Looked like she was about to leave.”


  I thought about this and wondered if it meant anything. Mrs. Scott had been about to leave. So why didn’t she? What made her go back to her office and then out to the factory?


  “Did you see anyone else?” I asked then.


  “No. Just Elvira.”


  “How about in the parking lot? See any other cars?”


  Mitch shifted on the stool. “Well, to be honest, I didn’t notice. I’m not even sure I saw Elvira’s car. It’s just something I never pay attention to.”


  “You went straight home?”


  “No, I went to the sports center. I played racquetball with Andy.”


  “Oh, right,” I said, “you said that.”


  “He got there a bit late so I practiced for a few minutes. After the game, we got a couple of burgers in the restaurant they have at the complex. Then I went home.”


  “Did you like Mrs. Scott?” I asked, remembering Sandy had said one of the designers didn’t.


  Mitch’s expression softened. “Well, yeah. I didn’t have a lot to do with her. But you work with someone and you see him or her everyday. She seemed nice, though I didn’t deal with her so I really have no first-hand experience. Andy really liked her. She accommodated his school schedule and he appreciated it.”


  “Do you know of anyone who didn’t like her?”


  Mitch gave a short laugh. “Well, Emmanuelle. Have you met her yet? She’s the sales rep. She works with Richard. She couldn’t stand Mrs. Scott. Of course, not too many people like Emmanuelle. She thinks she’s pretty hot stuff.” Mitch took off his glasses, looked at an imaginary spot, and put them back on. “She sure is beautiful, but she can be so unfriendly. A real bitch. Oh, I’m sorry. Excuse me.”


  Now Mitch turned red.


  “It’s okay. Why didn’t they get along?”


  Mitch shrugged his shoulders and folded his arms across his chest, a piece of his light hair casually falling onto his forehead. “I don’t really know. I don’t think they were ever fond of each other, but it seems to have escalated a bit in the last month. Emmanuelle’s very ambitious. Always kissing up to Mr. Poupée. I don’t know what she thought she would accomplish. This is a small company and we already have a VP of sales and marketing and I don’t see her as being a manufacturing VP or purchasing. There’s not a lot else in the way of high positions around here. She’s just one of those people. Climbing the corporate ladder and walking all over everyone is just normal behavior for some.”


  The coffeepot gurgled. I had forgotten all about it.


  “Mitch, have you noticed anyone acting funny, secretive in some way?”


  “No, should I?”


  “No. Just wondering.” I shrugged. “Trying to get a feel for what’s going on, what could possibly be a motive for what happened.”


  “So you think it was an inside job. I mean, that someone here at Poupée did this?” Mitch asked skeptically. “I don’t see it. Sure, we have petty squabbles like you have in any company, and some people got along better than others. But killing each other? Sorry, Alex. I think you’re off base.”


  “Do you have any ideas then?”


  Mitch hopped off the stool and walked over to the coffeemaker. “No. I just assumed someone broke in here and got scared when Elvira showed up.”


  “Any thoughts as to why someone would break in?”


  Mitch took out a small carton of fresh cream from the tiny refrigerator. “Well, you got me on that one. It’s Christmas? Someone desperate for money? I haven’t a clue. But there’re a lot of crazies in this world. Maybe someone just wanted to get out of the cold and got scared when they realized they weren’t alone.”


  “Maybe,” I answered, “but no one broke in. The doors were still unlocked. So a stranger coming in off the street would know the place was occupied. Besides, the factory isn’t in the center of town. I can’t see too many people walking around out here.” Detective Van der Burg’s words echoed in my head.


  “That’s true. Well, Alex,” Mitch paused to take a sip of his coffee, “you certainly have your work cut out for you.”


  “I guess I do,” I said with resignation. “Well, I’ve taken up enough of your time. Thanks and enjoy your coffee. Oh, one more thing. Did you by any chance give Mrs. Scott a package to mail?” I asked, thinking about the extra package on the postal receipt.


  “A package? No. Why?”


  “No reason. Thanks again.”


  “Come back anytime and good luck with your investigation, Nancy Drew.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SIXTEEN


  


  


  Still early, I hadn’t seen anyone else arrive. I wandered down the hall stopping at the ladies room. I looked in the mirror and shook my head in dismay. Nancy Drew, as played by Pamela Sue Martin, I was not. More like Jessica Fletcher minus about thirty years. If I could change one thing about my appearance it would be my light brown hair. I kept it short because hair like mine had no business being long. Fine and flat I used lots of products to give it some oomph. At thirty-six I had never colored my hair and decided to remedy that.


  I turned off the light and headed back down the hall, this time stopping at a door marked Order Desk and went in hoping to catch Sandy before she started her day.


  “Hi, is Sandy in yet?”


  A young woman seated at one of the desks shook her head and resumed her computer work.


  “Do you know when she’ll be in?”


  “Should be any minute.”


  The nameplate on her desk said Monica Ballister…the order desk administrator who had been such a help to Peter.


  “You’re welcome to wait or I can have Sandy call you when she comes in.”


  “Thanks, I’ll wait.” I took a seat. “You’ve been here almost a year. How do you like it?”


  Monica gave me a how-do-you-know-that expression.


  “Sorry, someone mentioned it.”


  “Are you replacing Mrs. Scott?”


  “Just temporarily. I’m Alex Harris. I’m a friend of Mr. Poupée, he’s asked me to help out.” I extended my hand.


  Monica had a firm grip. “Yes, I heard. Are you a cop? I already talked with some detective yesterday.”


  “No, just a friend. Mr. Poupée wanted me to talk with the staff and, well, try to keep everyone at ease during this difficult time.” It still sounded ridiculous.


  “So you’re here to snoop.” Monica pursed her lips and gave a slight nod. “I already told the police everything I know. Which isn’t much, I might add. I stay cooped up in here most of the time, which suits me fine. I’m not much for socializing with the people I work with.”


  She turned and her fingers sped over the keyboard. I thought that under the somewhat frumpy exterior, Monica could be a pretty young woman if she would relax a bit, maybe smile. She had shiny shoulder length hair the color of a new penny. Her eyes had flecks the same color dancing in the rich brown pools but they weren’t happy eyes. They were lonely. I instantly pegged her for a computer geek and assumed she spent her personal time with a laptop, glued to the Internet rather than out partying with others her own age.


  Something about her struck me as familiar. “Have we met before?”


  “No. I don’t think so. You don’t look familiar to me.”


  “Maybe I’ve run into you in town.”


  “Could be. I hang out a lot at the bookstore just off Plains Road. Do you go in there?” Monica asked, still typing in data.


  “Yes, I do. Unfortunately not as much as I’d like. They have a great mystery section. Do you like mysteries?”


  “I’ve never read one. I hang out in the computer section. They keep fairly current with their stock.”


  “Did Mrs. Scott hire you?” I asked, trying to get the conversation on the murder.


  “No, Sandy did.”


  “Did you like Mrs. Scott?”


  Monica stopped typing and turned to face me. “I didn’t know Mrs. Scott well. I work in here all day and other than seeing her in the break room or the ladies room I didn’t have much to do with her.” She pushed up a sleeve on her oversized sweater. “She seemed okay. Always said hi.” Monica stared at me for a moment and turned back to her computer. “I’m sorry I can’t be more helpful than that. Now, if you don’t mind, I’ve got a rush project to finish.”


  I got up to leave. “Tell Sandy I’ll try to get back later.” I hesitated. “I’m sorry. One more thing. Did you by any chance ask Mrs. Scott to mail a package for you?”


  Monica looked bewildered. “A package? No. We don’t send out stuff from this office. Shipping does all that.”


  I walked back to my temporary little office. How temporary would it be? How long did it take to find a murderer? What if I never found one?


  I plopped myself on the chair and figured I had better get busy. So far I had spoken with two employees and hadn’t learned anything—except Mrs. Scott had been on her way out the door. I needed to talk with Ruth and Sandy and find out what they meant by their cryptic remarks. But despite not having made any progress, it felt kind of good to be asking questions, which, of course, made me feel guilty. Someone had died, after all, or else I wouldn’t be here. Nonetheless, I could understand why detectives seemed to thrive on their jobs, drinking gallons of coffee and eating donuts all day.


  I dialed the agency knowing Millie would be in by now. She answered right away. Millie Chapman had come to work for us right out of junior college. At first we hired her part time, but as the business started making money she had grown with the agency. We’d be lost without her.


  “Millie. Hi, it’s Alex.”


  “Good morning. Got your message. I checked your calendar. What do you want me to do about the copier salesman? He’s coming in this afternoon at five and Sam will be gone.”


  “Oh damn! I forgot about him. Listen, I’ll be back in the office as soon as I can. It’ll probably be late, maybe about four-thirty. I need to pick up some papers I left on my desk for that ad agency we’re going to tomorrow. The reason I called is, a few months ago when Peter installed the new database system here we sent over a few people to help with the input.”


  “Yeah, I remember. You need them again?”


  “Not exactly. What I’d like you to do is to print up a list of who we sent out, their home phone numbers, and, if they’re working, where I can contact them.”


  “Sure. What’s this all about?”


  “Not sure yet. Just hoping they remember something.”


  “You’re really getting into this snooping business. Maybe we should expand our services and hire you out as an ace detective.”


  “Very funny. So far I haven’t found out a thing except they drink strong coffee in Europe and the bookstore on Plains Road has an excellent computer section.” I sighed. “Listen, when you get the list together can you fax it to me here?”


  “Sure.”


  “Is Sam in yet?


  “Not yet. Do you want me to have her call you?”


  “No. Just wondering. She came over last night and we had a long night talking and stuff.”


  “Is everything okay?”


  I heard the hesitation in Millie’s voice. “Everything is fine. We have some good business leads. We’ve been slow before. Things will pick up.”


  “It’s funny but yesterday quite a few people stopped by for literature. I actually gave three women typing tests. I think they must have heard about how you found the body.”


  “I imagine that’ll happen for a while. Now we just have to find the jobs to send them to.” I thanked Millie and hung up.


  I walked across the hall, got another cup of tea, and returned to the office. I needed to get back to questioning the staff, but first I opened the bottom drawer of the desk. I remembered something I’d seen yesterday that might help—Emmanuelle Roberts’ file. I didn’t know if the scope of my duties warranted looking through private files, but I made an executive decision and began to read.


  Emmanuelle had gone to UC Irvine and majored in business. After college she held what looked like a promising position in California. The first job lasted almost two years and then she left to take a job with a manufacturing firm in Chicago. That position only lasted a year and then she came here.


  I replaced the file in the bottom drawer, wondering what had gone wrong with both jobs. Perhaps the position here at Poupée came with even more responsibility and more money. Or Emmanuelle might have just wanted a change of scenery. The only way to find out was to ask Ms. Roberts directly.


  Out in the lobby, Ruth handled several calls at once. I would leave her for later when hopefully the phone would be less disruptive. I turned left and headed down the same hall where I had been earlier. A nameplate on the side of one of the doors said R. Sheridan. A voice—a raised voice—came from inside. Making another executive decision, I proceeded to eavesdrop. Asking questions was one thing—listening at doors and peeking through keyholes might not go over so well. But I had a job to do and made another executive decision to listen in.


  “What do you mean you still haven’t received the shipment? I told you on Tuesday night I left explicit instructions before I left for Europe to ship it out ASAP. Did you get anything? Well, maybe the shipping department sent it out in two lots. Yes, I know that’s not usual but with the end-of-year rush. Look, it’s got to be out in the factory somewhere. Yeah, damn it! Let me go out there and see what I can find out. I’ll call you right back.”


  The phone slammed down and footsteps approached. I turned quickly and walked further down the hall. Richard Sheridan turned left out of his office, presumably headed for the factory.


  I took a few steps further looking for Emmanuelle’s office and found it right next door. I rapped on the closed door and heard a voice telling me to enter. Emmanuelle had the phone to her ear and motioned me to take the chair opposite her desk. I stood inside a small but tastefully put together space. Chairs covered in deep blue upholstery sat opposite her desk. A light taupe carpet covered the floor. A large window behind Emmanuelle afforded the view of the factory parking, which for a parking lot wasn’t too bad, having the good fortune to be liberally sprinkled with trees. No personal touches anywhere in here though. No pictures on the desk or walls. No plants. Nothing to make it homey.


  “Damn, Jerry, I promised Mr. Danbury at Boutique Supplies in Boston he’d get his order before the end of the year. I’ve worked hard to get his business. If we blow this order he’ll go right back to American Dolls.”


  Emmanuelle had her dark hair pulled back and fashioned in some way that totally baffled me. I’d seen an advertisement on TV for some implement that creating dazzling hair fashions. Yeah, right. How about if your hair was only two inches long and baby fine? Huh? Would it work then? I had flipped the channel in disgust.


  “Okay, fine. But just be sure it goes out by tomorrow.” Emmanuelle put the phone down in much the same fashion Mr. Sheridan had used and leveled her hostile eyes on me.


  “Ms. Roberts, I’m Alex Harris. I believe we met yesterday in Mr. Poupée’s office. I’m sorry to interrupt but I wonder if I might have a few minutes?”


  “I know who you are. William mentioned you. The police spoke with everyone yesterday. At least they spoke with me. I don’t understand the necessity of having to answer everything again especially for someone who’s not an official.” She gave me a perplexed look.


  “I understand your hesitation and I admit I’m a bit skeptical as to what good I can do.” I gave a small laugh at this point hoping to ease the tension but not even coming close to achieving the desired effect. “I’m here as a favor to Mr. Poupée. As a favor to a friend,” I emphasized. No harm in name dropping. “I can’t force you to answer any questions, but I hope you’ll be able to shed some light on what happened here. I know Mr. Poupée would appreciate it.” Emmanuelle shrugged but at least she didn’t kick me out. “What time did you leave on Tuesday?” I asked. It had worked with Mitch.


  “Original, aren’t you?”


  I ignored her sarcasm and just stared at her waiting for a reply.


  “I left about eleven. A.M. that is. I do a lot of work from my apartment. It’s quieter there, and no one comes in to interrupt.”


  “Were you working on anything specific?”


  “I’m the sales rep for the eastern U.S. At the moment I have several major clients I’ve convinced to come over to Poupée. I wanted to work on a proposal but I spent most of the afternoon trying to assure a new client we’d get his order shipped on time.” She clasped her hands and nodded toward the phone. “But as you heard, there seems to be a bit of a mix-up out in the shipping department.


  “He’s a distributor of mannequins and other boutique paraphernalia and it’s imperative he gets his order.” She still had her hands clasped together and her legs crossed, all the while rocking back and forth in her chair. “He needs his shipment so he can get new mannequins into his shops for the spring and summer lines. Our shipping people had better get their act together or heads will roll, I’ll see to it.” She said it with more than a little annoyance in that husky voice of hers—a voice more than one man probably found extremely alluring. “I also read up on some of our European clients. Richard is expanding the business there nicely, and I’m hoping I might play a part in the near future.”


  “So you stayed at your apartment all day? Can anyone verify that?”


  “Yes, I stayed home all afternoon, but sorry, most of my neighbors work. Besides, I don’t know many of them. So I would have to say that no, I can’t prove it— Oh, wait. Ruth called about three with a phone message. Though I guess that won’t do any good for the time Elvira was killed.”


  “I’ve heard from some people you and Mrs. Scott didn’t like each other. Do you care to elaborate?” I asked.


  “No, not really. But as I’m sure you won’t go away until I do, I’ll tell you. Not that it’s any of your business no matter what William says,” Emmanuelle added. “Elvira meddled a lot and thought she knew a lot more than she did. There are times when I need to speak with William for clarification on a deal. Elvira made sure I never got in to see him.” Emmanuelle paused while she pushed a piece of hair away from her face and tucked it back into place. “I could usually catch him out in the hallway, but it held things up. When I worked from home and called in, the calls always went through her. I guess I could have emailed, but he’s not big on email.”


  “Why didn’t you ever tell Mr. Poupée about these problems?”


  “I did on several occasions, but he had a thing for her and thought she could do no wrong. Some people said it escalated after her husband died. Mr. Poupée became very protective of her and turned a blind eye if anyone complained.”


  “Did you ever tell Mrs. Scott that her attitude and interference hindered your job?”


  Emmanuelle heaved a huge sigh. “For whatever reason, she took an instant dislike to me and after that, well, I tried to be civil, but that’s about the extent of it.”


  I shook my head. “I don’t mean to contradict you, but I had the impression Mrs. Scott filled a very important role. Especially to Mr. Poupée.”


  “Well, if you think typing and filing and getting coffee are important,” Emmanuelle pursed her lips and turned away.


  “And being polite and efficient. Yes, I do find these things important. I make my living finding these things important,” I said with more irritation than I intended, but hey, she was mocking my livelihood. “I’m sure Mrs. Scott’s talents didn’t just include typing and filing. Mr. Poupée made it quite clear she was his right arm. But all that aside let me ask you another question. Some time last week, I believe, someone overheard you say to Mrs. Scott ‘you better not’ with a raised tone. Can you tell me what you meant by that?”


  Emmanuelle picked up a pen and began taking off the cap and replacing it, over and over. “I don’t remember saying such a thing. Your sources must be incorrect. Perhaps you need a bit more experience at snooping. I suggest you go elsewhere for practice. Now,” she dropped the pen and rose from her chair, “if you don’t mind I have some important things to take care of as I’ve already explained.”


  I made no move to leave. “My source isn’t in the habit of exaggerating,” I exaggerated. I had no idea as to the validity of anything Sandy said. For all I knew, Sandy could be some psycho weaving nefarious tales about her colleagues to cover her own part in the murder and had followed me to the boutique last night to make sure I concentrated my meager efforts in Emmanuelle’s direction. I made a mental note to get my facts straight before I started accusing people.


  While I mentally berated myself for not being the best fact checker, Emmanuelle’s exquisitely manicured hands gripped the sides of the desk with such strength I thought the molding would break. Despite the expensive manicure, those hands could probably wield a mannequin arm with little effort. Abruptly Emmanuelle let go of the desk, smoothed her skirt and sat back down.


  “Oh, yes. I do remember a small incident that may have been misconstrued. I believe it must have been last Monday. I really needed to see William. Of course Elvira said he couldn’t be disturbed. I got a little peeved and we had words. Like I told you, we always seemed to rub each other the wrong way. Most of our conversations, if overheard, would probably sound rather abrupt. But nothing that would lead to murder. Does that answer your question?” she asked, green eyes blazing.


  “Can you think of any reason why anyone would want to kill Mrs. Scott?” I added before leaving.


  Emmanuelle closed her eyes for a few seconds and when she opened them her manner seemed to soften. “Our personality differences aside, no, I can’t think of a reason why anyone would want to kill her, and in such a horrific way.” Emmanuelle shook her head. “I mean a mannequin arm. It was an arm, right?”


  “Yes. One more thing and I’ll let you get back to work. Are you from Indian Cove?”


  “What does that have to do with anything?” she asked, but more out of bewilderment than annoyance.


  “Nothing. Just curious. I’ve lived here all my life and we’ve never run into each other.”


  “I’m from California.”


  “I’ve never been. I hear it’s nice. Lots of sunshine. Why’d you leave?”


  “I got a job offer right out of college and came here.”


  Emmanuelle made no mention of the previous positions she held before coming to Poupée but I had gotten what I wanted; there must be a reason why she had left both positions rather quickly.


  I thanked Emmanuelle for her time and left.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER SEVENTEEN


  


  


  Mr. Sheridan was back in his office—and back on the phone. With his door ajar, I could hear his conversation. “It’s not out in the factory. The shipping people checked their records and the whole order went out on the same day. In two separate packages, but shipped together. Look, Murray, you don’t have to tell me how important it is you get that shipment. No, I don’t know what to do! Well, that might be possible. I could ask them to check on all the orders that went out that day. Maybe it got sent somewhere else. We’ll find it! Murray, haven’t I always come through before? Okay, okay. I’ll get back to you. Yes, today!”


  If this continued, I wouldn’t have any reason to talk with Richard Sheridan. I could just position a chair outside of his office and take notes. I peeked inside and saw that he had put the phone down.


  “Excuse me, Mr. Sheridan. May I interrupt you for a few minutes? I’m Alex Harris.”


  He didn’t even look up from rummaging in his desk. “No.”


  I stepped inside. In contrast to Emmanuelle’s office, I liked this more. While bigger, it still had the same view, and the cherry wood desk and wall furnishings gave it a much warmer feel than Emmanuelle’s.


  “It’ll just take a moment.” In his agitated state he might let something slip. I shamelessly named dropped again. “Mr. Poupée really wanted me to talk with everyone and…”


  It worked. Richard Sheridan looked up and motioned for me to take a seat. “William said something about a friend being here to help. You must be the friend. You’ve caught me at a very bad time.”


  “I couldn’t help overhearing. Is there something wrong with one of your orders?”


  “I don’t think that’s what you wanted to talk about, is it?”


  “Well, no. I just thought I could help.”


  “Well, you can’t. Now if you have questions, ask them. I’ve got things to do.”


  “I might as well start with the obvious. Where were you Tuesday night around five-thirty?”


  Mr. Sheridan sat at his desk and actually smiled. “Out shopping. My wife and I had just returned from a trip that afternoon and I needed to get out. You know how it is after you’ve been cooped up in a small space for a long time. I needed fresh air and I wanted to get my wife a Christmas gift so I went to the mall, got something to eat, and walked around.”


  “What did you get your wife?” I asked with my most beguiling smile, not believing him for a minute. I already knew from eavesdropping he had spoken with a client on Tuesday night, though admittedly, that could have been from the comfort of his own home or cell phone.


  “Nothing, actually. I couldn’t find the right thing so I went home.”


  “What time was that?”


  “About nine-thirty. Ms. Harris, is this really necessary? I’ve already answered these questions. William’s wishes aside, I can’t see how this will help. Besides, I’ve got more important things to do.”


  Another person with no alibi, at least not one that could be verified unless I wanted to go down to the mall with a large picture of Richard Sheridan and a sign asking, Have You Seen This Man?


  I ignored his plea and continued, “So you just got back from a business trip.”


  “Yes. My wife and I went to Europe. I had some business and she came along.”


  “I didn’t realize Poupée Mannequins had business interests in Europe,” I said truthfully, having been surprised when Emmanuelle mentioned it.


  “Yes, we have a few clients. Not too many but I’m working on that.”


  Richard Sheridan, while not bad looking, would never be accused of being a hunk. He had beady eyes and a receding hairline and his physique could be categorized as scrawny. I liked my men with a bit more to hold on to and a bit more height. Richard had neither.


  “Actually, this trip had nothing to do with our clients,” he continued. “We have our mannequin eyes made in Europe and I go over several times a year to check on production.”


  “Wouldn’t that be something for Mr. Poupée to handle, or maybe someone from the production department?”


  “Yes, ordinarily, but the mannequins with the interchangeable eyes—we call them The Eyes Have It—was my discovery.” He smiled and puffed out his pitiful chest.


  I mentally rolled my eyes. The man obviously thought the invention of mannequin eyes akin to that of penicillin. He laughed and I asked why because so far I hadn’t been amused.


  “I’m laughing because of what you said. Jerry Gagliano, the factory foreman, thinks it should be his job. Tries to get William to let him go, but I’ve managed to hang on to it. The mannequin eyes were a fluke really. I met someone through mutual friends while on vacation and, well, one thing led to the other. The man runs a factory that makes doll eyes, of all things. I got to thinking about mannequins and he made us such a great deal we decided to start the new line.”


  “How long ago was that?”


  “You know, I really don’t see what this has to do with anything.”


  “It doesn’t, but you brought it up and I think it’s a good idea for me to have a bit of background on the company. This certainly helps and it’s fascinating.” I managed to keep my eye-rolling to myself and instead gave him a look much like a young Audrey Hepburn gazing at Gregory Peck in Roman Holiday.


  The measly chest puffed out again and Richard Sheridan put the smile back on his face. “I’ve been here just over three years. Talks started shortly after that so I’d say the new line has been in production for two years now. It’s doing very well.”


  “Tell me a bit about Mrs. Scott. Did you like her?”


  “Well, I didn’t dislike her. She could be a bit bossy at times and thought she knew what was best for William. By doing so he gave her a bit more power, intentionally or not. But I had no reason not to like her. On the contrary, once in a while we had some good-natured bantering. I never really gave it any thought, but I guess I did like her. I’m going to miss her.”


  I watched Richard’s face not at all sure he could be trusted, but for some reason I believed him when he said he would miss Mrs. Scott. Hopefully with a bit more practice I wouldn’t get caught up in these Hallmark moments and be able to weed out the liars.


  “Well, if that’s all. I really need to get back to work.”


  “Yes, of course. Just a few more things.” I would not be deterred. “Do you know why Emmanuelle and Mrs. Scott didn’t get on?”


  “I haven’t a clue. You’d have to ask Emmanuelle. She isn’t always the easiest person to get along with but she’s done a great job. She’s brought in quite a few new clients under my guidance. These are people who’ve been with our main competitor for a long time so it was quite a coup. As for Elvira, I never had any problems with her. I’m sure William will miss her tremendously.” Richard Sheridan stood up. “Look, Ms. Harris, you’ll have to forgive me, but I have a problem right now that I have to solve.”


  “Oh, certainly. Thank you for your time.”


  Walking back toward the reception area, I checked my watch hoping Millie had managed to get those names for me. I headed back to my office and as I neared the entrance I heard the slamming of a drawer. Emmanuelle came out of the doorway and ran into me holding what looked like a file. Her file?


  We composed ourselves and Emmanuelle quickly took off down the hall.


  I went into the office and opened the drawer finding Emmanuelle’s file gone. I sat down and popped two M&M’s into my mouth, and made a mental note to find out why it was in Mrs. Scott’s desk in the first place and why Emmanuelle Roberts wanted it back.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER EIGHTEEN


  


  


  I tapped my pencil impatiently and nodded into the phone as I listened to Betty Varley on the other end. After calling the first person on the list Millie had faxed over and getting no clues, I now listened to the second person with the same result—Ms. Varley claimed not to remember anything odd happening at the factory.


  The last person on the list was Ian Reiser.


  “Hi, Alex. Sorry I haven’t had time to complete the questionnaire but I’ve been working on a paper that has to be done by the first of the year.”


  The agency asked our temps to fill out a questionnaire on the position they had just completed. The questionnaire had been instrumental in helping to place the right temp with a job commensurate with their individual skills.


  “No, it’s not about that, Ian. I wondered if you might be able to answer a few questions. We sent you out on a data entry position a few months back at Poupée Mannequins.”


  “Yeah, I remember. Do they need more help? Because I’m not sure I want to go back there. Those mannequins gave me the creeps. The people were nice, though.”


  “I know the feeling.” I laughed. “And no, they don’t need anyone for the moment. I want to know if you can remember anything strange about either the information you were working with or any of the people you came in contact with?”


  “Does this have anything to do with that murder I read about it in the paper?”


  “Kind of,” I answered vaguely.


  “I entered the usual stuff. Names, addresses, contact people, telephone, fax numbers. After that we entered all the order forms, invoices, everything. They wanted as much data as possible for the last five years put into the system. As far as being strange goes, no, I can’t remember anything except for mannequins. They’re creepy.”


  “How about people? Anything there?”


  “No. Not really.”


  “You sound a bit hesitant.” I sat up, hopeful.


  “Nothing strange. More like ego busting. I had a bit of a crush on Monica Ballister. I found her attractive in that large-boned, fair-skinned, German-looking sort of way. She had really pretty green eyes.”


  Green eyes? Monica had brown eyes. I had a feeling Ian had been caught in Emmanuelle’s web.


  “I flirted with her. I did manage to take her to lunch one day, and we got along fine, but no go as far as a long-term relationship goes. I guess you could call her a computer nerd. She didn’t seem to be interested in anything else.”


  “Anything else you can remember?”


  “No. Sorry, Alex. Just your ordinary data entry job.”


  “Well, thanks for your time, Ian. Good luck on your paper.”


  I sat back in my chair and looked up at the ceiling, my eyes absentmindedly focusing on a water spot. So far what did I have? Not a lot. Some rude people possibly capable of murder. I had forgotten to ask Emmanuelle about sending a package but somehow I didn’t think she would ask Mrs. Scott to do anything. And Richard had been out of the country. Mrs. Scott must have sent something of her own, I concluded, giving myself a mental pat on the back for having solved at least one mystery.


  Somewhere down the hall phones rang. I went in search of Ruth.


  “Good morning, Poupée Mannequins. Yes, sir. One moment, please.” Ruth pressed another button, announced the call and looked up. “Good morning, Ms. Harris.”


  “Alex, please. It sure is busy out here.”


  To prove the point, the phone rang again. I walked over to the mannequin display while I waited for the rush to abate. They stood by a beautifully decorated, heavenly scented Christmas tree, lavishly dressed as old-fashioned carolers out for an evening of song.


  I stepped closer and took a good look at the eyes. These seemed to be the Eyes Have It model and I had to admit they looked good. Each caroling mannequin had a different color. From the hues on these specimens, Poupée didn’t just go for the normal eye colors of brown, green, and blue. One mannequin had brilliant sea foam green and another violet.


  “Alex, did you need me for something?”


  I turned back to Ruth. “Yes, if you have a minute.”


  “It’s after eleven so the phones are usually a bit less hectic now.”


  I walked over to the large reception counter and leaned on it. “Yesterday when we talked you said something about not everyone liked Mrs. Scott. Did you mean Emmanuelle?”


  “Well, no. I meant Jerry and Joanne.”


  “Jerry—the factory foreman?”


  “Yes. That’s right. Jerry Gagliano.”


  “Who is Joanne? I don’t think I’ve met her yet.”


  “No, you haven’t. She’ll be in this afternoon. She’s—was, Elvira’s assistant. She’s been out sick since Tuesday. She has a bad back.”


  “I had no idea Mrs. Scott had an assistant. Mr. Poupée didn’t mention it.”


  “Well, it’s not her official title. We don’t have a personnel department per se. Each department head hires their staff. Like Sandy hired Monica, Richard hired Emmanuelle. Elvira hired me. The factory handles all of its own hiring. In addition to all the stuff she did for Mr. Poupée and supervising Andy and me, Elvira coordinated the benefits, retirement plan, and group insurance plans and hired Joanne to help.


  “Would Joanne be in charge of personnel files?” I asked hopefully.


  “Yes. She updates files.”


  “Where does she sit?”


  “Right across from Elvira. In that room next to the coffee room.”


  I had noticed a desk in there.


  “That’s where all the personnel records are kept,” Ruth added.


  “Why do you think Joanne and Jerry didn’t get along with Mrs. Scott?”


  “Well, Jerry’s wife…hold on a minute. Good Morning, Poupée Mannequins. I’m sorry but Ms. Reed won’t be in until this afternoon. Can I take a message? Yes, that would be fine. You’re welcome. Sorry,” Ruth said. “Where was I? Oh yes. Jerry’s wife left him a little over a year ago. Ran off with some geography teacher at the community college. Jerry couldn’t handle it. He’s always been obnoxious.”


  Ruth paused to greet a visitor and to notify someone from the factory their appointment had arrived. “With he divorced and Elvira a widow Jerry thought they should get together. He started bothering her a lot. Always coming to her office on some pretext or another. From here I can see down the hall. I saw him coming in from the factory, what seemed like several times a day. Elvira didn’t want anything to do with him. If you’d ever spoken with him you’d know why,” Ruth grimaced.


  I had and I did.


  “I think he asked her out a few times and she said no. She told him—now Joanne overheard this and told me, —so who knows, but anyway, Elvira told him she didn’t date.”


  “That seems like a reasonable excuse,” I said.


  “You would have thought, but then our annual sales meeting rolled around and Elvira went out with Oliver Absher. He’s the owner of our biggest customers: Mannequins, Inc., in Chicago. He’s a widower and one of the nicest people. Always very pleasant when he calls.” Ruth blushed and then continued. “I’ve met him a few times, and had my eye on him, if you know what I mean. But he didn’t seem interested in me at all.” Ruth shrugged.


  “Anyway, he’s in town for the meeting and asks her out and they have a lovely time. She looked like a love-sick school girl the next day.” Ruth’s face brightened at the memory. “I admit I felt jealous, but they liked each other. So the day after their date, Elvira’s in the coffee room and in walks Jerry. I had started down the hall to get a cup of coffee when I heard them talking and ducked into Joanne’s office. I could hear them through the wall. I felt bad listening in on Elvira.” Ruth shook her head.


  “Jerry said, ‘I thought you didn’t go out. Well, I saw you last night in town with that rich guy. What, I don’t have enough money for you? Is that all you’re after? You’re all the same.’ Well, then Elvira said he, meaning Mr. Absher, was just a good friend. Then Jerry said, ‘Nobody, nobody makes a fool out of me and gets away with it!’ And then he stormed out.”


  “My word. Ruth, did you tell the police about this?” I asked as the prospect of having discovered the murderer made my heart skip a couple of beats.


  “I certainly did.”


  I leaned over the reception counter, close to Ruth and lowered my voice. “Don’t tell anyone else. I think it best not to. Let the police handle it.”


  “No, I never told anyone. Not even Joanne. I felt embarrassed I overheard. Elvira looked dejected the rest of the day and I felt so bad for her.”


  I took a few seconds to absorb what Ruth had just said. So far the confrontation with Jerry sounded like the best motive for murder, though maybe a bit skimpy. But considering the police thought my not seeing a shovel worthy of a trip to the pokey, they should have Jerry behind bars by now.


  “Now what about Joanne?”


  “Joanne wants Elvira’s job. She’s backstabbed Elvira a few times but she’s always very apologetic and humble afterward, pretending she just wanted to help. I don’t know if Elvira saw through her or not. Joanne is good at her job. Too good.” Ruth lowered her voice to a whisper. “She’s very good at manipulating, but she does it in a way you don’t realize. Do you know what I mean?”


  I nodded.


  “Don’t get me wrong. I like Joanne—in a way. I mean she’s nice to me and all, but she uses me. She knows I see and hear a lot and she’s always pumping me for information.”


  The phone rang again. I could understand Joanne’s constant pumping of Ruth—the woman was a virtual reservoir of knowledge. You just had to turn on the tap and let it run. The phone rang once again. I mouthed a thank you and turned to go. I heard footsteps behind me and turned.


  “I’m going for lunch. Would you like me to bring you back a sandwich?”


  Mr. Adonis, aka Andy the mailroom clerk, stood behind me. “Oh, hi, Andy. No thank you. I’m restless so I think I’ll get out a bit and maybe take a walk. Listen, I haven’t talked with you since, well, since Mrs. Scott died, and I know how much you liked her. I’m very sorry.”


  We walked back to my office together.


  “Thanks, Alex.” Andy sneezed. I handed him a tissue from the box on the corner of the desk. “I’ll miss her. I still can’t believe she’s gone. And I’m sorry you had to be the one to find her. I should have stayed with you and helped finish the mailing.”


  “It wasn’t your fault. She asked you to go. No one could have known what was going to happen.” Then I remembered the postal receipt. “Andy, those packages Mrs. Scott gave you to mail—did you by any chance check the addresses?”


  “No. Not really. I didn’t pay much attention. Is it important?”


  “No. Probably not. It’s just that Mr. Poupée said he gave Mrs. Scott four packages, and she gave you five. I just wondered about the extra one.”


  “Beats me. Though, you know, all the packages were the same size and weight except one, which was a lot bigger.”


  “Hmm.” I shrugged. “It probably means nothing. Just another gift going out to a supplier or client. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”


  “No, but I don’t know what I can tell you. I told the police everything I know. They asked a lot of questions about you, though.”


  I tried to muffle a groan. “They did?”


  “Yeah. I told them I just met you that day but they wanted to know if you ever worked here before, did you and Mrs. Scott get along, what did I think of you?”


  “Don’t worry about it. They have to cover all bases,” I said to reassure him. “After you went to the post office what did you do?” I asked more to verify Mitch’s story than to find out what Andy had been up to.


  “I went to the sports center. I got there late because the post office was packed. Mitch, he’s one of the designers here, and I played racquetball. Afterward I grabbed a burger and went home. I still live with my parents.”


  I nodded. But just to be on the safe side, I needed to get that receipt and verify the time. He may be a polite stud whose looks were better suited to some glossy magazine modeling expertly tailored suits or skimpy beach wear rather than that of someone working in a mailroom, but that didn’t mean I could wipe him off the suspect list so easily.


  “Did you notice anything going on around here? Did you ever hear any arguments Mrs. Scott might have had with anyone?”


  Andy casually ran a hand through his dark hair, with the resulting tousled look more appealing than before.


  “No. Nothing at all. I pretty much stay in the mailroom most of the day. The only time I see anybody is when I take the mail around in the morning or if someone comes in to make copies.”


  “Just one more thing. You know the shovel in the mailroom?”


  “The one behind the door that the police took?” Andy asked.


  I grimaced. “Yeah, that’s the one. Is it there all the time?”


  “Sure, unless someone’s using it. Do you need it? The police brought it back. I can go get it.” Andy started for the door.


  I groaned again. “No. I don’t need it. Just checking.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER NINETEEN


  


  


  With a light snow falling I changed my plans for a walk and instead drove a few miles down the road to a small shopping complex. The center had a dollar store—Meme’s store of preference—so I picked up several bags of cheap candy and cookies she needed for her Bingo game. My grandmother, generous to a fault, would never dream of showing up without goodies—and there had to be enough for everyone.


  Next I walked to the small drugstore next door wistfully looking at hair color. I picked up a box and read the back. It promised to give limp hair much-needed oomph and would turn drab color into a glorious highlighted head of hair. Perfect. I paid for my stuff and went in search of something to eat.


  Just as I arrived at the restaurant door Monica Ballister pushed it open from the other side banging into my arm. She walked quickly past without a word and took off in her car.


  “She almost knocked you down.” The waitress gestured over her shoulder to the parking lot. “Pretty sure she’s from Poupée. Guess she’s still upset about what happened to that Mrs. Scott. Just awful. ‘Course, until they find the maniac who did it, none of us is safe. A couple girls here refuse to work the evening shift. Why anyone would want to hurt a lovely lady like that is beyond me.” The waitress shook her head and the little hat that went with her uniform tilted to one side.


  I sat at a table in the small restaurant not too far away from the factory—the same restaurant Mr. Poupée waited in for Mrs. Scott, and asked for a cup of tea.


  “She and that young girl who ran out of here must have been pretty close,” the waitress continued as she poured hot water in my cup.


  “Close? Why do you say that?” I asked.


  She gave me a suspicious gaze. “I’ve never seen you in here before.”


  “No, this is my first time. I’m new. Working up at Poupée.” I smiled, hoping it would get more information.


  Helen, according to her nametag, gave me a quick once over and continued with her chattering. “Well, they stopped in here a couple times after work and had coffee over at that table.” She gestured to the booth across from me. “Always seemed to have so much to talk about. Come to think of it, seemed to be on the serious side so maybe they weren’t friends.”


  I looked up at Helen and smiled. “Yes, that’s probably it.”


  I considered the menu and settled on a goat cheese and spinach concoction in a croissant. Helen placed the order and returned to my table still holding the kettle of hot water.


  “I’ll bring your sandwich in a minute.”


  “By the way, were you working two nights ago?”


  “The night Mrs. Scott got killed? Yeah. We close at seven. We don’t get a lot of evening traffic out here but a lot of the employees stop by for takeout. We’re more of a breakfast and lunch kind of a place.”


  “Do you know Mr. Poupée?”


  Helen gave me a warm smile. “Sure. He’s been coming here for years. He’s a generous tipper. We all try to get him when he comes in.”


  “Did he come in that night?”


  Helen rested the kettle on the edge of the table and thought a moment. “Yeah.”


  “Do you remember what time?”


  She cut her tired blue eyes toward me. “What kind of work are you doing up there?”


  “Oh, I’m a family friend of Mr. Poupée. I’m helping out during this terrible time.”


  “I think he must have come in about six. Maybe a few minutes after. I usually refill all the salt and peppershakers about that time. It surprised me when he came in.”


  I thought for a moment. Mrs. Scott was most probably dead by then. Mr. Poupée could have killed her and gotten to the restaurant at six. Thinking of him as a killer didn’t sit well, but then thinking of those metal toilets with no paper seat covers didn’t do much for me either.


  “How was he?”


  Helen eyed me suspiciously. “What kind of question is that?”


  I ignored her. “Did he seem anxious? Upset?” Splatters of blood on his jacket? Of course, I didn’t ask about the blood. But I wondered who did Mr. Poupée’s dry cleaning and if they would tell me if they worked on any stubborn bloodstains in the last day.


  “These sure are odd questions. Are you working for the police?”


  I reached for my teacup and took a sip while trying to regroup. “No, no.” I waved my hand and gave a nervous giggle. “Like I said, Mr. Poupée asked me to help out.”


  Helen pursed her lips tightly. “Hmmm. He seemed okay. A little impatient. He ordered coffee but then left without drinking it.”


  Another customer came in and Helen walked away leaving me to ponder all she said. Helen confirmed what Mr. Poupée said, but that still didn’t mean he couldn’t have first stopped off at the factory and killed Mrs. Scott. But why? I still had no clear reason why he would—unless he wanted to cover up an affair that had gotten out of hand. And what about Monica? Maybe Helen got it wrong. So many people from Poupée probably came into the restaurant at lunch or after work, maybe she couldn’t keep them straight.


  My sandwich arrived and to my delight, it looked delicious. It came with a small salad and I ate every bite. I sat there for a while holding my cup and looked around. A Christmas tree stood by the door with brightly wrapped packages underneath and a large stone fireplace in the back warmed the place considerably.


  I had a small fireplace in my home. I lit it as often as possible with wood my father and I cut from the large lot behind my parent’s house—or rather wood he cut while I watched. Today, the soaring flames provided a peaceful backdrop while I mentally went over a few things. Why would Monica lie? She told me she really didn’t know Mrs. Scott and yet they met on several occasions over coffee. That really didn’t mean anything. The two women could have been at the restaurant at the same time by sheer coincidence, or maybe they worked on a project together.


  The brass bell above the front door jarred me out of my thoughts. Detective Van der Burg walked in and I quickly turned my face away and slithered down in my seat.


  Suddenly he stood right in front of me. “I thought I’d get something to go but I saw you sitting here. Mind if I join you?”


  He sat before I had a chance to protest. We sat in an uncomfortable silence; he staring at me while I fidgeted with my purse, feeling my face turn crimson.


  “Actually, I need to get going.”


  I started to get up but he reached up and touched my hand and I felt a spark of electricity. Really.


  “No, please. Stay. I hate eating alone.”


  I sat back down but kept hold of my purse. Detective Van der Burg slipped his coat off and folded it across the top of his chair. When he turned I had a glimpse of his gun beneath his suit. For some reason the sight startled me. Certainly he must always carry it; I just never gave it any thought before now.


  He shrugged, catching my look. “A necessary evil.”


  “Does it bother you? I mean, is it uncomfortable?”


  “Not any more. Kind of like a seat belt. Annoying at first but then you feel naked without it.”


  “So how’s your investigation going? Have you caught anyone yet or do you plan to put me in jail and throw away the key?”


  Detective Van der Burg shook his head. He had a full head of thick, dark brown hair with a bit of gray at the temples cut short, just the way I liked it. I had to admit he appealed to me what with the piercing gray eyes. He had a long nose with just a hint of a bend halfway down—probably broke it at some point trying to put the wrong person away. Then he smiled. It took up his whole face showing a nice set of even white teeth and I forgot about any negative thoughts. His smile was a real dazzler—by far his best feature, though it had tough competition from the eyes.


  The waitress arrived and he ordered the same thing I had.


  “As a matter of fact, I haven’t a clue as to the identity of the killer.”


  I looked at him open-mouthed.


  “Does that surprise you? It doesn’t happen like it does in the movies, you know, where suspects abound, motives lurk around every corner and the crime is solved in two hours. It’s a lot of hard work, long hours. Even then sometimes we come up empty-handed.”


  “You mean you may never solve this crime?” I asked incredulously though it kind of let me off the hook. At least he didn’t say he would settle for me if he couldn’t find anyone better.


  “There’s no sign of forced entry, no fingerprints on the murder weapon, and a dozen footprints in the snow leading in all different directions though most of them had been obscured.” He leaned back in his chair, his gray eyes staring. “The weather service says it didn’t stop snowing until six twenty and the wind kicked the stuff up.”


  “So you’re giving up?”


  “Giving up? Of course not. We just work harder.”


  I nodded. “‘Success is going from failure to failure without losing your enthusiasm.’ Winston Churchill.”


  “Excuse me?”


  “Sorry. Just a habit of mine. I quote Winston. I’ve been reading a lot about him lately. Actually, a lot about World War II.” I shrugged. “Quoting him makes it easier to remember some of the things I’ve read.”


  Detective Van der Burg nodded. “I like that. He was a very prolific orator. You can probably spend the rest of your life quoting him, and that quote certainly fits,” he said. “That’s exactly what we do. Failure to failure, with a lot of hard work in between, I might add, and hopefully something falls into place.”


  “So am I off the hook? I really did not see that shovel.” I began to think I sounded like a broken record.


  “I’m not at liberty to discuss my findings,” Detective Van der Burg said rather formally, while a smile pulled at the corners of his mouth and small lines crinkled around his eyes.


  I rolled my eyes. “Fine.” I reflected for a moment, trying to decide just how much I should admit regarding my own attempts at detecting. “Ruth, the receptionist, told me something interesting today.”


  “About Jerry Gagliano? Yeah, she told us too. Did she just happen to tell you or did you grill her? I seem to remember telling you I work alone.”


  I ignored his sarcasm. “So why haven’t you arrested him?”


  He smiled again. No doubt about it, a real dazzler. “Ms. Harris, we’ve questioned him. We’re checking alibis. You’re just going to have to let us do our job.”


  “So he had one?” I asked, happy at the prospect they were seriously considering others besides me and Mr. Poupée.


  “I’m afraid I’m not at—”


  “Liberty to say. Yeah, you said that.” I sighed, annoyed at not being on the receiving end of the police grapevine.


  “Tell me, have you lived in the area a long time?”


  I pushed away from the table, taken aback by the sudden change in conversation. “Excuse me?”


  Detective Van der Burg took a sip of his coffee. “I asked if you’ve been living in Indian Cove a long time.”


  “Yes. I grew up here. My parents still live here. My sister and I started our agency about six years ago, so I guess I’m here for the duration. And you, detective?”


  He had a mouthful of the sandwich Helen had placed in front of him a few moments earlier. He picked up a napkin and wiped his chin. “I’m a native of Connecticut but I worked in Boston for the last ten years. I like small town life, and being near the ocean, so when the detective slot opened up, I applied. They usually promote from within but I guess I got lucky. Just happened to be in the right place at the right time.”


  I watched him eat his sandwich and much to my utter chagrin, found myself wondering about a Mrs. Van der Burg. The man must be psychic because he looked up from his plate and asked if I was married.


  “No. I’m not married.”


  “Good.”


  Then he smiled again.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY


  


  


  “Hi. You must be Joanne,” I said a while later to the back of a woman standing at a file cabinet in the office across from my own.


  She wore something black and spandex that hugged her sleek curves. She also had on a pair of heels high enough to cause acrophobia. She turned to face me and I was ready to offer a smile. I instead had to stifle a gasp. Joanne was small and curvy in all the right places with shoulder length blonde hair surrounding her face. But the most striking thing was her eyes. They were a rich brown and the left one looked directly at me while the right focused on something across the room. I turned to look before I could stop myself.


  “You must be Alex,” she said, not seeming to notice my faux pas.


  “That’s right. I guess word gets around,” I said, trying to focus on just the one eye.


  “So how’s the investigation going? What have you learned so far?” Joanne eagerly asked throwing me totally off guard.


  “Oh, I’m not really investigating, just helping out.” I moved slightly to her left trying to keep in line with the eye.


  “Do the police have any thoughts? Do they think it has anything to do with the job we’re bidding on?”


  Now I felt perplexed. “You mean the museum job? No, not that anyone mentioned.”


  “But the police are convinced someone here did it. They came to my apartment yesterday but I couldn’t tell them much.” Joanne placed the last folder in its hanging file and closed the drawer. “So exactly how did it come about that you’re here?” she asked in a challenging tone.


  I quickly reassessed my opinion of a moment before and decided Joanne hadn’t been eager but rather blunt. She clearly wanted information.


  “I came Tuesday to help with a mailing. I’m the person who found Mrs. Scott’s body, and Mr. Poupée asked me to come back.”


  Now, at this juncture some words of empathy toward me would have been warranted. Something along the lines of “Oh my gosh. How horrible for you.” But no.


  Joanne slammed the stack of papers down on the desk. “I know you’re a friend, but you mean to tell me William hired someone who works in a mailroom to take over the executive assistant duties?”


  I just stared at Joanne. The young woman’s eyes blazed. At least the one looking at me blazed. I’m not sure what the other one was doing. I calmly took a seat by her desk. “Let me explain. I’m the owner of a temp agency called Always Prepared. Mrs. Scott called me on Tuesday to provide some assistance. I needed to speak with Mr. Poupée, so I came myself. After the murder, well…” I shrugged. “Mr. Poupée asked if I could help out for a few days.” At the mention of Mr. Poupée I realized I’d never talked with him about the museum job. I shook my head. “Damn.”


  “My sentiments exactly,” Joanne said with a brittle tone. “So you’re not staying?”


  “Just for a few days. Do you mind if I ask you a few questions?”


  Joanne snickered. She took a seat behind her desk and ran her hand over her hair smoothing it down. “This should be fun. Ask away.”


  “Where were you on Tuesday night?”


  “Home. I took the day off because of my back.”


  “Probably alone? No alibi?” I made light of the question.


  “Yep. That’s what I told the police so they’ll check it out and verify it. Maybe you could share information with them and save yourself a lot of time.”


  “Tell me how you felt about Mrs. Scott,” I asked, totally ignoring her sarcasm.


  “Don’t expect me to be upset about someone I couldn’t stand,” Joanne spat. “And before you go calling the police, no, I didn’t kill her. I told them yesterday and I’m telling you. But am I sorry she’s dead?” Joanne abruptly stopped. She took a few deep breaths and seemed to calm down. “I’m sorry she died. But I’m not sorry she’s gone.”


  Her dark brown eye bore into my lighter ones. That eye definitely unnerved me. Actually, the other eye, the one not looking at me, was the unnerving one.


  “You do have my curiosity up,” I said. “I’ve worked with Mrs. Scott on many occasions and she always seemed very professional and efficient.”


  “Humph. That’s because you didn’t work with her every day.” Joanne jumped up and pulled open a file drawer. “See this? I’ve got all the employees coded so their supervisors know when they’re up for a raise or promotion.” She indicated small colored tabs on the edge of each file. “Of course I’ve updated the system and now I’ve got everyone entered into our new database so we can track salary history, insurance benefits, changes in status. Did I ever get the credit for this?”


  I figured this to be a rhetorical question but I thought I might as well humor her. “Let me venture a guess. No?”


  “No. I did not. We didn’t have vision insurance for our employees when I started but we do now. And our dental plan covers more than the last plan. You know why?” Joanne shut the file drawer with a clang and walked toward me.


  “Because old Elvira liked the status quo. She used the same insurance broker they’d been using for years. She never even went out for quotes at renewal time. Can you believe that?” Joanne put out her hands in question, her voice raising an octave. “But has anything ever been said to me? Any thanks? No. And you know why? Because she took the credit. That’s why.” Joanne paced very quickly in front of me. “She’d send out notices announcing we had new dental or new this or new that. Always made it sound like she had worked on it.”


  “Looks like your back feels better.” I smiled up at Joanne.


  She stopped abruptly and reached her arm around and rubbed the small of her back with her hand. “It comes and goes.”


  “You seem to have a lot of anger toward the woman.” I raised my hand at Joanne’s attempt to protest. “So let’s say you’re telling the truth and you didn’t kill her. What are your thoughts on who might have? Maybe she stabbed a lot of other people in the back.” I hoped this would illicit some dirt on the tension between Elvira and Emmanuelle.


  Joanne regained her composure, smoothed her hair again, and considered this for a moment. “I assume we’re assuming the killer is one of us?”


  I nodded.


  Joanne stood straight, and rested a hand on the corner of the desk. “Then the only person I can think of is Emmanuelle.”


  Bingo.


  “They didn’t get along very well. And no,” Joanne held up a hand, “I don’t know why. Elvira and I didn’t socialize as you can guess and Emmanuelle keeps to herself.”


  Damn.


  “If you can push the blame on Emmanuelle because they didn’t get along, you can imagine what I’m thinking right now at your own outburst toward Mrs. Scott. I wonder what the police are thinking.” I stood up and started my own pacing. “I’m curious about something. If Mrs. Scott took all the credit, why didn’t you ever go to Mr. Poupée? You don’t have any trouble telling me, a total stranger, about your feelings.”


  “Mr. Poupée always took her side. He’s a nice enough old guy, I guess, but the two of them didn’t have a clue about technology. Let’s just say in Elvira’s case she outlived her usefulness. It took her a long time to get the hang of new stuff.”


  “So you thought she should go and you should have the job.”


  “Well, why not? “Joanne said defiantly. “She didn’t want to part with any of her responsibilities, she micro-managed everything and took credit for stuff I did. Hell yes, I thought she should leave.”


  I spent another five minutes trying unsuccessfully to get back on the subject of Emmanuelle and then returned to my office.


  “She hasn’t learned yet, has she? ‘If you mean to profit, learn to please’,” I said shaking my head, as I walked into the office.


  “Winston again?”


  I jumped and my heel slipped on the plastic chair mat. I caught myself just in time by grabbing onto the side of the desk. “Jeez! I didn’t see you. You scared me half to death!”


  Detective Van der Burg jumped off the couch and took hold of my arm. “Are you okay?”


  I shrugged his arm away. “I’m fine,” I said through clenched teeth. “What are you doing here?”


  “I’m investigating a murder. I think the question is what are you doing here?” He nodded his head in the direction of Joanne’s office.


  “I’m trying to clear my name and find the real killer.” I gave him a so there look and immediately felt foolish. “I wanted to talk with Mr. Poupée but I can’t to find him. Have a good day.”


  He strode out of the office leaving me fuming.


  As soon as I heard him go into the factory, I went to find Millie’s neighbor Sherry.


  “Millie said something to the effect that strange things are going on out here,” I said.


  “Oh, not strange really. I may have been embellishing a bit. Just a few things happening that usually don’t.”


  “Such as?”


  “Well, let’s see. I think I told Millie about closed-door meetings. That’s a little different. Things are pretty opened around here.” Sherry paused a moment to blow on a steaming cup of coffee.


  I felt guilty using up the woman’s break time with a lot of questions, but I wanted to get it out of the way.


  “The supervisors like to make sure if there are any problems we can come in and discuss stuff,” Sherry began again, after taking a few tentative sips. “A few people who usually work on assembly have been pulled off and sent to help out in another area. They won’t say what they’re working on. The only thing I can think of is it may have to do with the museum contract, but that’s not really supposed to start until January.”


  I thanked her and went back to my office thinking I hadn’t learned much. Just another dead end. I had hit quite a few of those.


  I heard Mr. Poupée in his office and knocked on his door. And knocked. I gritted my teeth and walked in.


  “Alex, come in. How’s it going?” Mr. Poupée asked as he adjusted his hearing aid.


  What good did it do if he never turned it on?


  “Okay. Most everyone seems willing to talk once I get them started. Not that I’ve found out much. I did hear some factory employees are working in other areas.”


  “Hmmm.”


  Hmmm? What the heck did that mean? I waited a few more seconds but Mr. Poupée didn’t elaborate.


  I didn’t have much else to report on the investigation and decided to spare him the unpleasantness I had heard about Mrs. Scott. I found out a lot about office gossip and backstabbing employees but I didn’t think he wanted to hear that. Eventually I would have to make some things known to him.


  “Before I leave I wanted to ask if it would be normal for Mrs. Scott to have an employee’s file in her desk. I know they’re usually kept in Joanne’s office.”


  “Oh good, you’ve met Joanne. No, it’s not normal. Joanne handles most of the personnel things, but then again, it’s not really unusual either. As I’m sure you’ve figured out, we don’t have a personnel department. Elvira handled benefits and such but I assumed she passed most of that on to Joanne. Whose file are you referring to?”


  “I found Emmanuelle Robert’s file in Mrs. Scott’s desk.”


  Mr. Poupée sat forward and clasped his hands together. “Well, now, that is a bit odd. She would have nothing to do with Emmanuelle. Richard hired her and any evaluations or job-related problems would be handled by him and her benefit package would be administered by Joanne. But with Joanne taking time off, maybe Elvira took over. Is it important? I could ask Emmanuelle.”


  “Oh no, Mr. Poupée. Don’t bother. I just wondered how things worked, who handled what. I can ask if I think it might be important.”


  I didn’t tell him Emmanuelle had the file. Let Joanne find out and track it down. After assuring him I would be in the next day, though not until the afternoon, I went to find Sandy.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE


  


  


  By time I left the factory the sky had become overcast again. Traffic was unusually light so I let my mind drift back to my talk with Sandy. I hoped our conversation would shed light on the exact context of the yelling match between Emmanuelle and Mrs. Scott, but Sandy spent most of the time telling me about the running of the order desk. Sandy handled orders for the mannequins while Monica handled orders for spare parts, eyes, wigs, and touch-up kits. Monica also entered new clients and issued client numbers.


  An initial order for the Eyes Have It mannequin shipped with one pair of eyes. Subsequent orders for eyes got emailed immediately to the factory in Europe and distributed to the client as soon as Poupée Mannequins received the order.


  Fascinating stuff but it didn’t shed any light on the Emmanuelle situation. Sandy only heard the bit she already told me and like everyone else, she knew Mrs. Scott and Emmanuelle didn’t get along but had no idea why, except to say Emmanuelle was stuck up and Elvira could be difficult.


  I pulled into one of the parking spaces reserved for Always Prepared and turned off the ignition. I talked with people the entire day and hadn’t found out much. Detective Van der Burg’s words about maybe never solving the case caused my stomach to churn. What if that turned out to be true?


  My fingers cold, I realized I was still sitting in my car. I locked the door and went into Always Prepared.


  “It’s nice to be back at my own desk with my own things,” I said, plopping into my comfortable chair. “We’re so lucky to work here with just the three of us. You can’t imagine the things that go on out there in the real world.” I leaned back savoring the contour of my chair, well worn in all the right spots.


  “Sure I can. You forget that’s why we decided to open up our own business and go hungry for years with no new clothes and cardboard in our shoes to keep out the cold when they got holes.”


  My sister was almost three years older and an inch taller. Both of us had inherited our parents’ height. Her eyes were a soft brown and her skin tone just a shade darker than mine. She had been the typical older sister growing up, forever picking on me, scaring me when she could get away with it, and in general being a royal pain in the backside. We had our own set of friends but as we got older we gravitated toward each other more and more.


  “Things weren’t that bad at the beginning?” I asked.


  “Well, there were times. Hopefully they’re behind us. I’ve grown accustomed to the finer things in life.”


  Speaking of bad times behind us. “Any new leads today?” I asked hopefully.


  “A small job. They need about five temporary staff for four months.”


  “Well, it’s something.”


  “So how’s it going over at Murder Central?” my ever-tactless sister asked.


  “I talked with some people and Mrs. Scott was more difficult to work with than we had imagined,” I said while sorting through some mail.


  “That bad, huh? Anybody a good candidate for the murder?”


  I stopped sorting the mail. “Hmmm. I don’t know. I haven’t uncovered anything that would make me kill someone.” I sat back looking thoughtful, fingering a flyer in the stack of mail.


  “What’s that look for?” Sam furrowed her brow causing a small winkle to form on her smooth forehead.


  “I hate to say it, but I’m beginning to wonder if something went on between Mrs. Scott and Mr. Poupée.”


  “Really? Are you sure?”


  I shook my head back and forth hating myself for thinking it. “No. I’m not sure. But he certainly protected her a lot, and seemed totally oblivious to some of her dealings with employees. And he did go over to her house and help with things.”


  “That doesn’t mean anything. Remember when our neighbor’s husband died? Dad always helped out. Can’t remember her name.”


  “Mrs. Drummond.”


  “Mrs. Drummond! That’s it. Dad went over a lot.”


  “She was in her eighties!”


  “Oh. Well, Mrs. Scott had to be close to eighty, right?”


  “No! Jeez. What’s wrong with you? She…well, she wasn’t eighty. More like early sixties.”


  I grabbed the jar on my desk finding it empty. I pulled a very large bag of mint flavored M&M’s from a desk drawer and refilled the jar, happy the Christmas ones didn’t include the horrible blue ones.


  “So what else have you got?” Sam took a handful and walked to the window, cracking it open a bit, letting in a draft that threatened to blow the mail onto the floor.


  “The consensus is Mrs. Scott and Emmanuelle didn’t get along. Jerry, the factory foreman, really disliked her. Probably because she wouldn’t go out with him. I can’t come up with a reason why Emmanuelle and Mrs. Scott had problems. Everyone knows they did but no one knows why.”


  “At least that’s what they’re saying,” Sam added.


  “True. Emmanuelle’s very ambitious and maybe she just rubbed Mrs. Scott the wrong way. I don’t think anyone is fond of her, though I don’t think anyone really knows her well. Winston said, ‘You have enemies? Good. That means you’ve stood up for something, sometime in your life.’ Maybe Emmanuelle tried to change things,” I mused.


  “Who else have you talked to?”


  “Joanne. Mrs. Scott’s assistant. She’s got one eye that doesn’t look at you. It looks across the room or something. Very unnerving.” I cringed.


  “I could use an eye like that. I could glare at both my kids at the same time. Maybe that would calm Henry down,” Sam said, referring to her overly rambunctious younger child.


  I snickered and tossed a pen at her. “Don’t you dare try to calm him down. He’s perfect just the way he is.”


  I had been a terrible tomboy, never wanting to be inside, always off somewhere on my bike or playing in the woods. Henry was just like me. I loved my nephew with all my heart.


  “Yeah, well, you don’t have to chase after him all the time. Just holding him down to brush his teeth is wearing me out.”


  “I’ll tell you one thing,” I said getting back to the murder, “Joanne couldn’t stand Mrs. Scott. She ranted on about all the stuff she’s done to make things more efficient and how Mrs. Scott took the credit. She’s also dating Mitch.”


  “Who’s Mitch? You’ve gotta help me out here, Alex. I don’t have access to all your sources,” Sam chided.


  “Mitch is one of the designers.”


  “Killer material?”


  I gave her a sideways glance. “Not that I would think. Unless someone tried to confiscate his coffeemaker. He’s really into his coffee,” I added at Sam’s questioning look.


  “You know, I hate to speak ill of the dead, but this ill will she and Emmanuelle had might be more attributable to Mrs. Scott’s own attitude. Resisting change, being too overprotective of Mr. Poupée…”


  “Maybe, but being overprotective and resisting change doesn’t get one killed.”


  “Depends what change you’re resisting,” Sam said.


  I perked up. “So you think I should be looking at the company? The only big change I know about is the database installation, and that happened several months ago.”


  “Hey, I’m just throwing out ideas. I think you’re on the right track. Keep talking to people and something will pop up. By the way, any more run-ins with the police?”


  “Oh, just what you’d expect. ‘Keep your nose out of it. We’re on the job,’” I mocked. “At least they’re still looking and not handcuffing me and hauling me off to prison. That would really ruin Christmas.”


  I didn’t feel like telling Sam about my impromptu lunch with Detective Van der Burg. I felt the stirring of something there and had a feeling he did too—or maybe he just tried to catch me off guard so I wouldn’t put up much of a fight when he clamped the cuffs on. I changed the subject. “What’s going on here?”


  “We’ve got that meeting tomorrow with Mr. Brandon. I worked out some figures and have a pretty good idea what he’s going to want so I thought I’d get a little ahead of the game. But the most important thing we need to work on…” she took a long pause, “is Millie’s Christmas gift. What are we going to get her?”


  “I thought about that and I think I’ve come up with something really nice. You know she’s a member of a ski club. They’re planning a trip to Vermont at the end of January if there’s enough snow.”


  “So?”


  “So. She doesn’t have any vacation time left. She took her last week back in September when she went on that week-long retreat.”


  “Oh, right,” Sam nodded again. “The one where you take your best friend and really get in touch with your inner most thoughts and fears and talk about your differences and how to make the friendship better. Are they back to talking yet?”


  “No. They’ve been friends since the sandbox and one week with those psychobabble bullshit people ruined it.”


  “What does this have to do with her Christmas gift?”


  “I thought we could give her a week off with pay and pay for her hotel room. What do you think?” I held my breath knowing how tight Sam could be—especially now with things so slow.


  My sister threw up her hands. “Oh, why the hell not. We’d be lost without her and I think it would be a lovely gift. We could get a really nice card or something and maybe make up a voucher and put it all in a big box and wrap it up. She’ll be ecstatic.”


  We were interrupted in the middle of congratulating ourselves by a knock on the door.


  “Sorry to interrupt, Alex, but there’s someone here to see you,” Millie whispered as she poked her head in.


  I glanced at my watch. “He’s awfully early.”


  “No, it’s not the copier guy. It’s someone named Kelly Sheridan and her daughter.” The name sounded familiar. “Oh right. Mom said they might be stopping by. I just didn’t expect it to be so soon.”


  “Do you want me to make an appointment for them?”


  “No. Go ahead and show them in. I think I’ll have you talk with the daughter. She’s home from college and wants to get something lined up for the summer.” I held up my hand. A few things Richard Sheridan had told me didn’t make sense. Maybe his wife could clear them up if I presented it correctly. “On second thought, Millie, keep the daughter out there. Tell her all about us. Check her skills and ask Mrs. Sheridan to come in.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO


  


  


  “What’s that all about?” Sam asked when Millie left.


  “I talked with Mr. Sheridan today. I don’t think he told the truth about his whereabouts the night of the murder. Maybe the wife will tell a different tale,” I said with raised eyebrows and a know-it-all smirk.


  “Well, go to it, Sherlock. I’ll be leaving in a few minutes to take Kendall to her reading group and Henry to the park to run off some energy. I don’t know where he gets it all. Maybe I should just buy a treadmill and strap him to it a couple times a day.”


  My poor sister. Now I knew what my mother went through with me.


  Samantha left and Millie showed Mrs. Sheridan in.


  “Ms. Harris, thank you for taking the time to see me. This is very kind of you on such short notice. I’m sorry we just barged in but your mother said to stop by any time,” Mrs. Sheridan said breezing into the office.


  “It’s no problem. Please, have a seat. Can I offer you anything?”


  “No, thank you. I feel just awful dropping by without an appointment but Sara arrived home last night, and when I told her about the agency she just had to come in. After college she wants to take a long trip backpacking through Europe and wants to get started on her savings. You know how young people are.”


  Kelly Sheridan looked attractive, though not as stylishly dressed as her husband. She had a luscious mane of naturally curly brown hair and sparkling green eyes.


  “I’ve wanted to stop by for some time. I’ve been out of the work force for a while, and with the children grown I’d like to find something. You can only take so much of garden clubs and playing golf.” She gave a short laugh. “Richard, he’s my husband, is so busy at work. He stays longer and longer these days.” Kelly looked out the small window and sighed, “I guess that’s a good thing, though. Business must be good.”


  “What line of work are you looking for?”


  “I worked as a lab technician for a large hospital.”


  “We don’t usually deal in the medical field other than on an administrative level, but I know several people at Yale New Haven I could put you in contact with if that would help?”


  “That would be very nice, thank you,” Mrs. Sheridan said enthusiastically giving me a big smile.


  I reached for my Rolodex and flipped through the cards, stalling for time while I formulated my next move.


  “I met your husband today at Poupée. I’ve been helping out the last few days.”


  “What a horrible thing! I knew Mrs. Scott, oh, not well mind you, but from company picnics and Christmas gatherings. She seemed like a lovely woman. We just arrived home on Tuesday morning from a trip to Europe and the next morning, we heard the terrible news.”


  I nodded and wrote down a name from one of the cards.


  “I always get such terrible jetlag after a long trip,” I fibbed, having never been to Europe in my life and not knowing if trips within the states counted as far as jetlag was concerned.


  “I’m the same way. Though coming in this direction isn’t so bad. And having my daughter arrive last night forced me to get with it a lot faster than normal. Now my husband, he’s another story. Nothing fazes him. He actually went into the office on Tuesday afternoon.” Mrs. Sheridan gave another little laugh.


  I tried to ask the next question without seeming too anxious. “Did he? I worked over there Tuesday afternoon. I don’t remember seeing him. Do you remember the time?”


  Mrs. Sheridan didn’t seem to think the question out of the ordinary.


  “Oh, he left the house about four-thirty. I couldn’t take it any longer and needed a nap. I know you should try to stay awake as long as you can and go out for a walk to absorb the sunshine, but I had to lie down. I didn’t wake until he came home about ten-thirty. Of course, then I couldn’t get back to sleep.”


  I didn’t think anyone else had been in the office that night. The police didn’t mention it either, but if Richard Sheridan didn’t arrive home until after ten, he had to be somewhere. “Did your husband tell you about the murder then?”


  “No. As a matter of fact, he went right to bed. I read about it in the paper the next morning. I never did think to ask him about all the police and everything. He left rather early the next morning.”


  I gave Mrs. Sheridan several more contacts at local hospitals and spent a few minutes with Sara. She seemed pleasant and I assured her we would be able to keep her busy during the summer. The agency needed to drum up business, and fast.


  My meeting with the copier man a little while later went as expected. I decided to stick with our rather old, but reliable copier rather than a more up-to-date color model that printed so well, the salesman assured me, it could copy money. At the price he quoted me for a yearly lease it had damned well better be able to print the stuff just to pay for itself.


  I spent the next thirty minutes sorting through mail and making a few calls all the while wondering, for the hundredth time, where Richard Sheridan had been when Mrs. Scott was killed.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE


  


  


  At a little after six, I pulled my car up to the curb outside Meme’s small but well-kept home and let the car idle while the heater ran. I could see my grandmother through the bay window filling up her bingo bag with all her paraphernalia—daubers in various colors, a deck of cards to play before the game started, and God only knew what implements of cheating she might have devised for this round. Meme hated to lose—a trait she had passed on to my mother, though with Mom, a losing hand elicited nothing more than a pout. In Meme’s case revenge would be plotted out methodically for the next game.


  When my grandfather died sixteen years ago, Meme remained in her brownstone in New Haven, but four years ago the family convinced her to move closer to us. Her little house sat on a tree-lined street in a small retirement community with about eighty other homes. In summer the seniors sat on their narrow porches playing cards or watching fireflies, and reminiscing about their youths. Meme vigorously settled in to life in the suburbs. The community offered a number of activities for the resident population, but Meme had a way of finding her own fun. And her own trouble.


  I hopped out of the car when my short, round grandmother came out, locking the door.


  “Hi, Honey, we gotta go pick up Theresa down the block. I’ll get in the back. Theresa with that bum ankle better sit up front.”


  I pulled the passenger seat as forward as it would go allowing her ample form to climb in the back.


  “You really need to get a car with a back door, Honey. You can’t expect an old woman to climb in here.”


  I’ll make sure my next car is a four-door, Meme.” I smiled as I righted the front seat. “There’s a bag with a bunch of goodies right there. Take that with you.”


  “Oh, good. I planned on having you stop at the market but now we don’t have to. I hate being late. That Lena Ditmeyer takes my seat just to bug me.”


  Four doors down, I stopped the car again and got out to help Theresa Calendrella hobble down the walk. For a seventy-nine-year old woman, Theresa packed a lot of energy into her small frame but with a sprained ankle she moved considerably slower. Theresa’s crutches tucked into the hatchback compartment, I got behind the wheel again.


  “It’s nice to see you, Alex. Your grandmother told me how you’re helping the police solve the murder of that factory lady.”


  I looked in the rearview mirror and raised my eyebrows at Meme, not possessing the talent to just raise one like Samantha. “I’m not exactly helping them, trust me. I’m fairly certain they’re plotting as we speak to throw me in jail just to keep me out of their hair.”


  I pushed a CD into the player and Glen Miller’s In The Mood filled the car. Meme and I shared a love of Big Band music so I kept a supply of CDs in my car. I turned the volume down a bit so I could hear what Theresa said.


  “So you haven’t found the killer yet?” Theresa asked, as she turned to give her leg a bit more room.


  “No, but I had an interview with someone this afternoon. Her husband works at Poupée and she said he worked on Tuesday night. That’s what he told her. But I never saw him.”


  Meme grabbed onto the back of Theresa’s seat and pulled herself forward. “You think he could’ve killed Mrs. Scott and took off when he realized you were there?”


  I made a left turn and thought for a moment. “I suppose it’s possible. I worked in the back of the building so he could have come in, killed her, and been gone by time I took everything out to my car. But that would have been around six-thirty. His wife said he didn’t come home until ten.”


  “He probably had to go somewhere and wash off all the blood,” Meme said as she settled back.


  I cringed. “Or maybe he didn’t kill her but he saw who did and he ran out of there scared out of his wits.”


  “And had to go somewhere to calm down. Maybe get a drink,” Theresa added. “You need to tell the cops about this. You may have just solved the murder.”


  “He’s a real looker.”


  “Who?” Theresa turned slightly in her seat to see Meme in the back.


  “The cop on the case. Samantha told me he’s a real hunk. You should go after him, honey, now that you dumped Peter. You’re better off without him. Too wishy-washy. You need a real man.”


  “That’s the truth.” Theresa nodded.


  “I’m not saying he wasn’t nice or nothing, but he just seemed too prissy. You don’t want a man who’s prissy. You want a man who’s going to take charge and know what he’s doing if you get my drift.”


  I became contemplative as I drove down familiar streets edged with soft light coming from warm homes. A sliver of moon hung in the sky, its white light sparkling off the snow. Meme had it right. Peter was prissy. A good man but truth be told life with Peter would never very exciting—in or out of bed.


  “Now you take my James, God rest his soul.” Meme made the sign of the cross. “That man was hot.”


  “Meme, you and Grandpa separated twenty years before he died,” I said. Meme had married James Redmond at the tender age of eighteen. I’d seen pictures of the couple and my grandfather, a tall Irish fireman, was hot. I could see why Meme always looked like a dreamy-eyed schoolgirl in all the pictures of the two of them together.


  “Yeah, but he still came around most nights and not for my cookin’! He had it right up till the end,” Meme said with a cackle and Theresa and I started laughing too.


  “You need to go out with Fred, Meme,” Theresa said. “He’s always talking about you.”


  “He’s almost ninety years old!” Meme piped up, whacking Theresa on the back of her head with the tiny veil hat.


  “Yeah, but he can still drive at night. He’s a real catch. Not too many of the guys in our neighborhood can make that claim.”


  Meme seemed to consider this seriously before speaking. “True. But he takes that stuff. I don’t want no man that expects me to be going for four hours. I can’t do that anymore. Now, if he promised to take just half of one of those pills, I might discuss it.”


  “Well, if you don’t put out for him, Esther will. She’s got the hots for him. Did you know she used to be a cocktail waitress way back? She knows her stuff.”


  I smiled broadly at their banter and pulled into the parking lot of Saint Cashmir’s church and drove around to the back door.


  “What time do you want me to pick you up?”


  “Don’t worry about it, honey. Moira Mulroony said she’d give us a ride home. She’s got one of those new SUV cars. Bought it when her husband died. Found fifty-eight thousand dollars in a bunch of coffee cans in the cellar,” Meme said, as she heaved herself out from the tiny back seat.


  “Well, you have your cell phone so call me if you need a ride.”


  “Right here.” Meme pulled out the latest model capable of taking and transmitting pictures and snapped one of me. “One-thousand anytime minutes and I got you on speed dial. You’re my number one.” She sounded like Catherine Zeta-Jones.


  I bent and kissed my grandmother on the cheek. “You’re number one with me too.” I stood up and pointed a stern finger at Meme. “No cheating. You’re almost out of churches and then where will you go?”


  “The casinos. I can take one of those buses. Drops you off right in front.”


  I rolled my eyes. “Jesus.”


  Meme helped Theresa up the walk and called over her shoulder. “I need you to take me on my rounds on Sunday night. I don’t want to let a week go by without collecting and Theresa can’t drive for a few more weeks.” Meme took a few more steps and then turned to face me. “Shershay la fam, like the French say.”


  “Huh?”


  “That guy you told us about. If he told his wife he went to the office, then maybe he did and he killed that lady. But if he didn’t, where was he? Look for the woman.” Meme turned and walked away.


  I got back in my car and dialed Information on my cell while a parade of white-haired women, in various shapes and sizes, filed into the bingo hall. I jotted down a number on a scrap of paper and started the car.


  Twenty-five minutes later I pulled up across from the home of Richard Sheridan and sat there for the next couple of hours.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR


  


  


  My fingers gripped the hand strap above my seat as the scenery flew past—different shades of brown and gray with an occasional chunk of white thrown in—an abstract painting of a snow-covered landscape. I wondered if Jackson Pollack had gotten inspiration this way. I shut my eyes and wished I had stayed in bed with my mannequin nightmare instead of heading down the turnpike with Sam driving.


  I looked at my sister, half expecting to see a frightened Sam, or worse still, a maniacal Sam laughing hysterically as she took bends in the road at the speed of sound. But no. Sam projected serenity all the while driving like a lunatic.


  “Hey! Slow down a bit. I’d like to arrive at our destination alive, if it’s all right with you.”


  Sam looked at me. “I’m not driving fast. Am I?” She glanced at the speedometer and then back at me. “Oh, sorry.”


  The minivan slowed to something just a tad lower than Mach One. I let go of the strap and adjusted my coat, which had hiked up my body.


  “I’m a stalker,” I said. “I’m a stalker. Now the police have something concrete they can use to put me away.”


  “Who are you stalking?” Sam took her eyes off the road and the car crept into the next lane.


  “Richard Sheridan. And watch what you’re doing. I sat out in front of his house last night.”


  “Why?”


  “Because he doesn’t have an alibi and his wife said he went to the factory around the time Mrs. Scott got killed.”


  “And?”


  I frowned at my sister. “I don’t even know if he was home last night, for pity’s sake. What the hell was I thinking sitting out in front of his house like a common criminal?”


  Sam turned on her signal and moved over a lane to exit the turnpike. “That there’re a lot of scary women in jail to keep you company?”


  “I should have stayed in bed that morning. I wanted to, you know. The breakup with Peter made me depressed, and with the business slow, I thought why not. But no.” I shook my head vigorously. “No, I had to go and stumble onto a body. And I do mean stumble,” I rambled on, my voice raising an octave. “I actually stepped on her.”


  At Sam’s opened-mouth gasp, I said, “Oh, yes. Well, not actually on her, more like her pant leg, but still. I’ve never seen a murdered person before, you know? So now I have. I guess I can cross that off my list of things to do in my lifetime.” I stopped for a moment and took a deep breath. “Do I sound hysterical? Because I think I’m losing it.”


  “Could you lose it a bit later? We’re here.”


  “I hope we get this,” I said, my voice still tinged with hysteria. I took a few deep breaths. “Okay. I’m fine. We’re going to get this account and then I’ll have so much work to keep me busy I won’t have time to solve a murder. I’ll just let the police handle it.”


  Sam pulled the car into the driveway of a small complex of office suites housed in three two-story buildings, each constructed of red brick. “Sounds like a plan. I feel good about this. We’ve done our homework. We’re ready.” My sister sounded like a cheerleader.


  We walked up the sidewalk and entered the main building and were directed to the second floor.


  We were meeting with Mr. Brandon, one of the partners of Levy & Avery, which had just opened a new office in the Stamford area, supplementing their headquarters in Hartford. The fathers of two of the current partners had started the firm about thirty-seven years ago. They had made their mark within the specialized field of Health Care advertising, and though they kept their hand in this area, it now accounted for only a percentage of their business. Mr. Brandon wanted to staff the new office with as much temporary staff as possible, at least in the early stages. Sam and I had worked on our proposal yesterday afternoon; well, Sam did most of the work. We were confident our agency could supply Levy & Avery with administrative staff and the more specialized copywriters and editors they needed.


  If Always Prepared could land this account and if Poupée Mannequins got the museum contract and used our agency for their temps, I felt sure the tide would turn and things would pick up again. I took a deep breath and smiled at my sister.


  “It’s show time.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE


  


  


  An hour and a half later, still pumped up from our positive meeting with Mr. Brandon, Sam dropped me off at my car. I headed toward the factory feeling better than I had in the last few days. I suddenly changed my mind along with my course, and made a U turn managing to shave off half a mound of snow with my right fender in the process.


  When I had cleaned out Mrs. Scott’s desk, I found her address. Now, for whatever reason, I headed my little black car in the direction of the neighborhood where Mrs. Scott had lived.


  I quickly located the street tucked among an area of small, well-tended homes with yards dotted with fir trees laden with icicles sparkling in the pale winter light. Next to autumn, I liked winter the best. It was just so darned pretty if you discounted the slushy brown snow accumulated along roadsides. I scanned houses as I slowly drove down a block where people still had weathervanes on their roofs. I made a mental note to get one. I liked bears and wondered if I could find a weathervane with a bear on it. Having forgotten the exact street number, I was relieved to see a woman out retrieving her mail.


  “Excuse me. Could you tell me where the Scott house is?”


  The woman, dressed in a pair of sweat pants and a thick cardigan over a turtleneck sweater, slowly closed the mailbox and eyed me speculatively. “This is it. Right here. But if you’ve come to visit Elvira, I’m sorry to tell you you’re a bit late.”


  I parked my car next to a mound of snow and walked over to where the woman stood. “Yes, I know about Mrs. Scott’s death. I work at the mannequin factory. I’m Alex Harris.” I extended my hand; the woman took it tentatively and then gave it a hardy shake.


  “I’m Mrs. Haddock. Frances Haddock,” she said with a hint of an accent; Irish or Scottish, I surmised. “Just out collecting the dear soul’s mail. No one else to do it. Don’t know what to do with it all, but, well…” Her words trailed as she glanced behind her at the small house. The walkway to the front door had been cleared of snow. I wondered if this woman before me, who had to be close to Meme’s age, had done it herself.


  “Don’t suppose you know if there’s anyone I should be sending all of this to?” Mrs. Haddock looked down at the mail she had just retrieved from the box.


  “Do you mind?” I took the assortment. “It looks like junk mail except for this gas bill. I don’t know who’s handling things, but I’m sure Mr. Poupée, the owner of the factory, could help. Would you mind if I passed it along to him?”


  Mrs. Haddock smiled. “I’d be very grateful. I’ve got a few more things back at my house if you’ve got a minute.”


  “Certainly.” I followed the tiny woman to the house next door.


  After we left our damp shoes at the front door, Mrs. Haddock ushered me into a small, but cozy living room. “Don’t imagine you’d like a cup of tea?” she asked, looking hopeful.


  “As a matter of fact, I’d love one.” I smiled, and the woman took off toward the kitchen.


  She returned a few minutes later carrying two china teacups. She handed one to me and then picked up a stack of mail from the coffee table. “Here’s the rest of the mail. I threw out all the flyers.”


  I took the stack and noticed a few bills and not much else. No suspicious letter with a return address of the killer saying, ‘I’m going to kill you.’


  After taking a sip of the tea, I looked up. “Did you know Mrs. Scott well, Mrs. Haddock?”


  “Oh, my yes. We’ve lived next door to each other for a long time. I came here first, mind you, but then Elvira and her husband moved in. Can I get you anything else, some biscuits perhaps?”


  “Biscuits?” I asked, wondering if she could throw in a few pieces of crisp bacon.


  “Cookies.”


  “Oh, no. Thank you, Mrs. Haddock. I’m fine. This tea is delicious. You were saying you and Mrs. Scott were good friends.”


  “Yes. After Irwin died, Elvira came by in the evenings. Sometimes we took our dinner together. Of course, we did things before Irwin died, my own husband passed away many years ago. But once Irwin died, Elvira and I spent a lot of time together. Such a lovely woman.” Mrs. Haddock gave me a warm smile, but her soft blue eyes were misty.


  I took a sip of the heavenly brew and wondered if tea tasted better when served in fine china. I would have to purchase a set.


  “Mrs. Haddock,” I began, “I’m sure you know the circumstances of Mrs. Scott’s death.”


  “I certainly do. I’ve been keeping my doors locked ever since.” Mrs. Haddock drew her cardigan closer to her body and gave a quick shiver. “Who would have done such a thing? Do the police know anything at all?”


  “Not that I’m aware of. Actually, I hoped you might be able to shed some light on what happened.”


  “Me? I’m sorry, Ms. Harris, I don’t understand.”


  “Please, call me Alex. I think the police are of the opinion this wasn’t an act of random violence. If that’s the case, then someone wanted Mrs. Scott dead.”


  Mrs. Haddock gasped. “But who? Who would want Elvira dead?” She shook her head. “No, that just can’t be. The police asked a lot of questions, but I never thought about why. Someone wanted to kill her?”


  “That very well may be the case. Could you tell me a bit about her? Maybe there’s something in her past that would give us a clue.” Seeing Mrs. Haddock hesitate, I gave her an abbreviated version of what had transpired.


  “Well, I guess it’s okay to talk with you. As long as Mr. Poupée asked. Elvira respected him and talked fondly of him on several occasions.”


  Of course my ears perked up with the words fondly and on several occasions.


  “Did he come over often?”


  “Often? No. Just when Elvira needed help with something.”


  “But they were close?” I prodded.


  “Close professionally. He helped her after Irwin died. And he kept her on at Poupée. She was almost sixty-five, she was. She knew he could hire someone with a lot more of those computer skills everyone needs, but Mr. Poupée wouldn’t hear of it. It’s a good thing because she loved her job.”


  “Did she have a lot of friends?”


  “No. Not really. She and Irwin kept pretty much to themselves. They had a few friends they played cards with once in a while, but not much else.”


  “How about family? Mr. Poupée seems to think there isn’t any.”


  Mrs. Haddock sighed. “That’s true, I’m afraid. They never were lucky enough to have children. Elvira was an only child and I think Irwin might have been as well. I’m really not certain though I do know he married and divorced before he and Elvira met.”


  I noticed Mrs. Haddock kept a supply of yarn and crochet hooks close to a comfortable chair by the window, and thinking she probably sat there in the evenings doing needle work while looking out the window, I tried a different direction. “Did you happen to see anyone lurking about who doesn’t belong in the neighborhood?”


  “Well, it’s odd you mention that because the police asked me the same thing. I don’t know if it will help much, but I told them that on two occasions, late in the evening, I saw a person standing across from the house.” Mrs. Haddock rose and walked to the window parting the gauze curtains as I followed. “Over there. By that tree.” Mrs. Haddock pointed to a large poplar.


  “Was it a man or a woman?” I asked as adrenalin pumped through my body.


  Mrs. Haddock released the corner of the curtain and returned to her chair and her cup of tea. “As I told the police, Alex, I can’t be sure. My eyes aren’t what they used to be.”


  “But you’re sure you saw someone?”


  “Reasonably sure. I nap in the afternoons and in the evenings I like to stay up for the news and maybe a movie if they’re showing something good. I get all those movie channels. On two occasions, when I turned out the lights, I thought I saw movement by that tree. Most people around here are asleep by the time I turn in.”


  “It could have been someone walking their dog,” I suggested.


  “Perhaps. Oh, I feel so foolish! I probably shouldn’t have said a word. With these old eyes, it was probably just a shadow.”


  “Nonsense. I’m sure the police appreciate what you’ve told them. Let me ask you one more thing. Did this happen recently? I mean seeing the person by the tree?”


  She nodded. “About two, maybe three nights before Elvira was killed. But the first time must have been a good six months ago. Of course, whoever was out there could have been there every night. Maybe I just didn’t see them.”


  “True. Did Mrs. Scott go to bed late as well?”


  “Yes, sometimes. She enjoyed watching the news and some nights she would be over here. We’d do our needlework together and talk.”


  “Did she ever mention anything bothering her at work?” I asked hopefully.


  Mrs. Haddock thought a moment, then shook her head of white hair slowly. “No. She never mentioned anything. But the last week or so, she seemed, well, like she had a lot on her mind. I thought that odd because she loved her job so I wondered what could be troubling her. I thought with the holiday, and being alone, she probably just missed Irwin so I didn’t intrude. But now I wish I had pried a bit. Maybe then I would know something that could be of some use.”


  I smiled. “You’ve been a great help already. Knowing someone might have been stalking Mrs. Scott will certainly give the police a place to start.” I gave a silent moan and wondered if there was a Mrs. Haddock living over by Richard Sheridan that had seen my pitiful attempt at a stakeout last night and was this very minute giving the police a precise description of my car. Getting back to Mrs. Haddock, I asked, “Do you know if the police searched Mrs. Scott’s house?”


  “Yes, they did. I have a key, you see. I let them in.”


  “Did they take anything?”


  “I don’t think so. Why would they? The murder happened someplace else.”


  “True. But if you saw someone, maybe they were…” I paused, searching for the right word. “Casing the joint. Did Mrs. Scott have any valuables that would entice someone to break in?”


  Mrs. Haddock shook her head. “No. Not really. But I still have the key. Would you like to take a look?”


  Would I like to take a look? Heck yeah. I didn’t think entering the house would break any laws. “Okay. I don’t know what I expect to find, but one never knows.”


  After putting our shoes back on, we went next door. The front door opened onto a small foyer with a coat closet. I stepped inside and walked through to the living room.


  The house was old but neat and clean, both inside and out. The furnishings in the living room were simple. Against the far wall a dark brown sofa with throw pillows in muted tones of blue had been placed. A comfortable recliner faced a small TV nestled in a built-in nook brimming with books and knickknacks. A large blue porcelain bowl at one end of the sofa contained the accoutrements of needlework. The same color scheme ran over into the dining room.


  “There are two bedrooms upstairs and that’s about it,” Mrs. Haddock said.


  I followed Mrs. Haddock up the steps and went into a room. As with the rest of the house, it was nicely done in soft colors. The bed was made and I thought with a tug at my heart that Mrs. Scott probably never left the house without first making the bed; a trait I also held along with washing all the dishes and making sure I put on mascara. I made a mental note to look into the waterproof stuff from now on. On the dresser stood several pictures of Irwin. Again, I looked at his face, and was drawn to the warmth of his eyes and his happy smile.


  “That’s Irwin. I can’t believe they’re both gone.” Mrs. Haddock’s voice caught and she turned and left the room.


  I followed her down the steps. We went into the kitchen where a clean bowl and spoon along with a small juice glass rested on a towel. Mrs. Haddock stood in the doorway while I turned slowly, my eyes taking everything in and noticing nothing of importance. I took a step to leave when I spotted a pad and pencil sitting on a placemat on the kitchen table.


  “Elvira always made lists,” Mrs. Haddock said.


  I gave her a nod. The first few lines had items to be picked up at the grocery store. Further down Mrs. Scott had written cleaners and mall. There were some doodles in the blank space to the right of the page and further down near the bottom of the paper. I started to turn and then stopped. I picked up the pad and took a closer look at the doodle at the bottom. But it wasn’t a doodle. It was something written in a dying language but one that I still practiced. Shorthand. Mrs. Scott had written something in shorthand. I stared at it properly impressed with how clear she wrote. It said could it be MS.


  “Mrs. Haddock, did the police see this?”


  “They came into the kitchen and took a look around at everything. Why? Did you find something?”


  “I’m not sure. Do you mind if I take this? I want to show it to the police.”


  “Certainly. Anything you think might help, feel free to take.”


  I tucked the pad into my purse. We walked out onto the front porch. Mrs. Haddock locked the door.


  “I wonder what will happen to this house. I have so many lovely memories tied up in this place.” Mrs. Haddock looked up at me, her eyes filled with loneliness. She turned and I followed her back to her house. I thanked her for her hospitality and gave her one of my business cards.


  “If any more mail arrives, please call me and I’d be happy to pick it up and take it to Mr. Poupée.” As I walked back to my car inspiration struck and turned back, a grin spreading across my face. “Mrs. Haddock,” I called out, “do you like bingo?”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX


  


  


  A few minutes later, immensely pleased with myself, I pulled away from the curb. Meme and Mrs. Haddock would make quite a pair—two short, elderly women, one very thin and the other very round—but as my grandmother always says, “There’s always room for a new friend.”


  With my good deed done for the day, and a pretty fair chance at getting the Levy contract, I felt lucky and decided to pay one more visit before heading out to the factory. Fifteen minutes later I pulled my car into the driveway of the Poupée residence.


  “Alex. What a pleasure to see you, dear.” Dolly Poupée ushered me into the house and took my coat.


  With a name like Dolly, I always expected the woman to be short and round like Meme, but Dolly Poupée was the exact opposite—tall and thin, almost fragile looking. Mr. Poupée might be the head of a company, but Dolly ruled at home.


  “I wanted to tell you how sorry I am about Mrs. Scott,” I began, as I followed Dolly into the kitchen. “Mr. Poupée told me you’re making funeral arrangements. Is there anything I can help with?”


  Dolly eyed me from where she stood by the kitchen sink filling a kettle with water, her long gray hair wrapped into a bun at the nape of her neck. I began to squirm. “Alex, I’ve known you since you were this high.” Dolly put her hand even with the kitchen counter. “And you’re here to snoop.” She smiled and placed the kettle on the stove. “William told me you’re helping out and that the police suspect him.”


  I blushed. “I’m sorry. But I meant it when I offered to help with the funeral arrangements.”


  “It’s okay.” Dolly hiked herself up onto a stool and patted my hand. “I’m sorry you had to be the one to find her. What an awful ordeal for you.” Dolly brushed at an invisible speck of dirt on the counter. “William doesn’t talk much when he gets home. I wish the man would just retire,” she said longingly. “So what’s going on? Do the police really consider him a suspect?”


  William Poupée lived in Indian Cove all of his sixty-eight years and showed no signs of slowing his hectic pace. Retirement was a four-letter word, he had said often enough, and had no plans to succumb to a lifestyle where one did nothing all day and didn’t even start that until noon.


  He had started working at the factory right after college and when the owner decided to sell the business and move to the south of France, William Poupée had bought it. He always thought a man with a name that meant doll in French couldn’t do any better than owning a mannequin factory.


  I let out a deep sigh. “I don’t exactly have access to the police grapevine, but I think they’re looking at him, yes.” At Dolly’s worried look I quickly added, “But they’re looking at everyone. I hate to have to ask you this,” I said softly.


  “But you want to know if anything ever happened between them.”


  I took a gulp and nodded.


  Dolly walked to the stove and turned off the kettle. “When he first hired her, he sometimes talked about her and how well she did. They shared some interests like art and gardening. I hadn’t worked in years and I felt a bit out of it.” Dolly took two mugs from a cupboard and added a teabag in one and instant coffee to the other.


  “Elvira loved Irwin and after I met her, I felt better. She meshed well with William but it was work. When Irwin died, William went over and at first, I’m ashamed to admit it, I hated it. But then I invited her to dinner and out to some event or another and neither of them ever acted like they were hiding things. There were no secret looks across the room and believe me, I watched,” Dolly said wistfully. “And in the four or so years since Irwin died, I’ve never given it a second thought. Until now.”


  Dolly poured milk into her coffee. “Are you seriously thinking something went on after all this time?”


  “No. And I can’t imagine what the police are thinking. I mean, even if something went on, why would it lead to murder?”


  “Maybe one of them wanted to call it off and the other didn’t. Are you sure there’s nothing there?” I added, hating myself for doing it.


  “I’m certain. I asked him. I had to know. He looked at me like I was crazy. Said something about how could I think such a thing after all these years. He’s overwrought with grief. But it’s for a friend and a colleague, not a lover.”


  I patted Mrs. Poupée’s hand. “Well, that’s good enough for me.”


  Dolly Poupée’s eyes watered. “But is it good enough for the police?”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN


  


  


  Sitting at Mrs. Scott’s desk I tried to sort out the information I had gathered so far. I opened my purse and took out the pad I had pilfered from her home and studied it again. Sure enough, it said could it be MS. I reached into the purse again this time taking out a small bag of M&M’s and tore it open popping a few in my mouth. I picked up the phone and called my office.


  “What’s up? Sam asked the minute she heard my voice.


  I told her about my morning outings.


  “Mrs. Haddock said she saw someone outside on several occasions. But so what?” I said with a shrug. “It could have been anyone. Someone walking a pet. Or a jogger stopping to catch his breath. But would a jogger stop at the same place every night?” I picked up a bunch of candies and popped three more into my mouth.


  “Probably not. But I don’t jog. Actually, I don’t walk a whole heck of a lot either, so I’m probably not the best person to ask about exercise habits,” Sam said on the other end.


  I told her about the shorthand.


  “Are you sure it says that, Alex? It’s impossible to read someone else’s shorthand.”


  “Not hers. It’s very precise.”


  “You think Mrs. Scott had MS?”


  “I don’t know. What else could it mean? And she capitalized the MS,” I said referring to the shorthand marks under the letters denoting capitalization.


  “So what does this have to do with the murder?”


  “Nothing. That’s the problem. All this time I’ve been thinking Mrs. Scott knew something that got her killed. But she didn’t. She was sick. That’s what upset her.” I opened my hand to get the last few M&M’s I had been holding. Like hell they melt in your mouth not in your hand. I reached for a tissue and wiped chocolate from my palm.


  “Jeez. This is terrible. That poor woman. She probably just found out the diagnosis and that’s why she wanted to talk with Mr. Poupée.”


  “That’s what I’m thinking,” I said.


  “So what does this do for the murder theory?”


  “Well, I’d say it means a serial killer murdered Mrs. Scott.”


  “You don’t really believe that do you?”


  “No. And wait a minute. It says could it be MS. It doesn’t say I have MS.”


  “But just having that hanging over your head would make you upset.”


  “I guess so.”


  “Did you find anything else in the house?”


  “No. Nothing someone would want badly enough to kill for.”


  “Let’s forget about the MS thing for now,” Sam said. “We need to find some way of confirming that with her doctor before we go any further. So getting back to what Mrs. Haddock said about someone watching, if they stalked her at home, how come they killed her at the office?”


  “Good point. I wondered about that myself.” I pulled a small notebook from my purse and wrote opportunity.


  I needed a system for keeping all my information together. I needed a plan. Winston had had a plan. A great plan. His plan saved the world. I only needed a plan to save Mr. Poupée so I figured using a notebook to sort everything out just might work. “The only thing I can come up with is opportunity.”


  “What do you mean?”


  “Killing her at the factory couldn’t be opportunistic for a stranger on such cold night, in a place pretty much out in the middle of nowhere, and at a time early enough in the evening that other employees could have still been at work. But it was certainly opportunistic for an employee.”


  “Right. And being an employee, the killer would know Mrs. Scott’s routine. This kind of kills your theory on it being a serial killer.”


  “That’s okay. I really didn’t think that anyway. No one else has been killed.”


  “Yet.”


  “Yet. Sam, I was the last person in the office. Not Mrs. Scott,” I said softly. I sat bolt upright and suddenly felt very cold despite my sweater and the heat that seemed to be in ample supply throughout the office. I had been the last one. Did this mean the killer planned to come after me thinking I’d seen something?


  “I think you’d better talk to that detective,” Sam said, “because if you were the last person in the building and the killer thinks you saw something, you very well may be in danger. And you need to show him the note you found in Mrs. Scott’s house. He can confirm the MS with her doctor.”


  “I know you’re right but Detective Van der Burg’s not happy I’m here. Thinking I may be next in line on the killer’s list will give him an excuse to have me totally out of it. Or worse still, he’ll think I’m making it all up to cover the fact I killed her. That damned shovel.”


  “That might not be a bad idea.”


  Sam had a point but I felt like I had too much invested already to let it go. “I’ll be fine.” I started to tell Samantha about my visit to see Dolly when Joanne walked in.


  “Oh. You’re here,” Joanne said, not bothering to conceal her disappointment.


  “I’ve got to go. I have someone in my office.”


  “Your office? You’ve certainly made yourself at home,” Joanne snapped, one eye boring into me and the other looking toward the sofa.


  “Can I do something for you?” I asked impatiently.


  “No. I wanted to work in here today, but never mind.” Joanne turned and stalked across the hall to her own office.


  “You know, Joanne,” I said as I followed her. “I’m just here helping out. Why are you being so hostile?”


  “Why? Because that job should be mine.” She waved her hand indicating Mrs. Scott’s office. “Damn, I’ve worked hard for that job. I’m good at it.”


  “So was Mrs. Scott. And besides,” I added, “I didn’t know the job was up for grabs.”


  Joanne tossed a file on her desk. “Yeah, well. Now that she’s gone, it’s only natural I should be sitting in there.”


  “Maybe you will. Mrs. Scott hasn’t even been dead a week. I’d think you’d have a little more compassion for the situation and for the memory of a fellow worker.”


  “Yeah, well, excuse me if I’m not sympathetic,” Joanne started.


  “I don’t know if you’re aware of this, but your behavior could be construed as wanting Mrs. Scott out so badly you resorted to murder. Personally, I can’t fathom someone killing another human being over a job, but you’re certainly giving me food for thought.”


  Joanne paused, walked around her desk, and sat down. “Look, Mitch and I have big plans. There’s nothing wrong with having ambition. He’s sick of designing dolls, for Christ sake. He’s got a lot of talent and we want to start our own business. But it’s going to take a lot more time to save up enough money to get started.”


  I shook my head in disgust and headed back across the hall. Joanne, still talking, followed. “Do you know how much they paid Elvira?”


  I shook my head.


  “A lot. A hell of a lot more than I get. I’ll tell you one thing, that job better be mine or I’m gone and so is Mitch.”


  I didn’t know what to say. In all my years of interviewing people I had never come across a Joanne before. One thing I did know—if I did have anything to say about it, the office, the job, none of it would go to Joanne, no matter what her qualifications. I walked around the young woman and out the door in search of another meeting with Monica.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-EIGHT


  


  


  The order center was empty except for Monica who sat at her desk amid a mound of candy wrappers. Judging by the assortment of wrappers she showed no discrimination in her choice of junk food. A half-eaten bag of potato chips propped up against the side of the computer monitor tempted me. I love potato chips. Sometimes more than M&M’s. Sometimes more than life, so it took all the strength I could muster to keep from reaching across her and grabbing the bag.


  “I wanted to ask a few more questions.”


  “If it’s about the fingerprints, I already spoke with Detective Van der Burg yesterday afternoon,” Monica volunteered.


  “Fingerprints?” I froze as a chill began to spread over my body. “Your fingerprints were found on the murder weapon?” I pushed the chair a few feet back from Monica while I quickly looked around to see if she had another mannequin arm hidden somewhere.


  Monica stared at me. “No. Of course not. They found my prints on some papers Elvira had.”


  I gave an audible sigh. “That must be the computer printout. But no. I want to know why you lied to me.”


  Monica’s face flushed and she turned back to her terminal “What are you talking about?” Her fingers pounded the keys while white data flashed across the blue screen.


  “You told me you didn’t know Mrs. Scott well, but you had coffee with her several times at the restaurant down the road. And now your prints show up on something she had in her purse.” I waited for Monica to answer but she didn’t say anything. “Well?”


  Monica stopped typing. “She wanted me to print some stuff. Those papers. So she asked me to meet her at the coffee shop after work.”


  “Why couldn’t she ask you here?”


  Monica shrugged and pushed an errant piece of hair out of her face. “I don’t know. She called one afternoon and said she had something to discuss in private.”


  “When was this?”


  “About six, seven weeks ago.”


  “Didn’t you think it a bit odd?”


  “Yeah. I did, but I thought maybe it might have to do with a performance review or something.”


  “Surely Sandy would have been in on something like that.”


  “Probably, but Elvira said she wanted to see me so I went.”


  “And?”


  Monica sounded exasperated. “We met in the restaurant and she started asking me about the new system and what it can do and what kind of reports it can produce. She asked if I could print out certain data for the past two years but not to let anyone else know.” Monica again pushed a strand of the copper hair over her ear and scratched the tip of her nose. “So I printed what she wanted and a few days later we met and I gave it to her.”


  “You didn’t ask any questions?”


  Monica shook her head. “No. Look, she asked. She never said what she needed it for. Maybe Mr. Poupée wanted it.”


  “Did you tell anyone else? Did you mention it to Sandy?”


  “No. She said not to so I didn’t.”


  “Why did you lie?”


  I had no authority whatsoever and Monica had no reason to tell me anything she didn’t want to tell me, especially when I barged in accusing her of being a liar. But then the young woman shrugged, the shoulders of her baggy sweater drooping down her arms.


  “I don’t know. I didn’t want to get involved. It happened over a month ago. I never put the two things together—Elvira’s murder and the printout. Now the police are asking about it” Monica leaned forward in her seat and looked me straight in the eye. “They found it in her purse, which I guess is kind of strange, don’t you think?”


  “Yes, I guess. Of course, it’s odd how she asked you to print them up in the first place.” I shook my head and leaned back in my seat.


  “They were just figures. Maybe Elvira did a lot of work at home,” Monica speculated.


  “I think Mrs. Scott planned on getting some training on the new system. Do you think she wanted to check it out so she’d have a feel for it when her training started?”


  Monica scrunched up her face. “Makes sense. She always struck me as someone on top of things.”


  I thought a second and shook my head. “Probably not. It’s all too clandestine if she just wanted to check things out. She’d have no reason to be so secretive. So why ask for a printout of a specific time frame? No, she wanted something specific.” I groaned. “Unfortunately I have no idea as to what it could have been.”


  Things were getting complicated. Instead of solving anything, I managed to add a few more questions to my list. And from what Monica told me, despite the fact Mrs. Scott may have been sick, it still seemed something at work caused her trouble. I headed back to my temporary office. I needed to pull out my notebook and take a serious look at all the stuff I had found out so far and put it into some sort of order.


  “Well, if it isn’t Nancy Drew. Ron, have you met our company spy?” Mitch Monahan said as I approached the office.


  “I’m not a spy.” Somehow I managed to keep the annoyance out of my voice—but just barely.


  “Ron’s the other designer,” Mitch explained.


  I extended my hand to Ron. “It’s very nice to meet you.”


  “Ron, I can take these out to the factory for you,” Mitch offered, taking a large envelope from Ron’s other hand.


  “Okay. Nice to meet you, too, Alex.” Ron turned and headed back to his office.


  Mitch opened the door to the factory. “Want to walk with me?”


  We entered the factory and I averted my eyes from the spot police tape now marked off. I hadn’t been out here since that night and the sight of the chalk markings on the floor startled me.


  I followed Mitch to a small copier I hadn’t noticed before. He made a copy of one of the papers in the envelope and then turned to me.


  “I’ll show you around.” He gestured to the cavernous space housing the manufacturing part of Poupée.


  “I talked with Joanne. So you two are dating. Why didn’t you say anything?”


  Mitch paused and looked at me. “I didn’t see where it had any connection with the investigation. It’s not a secret. Everyone here is aware of it as far as I know.”


  “Fair enough. Though a few things you said and a few she said don’t make a lot of sense.”


  “Such as?” Mitch asked, as we walked slowly along a pathway that had been set up away from all the machinery.


  “Well, I got the impression you liked your job and Mrs. Scott,” I said over the noise from the machines. “And you liked working here, but that’s not how Joanne presented it. She didn’t like Mrs. Scott one little bit. You failed to mention that yesterday.”


  Mitch bent close to my ear. “In general, yeah, I like it here. I didn’t think it would do me any good if it got around that I planned to leave and start something on my own. Especially since that probably won’t happen for some time. As for Joanne, I knew once you talked with her, you’d figure out for yourself about her feelings for Elvira.”


  I leaned close to Mitch. “You didn’t have any problem pointing the finger at Emmanuelle.”


  Mitch gave me a sheepish look but didn’t say anything.


  We kept walking around the perimeter of the factory and as we neared some glass-enclosed offices, I could see through the window that Jerry and Richard Sheridan were having a discussion—a heated one, by the looks of it. Unfortunately I couldn’t hear a thing.


  “This is the assembly area,” Mitch said. “We make the plastic pieces ourselves, but the metal joints for the arms and legs and the heads are made somewhere else. We do the assembly here. The eyes and hair are made elsewhere as well. Over there,” he pointed to the far right, “is where the painting is done. On the older models, the eyes are still hand painted. I don’t know how much longer we’ll be doing that model. The new sculptured look and the ones with the changeable eyes are the thing now. Over there along that wall are the offices for the foreman and the purchasing agent.” He gestured to the left. “There’s the break area. That about does it. The shipping area is in the very back.” Hold on a minute, I just have to drop these prints off.”


  Mitch walked to one of the small offices a few doors down from where the two men talked and put the envelope on a desk. A few minutes later we returned to the offices.


  Joanne poked her head out the doorway just as I turned into my office. “Mitch. Can I talk with you for a minute?”


  “Sure. Nice to see you again, Alex.” He smiled at me, walked into Joanne’s office, and closed the door.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER TWENTY-NINE


  


  


  I reached in my purse for the notebook anxious to write down that Jerry and Richard were having a fight, when the phone made me jump.


  “Alex, it’s Dad,” my father, Harry Harris, said. “I need you to run over to Mills Pond.”


  “What’s going on?” I asked as panic crept into my voice. My ninety-two-year old grandfather, my Dad’s father, had recently moved into a care home after living for several years with my uncle Jack and his wife.


  “Your mom is volunteering at the hospital today and I still have a bit of my cold. The home discourages people from coming if they have a cold. Guess they don’t want forty-five seniors running around with drippy noses.”


  “Dad, what happened to Grandpa?”


  “He took off into the woods behind the home and they need someone to coax him out. That’s all I know.”


  “It’s okay. I can run over.” I hung up the phone, threw the notebook back in my purse, and ran out the building.


  My grandfather, Lawrence Harris, had been an accountant for the phone company. For as long as I could remember the man had worn a white shirt with a wool vest over it, even to the dinner table. He had an endless supply of bowties and they supplied a bit of color in a wardrobe that consisted of mostly browns. He and my grandmother, who died ten years earlier, had been wonderful grandparents, but Sam and I always had a thing for Meme, and vice versa. Grandpa had been more stern and reserved and it wasn’t like him to make a fuss or stir up trouble.


  I pulled into the driveway of Mills Pond, and a few minutes later greeted the day manager. “We just don’t know what got into him,” Mrs. Pritchard said as we wound our way through an endless corridor. “He just up and decided to take some bird feed and go fill all the feeders in the gardens. We didn’t even know he went out until he stopped to fill the one right outside of Lucy McDermott’s room. When she pulled open her blinds her screams brought us running.”


  “I don’t understand.” I quickened my pace to keep up with Mrs. Pritchard. “Do you have bird feeders in the woods?”


  We arrived at a door leading out to the snow-covered gardens. Mrs. Pritchard pushed open the door and ushered me outside and down a path. At the bottom of the path she stopped and pointed to a spot between two large firs.


  “There. I’ve got to warn you, it’s not a pretty sight.” A small smile formed on her lips and I turned from her and looked toward the woods.


  “Samantha!” my prim and proper grandfather shouted from the woods.


  I peered through the snow-laden branches and let out a shriek. Lawrence Harris stood with a bag of birdseed clutched tightly against his chest. He stood buck naked except for a pair of boots that looked like women’s and a bowtie knotted snuggly around his most private part.


  I put my face in my gloved-clad hands and groaned. “Jesus.”


  No matter how old you are, the sight of a family member of the opposite sex naked can traumatize you like nothing else. Thank God for my mother who came to my rescue arriving at Mills Pond about ten minutes after we managed to get Grandpa Lawrence settled back in his small apartment. The sight of his naked body mesmerized me in a horrifying way.


  Grandpa had always been very thin. Thin doesn’t look so good when you’re ninety and the skin is loose and saggy and your coloring borders on pasty. Add to the fact that he was also a prude. Or so I thought. Maybe Grandma Harris kept him reined in all those years and now he felt free to be himself.


  I gladly relinquished sentry duties to my mother who held grandpa down while the nurse removed the rubber band holding the bowtie to his anatomy—so snuggly, in fact, that it had cut into the skin and caused bruising. Yuk.


  I picked up a sandwich on my way back to the factory and ate quietly while mentally working on my list of suspects—a welcome diversion from the past hour.


  “‘There are a lot of lies going around…and half of them are true’,” I quoted. “But which ones, Winston? Who should I believe and who should I not?”


  Reaching into my purse for my notebook I pulled out the latest paperback in a series of farm mysteries Millie had loaned me. This one, The Skull Beneath The Combine, looked particularly gruesome. I tossed it back in my purse and pulled out the notebook turning to a blank page. I wrote Dolly and started to erase it but then reconsidered. I realized with a jolt that Dolly might have cleared her husband in my eyes, but she had managed to put herself on the suspect list. Dolly as good as admitted she had been jealous of Mrs. Scott’s relationship with her husband. Maybe those feelings never went away and if she found out Mrs. Scott arranged to meet William at the restaurant, perhaps she had been overcome with jealous rage. I reluctantly wrote the word jealousy under the motive column I added and mentally banged my head against a wall.


  “Argh. I’m supposed to be eliminating suspects not adding.”


  Next I wrote Andy’s name. Under the motive column I wrote none—that I had come up with so far. Andy seemed fond of Mrs. Scott and grateful she arranged his schedule to accommodate his courses. Next to Ruth’s name, I also reluctantly wrote the word none and then reconsidered. Ruth mentioned a client Mrs. Scott had been attracted to, but hadn’t Ruth also been attracted to the man? She didn’t appear to be jealous, but then I didn’t know Ruth well enough to decipher whether she was a skilled liar. In the column marked alibi, I suddenly realized that while I had one for Andy, I had nothing for Ruth. I hadn’t even questioned where Ruth was at the time of the murder. Another mental banging of my head. This detecting stuff was harder than it looked.


  Jerry Gagliano’s name was the next one I wrote and it included a motive next to it—jilted lover. Probably not an accurate description but I strongly suspected Jerry felt like a jilted lover. At least Ruth had implied that. Ruth again. I really needed to speak to the woman.


  Emmanuelle’s motive seemed a bit trickier. Pondering exactly how to word it, I finally wrote, Mrs. Scott uncovers truth. Exactly what that truth amounted to, I had no idea but in due time I would be able to amend the wording. Did I mention I’m an optimist?


  Something caught my attention and I looked up and rolled my eyes. “Oh, you again,” I said to Detective Van der Burg.


  “We keep running into each other.”


  “Well, don’t let me stop you.” I took another bite of my sandwich and squinted at him hoping to achieve a menacing look.


  “What’s that you’re working on?” He twisted his head to get a better look at my list. “Still trying to thwart the crime?”


  “It’s nothing. Just some thoughts.” I covered the meager list with my arm.


  Detective Van der Burg let out an exasperated sigh.


  “Hey! Don’t start with me,” I snapped. “I’ve had a busy day and I’m tired. The police suspect me of killing a woman I hardly knew. They’ve also got a family friend of mine at the top of their list. I keep adding suspects to my list instead of eliminating them. Everyone is lying about something, my business is in crisis, my grandmother can’t play bingo at her church because she cheats, and my grandfather is an uncircumcised exhibitionist!” I paused and took a deep breath. “The last thing I need is you coming in here and sighing.”


  “Your grandfather is an uncircumcised exhibitionist?”


  I balled up the paper bag my sandwich came in and threw it at him. “Get out!”


  Detective Van der Burg flashed a smile and despite my very agitated state, I found it extremely sexy.


  “See you around.” He turned and walked out the door.


  “Wait!” I jumped up and ran around the desk, smacking right into him.


  He put his hands on my arms in an attempt to steady me. “You need to make up your mind. Do you want me to get out or stay?”


  “I, uh, I have something for you.” I disengaged myself from his grip and went behind the desk where I would be safe and picked up the pad I had pilfered from Mrs. Scott’s kitchen. “I found this on Mrs. Scott’s kitchen table.”


  “You what?” The detective’s face turned a nice shade of rose.


  “I found it in her kitchen. I checked for her mail so Mr. Poupée could pay her bills and I found it.” I handed it over to him.


  “It’s a grocery list.”


  I smirked. I couldn’t resist. “Yes it is. With some doodling on it.” I folded my arms while Detective Van der Burg turned the pad a few degrees to get a better look. I gave him a couple of seconds to study it and then I couldn’t stand it any longer. “She wrote something in shorthand. Right here.” I walked around the desk and pointed. “It says, could it be MS.” I waited for that to sink in.


  “She had MS?”


  “I don’t know. It looks like she at least thought she might.”


  “So that’s why she wanted to speak with Mr. Poupée in private.”


  He looked so pleased with himself having figured this all out, that I hated to burst his bubble.


  “That’s what I thought at first, but I still think something here bothered her.” I told him about my conversation with Monica, a lot of which he already knew, having discovered her fingerprints on the printout. I had to give him credit for that one, but then he had a whole crime lab at his disposal.


  “I think I’ll take this and have our own expert tell us what it says.” He looked up and saw me roll my eyes. “Not that I don’t trust you, but how do I know you didn’t fake this to try to throw suspicion off yourself? I still can’t figure out why you didn’t see that shovel.”


  I picked up a sheet of paper from the desk, balled it up and threw it at him. He walked out and a second later I heard him ask Ruth if Joanne returned from lunch.


  I waited until I heard him leave the building and then went out to the lobby where Ruth sat alone at the reception desk, alphabetizing a stack of papers. She looked cheerful today, dressed in black slacks and a bright red sweater.


  I leaned on the counter. “Ruth, the other day you mentioned Mrs. Scott becoming quite friendly with one of the clients.”


  “Yes, that’s right. Oliver Absher.”


  I phrased the next question gently. “I got the impression you liked Mr. Absher as well?”


  “Oh, he’s a wonderful man,” Ruth gushed. “Always so pleasant on the phone. Very polite.”


  “You really liked him?” I said with a glint in my eyes hoping for a we’re-best-girlfriends-so-tell-me-all look.


  Ruth blushed slightly. “Well, I guess you can say that, I mean, I…” Ruth stumbled over her words. “I found him attractive, and kind, but he was a bit old for me. Not that he’s old,” Ruth added quickly, “but I’m in my forties and Mr. Absher must be in his sixties. I thought he and Elvira made a nice couple.” Ruth paused. “To be quite frank about it, after my divorce I’m just not ready for another romance.” Ruth smiled and her eyes twinkled. “On second thought, if you know any nice guys in their early forties, let me know.”


  “I will,” I laughed and started to walk away. “Oh, by the way Ruth. I’m sure the police asked you already but I forgot and I’ve asked everyone else, so I should be consistent. On Tuesday evening, what time did you leave?”


  “I leave right at five but on Tuesday I waited so I could pick my sister up at the train station a little after six so I had a few extra minutes and asked Elvira if you needed some help. She said you had things well under control so I left close to five-thirty.”


  I asked Ruth to buzz me when Richard returned from lunch and headed back to my office. I pulled out the notebook again and, next to Ruth’s name under alibi, I wrote the word none. There had been plenty of time to kill Mrs. Scott before heading to the train station—if she actually did have a sister that needed picking up. I wondered if the police had questioned the alleged sister to see if she noticed anything out of the ordinary—like maybe blood on Ruth’s coat.


  I put my notepad away and got back to work. I spent the next hour sorting through a stack of mail. I found several Christmas cards with one addressed to Mrs. Scott. I opened it and read.


  Dear Elvira, What a lovely time we had at dinner that night! I will be going to Oregon for a conference this week and then will spend some time with my son and his family before returning the Tuesday before Christmas. I hope we can get together during the holidays. Will call when I get back. I do hope you’re not agonizing over your dilemma too much. It will all work out for the best and I know you’ll use good judgment.


  It was signed Oliver.


  I picked up the envelope. It had come from Mannequins, Inc. in Chicago. Mr. Oliver Absher. I placed my hand to my heart. Mr. Absher mustn’t know about Mrs. Scott yet. I reread the card and kept coming back to the word dilemma. Had Mrs. Scott confided in this man about the MS? But would he refer to that as a dilemma? I realized with a start if Mrs. Scott had told him everything, then he might hold the key to solving the murder. We had to call him. This could all be cleared up shortly—maybe by the end of the day.


  The sound of the buzzer on the phone made me jump.


  “Hi. It’s Ruth. Just wanted to let you know Mr. Sheridan is here now.”


  “Thanks, Ruth. How about Emmanuelle?”


  “She got back about forty-five minutes ago.”


  “Thanks. Oh, by the way, do you know what time Mr. Poupée is returning?”


  “He said about three. When he comes in I’ll tell him you want to speak with him.”


  “Yes, please.” I left the two piles I had sorted on the desk. I tucked the card from Mr. Absher into my purse, fortified myself with a handful of M&M’s, and went to find Richard.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY


  


  


  My journey down the hall took me once again past the mannequin display. They looked different today but I couldn’t put my finger on why. What an odd business to be in. I had given this particular subject quite a bit of attention on Tuesday while stuffing all the envelopes for the mailing. Such an innocuous business and yet the place rippled with human intrigue. Even without a murder, the backstabbing and petty grievances could start up a reality show. Once again I thought about how lucky Sam and I were to have our own business and what a gem we had found in Millie. But before I could go back to the tranquility of my agency, I had to find the killer.


  A moment later I stood in front of Richard Sheridan’s office. I had him at the top of my suspect list but still didn’t have a motive.


  “Mr. Sheridan, can I interrupt you for a moment?” I said peeking around the door.


  “Ms.?”


  “Harris. Alex Harris.”


  “Yeah, right, look I thought we did this yesterday.” He picked up some papers on his desk and began to read.


  “Yes, we did. I thought we might be able to do it again and this time you can tell the truth.”


  Richard Sheridan slowly put the papers back on his desk and stared at me, his beady little eyes closing slightly until they were reduced to reptilian slits. “I don’t think I like your tone. I indulged you yesterday, but I don’t think William meant we had to put up with you on a daily basis.”


  “And I don’t like dealing with liars. Let me make a few things clear.” I leaned forward on the desk to the point he pushed away slightly. “If that’s the way you want it, fine. Perhaps Mr. Poupée and Detective Van der Burg would like to know that you lied about your whereabouts on Tuesday night.”


  “What do you mean? How dare you accuse me of lying?” Richard shouted, as I turned my back to him and headed for the door. “I don’t know who you think you are, but friend or not, I’m going to have a word with William.” Richard reached for the phone.


  “Don’t bother, he’s not in. But you can probably get hold of Detective Van der Burg. Shall I get his number for you?”


  I assessed Richard Sheridan with a critical eye. His eyes were definitely his most unattractive feature but the balding spot with the long piece of hair vainly trying to cover it ran a close second.


  He took a deep breath before sitting again. “Okay, maybe I overreacted. Would you like to tell me what this is all about?”


  “You told me you went shopping on Tuesday night. I say you came to the office.”


  “What gives you that idea?”


  I didn’t want to involve Kelly Sheridan, but didn’t see a way of avoiding it. “Your wife.”


  “How dare you question my wife!”


  “I didn’t. She came to see me yesterday afternoon. Your daughter is looking for summer work so your wife brought her into my agency.”


  Richard’s face reddened. “And you pumped her for information. Do the police know William is having you play amateur detective? I should report you for interfering in an investigation! ”


  “Go right ahead,” I retorted. “I’m sure the police would be more interested in knowing your whereabouts the time of the murder.”


  Richard frantically waved his arms around. “I wasn’t in the office! I went shopping like I said. If you were going out to buy something for your spouse, would you tell her?”


  “Probably not.” I had to admit it did make sense.


  “Exactly.”


  I ran out of steam. He was still lying but I didn’t know why. I excused myself and vowed to let Detective Van der Burg deal with it.


  Before heading back to Mrs. Scott’s office, I walked further down the hall to Emmanuelle’s. Finding her door open, I walked in and got straight to the point. “I saw you take your file out of Mrs. Scott’s desk. Why did she have it?”


  “Excuse me. You can’t just barge in here.”


  “You’re right. I’m being rude, but I still want to know why you took the file out of my desk drawer and why Mrs. Scott had it in the first place.” I closed the door and took a seat.


  Emmanuelle heaved a sigh and sat too. “I don’t know why she had it.”


  “Then why did you look in her file?”


  “I didn’t,” Emmanuelle answered after a few second’s hesitation.


  “Well, clearly you did. I saw you take it.”


  “Oh, yes, now I remember,” Emmanuelle said with a slight laugh. “I asked Joanne for it one day last week and when she checked she couldn’t find it.”


  I just stared at her while she visibly gulped. Today she wore a gray skirt and sweater accessorized with some chunky silver jewelry. Once again her appearance looked flawless. She had her beautiful hair pulled back into a severe knot and I wondered if she tried to lend an air of professionalism or if it was just easier to pull it back. Not possessing enough hair to accommodate a bobby pin, I gave a lot of though to other people’s hairstyles.


  “So what made you think Mrs. Scott had it?” I asked getting back to my questions.


  “I didn’t.”


  “Obviously you did, because as soon as you had the chance you went and got it out of her desk. Or did you just start looking in everyone’s desk and finally found it in hers?”


  “No. I…“


  “I think you knew she had it all the time. I think that’s why you asked Joanne to see it, to confirm your suspicion.”


  “That’s not true!”


  “If you knew she had it, then you also knew why.”


  “No, I didn’t. I wanted to check something.”


  “What?”


  “I wanted to make sure I had given my change of address.”


  “I don’t believe you.” I looked at Emmanuelle through squinted eyes. “You knew Mrs. Scott had it.”


  “I did not know she had it. I just assumed.”


  “Right. Because you knew why she wanted it.”


  “How do you figure that?”


  “Why would you assume Mrs. Scott would have your file? There’s no reason for it. Richard might have it. Or someone in accounting. Or Joanne, who does the benefits. But why would you think Mrs. Scott had it? It doesn’t make sense unless you knew why she wanted to see it. Do you see where I’m going with this?” I asked, wishing I had been this forceful with Richard.


  “No, I don’t. And I don’t care. I wanted to make sure they had the correct information in my file and when Joanne didn’t have it, I assumed Elvira did. They back each other up.”


  “Is that your final answer?” I asked in my best imitation of a game show host?


  “Yes. That’s all there is to it,” Emmanuelle replied.


  Once again I ran out of steam and felt a glimmer of respect for the police. In the space of a half hour I had accused two people of lying and had come up empty handed. I needed to retreat and regroup.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-ONE


  


  


  I kept busy for another half-hour waiting for Mr. Poupée. If he didn’t return soon, I’d just have to contact him at home tonight. I sorted through a stack of correspondence that needed to be filed. I had just filed the last letter when Mr. Poupée came in, not looking too good.


  “Mr. Poupée, forgive me for saying so, but you don’t look very well. Can I get you anything?”


  “No. Nothing.”


  I stood in the doorway waiting for him to say something further. He looked exhausted and I realized for the first time that he not only lost a friend, but he still had a company to run. He sat slumped in his leather swivel chair and closed his eyes for a moment.


  “Are you all right?” I asked again.


  “Alex, what I would really like is to just go home.”


  “So go. You have a staff that can handle the day-to-day running of this place.”


  “Yes. I do.” He leaned forward and put his hands on his desk. “I just had a meeting with the museum people. I thought I had this all tied up. Overconfidence, my dear,” he sighed. “Don’t ever allow yourself the luxury of becoming overconfident. No matter how much in control you think you are.”


  “Has something happened?”


  Mr. Poupée looked up at me. “Nothing. It’s fine.”


  “Mr. Poupée, if it has something to do with Mrs. Scott, then I think you better tell me or the police.”


  “You’re right. In the last few days I’ve leaned on you like I did Elvira. I told her everything about the company. I just don’t want to burden you any more than I’ve already done.”


  I took a seat opposite him bracing myself to hear a confession. He sat there, eyes closed, deep in thought. I stayed still hoping he would open up to me. I surveyed my surroundings for a minute and then looked back at Mr. Poupée. He just sat there, eyes closed. I cleared my throat loudly and he finally moved.


  “I assumed, a bad word, that one.” He shook his head. “I thought we had the contract. We put together a great proposal. Now they tell me they received another bid that’s almost identical to ours. They wouldn’t tell me the name of the company, so I can’t even confront them. I don’t even know if I should confront them.


  “Ron, one of our designers, has been working his butt off. And now it looks like we have some stiff, very stiff competition—that is if we’re still in the race.” He shook his head again, his lips pressed together tight. “An almost identical bid. Well, I don’t have to tell you what they’re thinking. This could ruin me if it gets out and people start thinking we’re stealing ideas from other companies.”


  “But you didn’t,” I said with hesitation, thinking I really didn’t know this man at all. He might be a killer, he might have been cheating on his wife, and now he might have stolen another company’s ideas to win a contract.


  Mr. Poupée gave me a stern look. “No. We didn’t. I trust Ron implicitly; we’ve worked very closely on this. There are a lot of people involved but I just can’t imagine anyone sabotaging this project. I’ve met with a lot of our vendors and if we got the job, they would be supplying us with material, but none of them knew all the details of our proposal.”


  “You may still get it,” I said hopefully, pushing my indecision on Mr. Poupée’s character to the back of my mind.


  “Yes. True. It just came at terrible time.” Mr. Poupée closed his eyes again, the pain of the last few days etched on his face. He then looked up at me. “Never underestimate the competition.”


  “It’s none of my business, but if you don’t get this project, will it affect the company severely?”


  “Probably not, but if we did get it, it would expand a new market that we’re just on the fringes of. You’ve always got to keep your product current, constantly have to upgrade your line.”


  I knew exactly what he meant. Always Prepared had recently branched out into the translation field—trying to keep current, covering all the angles, anticipating what the client might ask for and having it ready.


  “Now’s probably not the best time to bring this up, but there’s something you need to see.” I retrieved the card from my purse and brought it into Mr. Poupée’s office.


  After we spent some time looking at it and discussing the implications, Mr. Poupée tried to call Oliver Absher but without success. He told me again he had no idea whatsoever as to what Mrs. Scott’s dilemma could have been.


  Before I left for the day, I decided to go see Ron Spender. Something played around in my mind. Someone had tipped off the other company and if Mrs. Scott found out, maybe it got her killed.


  As I made my way to the design office, I warmed to this idea, but something still didn’t fit. If Mrs. Scott had had such information, surely she would have brought it to Mr. Poupée’s attention immediately.


  Ron Spender sat at his drawing table, his back to the door and one elbow propped up on the table with his head resting on it. I lightly knocked on the door and re-introduced myself.


  “Have you spoken with Mr. Poupée today?” I asked to confirm Ron already knew about the duplicate proposal.


  Ron hesitated for a moment. “Are you talking about the museum job?” I nodded. “He called me this afternoon as soon as he left the meeting with the committee.”


  “Then you know the news?”


  “About someone else having a similar proposal? Yeah.” Ron crossed his arms in front of him and leaned back in the chair. “Shit.”


  “Do you think it’s a coincidence?”


  Ron looked up. Though only in his mid thirties his hair had grayed at the temples. He had deep blue eyes, a square chin and a kind smile, though he too, like Mr. Poupée, looked very tired.


  “To be honest, no, I can’t see it being a coincidence, though I guess it’s possible and if it’s not a coincidence, then to answer your next question, no, I have no idea how they could have gotten our ideas and bid.” He shook his head. “I like my job, don’t get me wrong, but mannequin designs? This is not the stuff of high espionage. When I think of spying and stuff like that, I think more of a small boat, dark night, international waters and a guy named Yuri. You know what I mean? And I don’t usually see mannequin parts lying in the bottom of the boat.”


  I laughed. “You’re right. Mannequins just don’t lend themselves to skullduggery, do they?” Or do they? A mannequin arm had been used to kill Mrs. Scott and now mannequin designs were being pillaged.


  Ron looked thoughtful for a moment, then said, “Are you thinking someone breaking in to get our designs killed Elvira?”


  I pulled over a stool and sat across from Ron. “No, not exactly,” I answered. “I mean if that were the case, then they just stole them a few days ago, and that wouldn’t give them much time, I would imagine, to work up their own version.”


  “The proposal had to be in three weeks ago. We’ve just been waiting to hear.”


  “So it couldn’t be that. And besides, even if someone did break in to get the designs or other pertinent information, why break in at five-thirty on a workday to do it?”


  “You’re right,” Ron said. “More like on a weekend and very late. But there’ve been no break-ins at all. Nothing’s missing. All our original designs are still locked up tight here. Plus a copy of the sealed bid.”


  “As long as I’m here, can I ask how you and Mrs. Scott got along?”


  “Very well. I liked her and found her very knowledgeable. I know William is going to miss her a great deal. I don’t know what the heck is going on around here, Alex. First Elvira and now stolen proposals. I don’t know if the two are related, but I hope you can find out.”


  I thanked Ron for his time and walked back to the office to get my things. He had been right—there had been no break-ins but someone managed to kill Mrs. Scott, and someone had managed to steal the proposal. This left me with only one conclusion—both had been inside jobs.


  I didn’t feel like going home to an empty house. I hadn’t thought about dating since my breakup with Peter, but sometimes the loneliness became palpable even if it had only been a few weeks. An acquaintance at my health club wanted me to check out Internet dating but my one foray into the world of cyber romance before I met Peter led me to a man who described himself as being ambitious, exciting, well-mannered, good looking, and a whole lot of fun. When he showed up thirty-five minutes late wearing plastic thong sandals, and told me he only went “dutch treat” I had promptly canceled my trial period on the service and never ventured out with another Internet date again. But on nights like this, I thought about giving it another try. Instead, I decided to make a quick drive by Always Prepared.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-TWO


  


  


  “What are you two still doing here?” I asked, as I took off my coat and hung it up on a hook by the front door.


  “We’ve been working on staffing the agency.” My sister raised her arms and stretched.


  “We shouldn’t be counting our chickens before they hatch.” Mr. Poupée’s words echoed in my head.


  “I know, but I really think we’ve got this deal sewn up and I wanted to get a jump on it. As soon as we get the okay, Mr. Brandon’s going to want people quickly.”


  I sighed. “I suppose you’re right. But don’t be too disappointed if we don’t get the contract.”


  I didn’t usually lean toward pessimism and Sam said so.


  “I know. KBO. KBO,” I chanted trying to inject more optimism into one of Winston’s mantras than I currently felt.


  “That’s right,” Sam said as she followed me into my office. “Keep boogying on.”


  “Not boogying. Buggering. Keep buggering on.” I sighed audibly. “I don’t see Winston as the boogying type,” I added, this time smiling.


  “Oh, I don’t know. I bet he and Clementine could really shake up old Number 10.”


  At the thought I burst into laughter. Too tired and stressed it was just one of those times where the thing you’re laughing at isn’t really funny but you can’t help yourself. Obviously Sam and Millie felt the same way because they looked at each other and then joined me in hysteria. “I must be really tired. I can just see him, all five foot nothing, pink flesh, rolling around break dancing!” I howled. Pink flesh. I stopped abruptly. “Oh, my God. Did you talk to Mom today?” I told Millie and Sam what had happened at the assisted living center.


  “I always loved Grandpa’s bowties,” Sam said longingly. “Which one did he have on?”


  “The Christmas one.”


  “With the tiny reindeer all over it? I loved that one!” Sam enthused.


  “Not on his…you know, you wouldn’t.” I grimaced. “There’s another thing. Grandpa’s not circumcised. That’s probably what caused this episode. They think he has a urinary tract infection from not cleaning himself properly.”


  Sam scrunched her face. “Jeez. Gross me out, why don’t ya. What happened to him?”


  “They’ll check him for the infection and treat it and he’ll be okay.” I frowned. “I don’t think I can handle seeing him like that again. As a matter of fact, I’m not sure I can ever see him again.”


  “Want to order some Chinese food?” Millie asked. “Does anyone still feel like eating?”


  Sam waved her hand. “Oh, sure. By time the food gets here my stomach should be settled from this latest bit of gross information.” She slanted her eyes at me.


  “Why don’t you stay, too, Alex,” Millie added, today wearing a bright red Santa hat.


  At the mention of Chinese food, my mood brightened. Tired and stressed and famished. What a mess.


  “Sure, why not. I don’t feel like going home and cooking.”


  Millie got up to go place the order.


  “Why aren’t you home cooking dinner for your family?”


  “The kids are staying over at Mom and Dad’s. Remember? And Michael works over at the free clinic once a month. Tonight’s his night. You don’t look too good.”


  “I’m fed up with people lying and I can’t seem to get a handle on things. Today I actually accused three people of being liars.” I leaned forward and put my head in my hands. “The police haven’t arrested me but they haven’t told me I’m in the clear either. Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” I looked up at Sam.


  “Who knows,” Sam shrugged. “Give it a rest. Let them handle it. You work at a temp agency. And we miss you.”


  “I didn’t plan on getting this involved but I got sucked in like a barn in a Kansas tornado and now I can’t let it rest until I find out who’s responsible.”


  Millie came back in. “The food should be here in about twenty minutes. So tell us what you’ve found out so far.”


  I spent the next few minutes filling them in.


  “You have no idea what could be in Emmanuelle’s file?” Sam asked, when I had finished.


  I waved my hand dismissively. “No. I don’t. I read it and she’s changed jobs a few times, but that’s about it.”


  “Well, if she killed Mrs. Scott over something in the file, why didn’t she take it with her that night?” Millie asked.


  “Good point. Maybe she heard something and got scared.” I pursed my lips together and shook my head. “If she killed the woman over the file, she would most definitely remember to take it with her.”


  “Well, she could’ve looked and not found it. Maybe someone put it there after the murder.”


  “No, Millie. Joanne didn’t have it. Emmanuelle had already asked her. And I saw it in the desk.”


  “What about this Jerry guy,” Millie questioned.


  I leaned back in my chair. It felt so comfortable I could have just shut my eyes and slept.


  “He’s creepy. But I haven’t spoken with him yet about the murder. I’ve been avoiding it. I know he’ll throw me out of his office, so why bother. So out of all of this, tell me,” I asked both Sam and Millie, “who do you think it is?”


  Sam thought for a moment. “I agree it’s an inside job. No doubt about it.” She held up her hand and began counting off suspects. “We have Emmanuelle because she’s hiding something. Then there’s Joanne because she’s overly ambitious and killed Mrs. Scott for her job. Or maybe Mrs. Scott said something nasty about her eye and that pushed her over the edge,” Sam said straight-faced. “Then there’s Ruth who could be harboring some real jealousy over Mrs. Scott’s relationship with that client. Richard Sheridan is sneaky, so whatever he’s up to, maybe Mrs. Scott found out. Jerry is a jilted lover—whether or not anything ever happened between him and Mrs. Scott is beside the point in his mind. He feels jilted, period.” Sam slipped off her shoes and perched her feet on the edge of my desk. “Then we have Mitch because he’s backing Joanne. And then there’s Mr. and Mrs. Poupée. She’s jealous of his relationship with his assistant, and he killed the assistant because he wanted to end the relationship and she didn’t, or maybe she found out he stole another company’s ideas and called him on it.”


  “I hate to say it,” Millie said, “but the best motives are the ones for Mr. and Mrs. Poupée.”


  I hung my head and moaned. “It does look that way, doesn’t it?”


  “Of course, there’s you, because you lied about not finding a shovel and dragged Mrs. Scott out to the factory and killed her because she’d been giving you the run around,” Sam added.


  I cast a murderous glance at my sister.


  “Sorry. Just trying to lighten the mood.”


  “I know. None of these motives sound good enough to me, but we do have a dead body on our hands, so something is wrong somewhere.”


  “What about the people in the order center and the accounting department, and how about that designer Ron,” Millie asked.


  “Ron seems like a nice guy but then he knew I would be coming to ask him questions so he could’ve had something all made up. Again, what would be the motive? I can’t see anyone in accounting involved. I managed to talk with Sandy but she spent the entire time telling me about the running of her department. Monica lied about the printout but I can understand her hesitation to get involved. Speaking of the printout,” I said, taking the copy out of my purse and passing the sheets around.


  The food arrived and we spread everything out on my desk.


  “Well, I see only one explanation for everything that’s going on.”


  “What’s that, Millie?” Sam asked around a forkful of fried noodles. My sister, multi-talented, could talk and shovel in the food at the same time. Oh, and still manage to keep her figure trim even after having two kids and never doing anything more strenuous than lifting a fork full of food.


  “Drugs.”


  “Jesus,” Sam managed to murmur, as a noodle hung from her lip.


  “Drugs! What do you mean drugs?” I asked.


  “Look Alex, it all fits.” Millie reached for an egg roll. “You have strange goings-on out in the factory. People are lying. There’s a sinister looking person lurking outside Mrs. Scott’s house. The printout is probably some sort of code for who gets what. It’s got to be drugs.”


  I just stared at our assistant. Given Millie’s propensity for the melodramatic, this revelation should not have come as such a shock, but drugs?


  Millie pulled the copies from under her curry chicken carton.


  “Look at these numbers. You think they represent sizes. I say they represent quantity. How many kilos to send with each order. Oh, and by the way, have you noticed any coffee grounds on the factory floor?” Millie asked with a knowing gleam in her eye.


  I looked at her again this time with my mouth opened wide just for variety. “What did they put in that chicken?” I grabbed the carton to look inside. “And what the heck is this about coffee grounds?”


  “Remember in that Eddie Murphy movie, the thugs hid the drugs in coffee grounds.”


  I shook my head. “What Eddie Murphy movie?”


  Sam stopped eating, this time a noodle stuck to her chin. “You remember, the only one that made money. Alex, Millie may be on to something. Maybe Mrs. Scott suspected something fishy going on and figured it out and got killed.”


  “Yes, but how would she know to look at the printout? The printout isn’t going to give you any information that someone hasn’t already put in. We already know Mrs. Scott asked Monica to print it out. How would she have known what to ask for? No,” I shook my head quickly, “I don’t think the printout has anything to do with it. I think she wanted to check out the new system.”


  Millie said, “Okay, fine. But that still doesn’t mean drugs aren’t involved.”


  “Why are you so fixated on drugs? What kind of new club have you joined?” I eyed Millie suspiciously.


  “I’m not fixated on drugs. It just seems everything that happens lately is drug related.”


  “Exactly how do you think drugs fit into the picture?” Sam asked.


  “Well, we have a factory, right? They ship these things all over. And they’re hollow!”


  “What’s hollow?” I pushed away from the desk totally stuffed and even more sleepy.


  “The mannequins.”


  “How on earth do you know they’re hollow?” I couldn’t believe the direction this conversation had taken.


  “I knocked one over at a store at the mall. The arms and legs are solid but the body is hollow.”


  “So you think the factory is shipping drugs to far off places inside their mannequin bodies. Millie, this is Indian Cove.” I sighed.


  “Someone got murdered right here in our quaint little town, remember?”


  She had a point.


  “Someone’s putting drugs inside the bodies and then sending them out. I’m sure of it,” Millie said.


  “Ridiculous. For one thing, they’d weight a ton.” I folded my arms and stretched my legs out. “Someone would figure that out.”


  “Right. Mrs. Scott,” Millie stated emphatically.


  “I don’t know.”


  “Well, there’s only one way to find out.”


  “Which is?” Sam asked.


  Millie sat up straighter and her eyes danced. “We go to the factory and have a look around. You said they’re in the process of getting out all the year-end orders so there should be a lot of bodies piled around waiting.”


  “Alex, you’ve got the key, right? And you know the security code,” Sam added eagerly.


  “I can’t believe you two! You’re accusing Mr. Poupée of dealing in drugs!”


  “No one said anything about Mr. Poupée, but I remember him being on your suspect list,” Sam chided me.


  “It could be anybody. Maybe that vile man Jerry. Or maybe Richard Sheridan. You said he dressed fancy. Drug dealers always dress nice. I say we go have a look around,” Millie pleaded.


  “I second the motion.” Sam looked at her watch. “It’s just about nine. There won’t be anyone around. Let’s drive by and if the coast is clear we’ll have ourselves a little look-see. What do you say, Alex?”


  “I wanted to highlight my hair tonight, but no, I had to come here.” I sighed. “Okay. As long as I’m letting you two talk me into committing a felony, let’s get our story straight. What if we get caught?”


  “Hey, no worries. You’ve got a key. You’ve got the code. You just say you forgot your purse and this being the weekend you’d need it before Monday. No problem. Who’s going to know?”


  It did sound appealing.


  “I would like to get this cleared up so I can come back to my own business. Okay. But just for a quick look. Five minutes and we’re outta there.”


  Millie smiled. “Sweet!”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-THREE


  


  


  If Winston Churchill had planned an invasion, no doubt he would have crossed a Nazi U-boat-infested Atlantic, arrived at the White House for a week-long meeting with President Roosevelt, secured additional troops and equipment, gone back to England, and put his plan into action. He may have even had a decoy plan on the side to throw everyone off. He would have been prepared.


  Our much more modest plan consisted of the three of us climbing into Sam’s van, driving over to the factory, opening the door, and taking a look around.


  Millie sat in the back seat decked out in her Santa hat and black sweats she insisted on getting from the trunk of her car. She tried to talk us into painting our faces black, but with only a black felt marker in her desk, we mercifully nixed the idea. Armed with our own equipment, which consisted of a couple of flashlights, we headed out through the gaily lit streets of our little town to commit a crime. Christmas lights hanging from roofs and brightly decorated Christmas trees peeking out from bay windows did nothing to quell my apprehension. Key or not, a certain detective would see this as just another felony to add to my rap sheet.


  Sam pulled the minivan into a quiet parking lot totally empty of any other vehicles and parked under a light. “There’s no security guard, right?”


  “No. They have a service that drives around several times throughout the evening. “What if they show up, Sam?” I asked.


  “You’re just picking up your purse and we came along to keep you company because it’s late.”


  I unlocked the door and turned off the code. Sam grabbed my arm and whispered in a panic, “There’s somebody here!”


  “Relax. It’s just the mannequin display.” I turned to her and took her by the shoulders. “Without courage all other virtues lose their meaning.”


  “Yeah, well, somehow I don’t think Winnie was entering a creepy mannequin factory when inspiration struck,” Sam smirked.


  “Are you going to turn on some lights?” Millie asked, sounding not quite as brave as when we were back in the office.


  “No. We’ll use these flashlights and there’ll be enough light from the parking lot. Now Millie, you stay here and watch to make sure no one comes. Sam you come with me.”


  “Wait a minute. You’re not leaving me here all alone with…with them.” She pointed to the corner where the display stood.


  “Someone’s got to keep a watch for the security service. You’ll be all right. Just go over and introduce yourself. They’re very nice once you get to know them.”


  Millie slowly walked toward the mannequins. “Fine, but I came up with the idea to begin with. You’re not going to be long are you?” she called over her shoulder.


  “No. We’re just going to go through that door, check out a few mannequins, and we’ll be right back.”


  We reached the end of the hall and I turned to check on Millie. She sat next to the display with her Santa hat looking like she belonged perfectly. I pushed through the factory door and turned on the flashlight. “If we’re going to find out anything I think our best bet would be somewhere over by the shipping area. It’s in the back by those big doors.”


  “Is this where you found her?” Sam winced noticing the area still cordoned off with tape.


  I looked down to a brown spot on the floor and silently shook my head as Sam patted my back.


  We made our way down long aisles lined with large equipment. Every now and then the shadow of a mannequin sitting in a corner or hanging from a hook caught my eye. The whole thing had a meat-packing plant quality. There were adult-sized mannequins and smaller kid-sized ones. Some hung from hooks, with no heads. And some were just torsos silently swaying as we passed.


  “This place is creepy,” Sam whispered. “Not as bad as that picture of Joan Van Ark after all those cosmetic surgeries, but close. I’m sorry for all the times I scared you with dolls.”


  “Apology accepted. There. That must be the shipping area.” I pointed to a section full of mannequins and boxes with various destinations printed on them.


  “What now?” Sam asked.


  “Heck, I don’t know.”


  We picked one up and shook it. Sam managed to lift a smaller model and I shined the flashlight through it. Nothing. And there didn’t seem to be a place where the mannequin could be opened.


  “What do you think are in all these boxes? They’re too small to be mannequins,” Sam said, as she lifted one up.


  “Those must be parts. Eyes and hair and paint kits.”


  We poked around a little while longer until satisfied there were no drugs anywhere.


  Sam looked annoyed. “I’m going to kill Millie.”


  “Hey, you wanted to come too. I hope you’re satisfied.”


  “Yeah, I guess. Can we get out of here now?”


  We walked back to the door leading to the offices and went through. I shined the light down the hall.


  “Millie. Millie! Where are you?”


  “Oh great. Where the hell did she go?” Sam whispered.


  “I don’t know. Maybe she got scared and came looking for us. Let’s go back and check.”


  We made a quick walk-through and then went back to the reception area.


  “Look, Alex. Isn’t that her hat?”


  I shined the flashlight over by the mannequin display. Millie’s Santa hat sat on the floor and I walked over to pick it up.


  “Well, where the heck did she go? Maybe she went back out to the van,” I suggested.


  “She couldn’t have. I’ve got the key.”


  “BOO!”


  “Jesus Chr…”


  I dropped the flashlight and fell back knocking over the Christmas tree. In my attempt to get up and run from a berserk mannequin, I got all tangled up in the lights and tinsel and stepped on most of the ornaments.


  “Oh, my God. Alex! Are you all right?” Millie jumped out from behind a mannequin.


  Sam rushed to help me.


  “Are you out of your ever-loving mind? For God sakes, Millie, you almost gave us a heart attack!”


  Millie and Sam looked down at me. Tinsel and broken bulbs covered me, and a tree branch stuck out between my legs. I touched my head and felt pine needles and sap sticking to my hair. They started to laugh.


  “What’s so funny? Get me out of here!”


  As Millie bent to help me up, I caught sight of something behind her and I could feel my eyes grow big as saucers and then I screamed. Millie turned to see the hand of a female mannequin placed firmly on her shoulder. The three of us froze with fright just as one of the male mannequins turned to join in.


  “Holy shit! They’re alive!” Sam screamed, tumbling on top of me. We scrambled to get up probably looking like the three stooges in some old black and white movie.


  I twisted around trying to get out from under Sam when a large shadow fell across us. I quickly lifted my arms to shield my head against a blow.


  Sam and Millie rolled over at the same time. As the shadow fell across Sam’s face she let out a scream worthy of a banshee. Millie fainted.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FOUR


  


  


  Just then the lights went on.


  Mr. Poupée loomed over us laughing so hard tears streamed down his face. Detective Van der Burg walked over to where I tried to get up and extended his hand. “I like what you’ve done with your hair.”


  I glared at him through my right eye; my left eye obscured by a piece of tinsel that had somehow managed to thread itself through the small hoop of one of my earrings, then over my eye, and where it now rested on my nose adhered with a small drop of sap.


  “Mr. Poupée. I’m so sorry. I assure you I’ll pay for all the damage .” I shrugged free of the detective’s grip and pulled Christmas decorations from my body.


  “No. I’ll pay for everything,” Millie said groggily as she came to.


  Mr. Poupée continued to laugh. “No need to, ladies. We can get another Christmas tree. I’m just glad you’re okay. You are okay?”


  Millie just nodded drowsily.


  The security service, alarmed by a strange car in the lot, had called Mr. Poupée, who in turn called Detective Van der Burg. Millie was definitely not lookout material.


  Sam, still picking tinsel off of her sweater said, “I still don’t get it. They’re supposed to move?”


  “That’s right. It’s a new line of mannequins we’ve been working on. Very hush hush. Or so I thought.”


  I turned my head slowly and glared at Millie. “So that’s what’s going on in the factory.”


  “We have them set to move at night for testing. It would be a bit unnerving if they moved during the day.” His eyes twinkled.


  “Hasn’t Disney already done something like this? They’ve got lots of things that move,” Sam asked.


  “Yes, but these mannequins have limited movement and they don’t talk.”


  “Thank God for that.” I yanked a pine needle out of my hair.


  “To create something like they have in amusement parks would be too costly and our clients would never be able to afford them. These are a much simpler version.”


  And then Detective Van der Burg, who had been uncharacteristically quiet, looked at me. “Just exactly what are you all doing here? I don’t think we’ve established that.”


  I didn’t think the looking-for-my-purse idea would fly and decided on truth being the best policy. “We were looking for drugs.”


  “Drugs! Dear Alex, whatever gave you that idea?” Mr. Poupée asked.


  I raised my eyebrows and cocked my head once again in Millie’s direction. “I think Millie may like to answer that.”


  Millie staggered to her feet and brushed a broken ornament from her sweatshirt. “A friend told me weird things were going on and now we know it had something to do with the mannequins, but thought it had something to do with drugs and Mrs. Scott found out and got killed.”


  “You really don’t have any faith in me or the police do you, Ms. Harris?” Detective Van der burg asked. “We’ve already checked that theory out but thanks for verifying it. Another thing—this may seem like a joke to you, coming into the factory at night, playing detective, but there is a murderer loose somewhere in this city. Hasn’t that registered yet?”


  We all looked shamefaced.


  “Please, Ms. Harris, I can’t stress enough how serious this is.”


  Sam looked from Detective Van der Burg and back to me and I could see the wheels spinning in her mind. Great, now I would be interrogated all the way home. I should have just gone home and colored my hair.


  “Well,” Mr. Poupée said, “I think we’ve had enough excitement for one evening. Why don’t we all go on home and get some rest. Good night, ladies.”


  “Can I give you a lift home, Ms. Harris?”


  Sam and Millie exchanged smiles and raised eyebrows as we all walked out.


  “No. My sister will take me back to my car, but thank you, Detective.”


  “Please stay out of it. It’s not a joke,” he said to my back. “I know you’re trying to clear your name so let me set your mind at ease. You’re off the list of our ten most wanted. So give it a rest.”


  I stopped walking and turned to face him. “I can’t. I found the body. You don’t know what that’s like.” Tears filled my eyes.


  “I do know what it’s like. That’s why I do what I do. Just let me handle it. You can continue to help Mr. Poupée, but please leave the detective work to the police.”


  Then he put his hand on my arm and for a second I wanted to throw myself into his arms and have him hold me while I had a good cry. I had an electrified feeling standing so close to him and I thought, what the heck, take a chance. Throw yourself into his arms and worry about whether or not he has a wife later. Then I saw Sam and Millie and straightened my shoulders and took a deep breath.


  “Well. Goodnight, Detective.”


  He waited until we locked our doors and then drove off.


  “I think he likes you,” Sam said.


  “Nonsense. Let’s get out of here. I’m exhausted.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-FIVE


  


  


  I’ve lived in suburbia all my life. Correction. I’ve lived in one particular suburb all my life. I’ve always been content doing it. But here’s the thing; I’m actually a city girl. And I never knew it until I took a job in New York City. I worked there for a few years commuting every day, sleeping on the train or reading or sometimes knitting. I enjoyed it immensely but then Sam and I decided to open up our own shop.


  I’ve never regretted it. But I still love the big city.


  I like to fantasize I live in some only-on-TV wonderfully affordable apartment from Sex and the City and that I don’t need a car. I can walk anywhere or take the subway or a taxi. I like to imagine that after a hard day of work, I might stop in at my neighborhood market and get something fresh for dinner. And if I were lonely, I only had to step out my door and there were lots of people. Millions, actually. But I live in a little New England town and that works too. But every now and then I need my city fix and after the events of the last week—and especially my escapade last night, I could really use a day of fun. So I headed for New York City, on the train, with my mother and niece and nephew for a day of shopping, eating, and hot chocolate.


  “Dear, you look tired. Maybe helping William is too trying. Or maybe seeing your grandfather did you in,” my mother smiled slyly.


  I sat across from her on a glorious Saturday morning as our train sped towards New York. Across the aisle Kendall and wild Henry played a game of cards—at least Kendall tried to play cards while Henry made up new rules that would result in him winning each hand.


  I gave a silent groan about Grandpa and then changed the subject to one far more agreeable—murder. “How did you know Mr. Poupée asked me to help?’


  “We saw them last night. We hosted the Scrabble game.” My mother shook her head of expertly coifed thick hair. “This whole thing is just terrible. William received a call from the factory security service and had to rush out. I meant to call this morning to find out what happened.”


  Now I squirmed in my seat. “Who won?” I asked, hoping to deflect the conversation away from the previous evening’s caper.


  My mother beamed and I knew instantly she had done it again. “I did. I got stuck with the Q and the Z. I had a blank tile and luckily a U and placed QUIZZING using all my letters. I got two triple score squares and a double for my Z obtaining a score of 266 points for the one word! Your father looked dumbfounded and Dorothy about died. She thought she had the game all tied up and I would be left with those darned letters. We placed the bottle of wine next to all the others. I think I’ll open a shop.”


  “Mother!”


  “I know, I am being a braggart, but I do love a good game—especially when I win.”


  My mother, Mabel Harris, is a good-looking woman. Her lush brown hair had turned gray many years ago. She wore it short and stylish and it looked great all the time even when she woke up. She’s tall and in her youth was quite thin. She’s still thin but the years, though kind, had added the inevitable thickness in certain spots. My mother has the ability to look chic even in a pair of pants.


  Mom suffered with rheumatoid arthritis having been diagnosed in her teens and sometimes the pain could be horrendous but modern medicine finally caught up with the disease and her current medication provides much relief. I marvel at her stamina and, arthritis or not, nothing will ever stop her from placing letters on a Scrabble board or dealing a deck of cards. She got that from Meme. We all did.


  We glanced over at Kendall and Henry, now thoroughly engrossed in counting out their allowance. Henry boasted that he had managed to save two-hundred percent of his allowance each week.


  “Mom, didn’t you work at Poupée Mannequins at one time?” I asked.


  “Yes. It’s been a long time. I think I worked there for about six months.”


  “Did you know Mrs. Scott?”


  “Yes. She started the year before. I would have liked to stay but being good friends with William and Dolly, I didn’t think it a good idea to mix our friendship with business. You had your braces on and the extra money came in handy. Look how nice your teeth turned out.”


  I smiled obediently flashing a lovely smile thanks to my parents and a very good orthodontist. “Is there anything you can tell me about Mrs. Scott’s background? There doesn’t seem to be any family anywhere.”


  “Well, let me see,” Mom said. “Elvira and I didn’t socialize outside the office, but we had lunch together at least once, and we often talked like people do. I remember she told me Irwin had been married when they met. His first wife was very sick, mentally sick. He spent a lot of time and money trying to help her but her parents resisted him every step of the way. Poor woman. When Elvira and Irwin met, he’d had enough and got divorced.”


  “Did he have any children?” I asked.


  “Yes. A boy. No, wait. Maybe a girl. Oh, I’m not sure anymore,” Mom said waving her hand. “At any rate the child was very young and when Irwin divorced, and then married Elvira he tried to get custody but his ex in-laws wouldn’t hear of it. He wanted to have his ex-wife declared mentally incompetent but couldn’t find anyone willing to testify on his behalf. The family owned a business which employed a lot of people and no one wanted to risk losing their jobs. It might have been in lumber.”


  Kendall interrupted our conversation asking how much longer to New York. I told her only about fifteen minutes and then she went back to playing Old Maid with her brother who now had on his Spiderman T-shirt over his sweater. He loved that thing.


  “Now, where did I leave off? Oh yes. Elvira and Irwin stayed in the area for a few years but then decided to move.”


  “That’s when they came here?”


  “Yes.”


  “What happened to Irwin’s child?”


  “Elvira said he wrote letters for years but heard nothing. He always felt very guilty about that and the stress may have contributed to his heart attack at such a young age.”


  “I didn’t know he died of a heart attack.”


  “Cancer, but he had a heart attack many years before.”


  The train pulled into the station.


  My mother brushed a pine needle and a strand of tinsel from my coat. “There, that’s better.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SIX


  


  


  Tourists and shoppers filled the streets. But it all added to the atmosphere somehow and Christmas just wouldn’t be Christmas without a trip to the city.


  We had lunch at our favorite deli and then spent a good deal of time at a big chain bookstore. Mom took the kids to look for something for their parents while I headed for the mystery section. Years ago I read romance novels but the father of a friend had given me a Dick Francis book and I never turned back. Buying books became an addiction. And then it hit me. Mystery books. Murder. No wonder Mrs. Scott’s death intrigued me so.


  The kids decided on a beautiful picture book of Europe. Sam and Michael wanted to take a trip in the spring and Kendall at least thought a book might help them narrow down exactly where they wanted to go. Henry leaned toward getting them the latest Harry Potter but Grandma intervened. A couple of hours and several packages later, we sat in yet another café resting our feet and having a hot drink.


  “I’m so glad we came,” my mother said, patting my hand. “It seems we never have time for a good chat anymore. Anything on the dating front?” My sister told Mom about the breakup with Peter.


  I shrugged, my hands wrapped around my mug of tea. “I haven’t had any time.” I took a sip from my mug. In addition to buying books, tea was another guilty pleasure. I always had a cup not too far. M&M’s, books, and tea. Life didn’t get much better than that. “Maybe when things are settled down and this murder is solved I might give Internet dating another try.”


  “Is it safe? You just never know who you’ll meet,” Mom asked with concern.


  “True. Especially when you stop by the Mills Pond seniors’ home,” I teased.


  Mom tossed her head back and gave a hearty laugh. “Your grandfather must have made quite a sight. I need to check on him more often. I forget the man is in his nineties and needs some looking after. But getting back to dating, the breakup with Peter happened for a reason, Alex.”


  I smiled. “I know. It didn’t work. It would never have lasted long term.”


  “Something better is out there for you. I’m sure you’ll meet the right person at the right time. These things have a way of happening when we least expect.”


  I reached over and patted my mother’s hand, lightly touching the gnarled joints of her fingers. “I’m sure it will.” I found myself thinking of a certain detective quite often lately and not always in connection with murder.


  “Aunt Alex, do you think Santa will bring me a Barbie doll? I want the new one and all the summer clothes to go with it.”


  I knew for a fact Santa got the doll with the new clothes and a few others I had picked out. Sam had them hidden in the front hall closet of the agency all wrapped up in Christmas paper.


  “Did you write him a letter asking for a Barbie?” I asked, glad to be off the subject of men.


  Kendall put her cup of hot chocolate down and licked her lips.


  “Yes. And a few other things, too. And Henry wants a new sled. I think he should get my old one and I should get a new one. I’m the oldest.”


  “I want a sled made out of wood with bright red runners.” Henry’s brown eyes lit up just thinking about it. The olive skin of our Italian heritage had come out in Henry. He looked the total opposite of his blond, light-eyed sister. “And I want a magician’s kit,” he said, as he stood next to me, his little hand resting on my arm.


  My dad had been busy re-varnishing the sleds Sam and I used as children. He had sanded the old paint off the runners and reapplied several coats of wagon red. They wouldn’t exactly be new or have the latest look, but both children would get one and the thought of using the same sleds their mother and aunt had used would hopefully be amusing to both of them. One hundred percent.


  Mom stood up and handed Kendall and Henry their coats.


  “Well, I think we should get going. We still have a couple more stops. What do you say we get pizza tonight?”


  My niece and nephew bundled themselves up again. If I didn’t see them as often as I did, my life would feel empty. I wondered how Irwin Scott had been able to leave California never knowing what had happened to his son.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-SEVEN


  


  


  A gust of wind off the roof sent a veil of snow swirling smack into my face and burned my cheeks. I tucked my head down inside my jacket and made it to the back door of my parents’ house before another assault. I love winter, but sometimes it just isn’t as much fun as you remembered from your childhood.


  Entering the house immediately engulfed me in the smells of my childhood: cinnamon from my father’s breakfast of cinnamon toast, the rich aroma of coffee, and the unmistakable scent of evergreen from the tree in the living room. This was my safe harbor—along with Meme’s—and more than ever I thanked my lucky stars I still lived in the same town as my parents.


  I took my coat off and tossed it over the back of a kitchen chair, my fingers gently brushing the worn wood of the captain’s chair where my father sat every night at dinner. The kitchen walls remained yellow though new coats of paint got slapped on every few years. The counter tops shined with updated granite, but other than that, it looked the same. A door on the far wall led to a laundry room that also served as a storage area for Mom’s recyclables. My mother saved every scrap of wrapping paper for re-use, pieces of aluminum foil to wrap around another potato, and a horde of plastic bags she couldn’t part with.


  “Hi, Dad,” I said, as my father came into the kitchen and then I stopped dead in my tracks. “That’s not funny.” I reached over and snapped the bowtie around his neck as a smile spread across my face. “Well, okay, it is.”


  “Sorry, Alex. I couldn’t resist.”


  Harry Harris was like my mother, tall. Both my parents had thick hair and neither had thought about passing it on to me. My dad also had sapphire blue eyes that hadn’t lost any of their luster. Dad worked as an insurance agent. Semi-retired now, he still managed to keep himself busy with a few clients who would have nothing to do with anyone but him. He also arranged for all insurance matters for Sam and me and our business.


  “Aunt Alex, you’re here! Can we go now?” Henry came into the kitchen, his hat and coat already on, a pair of ice skates in his hands.


  “Not yet, Sweetie, we’re waiting for your mom and dad.”


  “They keep us young, those two. What have you done to your hair?” Mom asked, coming up behind her grandson and turning me around and admiring it.


  “I highlighted it this morning. What do you think?”


  “I like it,” Mom nodded. “The color suits your skin tone. Very nice.”


  Mom moved over to the counter and began placing rolls into a container. “I just made a batch of cinnamon rolls to take with us. I’ve got a big thermos of hot, spiced apple juice and your sister’s bringing another one. We haven’t gone skating for ages, Alex. What made you think of it?”


  “I saw a few skaters on the pond and thought it would be nice to take the kids. Besides, we could all use, I mean I could use, a nice diversion.”


  I reached for a bun and Mom playfully slapped my hand.


  “They’re for later. You’re just like Henry. He stuck his finger in the icing the moment I put it down.”


  “I like licking the bowl. You know the greatest thing about being a grownup and living on my own?”


  “I have a good idea.” Mom eyed me.


  “Being able to lick the bowl all by myself and not having to share it with a bossy older sister.”


  Mom raised her eyebrows. “Speak of the devil. I think they’re here.”


  We went out to the living room and I immediately grabbed Sam. “Don’t mention anything about Friday night. I haven’t told Mom and Dad. No need to worry them.”


  Sam looked at my hair and gave me the thumbs up sign and then we all piled into her mini-van and drove to the center of Indian Cove.


  Five minutes later we arrived at a pond crowded with skaters. As with all good ideas, unfortunately we weren’t the only ones to have it. Everyone had skates except Mom who sat beside another grandmother.


  The ice shone like a highly polished piece of glass, smooth and devoid of any pits.


  “Why don’t we do this more often?” Dad asked, holding onto the small hands of Kendall and Henry.


  “Look, Grandpa, I’m doing it all by myself,” Kendall said as she broke away.


  We watched as she skated toward the center of the pond.


  “Alex, how’s it going over at Poupée? William said the police haven’t arrested anyone yet. What’s going on?”


  Henry squiggled out of my dad’s grasp and skated off after his sister, grabbing onto her scarf and pulling her down where they tumbled around on the ice while their parents shamelessly showed off on the other side of the pond.


  I shrugged and started to skate slowly. “I don’t know, Dad. I’ve talked with a lot of the employees but I haven’t come up with a theory yet. At least not one I consider sufficient enough to lead to murder.”


  “Did your mother tell you she won again on Friday night? We’ve got enough wine in our cellar to make a Frenchman envious. I didn’t do too badly on one of the games. I used all my letters on my first turn including an X to make SARDONYX.”


  “Sardonyx?”


  Dad shook his head. “It’s a variety of quartz. Don’t ask me how the heck I knew that one, but it put me in the lead, for a while anyway. Oh, and Alex,” Dad placed his hand on my arm. “Thank you for going over to the center.”


  “It’s okay, Dad. I hope Grandpa will be okay.”


  “They’re treating him. I’ll keep a better eye on him. I’m going over this afternoon to take him some of your mother’s homemade soup. He always loved it.”


  “He’ll be fine.” I eyed my sister and brother-in-law on the opposite side of the pond. “Come on. Let’s give those two over there a look at what real skaters can do.”


  Dad grabbed my hand and whirled me across the ice. “Ta-da! What about that? Didn’t think your old man still had it in him, did you?”


  “Harry, exactly what do you call that little swirly thing you managed to pull off over there?” my brother-in-law Michael asked.


  Sam’s husband is a dentist and a good guy. I love him dearly but he loves to talk about teeth. Putting my fingers in someone else’s mouth all day is not what I would want to do for a living.


  “It’s called pensioners pirouette and can only be executed by men over sixty, so don’t even think about trying it,” Dad said with a chuckle.


  “Anybody ready for a cinnamon roll and a hot drink?” Mom called from the sidelines.


  “I am!”


  “Me, too!” Kendall and Henry skated off.


  “Guess who is heading this way and proving to be quite a good little skater?” Sam asked as she grabbed my arm.


  “I don’t know?” I tried to wiggle free from her grasp.


  “Good afternoon, Ms. Harris, Mrs. Daniels.”


  I recognized the voice and turned to see Detective Van der Burg.


  “If you’ll excuse me, I need a warm drink. Would you like to join us, Detective?” Sam asked in mock innocence.


  “Thank you. Maybe in a bit.”


  Sam skated off but not before I gave her a murderous scowl.


  “Are you following me, Detective Van der Burg?”


  “John.”


  “What?”


  “John. That’s my name. Detective Van der Burg takes too long to say.”


  “Okay. John. Are you following me?”


  “No. I’m just out for a bit of fresh air. I noticed the skaters the other day and thought what a good idea.”


  “Shouldn’t you be out catching a killer?”


  “Why are you always so hostile toward me, Alex? I can call you Alex?”


  “Yes. I don’t think I’m being hostile.” I paused and looked down at my skates for a moment. I looked back up at him and managed a small smile “Well, okay, maybe I’m getting back at you for the shovel. I’m sorry. I just want this thing finished.” We skated slowly around the pond. “Have you come up with anything concrete yet?”


  “We have a few theories.”


  “Anything you’d care to share?”


  “Not for the moment.”


  “Well, does it have anything to do with Jerry Gagliano?”


  John laughed. “You’re really hooked on him being the killer. We’re checking him out. We’re checking everybody out. He has an alibi as I mentioned. No one saw him come home, but a few neighbors did see him out about ten walking his dog. Has a little poodle. I wouldn’t think of him as a poodle man.


  “These same neighbors say he yelled a lot before his wife left. They hadn’t been married all that long, but he’s lived in the house for years. Before he married he had a whole string of women. None ever lasted very long.


  “Anyway.” John shrugged. “We know he took a walk at ten, which gives us nothing. He claims he went to the grocery store right after he left the factory. No receipt. Says he left it on the checkout counter. I never pick mine up either so he could be telling the truth. Oh, and we talked to Mrs. Scott’s doctor and to Mr. Poupée. The doctor said she didn’t have MS and Mr. Poupée said she never said anything about being sick.”


  “Maybe her doctor didn’t know because she went to a specialist,” I said.


  “That’s what I thought too, but I asked and he said her annual physical two months ago showed nothing.”


  “Oh.”


  “It was probably just a note she wrote to herself. A reminder for something. Is that your family over there?”


  “Yes. You know my sister and that’s her husband and their two children.” I pointed to where Henry karate chopped his sister. “And my parents are standing over there. Would you like to stop and have something to drink? There should be some cinnamon rolls left, too.”


  “That would be nice. I like your hair.”


  I blushed like a silly schoolgirl and skated ahead of him so he couldn’t see my face.


  We sat by the mini-van trying to keep warm and my mom handed each of us a cup of cider.


  “LT tells us there’s nothing new on the murder front,” my dad said to John.


  LT? Did my father just call me LT? He hadn’t used that term for me in twenty-five years. Was he mad? I looked out toward the ice hoping to see a crack expanding that I could fling myself into.


  “LT?” John asked.


  Jesus.


  “Gee, I don’t know where that came from,” Dad chuckled. “We used to call Alex LT. Little Terror. I haven’t called her that in a long time.”


  John’s eyes were on me while I continued my search for a large hole in the ice. I would never live this down. Jesus.


  “Is this your first murder case?” Dad asked.


  John told my parents that for Indian Cove, yes, but up in Boston he had seen his share over his ten years on their force. It was one reason why he wanted to get out of the big city and come back to Connecticut. The slow pace of Indian Cove and the small surrounding towns his department covered suited him fine and he liked being close to New York. He enjoyed going into the city for the theater and the food. He tired to have dinner with his parents every week, and he volunteered as a big brother to a boy in New Haven.


  Sam leaned over and whispered in my ear while the men still talked. “Good looking, athletic, likes the arts and fine food, has a charitable soul, a good son—what more could a girl want, huh, LT?”


  I tried to shrug her off and wished I could do a karate kick like Henry. “Would you be quiet!”


  “I think you should ask him out. I’m pretty sure he would say yes.”


  “I’m too busy,” I whispered. I had never asked a man out before. The fear of rejection lingered over me.


  “You could find the time if you wanted. I think you’re scared of rejection, but I’m telling you, the man would not say no.”


  As always, Sam knew me too well. I jumped up and made my way back to the pond. I felt bitterly cold and would like nothing more than to go back home and cuddle up with a good book. I rephrased that in my mind. I would like nothing more than to go somewhere with John for a cup of tea and more talk. John. I liked it. He looked like a John.


  I glanced back to where they all sat. For a split second, John looked over at me and our eyes locked. His soft gray ones picked up the deep blue of his jacket. I turned and headed for the center of the pond. A few minutes later I looked back again but he was gone.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-EIGHT


  


  


  “Turn left at the next corner,” Meme said.


  I put my signal on and turned onto a street with so much snow pushed up against the curbs that two cars could no longer pass.


  “Who’s next on the list?” I asked.


  “Billy Chance. He’s a good kid. Been lending money to his family for years. His grandfather worked with your grandfather. He fell on hard times a few years ago, but now he’s got a detailing company and he’s doing real good. Your sister told me about Lawrence.” My grandmother gave a hearty hoot. “Wish I could’ve seen that. That man had his bowtie too tight all these years. He needed to let it hang loose.”


  “It wasn’t exactly loose,” I snickered, feeling guilty at laughing at Grandpa’s expense.


  “I just hope your father doesn’t take after him. Poor Mabel,” Meme said.


  I flashed back to my Dad standing in the kitchen with a bowtie earlier and quickly pushed the thought away.


  “You’ve had a busy couple of days, Honey. Sam told me about Friday night. You shoulda called. I played Pinochle with Sybil Sibleman. Try saying that three times fast when you had a bit too much Manischewitz. I lost. I could a used a night breaking and entering. And the way that cop looked at you, I would have liked to see that.” Meme turned and smiled at me. We had no secrets from Meme. What I didn’t tell her, Sam would. “I told you to go after him. He’s got the hots for you something bad from what your sister said.”


  I listened to Meme’s banter while I guided my car down a street lined with old houses wondering what Detective Van der Burg, no, John, was doing and who he was doing it with. Probably no one or else he would have brought her to the pond.


  “Too bad you didn’t find any drugs. That would have cleared things up nicely.”


  “A long shot, but Sam and Millie wanted to find out. I still think whatever got Mrs. Scott killed is tied up in that place and now we know it’s not drugs.”


  “Pull up to the second house on the right,” Meme said.


  Meme, my little grandmother, the one with the hat and the colored hair and the little purse, lived a double life as a loan shark. Okay, obviously not the kind you see on the Sopranos whacking everybody, but she had been lending money to a small group of people for as long as I could remember. She charged them less interest than the bank would, but in truth, I knew it had nothing to do with money. Her brownstone in New Haven had sold for a mint and with the small pension she received from my grandfather’s former employer, Meme had it made. I suspected my grandmother got a kick out of being a loan shark, and if she ended up helping a few families out, so much the better.


  “You stay in the car, honey. These are proud people and I don’t like putting their hard times on display.”


  I watched Meme heave herself out of my small car and walk up a recently shoveled path. The house looked old, but it had a clean feel to it. A welcome mat by the door and nice curtains in the windows gave it a homey feeling.


  The door opened and a short, dark-haired man holding a toddler ushered Meme in with a smile. Painted across the back chrome fender of the car in the driveway was Billy Chance - Detailer in hot pink lettering. Five minutes later the door opened again and Meme and the man came down the path.


  “Billy, this is my granddaughter, Alex. She’s helping out till Theresa’s foot is better.”


  “Hi.” Billy reached across the passenger seat and shook my hand giving me a shy smile and then helped Meme into the car. “Give Theresa my best. Have a good Christmas, Mrs. Redmond.” He nodded again at me and shut the door.


  When Meme buckled in I nodded in the direction of Billy’s car. “I wouldn’t put that shy young man together with that blazing sign.” I put my car in gear and pulled away from the curb.


  “A real wiseacre. A James Dean wannabe. Got in a bit of trouble but I knew his family and they raised him right. I offered to help a few years ago and he’s been paying every week without fail. Sometimes people just need someone to believe in them.”


  “Does the government know about you? They could use someone like you down at the welfare office.”


  “And sometimes people are killers,” Meme said solemnly, catching me off guard. “Someone killed Mrs. Scott and you need to find out who. And if it’s got nothing to do with the factory then we got a bigger problem on our hands.”


  I eyed my grandmother and realized this murder bothered Meme more than she let on. Maybe it even scared her. “Who’s next on your list?” I asked, trying to put the murder out of Meme’s mind.


  “One more but the neighborhood ain’t so good. I’ll go during the day. Fred can take me.”


  I jammed on the brakes. A cough drop popped out of my mouth and hit the windshield. “Viagra Fred?”


  “You give him one of those pills and he really comes to life. He can look real mean when he has to.”


  I made a right at the next light and headed back to Indian Cove. “Jesus, Mary, and Joseph.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE


  


  


  Dozens of mourners stood huddled around the casket. Bitterly cold, the falling snow added an eerily calm effect to the service. Large fir trees near the gravesite, their boughs laden with snow, gave partial shelter from a wind gradually growing fiercer.


  After picking up Mrs. Haddock, I joined Sam and our mother at the funeral home after which everyone went to the cemetery. The small chapel had been crowded to overflowing with mourners, most from Poupée, but some neighbors and friends Mrs. Scott had met over her years in the area.


  Detective Van der Burg stood in the background throughout the service. I avoided his gaze though I felt his eyes on me several times. Things were brewing between the two of us, and while exciting, I felt bad. A murder had taken place and, using the situation as a dating service didn’t sit well with me. Sometimes being a Catholic, even far removed, put such a burden on me. Guilt about everything lurked around every corner my entire life. But it also had benefits because deep down inside me lurked a bit of larceny. If not for the guilt and the fear of getting caught, I might have robbed a bank by now just to see if I could.


  I scanned the mourners surprised to see Emmanuelle Roberts, but to not attend would have seemed strange given the entire company had turned out. Joanne sat with Mitch and looked bored. Jerry Gagliano sat with several people from the factory. I stole a few glances at Dolly throughout the service but she looked as grief-stricken as her husband.


  They lowered the casket as the weather worsened. Later, the mourners made their way back to their cars, I took Mrs. Haddock aside. “Mrs. Haddock, do you recognize anyone today?”


  “No. I don’t think so. Elvira didn’t socialize with anyone from work.”


  “No, what I meant is do you recognize any of them as the person you saw standing out in front of Mrs. Scott’s home?”


  “Oh! Well, let me think.” Mrs. Haddock watched the mourners drifting away from the graveside. “I’m sorry, Alex. No one looks familiar.”


  I patted her hand. “Not to worry, Mrs. Haddock. They’ll catch whoever is responsible. Oh, one more thing. Did either Mrs. Scott or her husband ever mention a son to you?”


  “A son?”


  “Yes. I heard somewhere Irwin had a son in California.”


  Mrs. Haddock looked shocked. “No. Elvira never told me about that.”


  I decided to drop it. I only had my mother’s story to go on.


  Sam had an appointment back at the office and my mother wanted to spend the afternoon with Meme. I told Mom about getting Meme and Mrs. Haddock together and my mom took Mrs. Haddock with her. After they drove away I went over to the Poupée residence.


  The old house, situated on a large, wooded lot, and grand in size, felt warm and inviting inside. Good quality furnishings had a used, lived-in feel. I stared out the French doors at the lilac hedge that had served many years ago as a fort against the advancing army, which usually consisted of Sam. I only came to the house to play on special occasions, but when I did, I played the Indian and Sam the U.S. Cavalry.


  Inside, with the house lavishly decorated for Christmas, the gathering took on more of a party atmosphere than that of a funeral. A simple buffet of rolls, Danish pastries, muffins, and fruit covered the dining room table.


  I got something warm to drink and wandered into the living room where the large fireplace kept everyone warm. Richard and his wife stood in a corner talking with another couple. Monica and Sandy had just arrived. Emmanuelle sat alone.


  “What a lovely ceremony.”


  Emmanuelle looked up from where she stared into the blaze. “Yes. Simple but nicely done.” Her husky voice took on a soft tone, rather than its usual snotty one, and she said her words without scorn. And then she said something that really took me by surprise. “I’m sorry. I haven’t been very helpful to you. I have a lot going on, but that aside, I know I’ve been rude. I’m not saying I like answering your questions, but William probably put you on the spot.” She turned back to the fire and stirred the embers with an iron poker. “So. Have you come to any conclusions?”


  “No. Nothing.”


  This sudden change in Emmanuelle made my defenses perk up. I didn’t know if the funeral truly upset the woman or if it a ploy on her part to garner information.


  She went back to staring into the fire. Her ink-black hair fell gently around her face, framing cheekbones the same as those that had launched many a successful modeling career. Everything about her face screamed perfection. If ever the term “life isn’t fair” applied, it was now, I thought with envy wondering how come Emmanuelle got all of it: the hair, the eyes, and the perfect, cream-colored, smooth-textured, wrinkle-free skin. She even possessed an artistic hand where makeup application applied.


  She put the poker down and rested her elbows on her knees. “My mother died when I was twelve.” She looked at me and her eyes misted. “I really loved her a lot though I hated her for a long time after because she abandoned me.”


  “Do you have sisters and brothers?”


  “A younger sister. Just a baby when Mom died. I had to take care of her.”


  “What about your father?”


  “What about him? I never knew him. He left. We lived with my mother’s brother and his wife until my mom died, and then went to live with my grandmother.” She reached up and pushed a piece of hair over her ears. “My mother never married the man who fathered my sister. Caused quite a scandal.”


  “Where’s your sister now?”


  Emmanuelle scrunched up her shoulders. “Don’t know. Being so much older I didn’t have much in common with her.”


  “I’m sorry. It sounds like you had a very difficult time.”


  “Yeah, but we managed.” Emmanuelle shrugged again and gave me a little smile before she stood and walked away.


  I was right; life wasn’t fair.


  A loud grumble in the pit of my stomach sent me on a search for something to eat. I found Detective Van der Burg over by the corner of the table getting a cup of coffee.


  “Hi, Alex. Or is it LT? It fits you.”


  I shot him a murderous gaze.


  “I really enjoyed skating yesterday and meeting your family. They seem like a fun group.”


  I lowered my eyes. “Yes, they’re great. I’m very lucky.” My conversation with Emmanuelle made me feel blessed for having all of them. I looked up at John again. “I wanted to mention something I forgot yesterday.”


  “Can I get you another cup of—”


  “Tea. No, I’ve still got a bit left.”


  “What did you want to tell me?”


  The gray eyes stared into mine and I felt my face flush.


  “Did you know Richard Sheridan lied about his whereabouts on the night of the murder?” I said in a hushed tone.


  Detective Van der Burg took a step closer. “How so?”


  “Well, he told me he went shopping. He told his wife—” I stopped speaking for a moment while a young woman stood near us to get a muffin. When she left, I continued, “That he went to the office.”


  John nodded his head. “Did he now? Well, I’m ashamed to say you’ve caught me unaware. Tell me, did you go over and interview the wife? Maybe we need to put you on the force.” He smiled, a nice change from the scowl I usually received when imparting information I probably shouldn’t have.


  “I’m afraid I can’t take the credit. It just kind of fell in my lap.” At the quizzical expression on John’s face, I explained about Mrs. Sheridan and her daughter coming into Always Prepared. “Are you going to question him again?”


  “You can count on it.” He hesitated a second before speaking. “I don’t suppose you would like—”


  “Excuse me, Detective, there’s a phone call for you. They said they’ve been trying your cell. You can take it in there.” Mr. Poupée pointed to the study across from the dining room.


  “I left my cell in the car,” John said when Mr. Poupée left. “I didn’t want to disturb the service. I’ll be right back.”


  I watched him walk away and then let out a sigh of relief, certain he wanted to ask me out. What would I have said? He did occupy my thoughts lately, but I hadn’t taken it to the next level—a date. After a few minutes on the phone, I saw John say good-bye to Mr. Poupée and then he left.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY


  


  


  “What are you doing here?” my sister asked a while later when I walked into her office.


  “There’s not much point in going to the factory. Mr. Poupée is staying home. The funeral took its toll; he’s very upset. I thought I might be able to get some work done around here.” I walked over to the window and turned to face Sam. “I think he wants to ask me out.”


  “Who? No, wait.” Sam held up her hand. “You don’t have to tell me. Anyone who saw the way he watched you yesterday would know the answer to that one. Come sit down and tell me all about it.”


  I sat in the chair opposite my sister and crossed my legs letting the top one swing back and forth in a nervous habit. “A few days ago I thought he was an arrogant jerk who couldn’t do his job right, coming after me over a shovel, and now, well, the more I talk with him the more I like him. I think I could really like John.”


  “So now it’s John.”


  “John. I even like the name.”


  “I’m not sure I understand your problem. You’re free—unless you’ve met Mr. Right on that Internet thing.”


  I moaned. “Not a chance.”


  “So?”


  “Well, for one thing, do I want to get mixed up with a cop?”


  “He’s a detective. The job’s probably not as dangerous,” Sam said encouragingly, always the supportive big sister.


  “It’s not just that.” I got up and walked toward the window again and leaned against the windowsill. “None of my relationships seem to work. Take Peter. We went out for years. Years!”


  “A year and a half,” Sam corrected.


  “And we broke up. Before that came Ryan. And before that, oh, I forget his name.”


  “So?”


  “So. I think I’m probably meant to be alone.”


  Sam shook her head and smiled. “Alex. You are not meant to be alone. You’re thirty-six, for goodness sakes. That’s what you’re supposed to do. Go out. Sow your wild oats. Take a look at what’s around.”


  “You make me sound like a guy. You got married to like the first man you dated,” I said with awe. “Do you ever regret it?”


  “The truth? No. All I can say is I love Michael with all my heart. I know that sounds corny and heaven knows he drives me absolutely mad at times, but that’s what marriage is.” She looked lost in thought for a moment and then looked at me again. “Sometimes I don’t want to be with Michael, but never because I wanted someone else. Just because you didn’t feel that with Peter or Ryan or what’s his name, doesn’t mean something good might not come out of starting something with John. Take a chance. He’s nice and kind of easy on the eyes, too.”


  “You always knew you wanted to be married and have children, didn’t you?” I asked.


  Sam laughed. “Yeah. The married part, anyway. As long as the doctors could assure me they did indeed have epidurals strong enough to bring down a stampeding elephant, then I thought kids would be okay, too. Listen, you’re going through a lot right now. Finding a dead body, well, that’s got to be affecting you. The downturn in our business has us both worried, and then of course, seeing Grandpa Harris naked has probably traumatized you in ways that even Freud couldn’t unravel.”


  I scrunched up my face. “That’s true.”


  Sam walked over to me and said, “Stop worrying about being alone for the rest of your life. He’s out there. Closer than you think.” She nudged me in the arm.


  “You’re right.” I pushed away from the sill and walked to the door.


  “Aren’t you forgetting something?”


  I looked around. “No, I don’t think so.”


  “That’ll be two hundred bucks. My advice doesn’t come cheap, you know. Pay the receptionist on your way out.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-ONE


  


  


  “Alex, where’ve you been?” a ruffled Mr. Poupée shouted at me as I walked into the office.


  “I’m sorry. I overslept.”


  Mr. Poupée waved his hand. “Don’t be foolish. You didn’t overstep anything.”


  I tapped my ear several times. “Overslept,” I shouted as he adjusted his hearing aid.


  Tuesday morning and the sun, filtered through the damp winter air, streamed into my room and landed on my cheek. I had slept through the early morning hours without a stir—finally—and had decided not to rush to the factory but to have a leisurely morning with an actual breakfast. I think the fact I finally admitted some of my budding feelings for John to my sister made me feel unburdened and I wanted to take advantage of the good feeling—at least for a few hours.


  Mr. Poupée touched my shoulder giving me a pang of guilt. “Well, don’t worry about it. The funeral upset all of us. And in case I haven’t mentioned it, I just wanted to say I appreciate all your help. I don’t know how I would have managed these last few days. Having you here made a tremendous difference. I tend to forget you’re the one who found Elvira. I feel as if I’ve taken advantage and I’m sorry.”


  “There’s no need for any apologies.” I gave him a hug. “After what happened I wanted to get to the bottom of this as much as anyone.” I looked into the old man’s eyes and hoped with all my heart my searching would not lead back to him…or Dolly. “Now,” I stepped back from Mr. Poupée, “what did you find out from Mr. Absher? Oh damn! I never told the police about the card.”


  Mr. Poupée settled himself behind his large desk and steepled his fingers over and over. “I mentioned it to Detective Van der Burg yesterday. I’m very anxious about this call, Alex. It might clear everything up. Of course, I need to tell Oliver the terrible news and I’m not looking forward to that. Detective Van der Burg said he would come by so I’m waiting for him before I make the call.”


  John, coming here? Something fluttered deep inside. Something I hadn’t felt in quite some time.


  “I hate to ask you, Alex, but Joanne is out today and I need some letters typed up. I could ask Ruth but she’s always being interrupted by the phones. Would you mind?”


  “Not at all. As a matter of fact I’d welcome some busy work. Where’s Joanne?”


  “Ruth said she called in sick again. Her back gives her more problems.”


  I had only typed the first paragraph of the first letter when Detective Van der Burg entered.


  “Ah, Detective, you’re here,” Mr. Poupée said, as he appeared in the outer office. “Good. I’m anxious to make the call. Please, come into my office. You too, Alex.” He looked at Detective Van der Burg as if to ask his permission.


  John nodded and I joined them. Maybe being on the good side of a cop had its perks.


  “I’ve got the number on my speed dial. It will just take a minute. Good morning. I’d like to speak with Oliver Absher please.” We waited for Mr. Poupée to be connected. “Hello. Is that Joyce? This is William Poupée. I called on Friday to speak with Mr. Absher. Is he available?” Mr. Poupée sat perfectly straight, the phone clutched tightly in his hand. “He’s on his way here? I don’t understand. You mean he’s coming to Connecticut? Yes, yes. What time? Well, yes, I imagine he should be arriving shortly. Thank you, Joyce.” Mr. Poupée hung up with a perplexed expression on his face. “She said he’s on his way here. Left this morning on an early flight.”


  “Did she say why?” I asked.


  “No. Evidently he arrived back from the West Coast yesterday afternoon and asked her to book him a flight as early as possible this morning. She booked him a car, too. Well, I’m very confused.” Mr. Poupée shook his head. “I don’t think he knows about Elvira. I didn’t mention it to Joyce on Friday as I thought I should be the one to break the news.”


  “When is he due in?” Detective Van der Burg asked.


  “He took an early flight so I guess he should be here in,” Mr. Poupée glanced at his watch, “about forty-five minutes to an hour. That should give me just enough time to make a few calls.”


  We took the hint and left Mr. Poupée’s office closing the door behind us.


  “Would it be too much trouble to ask for a cup of coffee?” John asked.


  I went across the hall to get it for him along with a cup of tea for me.


  “I think I’ll just sit in here and wait if you don’t mind.” He took the cup from my hand. “I drink entirely too much of this stuff.”


  “I know what you mean. I drink gallons of tea.” I returned to the terminal and picked up where I had left off, keenly aware that John had his eyes on me.


  “You look different today.”


  I stopped typing. “I do? How so?”


  He cocked his head from side to side. Adorable.


  “Rested. And no mascara smudges.”


  I laughed. “I got a good night’s sleep. I think Mr. Absher is going to be able to turn this whole thing around for us.” I reached into my purse and pulled out mini bags of M&M’s tossing one to John.


  He placed the cup of coffee on a side table and popped several M&M’s into his mouth. “Yeah, you may be right. He just might be able to wrap it up completely.”


  I picked out three blue ones and placed them on the edge of the desk where John took them and popped them into his mouth. Okay. The man ate my castoffs. Waste not, want not. “Do you think that’s a possibility?”


  “We won’t know until we speak with him, but from the reference in the card it seems like he might have some knowledge about whatever bothered Mrs. Scott. At this point I’m assuming the two are connected.”


  “Hmm.”


  “Alex. Yesterday at the funeral I wanted to ask you something.” John leaned forward, his arms resting on his knees. “I wanted to ask you out to dinner. I’m just not sure of the timing.”


  I started to tell him I would love to have dinner and would tonight be too soon, when the phone rang. I reached for it trying to keep the agitation out of my voice.


  “Thanks, Ruth. Send him in.” I turned to John and shrugged. “Mr. Absher is here.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-TWO


  


  


  “I can’t believe it. I talked with Elvira shortly before I left for Oregon. You’ll have to excuse me for a minute.”


  Mr. Poupée directed Oliver Absher toward the men’s room and a few minutes later he returned.


  “Oliver, why didn’t you let me know you were coming?”


  Mr. Absher loosened his tie. “Do you mind?” he gestured to Mr. Poupée as he gave up and pulled it from around his neck.


  He bunched it up and shoved it into his jacket pocket. I saw what Mrs. Scott found so attractive. His skin was lightly tanned and his eyes, while surrounded by lines still had a brightness to them. Of medium height and build I could picture them together. I coughed, trying to hide the tears I felt coming for this man and a future he would never have with Mrs. Scott. Life is short. I needed to grab it with all my might and take a chance.


  Oliver Absher reached for a glass of water Mr. Poupée had poured. “When I returned to the office yesterday, I found a package waiting for me from Elvira. I tried calling her several times with no luck so I asked Joyce to book me a flight.”


  “We closed early yesterday for the funeral. I’m sorry. We should have waited for you.”


  “It’s okay, William,” Mr. Absher said softly, pain in his voice. “I’ll go out to the cemetery later.”


  “Mr. Absher, you mentioned something in the card about Mrs. Scott having a dilemma. Can you explain?” John asked.


  “Yes, and then I’ll show you the package.” Mr. Absher took another sip of water and continued, “Last month I came here for the annual meeting. The year before I couldn’t make it and the year before that you canceled.”


  “That’s right,” interrupted Mr. Poupée. “We overhauled the factory then and canceled.”


  “You have a sales representative, Emmanuelle Roberts. Emmanuelle is an unusual name so I felt certain, but when I saw her, I knew.”


  “Knew what, Mr. Absher?” I asked.


  “Several years back another manufacturing firm outside of Chicago had a scandal with missing money. The owner, a good friend of mine, had a young woman working for him. Emmanuelle Roberts. They couldn’t prove anything, but traced the missing money to a few months after she started. At any rate, when I saw her here I didn’t know what to do. I wanted to come directly to you, William, but I needed to check out a few things first.”


  “Wouldn’t these things have come out in her interview for employment here?” John asked.


  “I talked with her during the interview process, but Richard made the final decision. It’s a bit tricky for past employers to say negative things when you call for references and if they didn’t press charges against her they would have no proof,” Mr. Poupée explained.


  “Why didn’t the firm in Chicago press charges?” I asked.


  “They were just about to go public with the company. A scandal would have negated the whole deal.”


  “And you told Mrs. Scott,” John said.


  “Yes. We went out to dinner and she sensed something was wrong. I told her of my concerns and decided I would look into it a bit more on my end and she would keep an eye on Ms. Roberts. Funny thing though, she seemed to suspect Emmanuelle of something already.”


  “Keep an eye on her? How do you mean?” I flashed back to my conversation with Mrs. Haddock and wondered if Mrs. Scott stalked Emmanuelle and Emmanuelle found out and killed her. But who stalked Mrs. Scott? Maybe the two women followed each other, finally collided, and one of them ended up dead.


  “I don’t know exactly. Elvira said she’d watch her though Ms. Roberts worked at home a lot. After I confirmed my suspicions, which, by the way, doesn’t mean I found out she did anything, I called Elvira. At that point she didn’t know what to do. She didn’t want to involve you, William, but she didn’t know how to get rid of Emmanuelle without bringing you into it. And while we had our suspicions, we had no proof Emmanuelle had ever done anything wrong. Just a lot of gossip. She dated someone from the company in Chicago that did indeed get terminated because of stealing. To be fair I think she got branded guilty by association. At any rate, they strongly suggested she quit and she did.” Mr. Absher paused. “I began to think Elvira and I were on a witch hunt and it didn’t sit well with me. But Elvira really thought Emmanuelle was up to no good.”


  “Do you know if she confronted Ms. Roberts on any of this?” John asked.


  Mr. Absher shook his head. “I’m not sure but I think she planned to. She hoped a confrontation would force the woman to quit.”


  I interrupted. “No, I’m sure she must have confronted Emmanuelle.” They all looked at me and I told them about the yelling match Sandy Knap overheard.


  “My dear Elvira. Why couldn’t she just come to me with this problem from the onset?” Mr. Poupée asked.


  “Mr. Poupée, from everything I’ve heard, Mrs. Scott protected you. She felt you had more important things to contend with than what she perceived as petty office politics.”


  “Yes, but great Scott! This may have gotten her killed!” Mr. Poupée looked shaken at the inappropriate pun but nonetheless he had expressed what I thought.


  Mr. Absher reached for the glass of water again. After several small sips, he continued, “When there was no response to my calls to Elvira, I became very worried.” He reached down to his case and pulled out a large package. “When I returned home yesterday I found this postmarked the day Elvira died, though I didn’t know it at the time. It’s from her.” He passed the box to Mr. Poupée. “I think you should take a look.”


  “This must be the extra box on the receipt. I gave Elvira four packages to mail but the postal receipt showed five.” Mr. Poupée tore the brown wrapping from around the package and looked inside. “I don’t understand, Oliver. Why are you returning a box of eyes?”


  “There’s a letter taped to the inside of the box.”


  Mr. Poupée opened the envelope and removed a piece of paper, read silently then handed it to John who read it aloud.


  William, I didn’t know whether or not to give this to you at our meeting. I want to see what your reaction is first and of course I really haven’t any proof this is indeed the handy work of Emmanuelle. If it’s not, then we have more problems than even I imagined. I know Oliver will keep it safe and make sure it gets returned properly if anything should happen to me. Oh, dear. I really sound like a paranoid old woman. Of course, if I’m being foolish, I will turn this over to you myself in front of the police, I should think. Elvira


  “But I still don’t understand. How did she think a box of eyes could implicate Emmanuelle in anything?” Mr. Poupée asked looking into the box again. “It’s just a box of multi-colored eyes.” Mr. Poupée stopped talking and shook is head. “And what did she mean by wanting to see my reaction? It sounds like she suspected me of something.”


  “Wait a minute. I may have the answer to that.” I jumped up and went into the outer office. A few moments later I returned with the computer printout from my purse. I explained the significance to Mr. Absher and spread them out on the desk.


  “Something bothered me about all this but I couldn’t get a handle on it. This last sheet shows the breakdown of the orders by mannequin style. Look at this customer, Schwartz & Co. Judging by the size of these orders, they like the mannequins with the interchangeable eyes.”


  “My firm likes them as well,” Mr. Absher said.


  “Now look at this second sheet where the orders for eyes are listed separately,” I said, momentarily distracted by a sound in the outer office.


  “What’s wrong?” Mr. Poupée asked.


  “Oh, nothing. I thought I heard something.” Everyone returned their attention to the printout again and shrugged. “Don’t you see? Schwartz & Co. buys an awful lot of eyes.”


  “Yes, but they buy a large quantity of the Eyes Have It model and there are four different color changes at the moment. We’re adding more colors for the upcoming year,” Mr. Poupée argued, looking bewildered.


  “Four or five sets of eyes for each mannequin, okay—but fifty?”


  “Let me see that, Alex.” Mr. Poupée studied the two sheets. “Why would Schwartz & Co. buy all these eyes?”


  “If Emmanuelle’s an embezzler or taking kickbacks or some such…” I paused, not sure of the terminology for these kinds of transactions, “maybe she sold tons of eyes at substantially reduced prices.”


  “There’d be no money in such a thing,” Mr. Poupée postulated. “We make our profit mainly from the sale of the mannequins, not from supplemental eyes. I mean we make a profit, certainly, but nothing one could manipulate for any kind of substantial profit. Why risk it?”


  “I don’t know, but this explains why Mrs. Scott asked for the printout. She must have suspected Emmanuelle of something. Another thing, this printout is for the last two years. Emmanuelle started just over two years ago.” I sat back in my seat looking smug.


  “It just doesn’t fit,” John said.


  “Yes it does. Mrs. Scott sensed something was going on, maybe from her confrontation with Emmanuelle.”


  “Poor woman,” Mr. Poupée interjected.


  “She knew we would find the printout, and with the box of eyes she sent to Mr. Absher, we would put it all together. Maybe she even suspected she might not make the meeting she arranged with you, Mr. Poupée. She looked tense that night, all day as a matter of fact.”


  Mr. Poupée crossed his arms on top of the desk and put his head down. “Why couldn’t I have seen the importance? I knew something bothered her, but I couldn’t make the time.”


  “I’d like to speak with Ms. Roberts,” John said. “Now. If it’s possible, Mr. Poupée.”


  Mr. Poupée lifted his head. “I’m afraid that’s not possible, Detective. She left first thing this morning for a meeting with a potential buyer in Florida.”


  “When will she be back?”


  “Not until Friday.”


  “Well, this can’t wait,” John said. “If you don’t mind, I’d like you to call her and arrange for her to return immediately. But I don’t want her to get suspicious so perhaps you can make up something to get her back.”


  Mr. Poupée said he would make the call right away.


  I sat back in the chair feeling odd. After my talk with Emmanuelle at the funeral, I began to see her in a different light. Those damned Hallmark moments always seemed to lead me astray. But everything pointed to her. She would soon be behind bars, and this didn’t sit well with me. On the plus side Mr. Poupée was off the hook and I could return to my own business. But something still nagged me and as hard as I tried, I couldn’t bring it into focus.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-THREE


  


  


  After the meeting with Mr. Absher, I left the factory and went over to Mills Pond to face my grandfather. I figured if I didn’t do it now, time would just slip away and I would never go back. When I got old, if alone, I decided Mills Pond wouldn’t be a bad place to go. The place looked more like a resort spa than a home for the aged and, judging by all the hustle and bustle, the place kept everyone active.


  My grandfather, much to my extreme delight, had no recollection of what transpired the week before. His conversation tended toward another resident named Lucy. From what he told me, she must be the object of his affections. I briefly wondered whether I would be getting a new grandma. I gave him gifts from Sam and me, and he said he would keep them for Christmas day.


  On the way back to my office I stopped and picked up a sandwich, which I now ate with gusto. I took another gluttonous bite while a large chunk of it plopped on the table.


  “It looks like everything’s settled. Emmanuelle killed Mrs. Scott. What’s wrong?” Sam asked. “You don’t look convinced.”


  My sister made quite a show of licking mayonnaise off her thumb. I picked up a sandwich for her, knowing full well, even if she had eaten, she would have room for more. She didn’t disappoint. “I am,” I said, without much conviction. “I guess I just wanted it to be Jerry Gagliano. After my talk with Emmanuelle yesterday I saw her in a different light.”


  “You’re too soft.”


  I became pensive for a few moments and then added, “If Mrs. Scott did suspect Emmanuelle of something, why? What tipped her off?”


  We took our plates to the kitchen and stuffed them in the dishwasher.


  “Emmanuelle works at home, right? Maybe she spent too much time out of the office and made Mrs. Scott suspicious.”


  “Maybe,” I agreed, albeit with hesitation.


  We went back to my office where I grabbed a large stack of files from the corner of my desk and placed them in front of me. We received the good news first thing this morning that we won the Avery & Levy account. A lot of work needed to be done to fully staff the agency by the end of January. “You know, it just doesn’t make any sense,” I mused. “Why would she sell eyes on the black market? There’s not a lot of money in it.”


  “Maybe she ran some sort of scam with the hair and repair kits and mannequins, too. You just haven’t found out yet. Leave it to the police. It’s in their capable hands. Once they question her, she’ll probably spill the beans on all sorts of nefarious things. Speaking of police how is the fine detective today?” Sam asked.


  My eyes twinkled and a smile formed on my lips. “He’s, well…he’s perfect.”


  “Is he now?”


  “He kind of asked me out but we got interrupted by Mr. Absher’s arrival.” I leaned back and folded my arms. “I started thinking there’s too much flannel in my life.”


  “Did you say flannel?” Sam asked.


  “I did. I never thought about it before. I wear flannel pajamas, I have flannel sheets, I wear flannel shirts in the winter.”


  “We do live in Connecticut.”


  “I know. But I think I need to jazz up my life. Get some of those silky sheets, maybe something from Victoria’s Secret.”


  “Aren’t you jumping the gun a bit? You still haven’t gone out on a date with the man.”


  I waved my hand. “Details. I know we haven’t gone out yet. But we will. And I don’t know how to explain it, but there’s something more. I feel…well, I feel like he’s the one.” I held up my hand at my sister’s attempted protest. “No. It may sound crazy. It does sound crazy, but I just know. Sam, he ate the blue ones.”


  Sam threw up her hands in defeat. “Well, hell, if he eats the blue ones he’s got to be the right one.”


  “Why are you smiling?”


  “Remember what you said the night we talked about Peter? One of your Winston quotes.”


  “‘If this is a blessing, it is certainly very well disguised’,” I said softly.


  Sam nodded. “See, it did all work out for the best. You may have just met the man you will spend the rest of your life with.”


  “Yes, but someone had to die for it to happen.”


  “Oh, Alex, don’t let this terrible murder keep you from going after something good. If you and John are meant to be, you would have met sooner or later.”


  “‘There is nothing wrong with change, if it is in the right direction.’”


  “Winnie, again?” Sam asked with squinted eyes.


  “How come you never think I can come up with this stuff on my own?” I asked with mock hurt. “I can be profound.”


  “Yes, but you wouldn’t have as much fun if you weren’t quoting old Winston. Though I wonder if you really enjoy the quotes or just look forward to annoying the rest of us.”


  I smiled surreptitiously, leaving Sam to draw her own conclusions.


  I worked for several hours more on the new account happy to be back where I belonged. A pale sun peaked through the windows where only a few hours before a light snow had dusted the panes. All was right with the world and I conveniently pushed that nagging tug of my subconscious back where it belonged.


  Sometime in the late afternoon I got interrupted by a rather voluptuous young woman looking for a job as a masseuse. I suggested she apply at the various health clubs in the area.


  I had just settled back at my desk when I heard the door, which, once again, I had forgotten to lock.


  “Joanne? What are you doing here? I thought you were home sick,” I said testily. With the murder all but solved I wanted nothing more to do with Joanne.


  She stood in the reception area and held her car keys in one hand but no purse. “I’ll make this short. I wanted to know if you’re planning on recommending me to Mr. Poupée as a replacement for Elvira?”


  “I haven’t given it much thought,” I lied, staring at her eye.


  “Well, think about it now,” Joanne said forcibly.


  “Look. I’m really busy right now. What does it matter whether or not I recommend you? If you want the job, then apply for it.”


  “Mr. Poupée wants you to find the replacement and he won’t even look at my résumé if you don’t put in a good word.”


  I invited Joanne back to my office and considered the request. She certainly had ambition. What was wrong with that? I considered myself ambitious, though I hoped more tactful and kind in my dealings with people than Joanne. “My plan is to recommend several possible candidates. He’ll be making the final decision.”


  “So you’ll put in a good word, then?” Joanne started for the door.


  I wanted to ask her a few questions while I had her here and needed to stall the woman. “Why don’t you put together your résumé for me and I’ll look it over.”


  “I don’t see why I should have to.”


  I sighed, tired of going in circles. “If you want me to recommend you for the position, I need to see your résumé. I’m not promising anything, but if your qualifications fit, then I can submit it. As long as you’re here, can I ask you a few more questions?” I wanted to ask her about the plans for the museum. I wasn’t sure if Joanne knew about the special project and I didn’t feel it my place to mention if Mr. Poupée wanted it kept under wraps. I hesitated a moment formulating my thoughts. “Does Mitch ever show you his designs?” I began hoping this might lead somewhere.


  Joanne shrugged. “Sometimes. Why?”


  “I just wondered if he worked on anything special lately.”


  “The usual stuff. He’s working on some new mannequin accessories. I think he may have help with the new designs for the museum project in the early stages but that’s about it. That’s Ron’s project.”


  Good. Joanne knew. “So you never saw any of the designs, then?”


  “No. They’re kept under lock and key.”


  “Do you have any idea what they’re all about?”


  This time Joanne sighed. “No. Elvira did all the work on the proposal. What is this? Why are you asking me about that?” Joanne’s voice rose to a whine.


  “No reason. I might be helping Mr. Poupée with temporary staff for the project and I wanted to get a feel for what kind of work it would be,” I lied and amazed myself at how quickly and easily I did it. Not a good habit to acquire.


  “Then why don’t you ask him? You work so closely together,” Joanne said, sarcasm frosting every word.


  I smiled. “I guess I will. With all that’s going on lately, I didn’t want to bother him. I thought maybe you could help.”


  “Well, sorry. But I don’t know anything about it.”


  I walked Joanne to the door and then went back to my office to get my things, ready to call it a day—a very long day. I turned out the light looking forward to a salad and NCIS reruns when the front door opened again. I called out, silently admonishing myself for leaving it unlocked yet again.


  “Hello?”


  “Hello.”


  “Detec… John. What are you doing here?”


  “I thought I’d check and see how you are. You must be happy this whole thing is almost over.”


  I smiled. “Thank you. That’s very nice. Does this mean you’ve questioned Emmanuelle already?”


  “No, not yet.”


  He stood there looking like a little boy. A little boy with a sexy five o’clock shadow.


  “You look like you want to say something,” I encouraged.


  “Maybe it’s just all in my head, but I think we might feel something toward each other. At least I know I’m attracted to you.”


  I nodded. “I’m attracted to you, too.” I’ve got us pretty much married and kitchen curtains picked out, I thought thinking back to my conversation with Sam.


  “Well, I see you’re ready to go. I’ll walk you out.”


  “John, do you like salad?”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-FOUR


  


  


  Three years ago I took one of the biggest steps of my life by putting down my life’s saving on a little two-bedroom, one good-sized bath house. It came with an updated kitchen, a small dining room, and a living room with a fireplace. It had a pleasant yard where I barbecued in the summer and a one-car garage that protected my Honda from the cold New England winter. I loved my house; sometimes I thought it might be the place where I would live for the rest of my life. But sitting on my living room floor eating a salad, baked goat cheese, and crusty bread with John Van der Burg, I suddenly had my doubts. I didn’t think it would be big enough for two people. We would have to find a bigger place.


  Winston would probably have something appropriate to say at my sudden impulsiveness but I couldn’t think of anything at the moment. And besides, I had no plans to ask the man to marry me on the spot or even in the next year, or maybe ever. I thought I might be the living together type, but not the marrying type. All at once, I felt like this was what I had been waiting for my whole life without even knowing it. Of course, I couldn’t tell John any of this. He would find out all in good time. Right now I needed to concentrate on getting to know my future mate.


  “Both Sam and I hired ourselves out on more than one occasion in order to meet the needs of a client, then things got better and lately it’s been very slow again, but with this new contract, things should pick up. So that’s how it all started and we haven’t looked back since.”


  “They say the economy is on an upswing. I’m sure you and your sister will do very well again.”


  “Yes, we’re lucky.”


  “I don’t think luck has a lot to do with it. I don’t know you well, but you’re definitely tenacious,” he said good-naturedly, “and you do seem to be good with people. You managed to find out a few things that I didn’t.”


  “I think most people are intimidated by the police. Maybe there’s a bit of stubbornness about it as well. You know, like they’re going to have to drag it out of me,” I said.


  “By the way, just as I arrived at your office, I thought I saw Joanne Reid walking to her car.”


  “Yes. She wants me to recommend her for Mrs. Scott’s position.”


  “Are you going to?”


  “Probably not. I don’t know why. I just don’t trust her and I think it’s very insensitive of her to be so gung-ho about it so shortly after Mrs. Scott’s death. I’m sure her skills are good, just not the personality. Though thinking of Joanne reminds me of something. You know the museum project?”


  “The one with the moving mannequins,” John asked with a smile.


  I blushed. “Yes, that’s the one. Mr. Poupée thinks someone stole the bid.”


  “Yeah, he talked to me about that.”


  “Do you think the murder and the theft are related?’


  “Could be. We checked into it a bit, but the original plans are still with the company, and of course we’ve already established there haven’t been any break-ins.”


  “That seems too easy. Maybe Mrs. Scott found out someone tipped off the competition and that’s what got her killed. And if Emmanuelle involved herself in a sales scam, wouldn’t she be a prime candidate for selling ideas to the competition as well? That would generate a lot more money than selling eyes.”


  “The timing seems off. Why wouldn’t Mrs. Scott tell Mr. Poupée right away in an attempt to put a stop to someone else using the design? Why all the secrecy?”


  It impressed me John had come to the same conclusion. I paused as I chewed a bite of bread. “I don’t really understand the selling of extra eyes. The printout showed the sales so it’s not like Emmanuelle sold them to the client on her own. They’ve been recorded as sales.”


  “Good point. I hate to say it, but again, we could be grasping at straws. Maybe the client bought a lot of the eyes because he got a good price. Or his end users asked for them. We just don’t know yet. But the fact Mrs. Scott sent a box of eyes to Mr. Absher indicates something is wrong.” John adjusted his position on the floor by the fire. “The mayor’s not happy. His office got a lot of calls, citizens wanting to know when the killer would be caught. An election’s coming up, so he wants this solved—and when the mayor is unhappy, the rest of us are unhappy.”


  “Believe it or not, I do have faith in the police department and I know this will all be over soon.


  “I hope you’re right.” He looked around my living room. “This is really nice.”


  “Thank you.”


  “Does your fish have a name?”


  “Mergitroid,” I picked up the vase containing the tiny creature. “He keeps me company. I just carry him to wherever I am.”


  John tapped on the glass. “His color goes nicely with your chairs.”


  “I think it’s very important to color coordinate your pets with your furniture,” I said, as I returned Mergi to his current place on one of the end tables.


  “I’m surprised you didn’t name him Winston.”


  “Maybe the next one. I didn’t really start reading about Winston until after I got Mergi.”


  John stretched his long legs out. “So how exactly did you come to be quoting Winston Churchill?”


  “Well…” I ran my fingers through my hair. “I grew up listening to Big Band music with my parents. And my grandmother loves old movies and I watched them with her all the time. One of our favorites is Mrs. Miniver, a war movie. I love the forties. I love the clothes, the simpler way of life. I’ve always wanted to go to Europe. I have a feeling it probably doesn’t look much different than it did then. One of these days I’ll get there. Anyway, I found some travel books; one thing led to another and I picked up a book on World War II. Then I found one about Winston and Franklin Roosevelt and just started reading.


  “Believe it or not, I grew up listening to the same music. My parents love to dance and they always played music from the forties. I agree it seemed like a nicer time.”


  “Where do you live?”


  “In a house my grandmother left me. It’s old and needs a lot of work but no one else wanted to take it on. My brother and sister are both married and didn’t want it. Me, I like something with a bit of character. It’s a lot of work, though.”


  “I can imagine. Can I get you a drink?”


  “A brandy would be nice if you have it.”


  “I do.”


  “You won’t join me?”


  “No. I’m not much for alcohol, though I do like a good piña colada or margarita. But mostly it just gives me a headache so I avoid it.” I handed John his glass.


  “Well, cheers.” He clinked his glass against my cup of tea.


  “John, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you. That first night you walked us out and asked to look in our trunks. Why? You already had the murder weapon.”


  “Yeah, but someone wiped it clean of prints. Which means whoever killed Mrs. Scott wore gloves or something. If it had been either of you, you wouldn’t have had much time to dispose of them. Besides we searched that place thoroughly. I thought the best bet would have been to stash it in your car.”


  “Hmm. You found nothing and yet you still suspected me?”


  “Not right away, but when Officer Corliss found the shovel, I had to follow that lead.”


  “You didn’t mention Mr. Poupée. Do you still suspect him?”


  John paused. He leaned up against the sofa with his legs stretched out. He ran a hand over the stubble on his chin. “I’ll be honest here. I didn’t put him high on my list at first.”


  “But now?”


  “Mrs. Scott, who worked for him for twenty years, I might add, didn’t trust him—for whatever reason we’ll never know—enough to take the box of eyes with her to her meeting with him. She mailed them away because she wanted to see his reaction to her theories first, whatever they were. Personally, I don’t understand why she did that. Mailed them to Mr. Absher, I mean. They’re just a box of colored eyes. Why not leave them in her desk or at home.”


  “I don’t know,” I said, still fearing Mr. Poupée might be involved. “It doesn’t make any sense.”


  We sat in silence looking into the fire until John’s beeper buzzed. “Sorry.” John pulled out a cell phone and pressed a button. “You’re not going to believe this,” he said a few minutes later.


  “What?”


  “The lab. I left the letter and box with them to confirm the prints came from Mrs. Scott.”


  “And?”


  “The eyes are full of diamonds.”


  


  ******


  


  “Diamonds! Are you absolutely sure?” demanded Mr. Poupée a half hour later.


  “Yes, positive.”


  I found myself at the police station for the second time in a week. I didn’t even know Indian Cove had a crime lab. This made me feel proud of our little hamlet.


  The men talked and I watched the intent way John took in Mr. Poupée’s reaction. On the way to the station John told me smuggling diamonds usually involved more than one person and Emmanuelle would have needed help.


  Mr. Poupée lowered himself onto a wooden bench. “I can’t believe it. Emmanuelle a diamond smuggler?”


  “I thought of something else earlier,” I said. “If she’s capable of this, then maybe she’s the one who turned your proposal over to the competition.”


  Mr. Poupée shrugged. “Could be.”


  “Another thing I find puzzling. Why didn’t Mrs. Scott insure the package? I don’t know what diamonds are worth, but it’s got to be a small fortune.”


  “The only thing I can think of is she didn’t want to bring attention to the box.” Mr. Poupée slumped on the bench, the wariness contorting his face.


  I turned to John. “Are you going to have the police in Florida pick her up right away?”


  “No. She’s coming back tomorrow. I’ll have a few plain-clothes guys meet her at the airport. How did you get her to come back so soon?”


  “I told her we have a major problem with one of her new clients. She wanted to call the client so she could try to do a bit of damage control over the phone. But I told her it better to work from here where we had access to all the orders, etc.”


  Something still bothered me but I couldn’t bring it into focus.


  “She’s not suspicious?” John asked and I wondered if maybe he should have her picked up in Florida.


  “No, she’s coming back. This new client she’s trying to land in Florida would really open up the South American market for us, but Richard, or maybe even I, will have to go down. I think it’s a bit big for her anyway.” Mr. Poupée stood and looked at John. “I just can’t believe all this is happening. Not just the diamonds, but that Emmanuelle killed Elvira because she found out. And how did she find out? Why did she ask for the printout, why for that time period, why pin it on Emmanuelle in the first place? All these questions and no answers!” Mr. Poupée fumed. “It’s just too much. If you don’t mind, Detective, I’d like to go home.”


  “I think that’s a good idea. We could all use some sleep. Tomorrow is going to be a big day.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-FIVE


  


  


  The next night I backed my car out of my garage at six-thirty. Stars filled the night sky where only hours before it had been brilliantly lit by the sun. The air was as crisp as an apple plucked off a tree. I should know. I’ve plucked my share of apples off of other people’s trees, surprisingly only getting caught once.


  I headed for the turnpike anxious to meet my best friend, Mary-Beth Ramsey. Twenty minutes later I snagged a prime parking space just vacated by a woman with a minivan packed to capacity with packages and children.


  I stood in front of the Herbal Garden Restaurant and looked out over the flow of last-minute Christmas shoppers.


  “See anything interesting?”


  I turned and hugged Mary-Beth. Almost five months had passed since we last saw each other. We had a lot of catching up to do. A young hostess arrived at our table with a basket of freshly baked bread and a cup of soft butter laced with honey. I grabbed a slice still warm from the oven and heaped a large dollop of the softened butter on top.


  “You look like hell. What’s going on?” Mary-Beth never minced words.


  “A lot’s been happening. I’ll fill you in over dinner.”


  A cheery waitress recited the evening’s specials and we decided on the Cheddar Chicken. Then I told Mary-Beth all.


  She reached across the table and patted my hand. “Well, no wonder you look so bad. Diamond smuggling and murder in Indian Cove. Wow.”


  Our steaming entrees arrived: grilled chicken with a mustard sauce atop a bed of buttered noodles covered with bubbling cheddar cheese. How it managed to be on a health food menu I hadn’t a clue.


  “In all this, I did manage to make a few new friends.”


  Mary-Beth took a bite of her chicken. “Besides the detective, and I want up-to-the-minute bulletins on your progress with him, who else have you met?”


  “Mrs. Haddock.”


  “The woman who saw someone in front of Mrs. Scott’s?”


  “Yes.”


  “Alex, you look funny. What’s wrong?” Mary-Beth asked.


  I put my fork down and wiped my chin. “I never thought about it until now, but Mrs. Haddock saw the person in front of the house a long time ago.”


  “So?”


  “If what Mr. Absher said is correct, and if Sandy only heard Mrs. Scott and Emmanuelle arguing a few days before Mrs. Scott’s death, then why would Emmanuelle have been out in front of Mrs. Scott’s house over six months ago?”


  “Maybe the old woman got it wrong. Maybe she meant six weeks, not months,” Mary-Beth offered.


  “Even six weeks doesn’t fit.”


  “How about this, Mrs. Scott didn’t suspect Emmanuelle until recently, but Emmanuelle suspected that Mrs. Scott suspected her much sooner?”


  I replayed that confusing sentence in my head and pondered this new scenario for a moment. “I don’t know. Maybe.”


  Mary-Beth pointed her fork at me. “Why would she single Mrs. Scott out and stalk her?”


  “Hey, Mary-Beth! It was your idea.”


  Mary-Beth put the fork down and leaned on the table. “I’m just playing devil’s advocate.”


  “I don’t think it was Emmanuelle out in front of Mrs. Scott’s.”


  “Then who?” Mary-Beth asked.


  “I don’t know. But you know what? I’m tired of talking about murder. I want gossip! Tell me who you’ve seen and what they’re up to.”


  Mary-Beth Ramsey’s family had moved into my neighborhood when we were ten and we instantly hit it off. For nine years, our telephone rang every night with the words I loved to hear—Guess what I heard?


  Shorter and rounder than me, she wore her dark hair in an updated Dorothy Hamill look. She still had a handful of freckles sprinkled around her nose and perfectly round doe eyes with thick lashes. The gold balls at her ears where the same earrings she had been wearing forever.


  “Well? Give! What do you know?” I leaned forward on the table, all ears.


  Mary-Beth wiped a bit of sauce from the side of her mouth and smiled, clearly delighting in drawing out the suspense. “It just so happens I did hear something recently.”


  My eyes sparkled, eager for something other than the goings-on at the factory.


  “Remember that dorky girl, Cathy Lyon?” I shook my head. “Sure you do. The one we always teased.” Mary-Beth rolled her eyes.


  “Oh, yeah. Whatever happened to her? I figured she’d probably become a nun.”


  “Well, think again.” Mary-Beth leaned across the table. “She got married. And you’ll never guess to who, or is it whom—I never can get that right.” Mary-Beth didn’t wait for me to render an answer on her grammatical dilemma. “Mike McGill.”


  “Mike McGill, Mike McGill? You mean the hunk? The best athlete in the whole class? That Mike McGill?”


  “None other.”


  “Wait a minute. I thought he married that Jane girl two years behind us.”


  “He did. Had a great big wedding out at the country club in Westport. Then they went to Hawaii and she stepped on a sand shark and had to have about thirty stitches in her foot. Stuck in the room and being sweet she insisted Mike go out and enjoy himself. You know, surf, soak up the sun, sightsee. She should have been a little more specific in what she meant by enjoying himself because he sure did.”


  “With Cathy Lyon?”


  “No! She comes later.”


  “Sorry.”


  “With the young girl that handed out towels at the pool. But she started getting a little pushy, wanting a commitment and all, and him being a married man, a newly married man, it just wasn’t possible. So he started hanging out down on the beach and met a local girl who arranged glass bottom boat excursions.


  “Seems they went out on a little tour of their own. Right out in the coral reef, with the boat’s floodlights on. Doing it right there in the bottom of the boat with all those glass panels so the fish could see. Unfortunately, some night divers saw too. Their first dive and, well,” Mary-Beth held up both hands in front of her, “let’s just say they saw a little more than the brochure advertised. When Mike and his little sea nymph brought in the boat, the owner fired her on the spot.”


  “So where does Cathy Lyon come in?”


  “Mike and Jane settle into marital bliss. He’s some hot shot corporate lawyer and Jane fills her days with the country club and various classes at the community college, one of which is a pottery class.”


  A cheesecake-bearing waitress interrupted Mary-Beth mid-story. As soon as the young woman left, Mary-Beth continued.


  “So, one day Jane leaves class early with her latest creation. No one knows why she left early, probably some sort of premonition. She drives home and sees Mike’s Lexus in the drive thrilled to have him home early for once. She walks in with a big smile on her face all the while thinking about some pretty lace number she never got to wear on her honeymoon. She walks in calling his name. It’s a very big house, from what I hear, so I guess Mike and Cathy never heard her.”


  “Poor Jane!”


  “Poor Mike. Had to get ten stitches after Jane flung her glazed fruit bowl at him. Dear, sweet Cathy grabbed a bath towel and drove home with nothing else on. A very cold day with icy roads. A ten-car pileup stopped traffic for hours.”


  I choked on a piece of cherry topping and Mary-Beth had to jump up and hit me on the back.


  “Are you okay?” she asked back in her seat.


  I laughed so hard I used my napkin to wipe the tears from my eyes, which, yes, once again looked like a raccoon.


  “How do you manage to hear all this stuff? I never hear anything good.”


  “I don’t know. People just tell me things.” Mary-Beth smiled sweetly and popped the last piece of cheesecake into her mouth.


  


  *****


  


  An hour later, back in Indian Cove, Sam and Millie joined me for an evening of joyriding.


  “Tell me again why we’re doing this,” Sam yawned from the back seat.


  “Because I just had dinner with Mary-Beth and she said something that got me thinking.” I turned left at an intersection. “She bookmarks Web pages throughout the year with stuff she might want to buy for Christmas. So maybe Mrs. Scott bookmarked stuff on her computer. It might tell us something.”


  Sam stifled another yawn while she hugged her jacket tight around her. “You need us because?”


  I looked sternly into the rearview mirror. “Because, thanks to our escapades the other night, the three of us make quite the little felonious threesome,” I turned to glare at Millie, who had pulled on sweat pants but still had her red flannel pajama top on, “and I’m afraid to be in there alone at night.”


  “You need to work on your phobias, Alex.”


  “Hey, watch it or next time I’ll bring a chicken along,” I said to my sister, who had a life-long fear of chickens. “Cluck cluck cluck.”


  “Well, we better find something cuz you ruined my plans. My Good Housekeeping arrived today. Damn.”


  “I just started a new book when you called. I snuck out so I wouldn’t wake my mom and gram. I haven’t done that since…well, I’m not sure I ever snuck out,” Millie said.


  “You never snuck out?” Sam asked with awe.


  I looked at Sam again in the rearview mirror again. “When did you ever sneak out?”


  My sister stuck out her jaw. “You don’t know everything about me. I may have done it once or twice.”


  I laughed. “Yeah right. Okay. We’re here. Millie, you don’t have to be a lookout. If security comes by, they’ll recognize my car and we should be okay.”


  Five minutes later I had the computer turned on. I peered into the screen, the glow illuminating my face. “I don’t know what caused her to look for diamonds in the first place, but she’s got a lot of Web sites flagged about diamond smuggling.”


  “Do any of them mention Emmanuelle?” Sam asked, her eyes closed and her arms folded across her chest.


  “Look at this. She’s got online phone directories marked for a bunch of cities in northern California, I think. That’s kind of odd.”


  Sam groaned. “Maybe they do a lot of diamond smuggling in northern California.”


  Millie grabbed a chair and pulled it up next to the computer. I eyed her pajama top enviously. It sported a red and black Scottish plaid style. I started to ask where she got it when I remembered I needed to make a stop at Victoria’s Secret. I wondered if they had anything in red and black plaid.


  I turned my attention back to the computer screen. “And look here,” I said in much too cheery a voice for so late in the evening. “Here’s a junior college’s Web site in some town called Santa Rosa. What the heck?”


  “Maybe she had a reunion coming up and wanted to locate some classmates?” Millie speculated. “You said she came from California, right?”


  “Yeah. Diamond smuggling and school sites and just a bunch of work related stuff. Jeez.” I powered down the computer as the faint crunch of tires on snow echoed through the lobby. The computer turned off and plunged us into darkness.


  The three of us hit the floor and, with the help of the faint light coming from the reception area, crawled down the hall as a set of taillights exited the parking lot.


  “Probably just the guard,” Sam said.


  “Probably,” I echoed back.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-SIX


  


  


  The following morning, working on the job of finding a replacement for Mrs. Scott, I left Sam and Millie to the task of gearing up for the ad agency staffing. Millie already contacted several people with copy-writing experience and a few with art degrees. She had deftly arranged for all of them to come in after Christmas, juggling times and days and coordinating it all with my schedule. Appointments filled the first three weeks of January. Samantha had also lined up another large job through a lead she received from a friend of a friend. It felt good to be busy again. Meme was right. Everything goes in cycles. Up and down.


  I leaned back in the chair, glad to give my fingers a rest from the keyboard. Outside my office window the sky looked like the color of cement. Large flakes of snow, the size of the granola clusters I’d had for breakfast, fell silently to the ground. I reached down and picked up the newspaper and checked the front page, and then the next and the next. I wanted to see if Emmanuelle had been ensconced behind a door reinforced with metal bars—hopefully with Jerry in the next cell—but found nothing. I mentally kicked myself for never having gotten around to questioning him, but the few times I tried, he deftly avoided me.


  “Alex? It’s Detective Van der Burg,” Millie announced over the phone.


  “Well, hello,” I gushed a second later, hoping he couldn’t hear the excitement in my voice. “I’m dying to know what’s going on. There’s nothing in the paper.”


  “Sorry to disappoint you, but we still haven’t made an arrest.”


  I sat up. “What do you mean? How can that be? Isn’t Emmanuelle halfway to Sing Sing by now?”


  “Unfortunately we don’t have anything on her. We searched her apartment while we had her at the station and found nothing. No bloody rag, no reference to diamonds, nothing. We’re checking into her bank accounts but I don’t think we’ll get much there either.”


  “What does she say?” I asked, not able to keep the skepticism out of my voice.


  “Demanded to have a lawyer present, everything you see on TV. Once she calmed down, she managed to clear up a few things.”


  “Such as?”


  “She verified she’d been terminated from her previous position because of suspicion of embezzlement. She didn’t admit it; just said she had been terminated. Blamed the incident as a set-up by a colleague but swears nothing like that happened at Poupée—at least not to her knowledge.”


  “Is she still at the station?”


  “No, we let her go.”


  “What!”


  “Alex, we have nothing on her. She may be an alleged embezzler but that’s not against the law. Personally I think she had nothing to do with it other than a bad choice in a romantic partner. We found nothing at her apartment, or anywhere else for that matter, to link her to the murder or diamonds.”


  I heard the weariness in John’s voice and tried to keep my words calm. “Well, did she say why she and Mrs. Scott fought?”


  “Yeah, she said Mrs. Scott knew about her past termination, threatened to tell Mr. Poupée if she didn’t quit and get out. She said she loved the job and refused to leave. She also says Mrs. Scott never accused her of anything to do with diamonds.”


  “Oh.”


  “And as far as Emmanuelle’s alibi goes, we have someone who remembers seeing her at her apartment, well, in her car anyway, at around five.”


  “That doesn’t mean anything.” I said. “Mrs. Scott was alive then. Emmanuelle certainly could have gone to the factory at five-thirty.”


  “Yeah, but why would she? How would she have known Mrs. Scott had a late meeting with Mr. Poupée?”


  “Maybe she overheard them talking,” I suggested half-heartedly.


  “We checked that out. Mr. Poupée said they didn’t plan their meeting until early that morning and he’s almost certain Emmanuelle wasn’t in yet.” John let out a huge sigh.


  “Can’t you hold her on suspicion of diamond smuggling?”


  “Not right now. We’re still searching for the source and when we find it, it might very well lead back to her. But until then, we just have to wait.”


  “What if she leaves town?”


  “We’ve suggested she doesn’t for the time being. What are your plans for Christmas day?”


  “What? Oh sorry. Something keeps pulling at my subconscious. I wish I could focus on it. Christmas? I’ll be spending the day, actually Christmas Eve as well, over at my parents. How about you?”


  “Pretty much the same. I always spend it with my family. Could we get together some time on Christmas, maybe in the evening?”


  “Well, I’ll be with my family—wait, how about if you come by my parents’ house sometime in the evening for eggnog and dessert. We usually have several neighbors stopping by.”


  “That sounds nice. I enjoyed talking with them the other day.”


  I gave him the address and said I would see him then.


  “See who when?” Sam asked as she walked into my office and plopped herself down in the chair.


  “John. He wanted to fill me in on the latest developments, of which there are none.” I threw down my pencil in disgust. “And he wants to get together Christmas night. I invited him over for some eggnog in the evening.”


  “You don’t sound too happy about it.”


  “Oh, I am. I just thought by now Emmanuelle would have been arrested, confessed to the whole thing, dragged Jerry in with her, and we could lock them up and throw away the key.”


  “I take it that hasn’t happened.”


  “No. Okay.” I tried to sound more festive. “Enough. I am kind of excited about John coming over on Christmas.”


  “Mom and Dad liked him. They’ll be thrilled he’s joining us. So, not to change the subject, but when are we going to give Millie her gift?” Sam asked. “I think she’s dying to exchange presents.”


  “I can’t believe Christmas is Monday. Why don’t we order out for some sandwiches and have a little party in here?”


  “I’m glad we’re giving Millie the trip to Vermont. You should see the box! It’s about the size of a TV and inside are smaller boxes until you get down to a teeny tiny one. I put a certificate inside saying ‘good for one week in Vermont.’ The kids worked on it last night. They designed the certificate with little skiers going down a mountain. Henry said it looked two-hundred percent.”


  “Two-hundred percent what?”


  “Who knows. He’s just happy if he can add a percent onto everything. Anyway, it’s really quite clever if you’ll allow me to brag about my children.”


  “My niece and nephew,” I beamed.


  “Okay, Millie, you go first,” I said a while later.


  Millie kept her eye on the large box all through lunch and wanted to be the first. She licked mayonnaise from her fingers and pulled the box closer.


  Millie was what my mother would call cute as a button, and a good person as well. Her father had died when she was a baby, and her mother and grandmother on her father’s side raised her. Efficient at her job Millie put everyone at ease the minute they walked in the door. She possessed a heart of gold and would do anything for anyone, especially Sam and me.


  “How did you ever get this box in here without my seeing it?” she asked of no one in particular.


  “I handed it to Alex through my office window when I went to get the sandwiches.”


  “Sneaky. You two are definitely sneaky.”


  “Well, open it!”


  Millie made a great, slow, ceremony of unwrapping each box until Sam could stand it no longer. “Millie Chapman, if you don’t get to it, I’m going to take it away from you.”


  Millie finally arrived at the last package. She opened it and unfolded the certificate inside. She didn’t say anything for so long I thought for sure we made a mistake in our choice of gift. When she finally looked up, she had misty eyes.


  “I don’t know what to say. I really wanted to go on the trip, but we’re so busy and…I don’t have any time left. This is the nicest thing.” She jumped up and hugged us; all three of us reached for a tissue.


  “Okay, Alex. Sam. Merry Christmas.” She handed Sam and me each a beautifully wrapped package.


  “Millie, did you make this?” I lifted the delicately crocheted tablecloth with little pineapple designs out of the box.


  “No. I asked my grandmother to make it for you. She’s been working on it for almost a year. I did the edging. Thank God your dining table isn’t very big. Old Granny’s eyes were starting to cross.”


  I fingered the delicate stitches. I loved to crochet but this tiny stitch defied my capabilities. “It’s lovely. Thank you.”


  Sam opened her package. “A desk blotter! Thanks.”


  “A desk just isn’t complete without one.” Millie had chosen a lovely one, with burgundy leather pockets along the edges.


  We finished our sandwiches and thanked each other again. We worked hard and continuously the rest of the afternoon.


  Finally, about six-thirty Sam looked at her watch. “I say we call it quits for today. It is Christmas eve eve eve eve after all.” Sam put all the wrappings in a big bag she would take to our mother the recycler. “But before we leave, can you guys help me take out all these things for Henry and Kendall? I’m tempted to leave everything in my van until Christmas morning far away from prying eyes and little fingers.”


  We hauled out the gifts hidden in Sam’s closet and the one in the hall since the first weeks of December.


  “That about does it. No, wait, I think I’m missing one. Now where the heck is that box?”


  “That’s it!” I shouted, scaring the daylights out of Millie and Sam.


  “What’s it?” Millie asked.


  “Jeez, Alex, you scared me half to death,” Sam chided.


  “The missing package! That’s what I’ve been trying to remember.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-SEVEN


  


  


  “When Sam lost one of her boxes, it all fell into place,” I gushed, feeling enormously pleased with myself though somewhat out of breath.


  John sat next to Sam. “Now tell me exactly what you told the dispatcher. She said you got pretty excited and she couldn’t understand you.”


  I took a deep breath, brought my voice down an octave and explained. “Something’s been nagging at my subconscious ever since Mr. Absher brought that box back to Poupée. Tonight, when Sam couldn’t find one of her gifts, it just all clicked.”


  “What about the box? Did Emmanuelle say something to you when you spoke with her?” Sam asked.


  “No. I went looking for Richard Sheridan one morning and just as I arrived at his office I heard his voice talking on the phone, so I eavesdropped. I heard him say something about a shipment that never arrived at the customer’s destination.”


  “So what does that have to do with a box of eyes?” Sam asked, sounding a bit confused.


  “It wasn’t the whole shipment, just a portion and, judging by what Richard said and how worried he sounded, the person on the other end must have been furious. After the phone call, he flew out of his office and went to the factory. A short time later he came back and called the same person saying he looked all over and couldn’t find it. The next day, I saw him out in the factory arguing with Jerry Gagliano so I don’t think it had been found by then. The irony of it all is that I asked everyone if they’d given Mrs. Scott a package to mail because she gave Andy five packages. I never asked Richard. But it must have been his package Mrs. Scott gave to Andy. This whole thing would have been figured out if I had only asked him about the extra package. Damn!”


  “Or you could have been killed,” John said solemnly.


  I became very still. “I didn’t think of that.”


  “This is why it might be best to leave the detecting to the police.”


  I wanted to tell him I figured it all out—well, most of it—but changed my mind. Instead, I added, “Oh, I forgot. Richard made a reference to a telephone conversation on Tuesday night. So he must have come to the office then.”


  “Not necessarily. He could have made his call from home or his cell. But what makes you think his missing box and the one with the diamonds are one in the same?” John asked.


  I leaned back in my chair and ran my hands through my hair before continuing. “Let’s say it’s a normal box of eyes. Okay, it’s inconvenient but you just fax the factory in Europe and get another one sent by Fed-Ex. That’s how it’s done. Sandy Knap explained it to me. No big deal, right? You’re a week, two at the most, off schedule. But now let’s say the box contained something a little more valuable than some plastic orbs.”


  “Right. Diamonds. Can’t exactly rustle some up on the spur of the moment and send them out,” Sam said.


  “Exactly. So Richard is gone for a week and when he gets back he finds out an order of diamonds is gone. Why? Because Mrs. Scott took the box for evidence. She had a lot of stuff about diamond smuggling on her computer. She must have put in a lot of time figuring all this out.”


  “So you think he came to the office on Tuesday night, finds the box missing, confronts Mrs. Scott, and kills her because she won’t give it back?” Sam asked in a somewhat bewildered tone. “How did he know she took the box in the first place?”


  “I’m not sure,” I responded. “But we know she confronted Emmanuelle about something. Or maybe she overheard Richard and Emmanuelle talking and searched out in the factory one night, and Voila!”


  John shook his head. He had on a pink shirt under a gray pullover sweater. I thought the combination did wonderful things to his eyes.


  “What makes you think Richard and Emmanuelle are in this together?” he asked. “She’s still denying any part in anything, meaning murder or diamonds.”


  “But you said diamond smuggling involves more than one, and if Emmanuelle is involved, she’d have to have a partner.” I snapped my fingers. “Come to think of it, I saw the two of them having lunch together the other day. They seemed to be having a good time. Probably thinking of how they would spend all their diamond earnings,” I said narrowing my eyes going for the Jessica Fletcher-figures-it-all-out look.


  John crossed his arms and slouched down in the chair. “I don’t know. I’m not saying she’s off the hook as a suspect, but something tells me she’s innocent. When did you hear all this?”


  “Let me see, it must have been Thursday when I first heard Richard on the phone. And then I saw him out in the factory the next day arguing with Jerry! Hey, why couldn’t his partner be Jerry?” I leaned back in my chair again. “You know, why not? Who better to get the product in and out of the factory than the foreman? Even if Emmanuelle is involved, why not Jerry, too? And…” I picked up steam, “if Jerry thinks Mrs. Scott took the diamonds, coupled with the fact she rejected his advances, well, I can see him killing her. The murder did take place in the factory, his territory.”


  “Where did they get the diamonds to begin with?” Sam asked.


  “I haven’t figured that one out yet. What’s that face for?” I turned my attention to John who did his damnedest to mask his sheepish expression. It surprised me at how comfortable it felt to be around him—almost like we’d been together forever. “You know something more, don’t you?”


  “Nothing I can talk about at this time.”


  With those words hanging in the air, I realized for the first time that if John and I continued with what looked like a budding relationship, I couldn’t count on him to share everything with me. Did I want to date a cop? All these doubts instantly vanished a second later when he flashed me a smile and I looked deep into those incredible eyes.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-EIGHT


  


  


  “So how do I know if I really need a new mattress,” I asked the young salesman.


  “How old is the one you’re using now?”


  After savoring a relaxing morning and lingering over tea and an English muffin, I had a burst of energy and now found myself at the mall just a few days before Christmas, inside a mattress store currently advertising a big sale.


  I looked up to the ceiling, arms crossed. “Well, let me think. My parents gave it to me, and they had it for a while, and now I’ve been using it for several years…at least thirty years old, I would imagine.”


  The young man, already looking overwrought after a week of “unimaginable bargains” at the store, almost choked on a piece of candy cane. “The average lifespan of a mattress is about twelve years. I’d say you’re over due a bit.”


  I gave him my best imitation of the evil eye. “It doesn’t have any holes or anything. It seems perfectly fine to me.”


  “Then why are you here?” he asked testily.


  “I saw your ads. Well, my back’s been bothering me a bit lately. I thought it might be my mattress.” I reached my hand around to the small of my back and gave a small wince, wondering if I caught something from Joanne.


  “We have a great one over here,” the young man, whose nametag said Jeff, told me as he walked toward the back of the store. “This is the Field of Dreams model. It’s got extra springs right here and here.” He indicated two spots somewhere in the middle of the mattress. “Do you sleep on your back?”


  “No. Stomach.” I bounced around on the mattress.


  “That could be your problem right there,” Jeff said, with a knowing look.


  “This is really nice. But how do I know if it’s the right one? I don’t suppose you can lock me up all night and let me try it out,” I asked from the middle of the bed, curled on my side.


  “No. But we can give you a ninety-day, money-back guarantee.”


  I looked at the price. “Well, this is reasonable, but tell me, there’s one right when I walked in that costs three times as much. So if I buy this one, am I getting a worthless piece of junk? Why such a huge difference in price?”


  Jeff walked toward the front of the store while I grabbed my shoes and hurried after him. “This one’s got a lot more foam and the quality…”


  I didn’t pay any more attention. Joanne Reed, burdened by lots of packages, walked quickly by the front of the store. I dropped my purse and coat, and managed to pull my shoes back on. “I’m sorry, I’ve got to run. How long does the sale last?” I asked as I headed for the door.


  “Till tomorrow night but we can deliver on day of purchase,” Jeff yelled out after me.


  


  *****


  


  I heard the phone ringing from the garage. I dropped my few packages and ran through to the living room. “Hello,” I said, out of breath as I tried to shrug out of my coat and take off a glove.


  “Alex, it’s John. Did I catch you at a bad time?”


  John? I still had a hard time relating to Detective Van der Burg as John. “Oh, John. No. I just walked in. Hold on a second.” I put the phone down and removed my other burgundy glove, pulled the matching scarf from around my neck, and picked up the phone again. “Okay. I’m back. I just wanted to get my coat off.”


  “Well, put it back on and meet me at The Bread Basket. Do you know it?”


  “Yes, I know it. What’s going on? Would you rather come here?” Silence on the other end. “John?”


  “No. I’d better not. The Bread Basket is midway between your house and the station, and I’ll need to come back. Can you be there in about twenty minutes?”


  “I’m leaving right now.”


  The Bread Basket wouldn’t be very busy on this Friday before Christmas. It would probably pick up in about an when cold shoppers needed an afternoon break. The weather turned sunny and cold, but the weatherman on CNN forecast snow for Christmas Eve. I hoped so. I loved white Christmases and besides, we had new sleds for Henry and Kendall and needed the good stuff, not the icy snow currently covering everything. I found a table by the large picture window and hung my coat on a rack at the back of the bakery.


  “I really shouldn’t, but okay, yes, I’ll take a slice of your three-layered chocolate cake and a cup of your Christmas tea,” I responded to the young waitress who probably heard these guilty protests a hundred times a day. What the heck. In the last week I lost a few pounds due to poor eating, lack of sleep, and stress. Finding a body will do that to you.


  I took a sip of the tea as John pulled into the space next to mine. Dressed casually today in a pair of jeans and a pale blue oxford cloth shirt, I could see what a good-looking man he was but more importantly he seemed like a good guy. Before I got in too deep, I wanted Meme to meet him. Hopefully, she would give me the thumbs-up sign when they met on Christmas night. He took a giant step over a puddle of slush and came inside.


  “Sorry I’m late. Good, you’ve ordered.” He took off his jacket and draped it over his chair. A few people looked over at him with startled expression at the sight of the gun.


  He glanced at the menu and decided on a cup of hot chocolate and a piece of fresh cherry pie. His choice of food always surprised me. I didn’t think of this tall, rather well built man as the hot chocolate type, though the cherry pie was exactly what my father would have ordered. And Grandpa. Yikes. I hoped John had nothing more in common with my au naturale grandfather.


  “Your phone call sounded ominous. Is something wrong? Oh, my!” I gasped. I put down my fork and looked seriously at him. “You’re going to tell me Richard Sheridan killed Mrs. Scott. That’s it, isn’t it?” My hand went up to my chest and I held my breath while I waited for John to confirm my suspicions. “Well?”


  “Let me tell you what I’ve been up to since last night.”


  “Is this allowed? I mean sharing evidence with me?”


  “Probably not.” He shrugged. “I picked Richard Sheridan up last night. He wanted his lawyer so we had to wait almost two hours for the lawyer to show.” The waitress arrived and asked if I wanted more hot water. When she left John continued. “I knew someone else had to be involved other than Emmanuelle.”


  “You mean she admitted to diamond smuggling?”


  “No. But I’ll get to that. We know smuggled diamonds don’t come from some little town in Iowa. Hiding diamonds in the eyes was brilliant. Who would look at a box of doll eyes headed for a mannequin factory? Sounds innocent enough to me.”


  I nodded my agreement and he continued with his story. A little too slow for me, but I needed to work on my patience skills.


  “Tuesday night, after we found the diamonds, I did some digging. I called a good friend of mine, Ken Clark, up in Boston, and asked him to do some checking. He’s pretty high up on the ladder in Boston, but more importantly, I remembered him speaking about a man who works for the Police Judiciarie in Brussels. Ken lived in Belgium for a year in high school with a family and has maintained a friendship with the son all these years. I’m getting off the track. Anyway, the eyes came from a factory just outside Brussels. In case you didn’t know, Antwerp is the diamond capital of the world.”


  I interrupted. “Couldn’t the diamonds have been placed in the eyes after they arrived at the factory here?”


  “Yeah, except the diamonds had to come from somewhere. So whether they’re put into the eyes in Brussels or here, my guess is they’re still coming from Europe, maybe Russia or even Sierra Leone, for that matter.”


  “So the most logical step was to try the Belgian route first.”


  “Exactly. So Ken calls his friend, Gerard Willix and asks him what he knows about the factory. Gerard emails Ken back saying as far as his contacts could tell, nothing unusual is happening at the eye factory.”


  “So you were wrong. Do you have another theory?”


  Little lines formed at the corners of his eyes and his mouth spread into a smile. “Not so fast. There’s nothing strange about the factory, but there is an interesting tidbit concerning an employee. Seems there’s a very tenacious police detective in Brussels who’s been following a certain man for two years. This man regularly gets packages from a questionable source. He’s also a petty criminal so the police keep an eye on him.”


  “Diamonds!”


  “Diamonds.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FORTY-NINE


  


  


  “This is ironic,” I said, “because I talked with one of the designers and he said working at a mannequin factory wasn’t the sort of stuff you read about in spy novels, but here we have a police detective in Europe following some diamond smuggler around for years and it all leads back to the factory in little old Indian Cove. I’d say it sounds just like a dark spy novel.”


  John smiled. “It does at that.”


  “So why didn’t they arrest him? The man in the café, I mean.”


  “Well, like with drugs, they’re not interested in the little guy, they want the big fish. You figured that out very nicely the other day. They’re being sent to Murray Schwartz at Schwartz & Co. What he’s doing with them, we don’t know, but that’ll be for the Cincinnati police along with the FBI to figure out.”


  I had another thought. “What’s the reason for smuggling diamonds?”


  “The reason?”


  “Yes. Money?”


  “Well, yes, I suppose. What are you getting at?” John asked.


  I pushed my plate aside—hoping John didn’t notice that I ate the entire piece of cake—and leaned forward on the table. “Nothing maybe, but what if there are a whole lot more people at Poupée involved than just Richard and Emmanuelle?”


  “Like who?”


  “Like Joanne and Mitch. Those two are up to something. I saw her at the mall this morning, and let me tell you, she does not have a bad back. She was carrying a ton of shopping bags. I followed her for a bit and she went in to one of those high-priced sporting good stores that sell lots of equipment and I saw her lifting weights! She’s greedy and wants money so she and Mitch can start a business of their own. And as much as she wants Mrs. Scott’s job, the extra money is nothing compared to what she’ll need to get her own business off the ground. Trust me, I know. So what are her options?”


  “Again you amaze me. I never figured any of this out. It would make sense, though.”


  “What better and faster way to get some quick cash than being in on a diamond deal?”


  “You may have something there.” John finished the last bite of pie and signaled for the waitress to bring another hot chocolate.


  “Getting back to Richard. He goes to Europe on a vacation and hooks up with these eye factory people and then what—someone approaches him to be a courier?” I asked.


  “That’s the story he’s sticking to at the moment. We’re working on the assumption Murray Schwartz came to Richard first. He needed a way to get the diamonds here. He’d figured out a way to use mannequin eyes and arranged for Richard to go and work something out with the people in Brussels.”


  “So Mrs. Scott figured this out, probably from being suspicious of Emmanuelle to begin with, and then found out about the diamonds and they killed her. That’s probably why the printout goes back two years because that’s when Richard started the Eyes Have It model. That poor woman.”


  John touched my hand. For a moment our eyes locked and I forgot all about diamonds and murder and European eye factories.


  “Here’s your hot chocolate. Can I get you anything else?”


  John broke off first and looked up at an amused waitress. “No. This is fine. Thanks.”


  My thoughts came back to the present. “Sooner or later one of them—my money’s on Richard—will confess to murder.”


  “I’m afraid it’s not going to end like that.” John sat back and ran his hands through his thick, short hair. He sighed and looked back at me. “It doesn’t appear as though Emmanuelle had anything to do with the diamonds.”


  “How can you be so sure? She’s certainly not going to admit it up front,” I reflected. “But then again, if not her, maybe Joanne.”


  “I’m sure it’s not Emmanuelle. She’s totally mystified. And petrified.” I started to protest but John put up his hand. “Richard says she had no part of it.”


  “Oh.” I thought a minute. “So he’s admitting to diamond smuggling?”


  “Yes.”


  “I’m surprised he would. Who else is he taking down—Joanne or Mitch?”


  “No. But those two warrant another talking to in any case. But you’ll be happy to know Jerry had a piece of it. Had to. Richard needed someone in the factory to oversee everything.”


  “I knew it!” My yelp drew the attention of several of the patrons at the bakery.


  “When Richard figured out we wanted to stick him with murder as well, he came clean on the diamonds. Much to the chagrin of his lawyer.” John raised his eyebrows in amusement. “Once Richard started talking, he wouldn’t shut up. I guess the thought of a murder charge scared him to death. So maybe with a bit more prodding, he’ll give up Joanne and Mitch. Or maybe they’re not involved at all, which is my guess at this point. Richard had no qualms about giving up Jerry, so I don’t see him being benevolent toward Mitch and Joanne. If they had anything to do with the diamonds, Richard would share the information.”


  “Emmanuelle still could have killed Mrs. Scott because she found out about Emmanuelle’s past and threatened to expose her. Or Joanne could have killed her because she wanted Mrs. Scott’s job.”


  “Sorry, but you’re wrong—at least where Emmanuelle is concerned. Richard may be a smuggler, but both Richard and Emmanuelle have airtight alibis for the time of the murder.”


  “How can you say that? Even I can see their alibis don’t hold water.”


  “Stop. Alex, we’ve checked it out.”


  I folded my arms and glared at him waiting for an explanation on how on earth the police managed to find the thousands of people at the mall on Tuesday night let alone question all of them. “Well? Do I have to drag it out of you?” I asked a bit peevishly.


  “They were together.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTY


  


  


  The sun had disappeared for the day and I turned on the heater in my car. Air blew from the vents warming me. The beautiful white powder that covered everything just a few days ago transforming even the dreariest of scenery into something almost magical, turned into slush and the snow piled up along the roads by the plows looked like a dirty, mushy mass.


  After stopping off at a friend’s to drop off a Christmas gift, I pulled onto the turnpike relieved to see light traffic. I lowered the setting on the heater thinking back to my discussion with John a few hours earlier.


  “What do you mean they were together?” I asked not getting the full impact of his words. It’s amazing how naïve I can be.


  “Together.”


  I still didn’t understand.


  “At a motel down at the beach in Guilford.”


  “They’re having an affair?” I asked, not believing this latest turn events. Seeing them at the coffee shop, I never concluded it could be anything other than two colleagues eating lunch together. Then I remembered something Meme said the night I took her to bingo. Cherchez la femme. I should have seen it. Though I still couldn’t figure out how it all fit into the murder of Mrs. Scott. “Well, that’s just great! We’re no closer to solving this thing than before.”


  “If it’s any consolation, Brussels is happy we could help with their investigation.”


  I didn’t give a damn about the police goings-on three thousand miles and an ocean away. “There’s no mistake?” I asked holding onto one last bit of hope.


  “None. The clerk recognized their pictures from the new Poupée marketing literature. They went there many times. He says they checked in at five-fifteen. The place isn’t exactly the Ritz Carlton.”


  I exited the turnpike and drove through the quiet streets. More and more it looked like Jerry Gagliano murdered Mrs. Scott in a fit of jealous rage over Mr. Absher. She probably also figured out he had his hand in the diamond pot. John requested a search warrant for Jerry’s home.


  I pulled into my garage and closed the door before I got out of the car. With Richard and Emmanuelle cleared of the murder then the killer still walked the streets. A murderer roamed the city, and for the first time I felt tense and frightened. Reasoning Jerry would be arrested shortly for the murder, I tried to relax but still walked through my house turning on all the lights.


  An hour later, I still felt restless. I convinced myself if Jerry was guilty, he was probably engaged in more important things such as hiding evidence and arranging for a passport and an airline ticket to Tahiti than lingering by my mailbox, so I went to check the day’s offerings—another batch of cards mixed in with flyers announcing after-Christmas sales. I dumped everything in my recyclable bin and took the cards inside.


  Still, I felt edgy. I pulled the drapes across the windows, peeking out into the black night and shuddering involuntarily. I don’t know why all of a sudden I felt scared. But this feeling seemed to come out of nowhere. I parted the curtains a crack and looked up and down my street. Somewhere out there lurked the person who had killed Mrs. Scott.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTY-ONE


  


  


  “I can’t leave you alone in the kitchen for two seconds,” I scolded my father whose fingers pilfered a chunk of sage and sausage stuffing from the bowl on the counter. “Don’t you have something better to do?”


  “As a matter of fact, I need to get some wood from the pile out back.”


  The backyard consisted of a large lot that sloped down to a wooded area. Over the years Dad replanted trees as he cut others down, and now they too, were ready for the fireplace.


  “Want to come and help?”


  “Sure.”


  Dad and I made our way down to the end of the hill and loaded up two wheelbarrows with neatly cut wood. Dad beat me on the return trip. I finally reached the top of the hill huffing and puffing.


  “Maybe I should get you here more often. Sounds like you could use a bit of exercise.” Dad grinned at me.


  I plopped down on top of the wood and sat there for a minute catching my breath. “I’ll...be...all...right. How do...you do it, Dad?”


  “I’ve been hauling wood up that hill since before you were born, young lady.”


  I rolled over and sat on the ground. “Listen, Dad, I invited John Van der Burg over tomorrow night. Is that okay with you?”


  He sat on one of the wheelbarrows, steadying himself with one foot firmly on the ground. My dad always seemed to have one foot firmly on the ground. “He seems like a nice fellow. Certainly welcome here anytime. By the way, any news on the investigation?”


  “Some. But not on the murder. That still remains unsolved.”


  A car horn interrupted us.


  “That must be Dorothy. She’s bringing your mother’s gift.” Dad took off his work gloves and walked around to the front of the house.


  Dorothy and her husband were good friends and game partners of my parents. Dorothy had been a constant in my life. They lived a few blocks away.


  “Good. I thought you weren’t going to make it before Mabel got back.” Dad took a beautifully wrapped box from Dorothy’s glove-clad hands.


  “I got a bit tied up with my neighbor. She brought over her usual cookies. I don’t know what we’d do without friends who can cook,” Dorothy laughed.


  Dorothy didn’t bake, as I remembered, and the cookies each year from her neighbor had become a joke in their household.


  “Alex, dear, you look lovely as ever.” Dorothy planted a kiss on my cheek.


  I gave her a hug and asked if she’d like something to drink.


  “No. I’ve got to get back. Frank wants his lunch and I’ve got to boil the water for his cup of soup.”


  We watched her pull out of the drive and went back around the house.


  “What’s in the package, Dad?”


  “You’ll see tomorrow. It’s for your Mom. Dorothy kept it over at her house. Your mother has turned into quite a snoop in her old age.”


  We finished unloading the wood and went back inside.


  “She’s just the sweetest thing. I’m so glad her family came for the holidays. Some of them don’t,” Mom said a while later as she added more cold water to the flour and lard mixture that would become the best piecrust in town.


  “You’ve been working at the senior center for a long time, Mom. Doesn’t it ever get to you?” I watched my mother rolling out the pie dough and promised myself I would take care of my parents. My mother worked so hard for the elder citizens of our community it gave me pause to realize that she had reached senior status. I’m not supposed to know her age but Meme tells everyone. Besides, my mother goes to every damned high school reunion, so it’s easy to figure out. She’s sixty-one.


  “Yes, I suppose it gets to me sometimes,” she said. “Mainly when I see someone being ignored by his or her children, but for the most part the center is a good place with lots of activity. Too bad your grandfather didn’t want to go there, but he likes his friends at Mills Pond. We try our best to make it a happy place and they loved the beaded jewelry I made. Those cellophane bags you saved all year worked out just right.”


  “Glad to help.” I smiled at my mother’s innovative ways for using recyclables.


  “Are you about done mixing that, Alex?”


  I stirred the golden goo that would turn into pumpkin pie in the heat of the oven. “Let me just add a tad more cinnamon and it’ll be done.”


  “I stopped by Mrs. Haddock’s house this morning. Just a lovely woman.”


  “Yes, she is. She must miss Mrs. Scott terribly,” I added, once again awed and proud at how my mother immediately sensed the woman’s loneliness and took her under her wing.


  “I invited her for Christmas, but you’ll never guess where she’s going.”


  I gave Mom a quizzical expression. “Where? Oh! Meme’s.”


  Mom laughed. “That’s right. My mother will have that sweet, refined woman out collecting her debts in no time. The two of them are probably on a bus right this minute headed for a casino.”


  “I wish Meme was coming here. She could bring Mrs. Haddock.”


  “They’ll be here for dessert, but you know your grandmother enjoys her pot luck with all her neighbors. Many of them are alone so they stick together.” Mom turned the piecrust around and began vigorously rolling it out on the counter. “Did you know Mrs. Scott’s house got broken into? The police asked Mrs. Haddock to go through the house but nothing seems to be missing.”


  “No. I didn’t know that.”


  “Somebody probably knew Mrs. Scott died and broke in.”


  “But you said nothing was taken. Wouldn’t kids, or anyone else for that matter, take something? I mean, why break in for nothing?”


  “Maybe they didn’t have time.” Mom shrugged, as she added nuts to the bubbling cranberry sauce.


  I sat on the stool munching a piece of celery. The rest would eventually be stuffed with a cream cheese and olive mixture. “Now why would Richard or Jerry risk breaking into the house?”


  “Did you say something?”


  “Just talking to myself. Richard is probably in jail anyway.”


  “Who’s in jail?”


  “Oh, just a diamond smuggler.”


  “Oh, is that all. Alex, what are you going on about?” Mom asked. “Alex?”


  I shook myself from my thoughts. “Sorry, Mom. Just thinking. The police uncovered some kind of diamond smuggling going on at the factory. They thought the people responsible for it might have killed Mrs. Scott.”


  My mother stopped stirring for a moment and looked sternly at me. “Good heavens! What does William think about all this?”


  “I don’t know. Why would Jerry break into Mrs. Scott’s house? Unless he’s really obsessed and wants something of hers to remember her by like some sicko pervert.”


  “Who’s Jerry? And don’t say that word. And stop eating all the celery, Alex. There won’t be any left to stuff.”


  I put the piece I had just taken back on the plate. “Jerry is a man Mrs. Scott jilted. Has kind of a temper. My money’s on him.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTY-TWO


  


  


  At ten-thirty, after first stopping off to get Meme, we all piled into Dad’s Buick and went to midnight Mass. Why they called it midnight Mass when it started at eleven I had asked my parents more than once. No one knew. I usually only went to church to drop Meme off at bingo, Christmas being the exception. Once again, we found ourselves in St. Michael’s surrounded by people who only ventured through the massive doors once a year. Sometimes Sam and her family came too, but Henry couldn’t stay awake long enough. For a kid with all his energy, once seven-thirty rolled around, he dropped into a sound asleep. Meme tried to hide behind me as we entered, but no one came and branded her a cheater or dragged her from the church. Apparently all was forgiven.


  By one-thirty, my parents’ house fell silent. I lay in my bed staring at the ceiling in my old room listening to the voices of past years.


  The best Christmases were the ones when Meme came to visit. Dad would pick her up in New Haven and bring her to the house for a weeklong visit. She always had a story. She told us she sent away for them and received a new one each month, kind of like the book of the month club. But as I got older I learned she made them up on the spur of the moment.


  My room was illuminated by the street light across the road. The small square space remained the same, though Dad painted the walls several years ago. My bookshelf still stood in the corner with several mysteries by Mary C. Jane taking up the space. Mystery by Moonlight had been my favorite. I hoped Kendall and Henry would discover these treasures.


  I got out of bed and walked over to the window clad in my green plaid men’s pajamas and thought that Victoria’s Secret would have to wait until spring to get my business. I stood there in the dark and thought of Mrs. Scott lying on the hard, cold cement floor of the factory with the mannequin arm next to her. I wondered if the police had arrested Jerry yet. As much as I wanted the killer caught and behind bars, something still bothered me. I couldn’t give this persistent feeling any more credence than it being just a feeling—nothing more. I couldn’t grasp an image that occasionally slipped into my forethoughts only to quickly flee back to the safety of my subconscious. An image of Irwin Scott, from the picture in Mrs. Scott’s desk, fleetingly came into view. I shook my head. Was he trying to tell me something? But what? I had never met the man. I saw his face in my mind and shook the image out.


  I stood at the window for a few more minutes until the cold crept through the green plaid. Just as I started to turn to go back to bed, the first flakes of snow began to fall.


  “Well, well, well,” Dad said as he came into the kitchen. “Looks like the kids are going to be able to use their new sleds.”


  I got up early hearing my mother in the kitchen. I knew she would never go back to bed after fixing the turkey so I joined her for an early morning cup of tea and some Italian cookies we made the night before. We even managed to get in a few hands of gin before Dad got up.


  The gifts remained unopened until Sam and her family arrived. Dorothy’s package intrigued me. I couldn’t wait for Mom to open it. The box mysteriously appeared after church and Mom gave it a few shakes before she went to bed. Beautifully decorated in brown paper with pinecones, cranberries, and dried orange slices woven into an intricate design, Dorothy seemed to be better at using food for decoration than as a source of nourishment.


  “Who just called?” I asked my mother.


  “Sam. The kids are in heaven, eighty-eight percent, over all their things, but she said they seemed disappointed about no sleds under the tree. I can’t wait to see their faces!” My mother’s soft brown eyes twinkled at the thought of the sleds hiding in the garage.


  By ten-thirty, the rest of the gang arrived and everyone settled around the tree. An hour later, torn paper and ribbon covered the living room but one small package tucked far under the tree remained. Mom acted very nonchalant all morning but the suspense took its toll. Dad reached under the tree and handed Mom the small box. Sam and I looked at each other across the room and shrugged; neither of us had any idea as to the contents of the mysterious package.


  Mom slowly untied the red ribbon and gently lifted off the berries and pinecones. She looked around the room hoping for some clue before she lifted the top. “Oh, my goodness! Harry, what have you done?” Mom put the box aside and threw her arms around Dad.


  “Well, can you share with the rest of us?” Sam pleaded.


  “Your father and I are going to London with the Scrabble group!” She held up a piece of paper. My dad had copied Scrabble tiles that spelled out London and pasted them on the paper.


  “It’s not until next October,” Dad said.


  “I don’t care. Oh, Harry, what a treat!”


  When the excitement died down a bit Dad stirred things up again. “You know, Mabel, there’s one gift missing.” He eyed his grandchildren.


  “I think you’re right. I distinctly remember there being one other thing,” Mom said, playing along.


  I joined my sister and brother-in-law on the sofa and the three of us watched the play unfold.


  “Why don’t we go and check the garage.”


  The grandparents left the room. Kendall and Henry kept on playing in the wrapping paper rubble, oblivious to their grandparents. With all the new toys they got, the wrapping paper held their interest most.


  A few minutes later Dad came back holding a newly refurbished sled. “Look what I found in the garage. There isn’t a name on it.”


  Henry and Kendall stopped jumping around. Henry stared at the sled his grandfather held and screamed out. “It’s mine! I asked Santa for one and he must have mixed up the houses!”


  Kendall’s eyes showed hurt for just one second until she saw her grandmother enter with another sled.


  My parents set the sleds on the living room floor. Both children walked over tentatively, still not believing their good fortune.


  “Well, now. These are very special sleds.” Dad put an arm around each child. “Do you know why?” Two little heads shook. “It’s because they belonged to your mother and aunt. Santa must have fixed them up so you could use them.”


  “Is it true, Mommy? Was this your sled?” Kendall asked breaking away from her grandfather.


  “It sure was. Santa brought these to Aunt Alex and me.”


  Michael stood up. “Well, what are we waiting for? Go get your coats and let’s try these things out.”


  Henry and Kendall ran to get their coats while Mom helped.


  Michael put a hand on Dad’s shoulder. “Thanks. They look beautiful. I think they’re going to be the best gifts of the day—next to your trip, of course.”


  I went to sit at the kitchen table with Mom and Samantha and watched the kids play outside. Michael stood at the bottom of the hill to catch any little body headed for a tree while Dad pushed from the top.


  “That turkey sure smells good. How much longer before it’s done?”


  “Several more hours,” Mom answered Sam. “So if you’re hungry, get the celery out of the refrigerator.”


  Sam retrieved the plate, put it on the table and took a piece stuffed with cream cheese.


  “I talked with Dolly the other day,” Mom said, as she stood at the counter laying a piece of wrapping paper flat and smoothing out the wrinkles with her forearm.


  Sam and I exchanged looks.


  The paper folded, Mom put a hard crease in it with the side of her hand. I recognized this particular piece from last year when it covered a couple of paperbacks. This year it adorned a set of lotions for Sam. We didn’t spend a lot of money on wrapping paper in this family.


  “What were you two thinking? You could have been hurt. Trying to catch a murderer!” Mom’s arthritic hands shook and she eyed each of us in turn.


  Sam leaned closer to me and whispered out of the corner of her mouth. “I bet she could use Joanne’s eye right about now.”


  Mom turned back to the counter and started sorting through bows and ribbons rescuing ones that could be used another time. “You two are more and more like your grandmother. Two hoodlums. I shouldn’t have left you with her so much, but I had to work.” Mom threw bows into a plastic container. One of them looked pretty raggedy to me but Mom let it get by. I squirmed in my seat while Sam crunched another piece of celery. “Loaning money to people like Al Capone, for Christ sake.”


  My mother swore using the Lord’s name in vain. This wasn’t good.


  Sam pointed a piece of celery at Mom’s back. “I don’t think Meme’s quite in the same league as Al Capone, Mom. More like—”


  Mom slammed the lid on the container and turned toward us. “Be quiet, Samantha. You’re the oldest. You should look out for your little sister.”


  “Ah, Mom?” Sam raised her hand, “My little sister here is thirty-six years old and you had her at twenty-five so that would make you…” My sister never missed an opportunity to needle my mother.


  “Never mind what it would make me. My age is none of your business. You should be protecting Alex.”


  “We weren’t in any danger. We weren’t even trying to catch anyone,” Sam explained. “More like testing out a theory. Besides, Millie came up with the idea.”


  “Samantha! How dare you blame Millie,” I chided my sister.


  Sam pouted. “She got us all worked up with all that talk about drugs. I guess we should have been looking for diamonds.”


  I closed my eyes and hung my head. “Jesus.”


  Mom came to the table and took a seat. “I haven’t mentioned your little foray into felonious follies to your father.” After a moment’s hesitation intended to make me sweat, she added, “I don’t think I will.”


  Foray into felonious follies? My mother did love her words. I guess that’s why she always won at Scrabble.


  “Let the police do their work. I don’t want you girls mixed up with killers and diamond smugglers. I think you should stay away from Poupée until this whole thing is resolved. Dolly knew you wanted to help, but she had no idea to what extent.”


  “You don’t have to worry about it anymore, Mom. I think the police will be making an arrest very shortly…if they haven’t already.” I smiled while visions of Jerry Gagliano being handcuffed danced in my head.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTY-THREE


  


  


  As the snow started to fall again, we women retreated to the kitchen to clean up after a huge dinner that always rendered the men useless.


  “Why is it that we do all the cooking and cleaning?” Samantha asked.


  “Because we do it better and quicker. If we left it to the men, number one, they would still be in here tomorrow morning, and number two, we would never be able to find a thing in the refrigerator. I’m not even sure the leftovers would make it that far. It would be more in your father’s style to throw everything out. ‘Less to do,’ he would say,” Mom sighed as she wrapped yet another plate piled high with turkey.


  “I guess. But it doesn’t seem fair.”


  “There. Finished. Now if you girls don’t mind, I’m going to go and put my feet up.” Mom untied her apron and hung it in the pantry.


  I decided a nap might be just what I needed and went in search of a comfortable spot.


  “Harry, it’s going to revolutionize the dentistry profession. A root canal with absolutely no pain,” Michael said from the den, and I thought better of going in there. Once my brother-in-law got started on the newest technology in his field, he could go on forever. Bloody gauze and spit sinks would be the next topics.


  Not wanting to go up to my room, I returned to the kitchen.


  “Can an Eskimo be a vegetarian?”


  “What?” I looked at my sister with total bewilderment, not for the first time in our lives.


  “I said, can an Eskimo be a vegetarian? I thought they lived on seal blubber and stuff.”


  “I haven’t a clue. Why are you asking such a thing?” I walked over and placed a hand on Samantha’s forehead just in case she had something contagious.


  “No reason. I’m just looking at this geography book Santa brought Kendall and well, Alaska looks awfully...white, don’t you think?” She pointed to a picture of the state.


  “I hope you never volunteer your services over at the grammar school when they’re studying the fifty states.”


  “I’m not going to let this Eskimo thing go until I find out.”


  Henry walked into the kitchen “Where do we live?” he asked, looking at the book and taking a chair between us.


  I pulled the book over and started to flip past the various states. I stopped when I came to California.


  “This isn’t Connecticut,” Henry said.


  “I know. I’m just looking. I’d like to go to San Francisco.”


  “We stopped off there and spent a few days on our way to Hawaii,” Sam said. “I liked going over the Golden Gate and looking out to the Pacific. I know we have the Atlantic right at our doorstep, but it looks different. It took my breath away to be there. I think I could live there except for all the brush fires, earthquakes, floods, and people.”


  Henry tried to turn the page, but I pushed his little hand away gently. “Wait a second, Honey.” I bent my head closer to the book.


  “What are you looking at?” Sam asked, popping another cookie into her mouth. “What am I doing? I’m not going to have any room for pie. Henry, put these cookies over there on the counter.” Sam handed her son the plate but not before she grabbed one more.


  I sat back. “Do you know there’s a Redding in Northern California?”


  “So?”


  “Mrs. Scott came from Northern California.”


  Sam threw up her hands and repeated her question.


  “It’s just that I think someone over at Poupée comes from Redding, Connecticut.”


  “Well, lots of states have cities named the same. Take Springfield for example. I think every state has one. And there’s even a Manhattan in Kansas, maybe it’s Missouri. I think you should change into the red pant suit Mom and Dad gave you.”


  “Why should I change…and stop eating? I can’t believe you have any room left inside.”


  “Isn’t John coming over?”


  “Yes, he is. What I’m wearing is just fine. Though my new pantsuit is gorgeous.”


  “I helped Mom pick it out,” Sam said proudly.


  “I’m almost positive someone at Poupée is from Redding.”


  “Well, so what? What does that have to do with anything?”


  I stood up and walked over to the sink. I stood there looking out the window for several minutes. “There’s something there.” I shook my head. “I think we’ve been missing something.”


  “Alex, give it a rest. It’s Christmas. Leave it up to the police. You heard Mom. We could have been hurt. Or arrested for breaking and entering. Though the sight of you with Christmas tree bits springing from between your legs was worth a night in the pokey.” Sam laughed.


  “Mommmmmmmmm!”


  “That’s Kendall.” Sam got up and left the kitchen.


  “Aunt Alex, you never showed me where we live.”


  I sat back down and turned to the pages for Connecticut. I found Indian Cove and put my finger on it, totally obscuring it from view.


  “She doesn’t even talk like the rest of us,” I said, pronouncing it “tawk.”


  “Who doesn’t talk like us?”


  “No one, Honey. Look, I forgot to give my friend her Christmas present. I’m going to run over there right now and I’ll be back before anyone notices I’m gone so don’t say anything.” I took the phone book from under the counter and flipped through the pages. Everything fell into place. Could it be MS?


  “Where are you going?”


  I pulled on my jacket. “To my friend’s. I’ll be back shortly.”


  “What’s her name?”


  “Monica Scott.”


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTY-FOUR


  


  


  I found the address in an older section of Indian Cove. I turned left onto the street and started to search for number 104. Number 104 belonged to a large house toward the end of the block, surrounded by a tall hedge with several large maples in front. I parked my car and walked over to the house thinking for a minute I’d made a terrible mistake. The huge house looked vacant. I assumed Monica lived with her parents and they had gone away for the holidays.


  There were two mailboxes by the driveway. I went to check for the names. Nothing. But one box said 104 and the other, 104B indicating another house in the back. On the other side of the driveway a path led to the back of the property. Up and down the block, dark houses bordered this one but a party going on down at the corner seemed to be in full swing. The path curved behind the large main house.


  A light glowed from one of the windows above the garage and, hesitating, I wondered how to handle this. My parents—not to mention John—were going to kill me. Our relationship would be over before it started, but I’d come this far; a few more questions couldn’t hurt. I climbed the outdoor staircase on the side of the garage, slipping a few times on the ice. Music came from inside. I knocked on the door as hard as I could. A few seconds later the music abruptly stopped. The door opened.


  Monica stood there staring for a long moment not recognizing me. She had on dirty sweats and looked like she might be high on something.


  “Monica, its Alex Harris from Poupée. Can I come in?”


  “Why?”


  “I’m sorry to bother you on Christmas. I know it sounds strange but I just had a thought and I wanted to ask you a few more questions.”


  Monica stepped back and I entered, hitting a cast iron doorstop with the tip of my boot. The lamp on top of a table by the door shone, but other than that, the apartment was dark. No Christmas tree and no presents brightened the space. The room looked neat and clean but very plain. On the far wall cinder blocks and wood planks formed a set of shelves, and I suddenly had an image of my first apartment. A partially opened door in the back seemed to lead to a bedroom. To the right I spied a small kitchen with packaging from a frozen dinner on a table.


  I stepped further into the room. Monica shut the door behind me. Then I heard something more—a click? On the cinder block shelves rested a picture of a very solemn looking child and two elderly, stern people. I stared at the picture and everything fell into place. All the puzzle pieces fit. A sound behind me made me jump and I turned to see Monica about a foot away. Monica, with the same eyes as Irwin Scott.


  “You’re not from Redding, Connecticut, are you?”


  “I never said I was.”


  “That’s true. Those two people in that picture...” I pointed at the photo. “They’re your grandparents, aren’t they? Your mother’s parents.”


  “Yes.”


  “Your mother, where is she?”


  “Dead.”


  I looked into a face the same round shape of Irwin Scott but which held none of the warmth. Her eyes were cold and bitter, and something more—maniacal. But the eyes were almost exactly like Irwin’s. Why hadn’t Mrs. Scott noticed? Then I remembered something Ian Reiser had said—Monica had green eyes.


  “Mrs. Scott was your stepmother and before she died you wore green contacts to change your eyes.”


  Monica paused for a moment. “Stepmother? You’re certainly being kind to a woman who ruined my life. Ruined my family. Yes, I wore contacts,” she said with curiosity.


  “You killed her, didn’t you?” The words came out before I could pull them back. I should have just excused myself and gone quickly down the steps, jumped in my car and locked it. But no, I had to ask.


  “Yes.” Monica moved away from me and I saw my chance to go for the door but something kept me glued to the floor. “Yes, I killed her. I waited my whole life to kill her. Your precious Mrs. Scott. A bitch, you know, a whore.” Monica said the words so calmly I thought for a moment maybe I hadn’t just heard what I thought.


  “You’ve been to her house.”


  “Yes, I’ve been watching her. Waiting.”


  “Waiting?” I asked. “For what?”


  “The right time.”


  The words sent a chill down my back. Even with my coat and gloves on, the cold spread through my body.


  “Do you know, do you have any idea the kind of hell I lived through with them?” Monica asked reaching for the picture of her grandparents. She stared at it for a moment and suddenly threw it across the room, making me jump back.


  “You gave Mrs. Scott the computer printout. She never asked for it.”


  “Yep, that’s right, I did. You’re good at this, Alex. I noticed something odd when I entered all the data into the new system. I didn’t know what it meant.” She shrugged. “But I had a hunch someone was up to no good. I’ve been inputting data for a long time. You get a feeling when the figures don’t add up.”


  “You suspected Emmanuelle?”


  Monica shook her head. “No. Not really. I figured it was that weasel, Sheridan, what with all his trips to Europe. But I knew Elvira didn’t like Emmanuelle. Everyone knew. Though the figures belonged to a client of Richard’s and that worked. I didn’t care who got blamed. The police could sort that out.”


  “So you put the printout in Mrs. Scott’s purse hoping to implicate Emmanuelle or Richard.”


  “No. I didn’t need to. Elvira had them in her purse. It took you long enough to figure out the figures weren’t right. I tried to think of some other way that the finger could be pointed at Emmanuelle or Richard. Or both. But then you put two and two together.”


  “How do you know that?”


  “I heard you talking with Oliver Absher. I saw him arrive so I just casually wandered into Elvira’s office and listened to you in Mr. Poupée’s office.”


  “Monica, why did you blame Mrs. Scott for your parent’s breakup? From what I know, your mother and father had many problems.” I let the explanation stop there. I didn’t wish to accuse the mother of being crazy when the daughter obviously inherited the same condition.


  “Well, I’ll tell you,” Monica’s eerie calmness belied the rage flashing in her eyes. She moved toward me and I reached back searching with my hands for something I could use in defense.


  Monica’s face came within inches of mine. I could smell the girl’s stale breath. She suddenly backed away.


  “My wonderful father left me for his tramp. Just walked out and left me. I never heard from him again.” She started pacing around the room, every now and again looking at me. Her dark copper hair hung in greasy strands around her face and she kept on pushing it over her ears. “He just packed up and left. Left me to them!” She spat the word out and kicked the picture on the floor sending pieces of glass flying.


  “What about your mother?”


  “My mother?” Monica’s voice lowered again and she spun to face me. “My mother slit her throat one day. I came home and found her lying in a sticky pool of her own blood. I was seven years old. My mother.” She made it sound like a four-letter word. “My poor, pathetic, sick mother. After my father left, she couldn’t take it any more. My grandparents took us in and kept telling me it would be all right.” Monica’s voice rose again and with it the pacing grew more frantic. “As if they could possibly know anything. They only cared about their precious fucking image! Finally, we left, my mother and I, and went to live in a tiny house my grandfather bought.”


  She walked around the small room, kicking things in her path. I wondered if I could make it out the front door before Monica could grab me. She circled the sofa and plopped herself onto the cushions. She put her head in her hands and I saw my chance.


  “Where are you going?” Monica jumped up and blocked the path to the door.


  “I’m sorry. I thought you wanted to be alone,” I said softly.


  “Alone. Alone! I’ve been alone my whole fucking life! That bitch, she came into my father’s life and just took him. My mother told me all about it. How she seduced my father and told him we were no good. He didn’t want to go, but she made him, she forced him!” Spittle flew from Monica’s mouth landing on my coat.


  I wondered if I could possibly reason with the girl. I didn’t see any other escape route so gave it a try. “Monica, I think your mother had a lot of problems. I think your father tried to help her.”


  To my astonishment, it seemed to work. Monica backed off and went back to sit on the sofa. She wiped the saliva from her face on the back of her sleeve and pushed the hair over her ears again.


  “I know your father tried to contact you. He wrote you letters and....”


  She hopped off the couch again, inches from me, shouting in my face. “How do you know that? Did she tell you? Did Elvira tell you? What kind of a name is that anyway?”


  I just about had my fill of these mood swings. “No, Elvira didn’t tell me.”


  “No, she couldn’t. Because I killed her. I really wanted to kill her on Christmas but she finally figured out who I was. Took her long enough.”


  Monica started to laugh and turned away. The laughing continued for a few seconds and then abruptly stopped.


  I realized for the first time the girl really was insane. With this realization, I knew I had to get out of there and fast. “I really need to go. My family must be worried about me by now. I told them I would just be a few minutes.” I gave a little laugh and took a step toward the door.


  “At least you have a family!”


  “Monica, why don’t you get your coat and we can go talk to Detective Van der Burg. I’m sure he would understand. He’ll find some people who can help you.”


  “I don’t need any help.” She looked baffled. “Do I look like I need help?”


  “No. No. I just thought...I’m sorry, but I really have to go.” I moved again thinking this time I would make it.


  “I said you’re not going anywhere!” Monica stood next to me.


  I realized my only hope was to replace my fear with anger. I shoved Monica in the chest. The young woman tumbled back. I grabbed for the door confirming my worst fear—she had locked it. I fumbled with the latch but I still wore my gloves. Monica got back up and tried to grab my hair. For the first time in my life I thanked my lucky stars for short, fine hair.


  Instead, Monica snatched at my coat.


  “Let me go!” I kicked her.


  “I can’t let you leave. You’ll go tell everyone I’m crazy.” She started to chant. “Monica is crazy, Monica is crazy.”


  “Stop it! I won’t say anything. Just let me go!” I managed to turn around and pushed her again with all the strength I could muster, all the while pulling off my gloves. There! They were off. I fiddled with the latch again, this time managing to get it undone.


  I yanked the door open and glanced back to where Monica had been lying on the floor, but she was gone.


  I saw the raised hand holding the doorstop a split second before it crashed down on my shoulder. I slumped to the floor grabbing my arm and screaming out in pain.


  “I said you’re not leaving!”


  “Someone! Please! Anyone. Help me!” I yelled.


  I rolled on my butt and managed to kick the advancing Monica with both feet. She fell backward, hitting her head on the wooden corner of the sofa arm. It made a loud thud and I hoped it hurt like hell. With any luck, it knocked her out. I had to get out of there before Monica came to. The girl already killed once and no doubt had grown accustomed to this particular method of working out her problems.


  But I couldn’t move. My shoulder hurt so much.


  The door had slammed shut when I fell. I groped with my left hand and turned the knob. It opened. I braced myself on the table and knocked the lamp to the floor. The bulb popped, plunging the room into darkness.


  My right arm hung limply at my side, no good to me now. I managed to push the door open with my left shoulder and started slowly down the icy steps. At the bottom something hit the middle of my back. I fell forward into the snow and landed on my shoulder sending shock waves through my entire body.


  Monica ran back up the steps, probably to get the doorstop, or worse, a knife.


  I dragged myself to a bunch of trashcans just as Monica rushed back down the stairs. Behind the trashcans was a pile of wood and a few low bushes. They would have to do for cover.


  I crawled behind, biting down on my lip to keep from screaming out.


  “I know you’re out here. You can’t get away. Just ask Elvira. It didn’t do her any good either.” Monica’s voice broke the silence only a few feet from where I hid.


  As true dread set in, I thought quickly. I left my purse in my car along with my cell. The only thing I had were my keys but they were tucked into my coat pocket. If I tried to reach for them Monica would hear me.


  She passed the woodpile and continued down the path to the front yard. I poked my head out. Was there a back way out? Very little light from the street penetrated here and I couldn’t see a single thing. The cold seeped through my wet clothes and my arm ached so bad I didn’t think I’d be able to keep from screaming too much longer.


  I heard Monica’s voice calling out for me but nothing else. The neighbor’s party was still going on, but they would never hear me from there. My whole body throbbed. Something trickled down my cheek. Sweat or blood? I couldn’t tell in the dark. Monica’s legs appeared through a crack between the bushes and the woodpile. This might be my chance. If I could get my hand through the bushes I might be able to grab her leg. And then what?


  Far off in the distance I thought I heard a familiar, welcome sound but couldn’t be sure. And if I was wrong, I was done for. It was now or never. My right arm throbbed. I mustered up all the strength I could and forced it to pick up a piece of wood. Monica had wandered down the driveway and this was my chance to inch forward positioning myself to grab her leg the next time she walked by.


  I heard the crunch of her footsteps. Right in front of me I made out the back of her legs. I was in position, up on my knees ready to pounce. I just needed her to take a few steps away to give me more room to propel myself at her.


  And then the worst possible thing happened. She turned around and was facing the bush, was facing me.


  I said a silent prayer as tears sprang to my eyes. And then I jumped, propelling myself as hard as I could at her.


  


  


  


  


  


  CHAPTER FIFTY-FIVE


  


  


  Two days after Christmas thick clouds threatened another storm. Icicles hung from eaves and snowmen stood sentry up and down the street.


  Inside my parents’ home the family sat around the kitchen table, the makings of a leftover turkey dinner sitting on top of the counter and plates piled high on the table.


  Mom and Dad sat across the table with John next to them. William and Dolly had pulled in extra chairs from the dining room and Michael stood, leaning against the kitchen sink. The kids happily played in the snow where Henry pummeled his sister in a fierce snowball fight. I, with my arm cut and badly bruised and now encased in a sling, sat with my sister on one side and my grandmother protectively on the other.


  “‘Nothing is so exhilarating in life as to be shot at with no result,’” I said softly.


  “Amen to that,” Sam agreed.


  Meme made the sign of the cross with her right hand while keeping her left firmly on my arm.


  I turned my head and looked at the group. “So it was sirens I heard.”


  Mom reached across the table and patted my left hand. “Yes. And just in time.”


  “I’ve been asleep all this time?”


  “Just about.” Mom looked across the table at Samantha and Meme. “These two were by your side every second.”


  I playfully gave Sam a punch in the arm and then winced.


  “When the police pulled their car round back and turn on their lights there you were, straddling Monica. She was out cold. You looked like a wild woman who lived in the jungle.” Meme’s voice cracked and a tear escaped down her cheek. She pulled a tissue from the pocket of her dress and blew her nose.


  I shook my head. “I knew I only had one chance and I had to take it. I tackled Monica. It hauled back and threw her several feet. Then I jumped on her. Having the upper hand didn’t last very long.” I shrugged and gave a partial eye-roll. “She’s really strong and with one quick flip, she had me on my back and tried to get the piece of wood.”


  “’Why are you fighting me, Alex?’ she said. ‘You saw what I did to Elvira. She didn’t have a chance and neither do you.’ Spittle flew from her mouth—actually, it was more like she was foaming at the mouth.”


  “Yuk,” my sister said.


  “At that moment she looked like a wild, caged animal fighting for her life, but so was I and I know it sounds selfish but I thought I had a lot more to lose than Monica.” I looked at my family, all gathered around me and selfish or not, I did have more than Monica.


  “Then what happened?” Meme asked, still holding onto my arm.


  “I managed to bring my knee up to my chest, putting my foot right under her stomach area. I gathered all my strength in that one kick and lashed out with my good left arm at the same time. Monica flew backward.” I couldn’t help grimacing and Meme squeezed my arm. “Her head hit the wood pile. I scrambled on top of her and whacked her head with a piece of wood.”


  I took a sip of my tea and used the moment it took to set the cup on the table, to gather myself. “For one brief second her eyes bore into mine. For that one moment I felt bad. But at the same time I knew she’d kill me if she got up… I got ready to hit her again…but then her head fell back onto the ground and her eyes closed.” I looked at John. His eyes held sympathy and concern. “Did I kill her?”


  “No. She’s in the hospital. She’ll be okay,” John said.


  “How did you know I went to Monica’s?” I asked of no one.


  “Henry,” Sam said. “He wouldn’t tell us until I convinced him it was the one-hundred and fifty percent right thing to do.”


  I looked out the window again. Henry stopped his assault on his sister for a split second. He looked up at the window and smiled at me, our eyes locking. He had saved my life.


  “Alex,” Mr. Poupée said, bringing me back to the conversation, “I will never forgive myself for getting you involved. This is all my fault. I hope you can find it in your heart to forgive me.”


  “Done. It’s not your fault. I walked into the lion’s den on my own. I knew better. I just didn’t think she would try to kill me, too. Stupid, I guess.”


  “Well, I hope you two have learned your lesson.” This time Dolly Poupée gave out the admonishments, first to me and then to her husband. “Especially you, William.”


  “What I don’t understand is what in God’s name made you go to her house?” Samantha asked not for the first time.


  “The geography book. When I saw Redding, California, a few things clicked into place. Remember in Mr. Poupée’s office when Mr. Absher told us about his suspicions of Emmanuelle?” I asked John.


  “Yeah.”


  “Well, it all started at the annual sales meeting, a month ago. Monica told me she gave Mrs. Scott the printout six weeks before that. Mr. Absher hinted at the fact that Mrs. Scott seemed to suspect Emmanuelle of something even before he enlightened her with his own suspicions.”


  “So you’re saying Monica set up Emmanuelle?” Mom asked.


  “Yes. Or anyone actually, as long as it cast suspicion elsewhere. Another thing, Mrs. Scott bookmarked a college in Redding. She obviously saw the similarity to Irwin and found a picture of Monica on the Internet at some school she had attended. Monica planned to kill Mrs. Scott. Totally premeditated. And then there was the shorthand note. Once I figured out the Redding connection, could it be MS fell into place.”


  Mom shook her head. “Could it be Monica Scott? How awful. I read in the paper she used her grandmother’s maiden name of Ballister.”


  “She legally changed it a few years ago. She had this planned for a long time,” John said.


  That sent a chill up my spine to think someone plotted to kill another for so long.


  “I spent all of last night in the hospital interrogating her and she really is crazy.” John’s eyes locked with mine. I noticed small lines around his eyes, but something else, a real tenderness I hadn’t been sure about.


  “She told me she planned on killing Mrs. Scott on Christmas but Mrs. Scott figured it out and then Monica overheard Mrs. Scott and Mr. Poupée planning to meet that night. That same day another bit of information fell into her lap by chance. Monica overheard Ruth phoning Emmanuelle. She knew, as most everyone did, that Emmanuelle worked at home at lot, and probably wouldn’t have a good alibi for the time of the killing.”


  “One other thing, Monica is the person who broke into Mrs. Scott’s house. She wanted a picture of her father,” John added.


  “Well, the murderer is caught, but what about the diamond smugglers?” Sam asked.


  “Richard, Jerry, and Mr. Schwartz, right?” I looked toward John for conformation.


  “Yes, that’s right.”


  I squirmed in my chair, feeling uncomfortable on a whole lot of levels. I could’ve died yesterday. I could’ve died.


  “Are you all right? Let’s go into the living room. It’s more comfortable,” Mom suggested.


  We grabbed our drinks and sandwiches and went into the other room. Sam carried the platter with the turkey so she could pick off the rest of the meat.


  “What about Emmanuelle—what happens to her?” Sam wanted to know.


  “I haven’t made any decisions yet,” Mr. Poupée started, “but I don’t see any reason to fire her. She had nothing to do with the diamonds or the murder. She’s done a remarkable job for us. I believe everyone deserves a second chance. And with Richard gone, there’ll be an opening to fill. I’ll keep an eye on her, though, you can count on that.”


  I fidgeted in my seat and, finally finding a comfortable position, asked, “And the museum job? Did you find out, Mr. Poupée, exactly what happened?”


  “Well, Alex, you’re not the only one around here good at figuring things out. In all the excitement I forgot to tell you. I learned that the other firm is in Virginia. Seems Joanne gave them a copy of our proposal. Well, most of it, anyway. Mrs. Scott asked her to makes copies and she conveniently made a copy for herself. Mitch had an interview with this other firm at some point and Joanne went with him. She and the owner started an affair and he promised her a great job if she could help him get a copy of the proposal.”


  “Joanne! Well, I’ll be. So she was just using Mitch.”


  “In a way. She pumped him for information about the design but she planned to bring him along to the other firm once she got her new position,” Mr. Poupée said. “We’ve contacted the museum and the other firm has agreed to withdraw their bid in exchange for our not pressing charges. I told them definitely not. I plan to press charges next week and the museum wants nothing to do with them. I’m also pressing charges against Joanne.”


  “I’ll bet her back problems were fake. She just used that as an excuse to fly down to Virginia and sell the plans, right?”


  “That’s right.” Mr. Poupée stopped, took a deep breath and then continued. “I’ve been an old fool. I never looked around me. Joanne, Richard, Jerry. How could I have been so blind? And Elvira killed.” He shook his head while Dolly reached over and touched his face.


  “Mr. Poupée,” I said, “You can’t take any blame for what happened to Mrs. Scott. You couldn’t have known about Monica. Mrs. Scott didn’t even know at first. And as for the other, maybe next time just don’t give your assistant so much responsibility that you lose contact with your employees. It’ll work out fine. I’ll make sure you get the right person for the job.”


  Mr. Poupée smiled at me and Mom went to make more coffee.


  


  *****


  


  The afternoon light faded into night. Everyone, including Dad and Mom, discreetly left John and me alone. Meme gave me a thumbs-up before my mother dragged her back to the kitchen.


  “Alone a last,” John settled next to me on the sofa. “Promise me you’ll never, never take off like that again?” He slipped his arm over the top of the sofa and touched my hair.


  “That’s easy. Before Mrs. Scott, I think the only murder in Indian Cove took place about a hundred and fifty years ago. So I doubt I’ll be around for the next one.”


  “From now on, just leave murder and mayhem to the police.”


  “Yes sir!” I saluted with my left hand.


  “Alex?”


  “If you’re going to ask if you can kiss me, the answer is yes.”


  “No, I wasn’t.”


  I looked dejected. I didn’t know if we’d be able to get past this awkward stage. Had I gotten everything wrong? Was John just a good policeman concerned for a fellow citizen?


  He leaned close to my face and brushed his hand along my cheek. “I wanted to ask if you’re free New Year’s Eve.”
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