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      I walked through the doors of Silk, my upscale women’s boutique, thrilled to see it busy already. It had only been open thirty minutes. This was the kind of business I wanted to see every day. This was my first day back after being on vacation and, while it had been hard for me to leave, it was clear Molly, my manager, did fine without me. In fact, I felt a little pang of fear Silk was thriving because I wasn’t there. Maybe Molly was better at running the business? But isn’t that how it should be? As an entrepreneur, you were supposed to hire people who were skilled in the areas you weren’t, so you could focus more on what you were good at. I was good at ordering the product and the marketing. At least I felt I was good at it. The part I didn’t love was the actual selling. I wasn’t as confident as I needed to be to persuade people to buy. I was so relieved when I’d finally felt business was at the point I could hire someone to take that over for me. So, I should be grateful, not fearful.

      My name is Presley Thurman. A thirty-something redhead, lover of food, wine, cheese, and reality TV. I’d taken over Silk after its former owner was murdered and her husband let it run into the ground after her death. When I’d decided to buy it, it was failing. I’d signed the ownership papers, scared but confident at the prospect of being able to get it back to its former glory, and even more importantly; back to profitable. I’d long been in search of a meaningful career since leaving my human resources job. One that fulfilled me for more than just a paycheck and Silk did that for me. I loved being a business owner. Don’t get me wrong, it was super stressful, but I loved it.

      The road to restoring Silk to its former glory hadn’t been easy. For every step forward I’d taken two, or ten it seemed sometimes, steps back. But right before my vacation in Wisconsin, I’d started to see that I wouldn’t be working myself to death and end up bankrupt having invested my life savings away on something I ended up failing at.

      Now I could see that the store survived without me I was even more excited to dive back in. To focus on building Silk up for the holiday season, which was the busiest and the best opportunity to grow the business.

      Distraction free, I knew I could accomplish my goals.

      I needed to settle in, get back into my routine, and it would be fine. I should be happy Molly didn’t need me. That meant I could take more time off and travel with my boyfriend, Cooper. He traveled a lot for work, and it had been hard since buying Silk to not have the freedom to go with him. I felt like I hardly saw him. He was gone at least two weeks a month. As I walked through to the back door, Molly spotted me and ran over to give me a big hug.

      “You’re back! Are you refreshed? Did you get to relax? You look amazing in those wide leg pants. I’m so glad you’re back,” she said in a rush without giving me time to answer any of her questions. But that was Molly’s personality. She was super upbeat and talkative, which made her a good salesperson. She also had an amazing eye for what would look good on someone— even if it didn’t seem so on the rack. Once she got the customer to try the garment on, it always worked. It was a gift really. One I didn’t have.

      I was always afraid the customer wouldn’t look good in what I picked out and would run screaming from the store telling all their friends and no one would come in ever again. So, I was hesitant and that wasn’t a good quality when trying to convince someone to buy from you.

      Especially at what our clothes cost.

      I’d even had nightmares about it happening. People running away screaming that is. One of my best friends, Katy, told me I was being too over dramatic when I’d shared my dreams with her. Nightmares or not, when I’d finally felt I had the cash flow to hire someone to focus on sales I jumped at it. It caused a whole new host of reasons for sleepless nights, but it was worth it. Without Molly I couldn’t have taken a vacation. Even though it wasn’t all relaxing and laying on the beach as I’d planned, it had been nice to get away. And even better to be back. I’d missed this place.

      “I see the new wrap dresses came in.” I looked at how well one of my fall buys fit Molly Though everything looked good on Molly. She was blond, with natural highlights from the sun, blue eyes, tall, and toned. A body I would kill for but not enough to give up my lattes or my wine.

      “Yep. They came in on Tuesday and we’ve already sold a few even though it’s still hot out. The fit is amazing, and they aren’t too heavy so it’s a good transition piece.”

      Summer was hot and a miserable time to be in the city, but retail always pushed the seasons. One thing I’d always found a little annoying about the industry. All the items I’d bought for the fall collection would be here before the weather was cool enough to wear long sleeves and sweaters. Just like all the summer stuff came in when snow was on the ground and the lake effect weather had us all freezing. When I’d added the wrap dresses, I knew they’d look good with sandals or boots. They were a good way to integrate seasons.

      I set my stuff down in the office and went to get some coffee when I heard a blood-curdling scream coming from the sales floor. What the heck? I ran out and all I could see was a group of customers huddled in a group looking down at something. I glanced around for Molly and saw her staring at the same spot with a horrified look on her face.

      I got closer and, when I saw what they were looking at, I’m sure my face shared the same horrified expression. One of the customers was sprawled on the floor unconscious.

      “Did anyone call 911?” I asked and the group just sort of stared at me. I think they were in shock. I’d left my cell in the office with my stuff, so I rushed over to the cash stand, picked up the phone and dialed. I told them the situation and address then hung up and went back to the women sprawled out between the rack of dresses and linen shorts. I pushed my way through the crowd to reach her, knelt and checked to see if she was still breathing. God let her still be breathing. I pressed my ear close to her face heard shallow breaths. It wasn’t regular, or at least it didn’t sound it to me, but all I knew about medical stuff was from watching Grey’s Anatomy. At least she was breathing. Which caused me to breathe a sigh of relief. I rolled her over to her side even though I doubted she was passed out from drinking and in danger of vomiting. But it was the only emergency procedure I knew how to do.

      No one said a word and in a few minutes, I heard sirens getting closer, then saw the flashing lights through the front windows. I heard the voices of the paramedics asking people to move and then two men kneeled next to me and all but pushed me out of the way. Fine with me, I thought and stood up, letting the professionals take over. Molly came over and grabbed my arm. She still looked terrified and I couldn’t help but mentally cross my fingers that this incident wouldn’t scare her away. I didn’t want to lose her, and I felt selfish for even thinking that.

      “Is she going to be alright?” Molly said, her voice shaking.

      “I sure she’ll be fine. Probably low blood sugar or something. You know how these women are. Black coffee for breakfast and lettuce for lunch,” I whispered, trying to lighten the mood.

      Molly gave a small smile.

      “Why don’t you bring out the coffee cart and see if these ladies want coffee?” I said, more to distract her and the ladies in the store from what was happening.

      Molly nodded and walked to the back to get it.

      “Ladies, we will be bringing out coffee and pastries in just a moment. If you’d back up and give the emergency personnel some room, I’m sure they’d appreciate it.” The ladies backed up a little, but they were all enthralled it seemed with what was going on, though a couple looked guilty. Like they felt they shouldn’t be staring.

      It only took a few more moments until the paramedics had the woman loaded on a stretcher and into the ambulance.

      As they were pulling away, I saw a cop car pull up and two officers get out. They walked in and I went to greet them. I couldn’t help but noting they were both very attractive. Made me wonder for a moment if that was a requirement to being on the police force.

      “Are you the one who called 911?”

      “Yes. I’m the owner here. My name is Presley Thurman.”

      “I’m Officer Thomas and this is Officer Mills. We’d like to ask you a few questions.”

      “Sure. Want to come back to the office where there’s a little more privacy?” And where we didn’t have an audience, I thought. I didn’t want to give these ladies another free show.

      “No, this is fine. Officer Mills, why don’t you go get the statements from those ladies.” He nodded to the coffee cart where the majority of the women were standing.

      While Office Mills walked away, I thought, great this was going to make the gossip rounds. I cringed. What was wrong with me? Thinking about myself at a time like this. A woman passed out in my store and her health was much more important than Silk being gossiped about. I put a helpful smile on my face, determined to be more empathetic.

      “Now, what can you tell me about what happened?” Officer Thomas asked.

      “Nothing really. I wasn’t out here when it happened, and I don’t even know who she is. I’m not sure she’s been in before. Hey, Molly,” I called to get her attention from the coffee cart where she was serving the ladies who were talking to the other officer. She looked up. “Can you come over here and answer a few questions?”

      She walked over, trembling. I was curious as to why she seemed so nervous, but then maybe since I’d dealt with police before I was the one desensitized. This was a traumatic experience.

      “It’s OK. They just want to know if you saw anything.” I tried to put her at ease.

      “Sure,” she said softly. “I showed her the new wrap dresses and she suddenly turned pale. She seemed like she couldn’t breathe. Then she passed out and fell to the floor. I tried to catch her, but I think she might have hit her head. I’m sorry, I was just so caught off guard.”

      “No one is blaming you. It’s fine,” I reassured her.

      Officer Thomas made a few notes, then looked back up. “Has she been in before? Do you know her?”

      Molly shook her head nervously. “She said this was her first time in.”

      “OK. Thank you. I think we’ve got everything.”

      “Are you OK?” I asked when they left. She didn’t look okay, but that was to be expected after what had happened.

      “Yeah. Just a little freaked out, I guess. Do you think she’s going to be OK?”

      “I don’t know, Molly, but I hope so.”

      “Do you think he was cute?”

      “Who?”

      “That Officer Thomas.”

      I thought that seemed like an odd thing to focus on, but she wasn’t wrong. “Yes.”

      Officer Thomas was tall, well over six feet. Dark brown hair and very green eyes. He looked to be in his mid-thirties, though it was hard to tell a person’s age these days. If he were here under different circumstances, he might be a perfect guy for Molly. She’d been through a bad break up about a year ago and had been reluctant to date since then. She was a tall girl and they would look good together. “Though now might not be the best time to ask him out on a date.”

      Molly looked at me like I was crazy. “I wasn’t going to ask him out.” Then why mention he was cute? I was confused. Maybe she was in shock and didn’t realize what she was saying.

      “Do you want to go home? I can handle it today.”

      “No. I’ll be fine.”

      “OK, but if you change your mind, let me know.”

      “I will, but I think I’d rather stay busy.”

      After a couple hours, things settled back down to normal and it almost seemed like this morning never happened. I let Molly leave with about an hour left until closing, but at this time of night we didn’t usually have many customers and I could tell she was still rattled. At closing time I was up at the front, counting down the drawer when I heard a knock on the glass of the front door. I looked up and it was Officer Thomas again. My heart started pounding. I had a feeling this wasn’t good.
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      I went and let him in and started to lock the door behind him when he stopped me by placing his hand on the door. “Wait on that. There are people right behind me.”

      I looked at him, frowning “What?”

      “Susan Milford didn’t just pass out. She was poisoned. So, this place is a crime scene.”

      The color drained from my face and my heart started beating furiously as three more people dressed in black jackets with Chicago Police Department on the back came through the door with equipment that must be to take fingerprints. They quickly set started to work taking pictures and writing things down.

      “You can lock the door now,” he said crisply.

      Hands shaking, I did just that. “Can I make a phone call?”

      “Sure, you can call your lawyer if you want,” he said, eyes narrowing. I wasn’t going to call a lawyer, though I could understand why he would think that and why he’d be a little suspicious of me calling one. Innocent people didn’t usually call lawyers right away.

      “That’s not the phone call I was going to make. Should I?” I asked, starting to get nervous even though I hadn’t done anything.

      “You’re not being charged with anything. Right now. We’re just collecting evidence. But go ahead, make your call. You’re free to do whatever you want. You can even leave if you’d like.”

      Was this a test or something? Like I’d up and leave? Say see ya., I’ve got dinner plans. Feel free to hang out here as long as you’d like. “No, I’ll stay but I will go to the back and stay out of your way.”

      I walked to the back as calmly as I could, and when I got to the office, grabbed my phone and dialed.

      “Hey, Pres. What’s up, how was vacation?” Wille answered on the first ring.

      “Willie. There are cops at Silk processing it as a crime scene,” I whispered, even though they couldn’t hear me up front. And who cares if they did. I had nothing to hide.

      “What?”

      I tried to stay calm and started to explain. “One of my customers passed out in the store earlier today. We all thought it was a fainting spell or maybe she didn’t eat. But that’s obviously not the case now.

      “I’ll be right there.”

      I grabbed a Diet Coke from the refrigerator even though caffeine was the last thing I needed. But I needed something to do with my hands. I tried to catch up on emails, but after reading the same email five times and not understanding a thing I read, I gave up and just sat there. I looked at the clock and it had been fifteen minutes since I talked to Willie. He should be here soon. I knew I’d feel so much better once he got here. He would know how to handle things. I’d met Detective Willie Landon when the former owner of Silk was murdered. During that investigation, we’d become friends and now it looked like I was in need of his professional help.

      Another ten minutes passed with me staring aimlessly at the wall, thinking I should call Cooper, and tell him what was going on. But I didn’t want to worry him at least until I knew more. Finally, I heard the door chime for the front door. That told me Willie must be here. Thinking positive, I walked back up to the front where Willie stood talking to Officer Thomas. Relief flooded my body and I instantly felt better knowing I had someone here on my side.

      I walked up to them and Officer Thomas gave me a look of annoyance. I assumed because Willie was here. He probably didn’t appreciate someone pushing in on his investigation, but I didn’t care. I was just happy to see a familiar face.

      I wanted to say, “Thanks for coming,” but knew it was probably better to keep my mouth shut. Officer Thomas could probably put two and two together and realize we were friends, or why else would Willie show up to a random crime scene?

      Willie had a stoic look on his face. That was his cop face, as I liked to call it. I’d seen it before when I’d first met him and found him intimidating before I got to know him. That and his full sleeve tattoos could give a first impression that wasn’t necessarily accurate. “Go head back to your office and I’ll be there in a minute. I want to finish talking to Officer Thomas.”

      “OK.” I did as he asked. It seemed like forever until he came to talk to me, and I immediately pounced on him for information. “What is going on? Do they suspect me of poisoning her? Or someone else here? Is that why they’re here?”

      “Officially? Not yet. But that’s the next logical step.” He said it so matter of fact. As if it was no big deal.

      It kind of made me want to punch him.

      “Easy for you to say. You’re not the one facing jail time. Silk was just starting to make money and now this. Oh God, and I sound like a horrible person. Susan Milford has it much worse. How is she? Do you know?”

      Willie rolled his eyes and chuckled at me. “Calm down. You’re not going to jail. Susan’s in critical condition. It was an insulin overdose.”

      “She gave herself too much insulin? I thought those injectors came in regulated doses?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Do you have a medical degree I don’t know about?”

      “Grey’s Anatomy.”

      He shook his head and continued, “No. That’s why they’re looking at this as a crime. She is still unconscious, so they’re waiting for her to wake up. Hopefully when she does they can get more information, but she has no recorded history of diabetes or ever needing insulin; not that they’ve been able to find yet anyway. And usually you don’t accidently take a drug you don’t need. Especially, while out shopping.”

      “You mean they think someone targeted her while here at Silk?” Was someone trying to hurt Susan?

      “Since I know you didn’t do it, my guess is Silk was just collateral damage. Whoever wanted to harm her just happened to do it here. Or just before here. I’m not sure how long it was in her system and maybe it was self-induced. They’re waiting for more tests to come back.”

      “So, what are these guys looking for?” I waved my hand in the direction of the sales floor.

      “Any evidence that will give more of an indication as to what happened. It’s just routine. Don’t even worry about it. It will be fine.”

      “This is so not fine. Nothing about this is fine.”

      “Why don’t you give me your keys and I’ll lock up? Go home. Change. Pour a glass of wine and I’ll come over when they’re done and fill you in.”

      “You don’t have to do that.” I hesitated, not wanting to take advantage.

      “I know. I’m offering. Now go.”

      I gathered my things and took the store key off my key ring and gave it to him. “The alarm code is twenty-four seventeen. Thanks, Willie. I’ll see you in a bit,” I gave him a quick hug and he walked me out. I could feel Officer Thomas’s eyes on my back as I left.

      It was a short drive home. Less traffic than normal because it was after rush hour, which I was grateful for. I didn’t have the patience to deal with crazy drivers. The minute I got home I put on my yoga pants and poured some wine. I sat down on the couch and suddenly felt exhausted. What a day. Vacation seemed a distant memory.

      My phone buzzed and I looked down to see a text from Cooper. He said he would be working late and not to wait up. I shot back a quick text telling him not to work too hard with a kissy face emoji. I didn’t want to tell him about what had happened via text and, if he had stuff to handle at work telling him would cause him to rush home. I didn’t want that either. It’s not like he could do anything. No need to stress him out until I had all the facts. Or at least we were face to face. It’s what I’d been telling myself all day. I knew he’d be livid if I didn’t tell him right away, but I’d face that later.

      I was so exhausted; I didn’t want to argue.

      I just sat on the couch and waited for Willie. I wasn’t even in the mood for mindless TV so I just scrolled through Facebook with too many things running through my mind. Was one of my customers a killer or was this really an accident?
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      A knock on the door woke me up. That must be Willie, my foggy brain thought. I’d dozed off on the couch while waiting and I looked at the clock. It was almost midnight. Man, they’d been in Silk a long time, which didn’t ease my anxiety any. What had taken them so long?

      I opened the door and let him in, rubbing my eyes trying to wake myself up a little.

      “Did you even look through the peephole to see who it was?” He scowled.

      “No. I knew it was you. Beer? Cooper picked up some local IPA you might like, or would you rather have coffee?”

      “Beer would be great.”

      I got his beer and brewed myself a cup of decaf, pouring in a healthy dollop of hazelnut creamer and just a drop of Baileys and we sat down at the kitchen table. “So, what’s the verdict?” I asked, unsure if I wanted to know.

      “They didn’t find anything, so you’re cleared to operate as usual tomorrow.”

      Relief washed over me, but I sensed a hesitation. “Is there a but in there?”

      He nodded. “It’s not a big deal. The detective assigned to the case wants to talk to you. I said you’d stop in the precinct tomorrow morning.”

      “Are you kidding me? I don’t have time for that! Do they think I’m a suspect?” I couldn’t decide if I was angry or freaked out.

      “He has to consider you a suspect until they rule you out. It’s just the way it goes. You know that. But really, it’s not anything to worry about. It’s just a formality.”

      “Fine. I’ll go,” I said, crossing my arms on my chest and glaring at him.

      “It was either that or he comes back to Silk to talk to you. I didn’t figure you wanted that.”

      I sighed. “No, you’re right. They have to do their job. I get it. They really think this is attempted murder? That someone intentionally gave Susan drugs to harm her?”

      Willie hesitated again.

      “What aren’t you telling me?”

      “It’s no longer attempted murder. Susan Milford died.”

      I sat there in silence, letting it sink in. Poor Susan Milford. I felt bad for her and her family, but why did someone decide she needed to be murdered in my store? Again, a selfish thought. Stop it, Presley, I told myself.

      “This is now an open murder investigation so it’s an even bigger priority. They need to rule you out as a suspect, which they will do tomorrow after talking to you. They also need to talk to your other employees who were there today. “

      “Of course. I get it. Molly and I were the only ones there. Will they be talking to the customers who were there too?”

      He nodded.

      I heard the door open. It must be Cooper coming home from work. I tensed, knowing he was not going to be happy once he walked in here and found out I’d kept this from him.

      “I’m in here,” I called out.

      “You’re up late. Were you waiting for me?” he said, walking in the kitchen. He saw Willie, then looked at me and his expression changed from happy to concerned. “What happened?”

      “You didn’t tell him?” Willie asked, raising his eyebrows and shaking his head.

      “It’s not something you want to put into text.” I tried to justify even though I knew neither of them would buy it.

      “What happened?” he said again, a little more firmly. Yup, there was anger mixed in with the concern, but he wouldn’t say anything until Willie left so I was safe from a lecture for a bit.

      “Grab a beer and I’ll tell you.”

      “That’s my cue to leave. I’ll see myself out. Call me tomorrow, Pres.”

      “OK. Thanks for everything.”

      “Of course. Oh, and here’s your key.” He put the key on the island, tossed his empty beer bottle in the recycling bin and headed out as Cooper took a seat across from me and glared. He hated when I kept things from him, but geez it had only been a few hours and I wasn’t hiding it. I just hadn’t had a chance to tell him.

      I took a deep breath and told him what had happened. When I finished talking, he just sat there. “Aren’t you going to yell at me for not telling you?”

      “Like that would do any good. You never listen.”

      I shrugged. He had a point. But I always had the right intention. In my opinion anyways. “How was your day?”

      His eyebrows raised. “Trying to change the subject?”

      “I told you all there is to tell until there’s more information to share, which I will, then. I want to know about you.”
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      Even though this wasn’t the first time I’d had to visit the local precinct it never got any easier. I couldn’t help it. It put me on edge. I got worried I was going to get in trouble for something. What, I don’t know because I hadn’t done anything wrong any of the times I had to come here. It’s just how being here made me feel. I had a healthy respect for law enforcement.

      Willie sent me a text earlier and said he’d meet me at the front of the building so he could take me back to the detective handling the case and introduce me. He reassured me I had nothing to worry about and rationally I knew I didn’t. I hadn’t killed that woman, but it’s not like innocent people never went to jail.

      I was already amped up on little sleep and too much caffeine. Cooper and I stayed up talking until late. More about him than what had happened at Silk, which was fine by me. Except I hated to see how stressed out he was. His business was growing so quickly, and he was pulled way too thin trying to handle everything himself. He did business all over the world, which required him to be available at odd hours to talk to people in different time zones. It made his workdays erratic and long. It was hard to have a life that way. He told me he was toying with the idea of hiring a right hand, but wasn’t sure. I’d told him he needed to stop being a control freak and hire someone already. Before he drove himself into the ground. Not to mention he couldn’t keep expanding his business the way he wanted without help. He was at a crossroads and he knew it.

      Selfishly, I wanted him to hire someone because he worked and traveled so much I never saw him but it was for his own good as well. He couldn’t keep going at this pace.

      I saw Willie waiting for me and it snapped me out of thinking about Cooper to getting anxious about the conversation to come.

      “I brought you a latte. Though it might make you less nervous.” He handed me the coffee when I reached him.

      “Thanks.” I didn’t need more caffeine, but when had I ever let that stop me? I followed him into the building and down the hall. “Who is the detective in charge of the case?” I asked, curious.

      “Well, you’re in luck. It’s someone you know.”

      He couldn’t see the puzzled look on my face since I was walking behind him, but I didn’t know who he could be talking about. I didn’t know anyone but him. Then it dawned on me. Maybe I did need more caffeine to wake up my brain cells?

      “You? You caught this case?”

      “Not exactly. But I traded for it after I cleared it with my boss.”

      “What? You can trade cases like baseball cards or a peanut butter sandwich?”

      He laughed. “Sort of like that.”

      “Then why do we even need to talk?”

      “Because I have to get your formal statement. I still have to follow procedure. Even if I’m pretty sure you didn’t do it.”

      “Since you brought me a latte, I guess I can spare the time,” I joked.

      “Have a seat,” he said as I followed him into a small conference room.

      “We aren’t going to your office?”

      “My office is a mess. Much more comfortable talking in here. Trust me.”

      Willie spent about an hour asking me questions, but the time passed quickly because I wasn’t on edge as I would have been with a different detective. I knew he wasn’t trying to trap me into a false confession. OK, maybe I watched too many Law & Order episodes or maybe I was just paranoid. I was grateful it was just Willie I was talking to.

      “That about does it, I think.” He slid one of his cards across the table.

      I looked at him and furrowed my brow. “I have your number in my phone. I don’t need a card.”

      “It’s not for you, it’s for Molly. She needs to contact me so I can talk to her sooner rather than later. The quicker we can get this wrapped up, the better for you because I can move my investigation elsewhere.”

      “OK. Anything else?”

      “Just try not to let any more customers die in your store. It’s bad for business and causes me more work.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Not funny.”

      His eyes twinkled. “I’ll call you if I find out anything new.”

      “Sounds good. I can see myself out,” I said and gave him a hug.

      It didn’t even bother me when I walked out into the sunshine and smothering heat. I felt so good to be out of that building I didn’t care I was already starting to sweat. How anyone could stand to work in that depressing building all day was beyond me. It was just so grey and institutional feeling, though it was a police station so probably wasn’t designed to be cheerful. However, I felt bad for the poor people who had to work there.

      I headed to Silk, worried about what I might find. Or rather not find. I’d been so happy yesterday to walk in and see customers and sales happening. I was afraid I’d walk into the opposite today and that it wouldn’t get any better, leading Silk into a slow death and me into the poor house. Actually, it wouldn’t have to be that slow to hurt Silk financially. The business had been doing better, but it’s not like I had millions in the bank. It wouldn’t take much to put us back into the red like when I’d first bought the place. And gossip traveled fast. I’m sure all my regular customers would already know what had happened here.

      Twenty minutes later, I walked in. It was as I feared. Not a single customer. A stark contrast from yesterday. Molly saw me and gave a rueful grin. She knew what ran through my mind. I’d complained about it at length yesterday. And again when I’d talked to her this morning and told her Susan was dead.

      “Let me go set my stuff down and I’ll come back up.”

      Molly nodded and I dropped my bag off in the office and met her back out on the sales floor, forcing a smile on my face for her sake as to not let on exactly how worried I was. I didn’t want to freak her out more than she already was and have her looking for another job.

      “Has it been dead all morning?” I cringed at my choice of words.

      “Yeah, but we’ve only been open a couple hours.”

      I sighed. “I’m not surprised.”

      “No, but give it a couple days and it will be back to normal. People have a short attention span and they’ll be on to something else in a few news cycles.”

      “News cycles?” My eyes widened.

      Molly looked stricken. “You didn’t see?”

      “Um, no.”

      “Last night it was on the eleven o’clock news.”

      She watched the news? Who watched the news at six and eleven anymore? Besides the fact that it was always depressing, you could find out anything via social media without waiting.

      “Cooper and I were talking and I didn’t see the news. Though I’m not sorry I somehow missed it. I would have never fallen asleep had I known. But what did they say?”

      “It was nothing really. Just a blip.”

      Of course, I didn’t believe that for a second. The way I knew media liked to blow things out of proportion. But I wasn’t in the mood to make myself feel any worse about the situation, so I decided not to ask any more questions.

      “What should we do?” I thought out loud. I didn’t think waiting to see what might happen—if my customers didn’t come back—was the right move. Even if it was, I couldn’t sit here and do nothing. I needed to take action. Stay busy. Keep my mind off what had happened.

      “Well, you mentioned before you left for vacation about having an end of summer blow out sale. Maybe we do that now and create something customers won’t want to miss out on. Something so awesome they can’t afford to miss it, even if they’re a little creeped out about what happened here.”

      Vacation. That sure seems like a million years ago. “I think that’s a great idea.”

      “Why don’t you start pulling together the items you’re OK with marking down and I’ll go back and compose an email blast to send out.”

      “Perfect, Molly. Do you think we can pull it together by the weekend?” It was a little early to clear out summer but without customers, there wouldn’t be a fall.

      “Sure we can.”

      “Oh, before I forget, the police need to get your statement.”

      On her way to the back room, she slowly turned around to face me. “Didn’t we do that yesterday?” she said, and I could tell the idea of it made her nervous as she was visibly shaking.

      “Yes, but the detective on the case just needs a more detailed, formal statement. It’s fine. No reason to worry. The detective is a friend of mine. He knows we didn’t kill Susan.”

      She didn’t look at all reassured.

      “Really, Molly, it’s going to be fine. I’ll get you his contact information and you can set up a time. It needs to be as soon as you can, so we can put this behind us. In fact, his card is in my purse on the desk. Just go get it and call him now. You can even go now if he has time. I can handle things here myself.”

      “OK,” she said, but still didn’t sound convinced. Once she met Willie, she’d be fine. He had a way of putting people at ease. As long as you weren’t the criminal.

      I started to pull items to mark down when Molly’s voice came across the intercom. “Hey, Pres! Cooper’s on the phone.”

      I walked over to the phone, where I saw the light for line one flashing as I pressed the button and picked up the receiver. Molly walked by toward the front door with her purse. She waved bye to me and I assumed she was heading to the police station.

      “Hey, you.”

      “How’s it going today. You OK?”

      “It’s fine.” I sighed. “It’s been a total ghost town, but I expected it. How about you?”

      “Well, I have some news to share. You up to having dinner out tonight?”

      “Sure. What’s the news?”

      “I’ll tell you at dinner. Listen, I have to go. See you soon. Love you.”

      “Love you too.” I set the phone down. He sure seemed in good spirits. More so than last night. I couldn’t wait to hear what he had to tell me. I needed some good news.
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      I was putting the finishing touches on my make-up when I heard the door open. “I’m back here!” I yelled at Cooper. Or at least I hoped it was Cooper. No one else had a key to the house except Jared but he’d moved out a few months ago and would not just walk in. He’d kept the key for emergencies.

      “You look beautiful, as always.” I heard his voice as he leaned against the bathroom door behind me. I could see him in the reflection of the mirror and I smiled, turning around and giving him a kiss. He looked pretty good himself in dark denim jeans with a white distressed t-shirt and a casual blazer over it.

      “You’re so sweet. So do you. Why the secrecy around dinner? What’s this big news? Why can’t you tell me now?” I badgered him playfully.

      “What secrecy? I asked if you wanted dinner. Most normal people eat dinner. Though you’re not necessarily normal.”

      I punched him lightly in the arm. “Watch it, pal. But seriously. We don’t do dinners out in the middle of the week. At least we haven’t in a long time. Not with your crazy schedule. What gives?”

      “So now you’re slamming my weekday desire for takeout and my crazy schedule?” he said, mocking me. Clearly by his manner, he wasn’t about to give up his big news, but I knew something was going on. Fine. I’d go with it. I did love a surprise. As long as it was a good one and Cooper seemed too happy for this to be a bad surprise.

      “Will you at least tell me where you’re taking me?” I asked when we were in the car, pulling out of the parking garage.

      “That new place you said you wanted to try.”

      “The sushi place?” Now that was exciting. I’d been wanting to try the place since they opened two months ago, but we both been so busy we were too tired to go out. Cooper and I spent a lot of time eating takeout in front of the TV. We were both homebodies anyway and were perfectly content with this routine, but it was fun to mix it up a little and go out.

      “Yep. I thought it would be a great way to share my news and take your mind off the last twenty-four hours. You’re not too tired, are you?” He looked concerned, which made my heart melt.

      I reached over and took his hand. He was so sweet and not for the first time I felt so grateful we were together. We’d been through a lot in our relationship. One that dated back to high school. Not that we’d been high school sweethearts, but I’d known him forever it seemed and if it was up to me, I’d keep knowing him forever.

      We reached the restaurant, which was decorated in blacks and reds, and were seated quickly. The place seemed slow for a weeknight. Especially at seven pm, which was the beginning of the dinner hour here. Most places would at least have a packed bar by now. Chicago was a big happy hour town, but there were only a couple of people up at the bar. It seemed odd. Unless the food here was horrible.

      Cooper looked around and I could tell he was thinking the same thing.

      “Maybe they’re still too new to be super busy. There is a lot of competition around here., Personally, I think people in the restaurant industry are crazy.” I picked up my menu and started glancing through it.

      I looked at the two-page menu, then looked up at Cooper, who was trying hard not to laugh after looking up from his menu. I looked back down at the menu and back up at him. “I don’t get it. How can sushi be vegan?”

      Finally, he couldn’t hold it in, and started laughing. “I guess it’s sushi minus the fish.”

      “But isn’t that the whole point of sushi?” I was thoroughly confused.

      “Not to vegans. Why should they be excluded from eating tasty sushi?”

      “How tasty could it be without the best part? Wouldn’t that make it seaweed and rice?”

      “Hi, folks, welcome to Maki Maki. Our special is Kappa Maki. What can I get you to drink?” The waiter said, almost appearing out of nowhere.

      We gave the waiter our drink orders and he headed back to the bar area.

      “I’m so sorry, Pres. I had no idea.”

      “Don’t worry about it. At least they have my favorite Moscato. It’s kind of funny when you think about it and there are some things that look tasty on the menu. I love asparagus, so the asparagus rolls look good and I think I’ll try the special. I’ve never had it. I’ll be adventurous. This will be fun.”

      The waiter dropped off our drinks and took our order. Now it was time for me to find out the real reason Cooper brought me here.

      “I’ve been patient as long as I can. Now spill it. What’s going on?” My eyes narrowed.

      “You are so suspicious. What’s wrong with wanting to take your mind off things?” He tried in a half-hearted attempt to evade my question yet again, but he had a big grin on his face. I knew with even more certainty he had something to tell me.

      “Please,” I said, giving him my best femme fatal look.

      “OK, OK. Yes. I did bring you here for a reason.”

      I got all jittery wondering what he had to say. A million things were running through my head. Maybe he was going to finally take some time off so we could go to Europe. I’d been bugging him about that forever. Though with the murder that just happened it wasn’t the best time for me, but I’m sure I could figure out how to make it work.

      “I hired a Vice President of Operations today,” he said, grinning from ear to ear. I don’t know what I’d expected him to say but this wasn’t it. Just last night he’d told me he wasn’t sure he wanted to give up that control and less than twenty-four hours later he hired someone to be his second in command? Though it was amazing news, it seemed fast and impulsive. Two things Cooper wasn’t.

      Cooper owned a company called Sands Security. They specialized in providing top-notch security to high profile clients, both electronic and physical.

      We’d rekindled our friendship after a long break from high school when he was doing some work for a senator that I was supposed to interview for a now-defunct online magazine. His company had grown beyond his expectations and, while I hated that he traveled a lot for work, I was so proud of him and what he’d accomplished. He hadn’t had it easy growing up, so he was proud of and hated giving up control.

      “I’m confused. What changed since last night?”

      “I got a call out of the blue from someone looking for a job. Right place, right time, right person, and all that. So, I hired him.”

      “That fast? I haven’t said something to make you do this, have I?” I did complain at times, OK a lot, about his travel schedule. Because I missed him, not because I wanted him to give up anything before he was ready. I’d accepted a while ago that this was how things were.

      “Oh God no.” He reached for my hand. “I told you last night I thought it was time to relinquish some control so we can spend more time together. You were right about what you said. That I need to stop being such a control freak and I can’t keep working these hours. I’m tired of working eighty hours a week and not being home. I want to marry you. Not be married to my work.”

      My heart started pounding. “What do you mean?”

      Cooper slid his chair out and moved over to the side of the table beside me and got down on one knee. I started trembling. This could not be what it looked like. Was he about to do what I thought he was about to do? I was freaking out. We’d talked about getting married of course, but with his schedule, he said he wasn’t ready. He didn’t want to commit to a wife, then never be home. While I thought we could make it work somehow, I’d respected his decision. The table started vibrating. Damn it. We both looked over at it, the moment broken.

      His phone was the culprit and it was the office. He never sent those calls to voicemail. In his line of work, he said it could be too important. He looked devastated, which I knew was because he wanted to get that call and felt guilty.

      I took a deep breath letting it out slowly. The moment was already ruined anyway. “It’s OK. Go ahead.”

      The gratitude in his eyes made me feel better, but it still sucked.
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      You’ve got to be kidding me,” my friend Katy squealed on the other end of the phone. I’d called her as soon as Cooper had dropped me off at home before going into the office. He hadn’t given me the full story yet, but the end of the conversation I heard when he called back wasn’t good. I had to tell her what happened. I didn’t want to broadcast to just anyone I had almost been proposed to, but I could confide in Katy, and I had to tell someone what happened. Or at least what almost happened.

      “I woke you up, didn’t I?” I said, feeling bad. I’d needed someone to talk to. Cooper had apologized profusely all the way home and I understood he couldn’t help it, but I was still upset. I had to talk to someone and get it out.

      “Oh, please. Who cares? I was just taking a nap. I would be livid if you’d waited until tomorrow. So, tell me what happened.”

      A nap at eight-thirty at night seemed odd. I filled her in, and she got a laugh out of the vegan sushi experience which made me feel a little better about how the evening turned out.

      “Look at it this way,” Katy said. “Did you really want your big proposal to be at a vegan sushi place?”

      I had to chuckle at that. “Good point. I guess I’m more bothered by the fact I’m going to be waiting for it. It won’t be this big surprise. I know I’m being selfish, but I can’t help it.”

      “There’s nothing selfish about that. And you know Cooper feels bad. Just look at it as a longer anticipation period. It might make it that much more exciting. Besides, it’s not a total shock. You knew you guys would get married eventually.”

      “And that’s why you’re my best friend. I knew you’d make me feel better. You’re right. Plus, it’s the marriage that’s important. Not the proposal.”

      “Exactly! Now, what else has been going on?”

      “Well, there’s been a little more excitement around here than just that.”

      “How can you top that?”

      “Someone dropped dead in the store yesterday and the police think it was murder.”

      “What?” she all but screamed into the phone. “How!” she followed with the same intensity. “I can’t believe you didn’t lead with that.”

      “She came into shop and collapsed. The police said she was injected with insulin, but she’s not diabetic nor has ever been prescribed insulin. They think someone injected her with it.”

      “To kill her?”

      “That’s the assumption.”

      “I’m worried it’s going to keep people away from the store. It was definitely slower today than yesterday and we were starting to make such good progress.”

      “It was just one day, it might not even be related. If it is, you know how people are. Give it some time and no one will remember. They’ll be on to bigger and better things.”

      “I know. At least Willie is assigned to the case. That makes this whole situation a little better.”

      “Do you want me to come up?”

      “No, no. I’m fine. Listen, you go back to sleep. I’m going to pour a glass of wine and do some work myself. Vacations are great, but catching up when you get home, not so much.”

      Katy and I said our goodbyes and I poured my wine and sat back down on the couch.

      I picked up my laptop and planned on checking email, but I found myself putting wedding dresses into the Google search bar. I felt my eyes getting bleary and next thing I knew I woke up with a start and looked at my phone. It was after three. My laptop had slid to the floor, so I reached down to grab it and set it on the table. I’d planned on waiting for Cooper to get home and fell asleep looking at wedding dresses.

      Where was Cooper? I looked at my texts. He’d sent me one about an hour earlier, saying he was sorry but had to stay at the office until the problem was fixed.

      I set the phone back down on the table, disappointed. Not in the mood to head to bed, I pulled the blanket on the back of the couch over me and fell back to sleep.
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      Hey, Pres.” I heard my name and a gentle nudging, which caused me to open my eyes. I was still on the couch. No wonder my neck hurt. The couch pillows weren’t the best to sleep on.

      “What time is it?” I could see it was light outside, the sky was a beautiful orange, but I felt groggy, so it must still be early.

      “Five a.m. Sorry to wake you, but I wanted to talk to you,” Cooper said.

      I yawned and rubbed my eyes.

      “I brought you a latte, but if it’s too early you can heat it up later and I’ll let you go back to sleep.”

      I sat up and smiled. “No, I’ll take it. I don’t want to go back to sleep. I’d rather talk to you.”

      Cooper handed me the latte and I took it gratefully. I didn’t want to be up at five a.m., but I did want to talk to him.

      “So, what happened? Is everything OK at work? I was worried.”

      Cooper rubbed his temples and sighed. “No. We had a major security breach with one of our biggest clients.”

      “Oh no. I’m sorry. Do you know what happened? Or how it happened?”

      He shook his head. “Not yet. We’ve been working all night and haven’t been able to pinpoint it. The guys are still at the office and I need to go back. I just wanted to talk to you. I feel so bad about last night. First I take you to a bad restaurant and then—”

      “Don’t even worry about it,” I interrupted. “It’s fine.”

      “No, it’s not fine. I wanted last night to be special and I ruined it.”

      “Well, think of it this way. You get a do-over now. With a better restaurant. Though to be honest, the food wasn’t that bad. I ate it when I got home and didn’t want to gag.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah. Yours is still in the refrigerator if you want to try it.”

      He grimaced. “Doesn’t sound all that appealing right now. But I wasn’t talking about the food. I meant you’re not mad I ruined what was obviously going to be a…”

      “Shut it!”

      He snapped his head back and looked confused.

      “I don’t want to know what you were going to do. Instead, I want you to give me a do-over.” I’d thought about this a lot last night. I wasn’t going to hold it against him that work had interrupted his moment, but I did want it to be special and not just after the fact. I thought this was a good compromise and hoped he did too.

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yep. Whenever it happens, it happens. You can surprise me. But be warned, my expectations are going to be high this time.”

      He looked at me with love in his eyes and leaned over to kiss me. “You’re the best, you know that.”

      “Yeah. I am pretty awesome.” We both started laughing and I felt the tension of the spoiled evening last night was gone. Even though I was still disappointed, I knew a proposal was coming and that I could be happy about. “Do you have time for breakfast?” I asked. “We could go to that diner around the corner. They’re open twenty-four hours.”

      “I wish I did, Pres, but I need to get back and I need to run to the office for something. However, do you feel like going to dinner tonight and meeting my new VP and his wife?”

      “Sure. I’d love to meet the person who won you over so fast.”

      “OK, I’ll call you later.” He gave me a kiss goodbye and left. I sat back on the couch, enjoying my latte and congratulating myself for being so gracious and not being mad at him for what had happened. Maybe that was self-centered, but hey, sometimes you had to pat yourself on the back for doing something hard even if it was the right thing.

      It was barely six and I was wide awake thanks to the latte. I thought maybe I’d go into work and catch up on some stuff. It might be nice to get a few uninterrupted hours in since I’d spent last night looking at wedding dresses and not emails.

      An hour later I was juggling my second latte, a bagel, and my bag trying to fish my keys out of my purse to open the door to Silk. I wasn’t paying attention to anything except trying to get the key in the lock without spilling my coffee when I felt a tug. And then a stronger one that caused me to look up in time to see the man who gave one more hard yank. He pulled the bag off my shoulder and my drink flew in the air.

      “Hey!” I yelled, but he’d already made it halfway down the block with my belongings. He was quite the speedy mugger. I finished opening the door and ran to the phone and dialed 911. When I hung up to wait for the police, I grabbed a pad of paper and a pen and tried to make a list of everything in that bag and what credit cards I needed to cancel. And my phone. Ugh. My phone was in there. This would be a nightmare. I started to reach for the phone again to call Cooper but then stopped. He had enough to deal with and he couldn’t help me right now. Part of me knew that on top of what I hadn’t told him the other night he wouldn’t be thrilled. I’d deal with that later. I couldn’t believe the cops would be coming again. At least it was early, so hopefully no one else would notice. And it was doubtful a mugging would make the news, since it wasn’t unusual in Chicago.

      I spotted lights in the distance and, within a few seconds, the police pulled up in front of my door. I began to wonder if Silk was doomed to bad luck. They always said things happened in threes. Please God, don’t let one more bad thing happen, I said to myself, looking upward.

      Two officers walked in and, as they introduced themselves I shook their hands and realized I was shaking. I’d been so preoccupied I hadn’t noticed before. After I assured them I wasn’t hurt or anything, they started questioning me.

      “Can you walk us back through what happened?” one of the officers said while the other one stood there patiently.

      I recounted the few minutes before my bag was snatched, but there really wasn’t much to say. It happened so fast.

      “So, you didn’t recognize him? You haven’t noticed him hanging around or anything?”

      “No.” I grimaced. I knew I didn’t have any helpful information and even if I did, the chances of me getting anything back was slim. That guy was likely long gone by now. My main goal needed to be to cancel everything so it didn’t get worse. Which is exactly what the police said as they were leaving.

      “Unfortunately cases like these don’t often get solved. But make sure to keep this report and case number handy. You might need it if you find there are any fraudulent charges on your accounts.”

      “Thanks,” I said, and they left as Molly walked in.

      “What happened? Are you OK?” she said, looking at the cops leaving.

      “I’m fine, I’m fine. Someone mugged me and stole my bag. So if you don’t mind, can you finishing opening up? I need to go call my creditors and the phone company before whoever has my stuff tries to use it.”

      “Sure, sure. Of course. I’m so sorry.”

      “I walked back in the office, sat down in my chair and went to pick up the phone. Then emotion hit me. I didn’t even know what number to dial. I didn’t have that information written down anywhere. I’d need to look up every account. Tears welled up in my eyes and I willed myself not to cry. Crying wouldn’t solve anything. Deep breathes, Presley. Take some deep breaths.

      The list. Where was the list? I’d started making a list of who I needed to call when the cops showed up? I needed to finish that list, then just start calling. I also needed coffee. Coffee helped any crisis. Especially one happening too early for wine. Damn that mugger for spilling my latte.

      I walked back out into the common break area and put a pod in the Keurig. It wasn’t a latte, but I did like my hazelnut flavored coffee. While waiting for it to brew I went out and grabbed the list I’d started off the counter, along with a pen and walked back to the coffee machine.

      The aroma instantly lifted my spirits and I walked back in my office with the list and coffee in hand and felt a little better. As good as I could, considering. Feeling like I was doing something was helpful. My first call was to the phone company, who was able to disconnect my line from that phone and ship me out a new phone that would arrive tomorrow. Luckily, I had insurance that covered loss. Who knew? Apparently, I’d been paying five ninety-nine a month for it and didn’t know it, but now it sure was coming in handy.

      I was pleasantly surprised at how all the credit card companies handled it as well. They probably had to deal with this sort of thing all the time. So far only one card had unauthorized purchases, although the others said they might be hanging out in cyberspace and could still come through but would be reversed.

      The guy hadn’t lost any time charging coffee, a bagel, and some groceries. Seemed very practical for a thief. Wouldn’t he be after gift cards or big-ticket items? Things he could turn around and sell? The credit card companies were reissuing my cards and, in a few days, it would almost be like it had never happened.

      If only the murder could be solved so quickly. Speaking of which, I wondered if Willie had any more information. I dialed his number but got voicemail, so I left a message.

      I started to walk back out to the front and get to work when the phone rang. It was Willie. That was quick.

      “Hey. I just left you a message.”

      “Sorry, I didn’t realize it was you. What’s up?”

      “Oh, nothing urgent. I just wanted to see if you had any new information. Oh, and to tell you I got mugged today.”

      “What? Where? Why didn’t you call me?”

      “Because in the grand scheme of what all’s been happening lately, it’s not a big deal. But they stole my phone, which is why I called you from my work phone.”

      “I don’t have any news yet. Final toxicology reports should be in this afternoon. Are you sure you don’t need anything?”

      “No, I’m fine. A little shook up, but I’ll be fine. Call me as soon as you hear something, OK?

      “I will. Oh, by the way, can you ask Molly to please stop in today? I need her statement.”

      I made a face. Wasn’t that what she left to do yesterday? If not, where did she go?”

      “OK, I will.” I hung up and freshened my lipstick, took the last swig of coffee and once again headed out to the front.

      Molly was helping a customer. The only one in the store, but it was better than none.

      I went back to work on putting sale items together, which reminded me the sale announcement email blast still needed to go out. I assumed Molly hadn’t had time to write it up. Molly’s customer made a purchase, but then she left and Molly and I were the only ones in the store.

      “Did you get all your credit cards canceled?”

      “Yeah and so far, only a couple minor charges.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Listen, did you get that blast out yesterday about the sale?”

      “No. I didn’t. I’m sorry. I’ll go do it right now.”

      “Ok. By the way, where did you go yesterday when I was on the phone with Cooper?”

      “I went to the police station to give my statement.”

      “Oh. You did?”

      “Yes. You said they needed it ASAP. It was OK that I left, wasn’t it?”

      “Of course.”

      She gave me a smile. “I’ll go do the email and come back up.”

      “OK.”

      As she walked away, I wondered why she lied.
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      What? We’re not going to the vegan sushi place again?” I teased as we were on our way to meet Cooper’s new employee. While it hadn’t been that bad, I wasn’t in a hurry to eat there again, if ever. Once was enough.

      “Funny. No, I thought I’d play it safe and stick with a steak and seafood place that we’ve been to before. No new restaurants this time. We’re going to McCormick’s.”

      “Oh, yummy! They have the best salmon.”

      “That’s why I picked it. I know it’s one of your favorites and I feel compelled to make it up to you after the vegan sushi fiasco.” He grinned. “I owe you a good dinner.”

      “No, you don’t, but I appreciate it.” Granted that hadn’t been one of our better meals, but it wasn’t terrible and it was a funny story to tell. Especially at some point when I was ready to recount the almost proposal to people other than Katy. It would be a funny story at some point, although not yet. It was currently a little raw. I wasn’t mad, but I didn’t want to think about it either. I wanted to put it out of my mind until he proposed again.

      “So, tell me about Bill and Andrea. Have they been married long, how old are they, do they have kids?”

      “None of those are appropriate interview questions, so I have no idea. Though I know he’s married since we’re having dinner tonight. You’ll have to find out for yourself. All I know and care about is he has great experience, comes highly recommended, and is going to take a huge load off my plate. Giving me more time to focus on you. On us.” Cooper looked at me and grabbed my hand. He raised it up to his lips, kissing it. “He even came in today when I told him what happened and worked all day. Even though he wasn’t supposed to start until next week.”

      We got to the restaurant, barely making it on time. The Chicago traffic had been a nightmare. We were quickly seated at the table where Bill and Andrea were already waiting with their cocktails. Cooper had barely finished introductions when the waiter arrived and took our drink orders.

      “So, Presley, I hear congratulations are in order,” Andrea said, and Bill grimaced.

      “I’m sorry I hadn’t had the chance to tell her yet, what with what happened at work and all.”

      Andrea looked around, confused.

      “It’s OK. We didn’t get engaged,” I said. It stung a little, but not as much as I thought it would. Though I was surprised Cooper already told this information to Bill. He was usually such a private person. This whole situation, hiring Bill and telling him about our almost proposal, seemed a little out of character for him.

      “Oh, my God.” Andrea looked at me horrified. “I really stuck my foot in it. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s fine. Really. Don’t worry about it. Bill, what made you decide to leave your last company?” I said in an effort to change the subject so the tension at the table would dissipate. I could tell her husband was annoyed with her for bringing up the engagement and she felt bad. But it wasn’t her fault.

      “They were bought by a company who was taking things in a different direction and I decided that direction wasn’t the one I wanted to go in. It made sense to part ways and, when I thought about my next step, I knew I wanted to work for the best. Sands Security is the best. I called Cooper out of the blue and here I am. Perfect timing.”

      “I don’t know about the best,” Cooper said. He didn’t like praise. At least not about his own accomplishments.

      “Don’t be modest. Of course you’re the best,” I said, proud of him.

      “What about you, Presley? What keeps you busy? Don’t tell me it’s shopping, which is what Andrea does. If it was a sport, she’d be an Olympic Champion.” He laughed.

      He was obviously joking, but I saw a fleeting glimpse of irritation on Andrea’s face. I kind of felt bad. Even if she was a shopper it was kind of crappy for him to call her out like that, especially when meeting new people, on top of what had already happened. This was not starting out as a very good night for her.

      “Presley owns a very successful boutique,” Cooper said and put his arm around me. Now it was his turn to praise me and it made me feel good. He knew better than anyone else how hard the past year had been trying to get Silk to the point it was at today.

      “Oh no. Promise me you won’t let Andrea in,” Bill joked again, and I bristled at his comment. I really wanted to like him, but he wasn’t making it easy. I would be mortified if Cooper jokingly complained about one of my bad habits as a joke to a new couple.

      “What kind of boutique, Presley? I want to know which credit card to bring,” she said sharply, glancing at her husband who at least had the sense to look a little embarrassed. Good for her. I’m glad she stood up for herself.

      “We carry a little bit of everything from formal to leisure. It tends to be on the higher price side. We cater to a lot of wealthy people who want that more exclusive piece. One that’s not mass produced,” I said, almost apologetic. I hated that people like me, average middle-class income people, weren’t our target market, but when I bought Silk it had been exclusively high-end. Over the top high-end, like buy a dress that cost more than the mortgage on my condo high-end. I’d worked to bring the price point down a little, but I had to be careful because the clientele wanted what they wanted and I hadn’t yet decided to take the risk to change that completely. To do that meant finding a whole new client base. And it took time to make that kind of change. Though one day, that was my hope. Great fashion at an affordable price.

      “Then it’s perfect for me. I’ll make sure to stop by. Can I have your phone? To put in my number so you can text me the address,” she added when I looked confused as to why she’d want my phone. I was panicked because I didn’t have my phone and didn’t want Cooper to know why. I didn’t tell him before dinner as not to ruin the mood.

      “Oh right. Actually, I left it at home. Why don’t I just put it in yours?”

      “You left your phone at home? That’s not like you,” Cooper teased.

      “I was distracted by the lure of a good meal,” I said, smiling a little too brightly.

      He seemed to accept that. Though why wouldn’t he. I hated lying to him, but telling him here definitely wasn’t an option.

      Andrea handed me her phone and I put my number in while Cooper asked another question. “You said you’re staying in a temporary apartment while you’re house shopping?”

      Hopefully this didn’t bring any snider comments from Bill about Andrea’s shopping habits. We started to discuss property values in Chicago and the conversation veered toward their shock at how expensive everything here was compared to St. Louis.

      The rest of the evening passed quickly, and we soon realized the dining room was closing when we were one of two tables left in the place and the wait staff stared at us. As if to will us to leave. Which a few minutes later we did, after leaving a big tip.

      “Well, what did you think?” Cooper asked me when we were settled in the car.

      “I liked them. I can see why you liked Bill from a business standpoint, he seems to mesh with your views and long-term vision, but I have to admit he was a little annoying when he was being a little snippy to Andrea about shopping.”

      “Yeah, that did seem a little odd, but then maybe that’s a sore spot with them.”

      “Maybe. Anyway all that matters is he is a good VP for you and gives you more free time.”

      Cooper was silent and I could tell something was on his mind. But I also knew he didn’t like talking before he was ready and had learned to be patient over the years.

      As usual, it paid off, because after a few minutes he started talking. “Do you mind if I drop you off at home and head back into the office?”

      “Of course not.”

      “I want to see if they’ve made any progress. We could lose this client over this and it would be a huge blow.”

      It seemed like he could do that with a phone call, but I could understand him wanting to go in person. Like me earlier, it helped to stay busy.

      “Just drop me off here. You don’t need to park,” I said when we reached home.

      “OK. Thanks, Pres.” He slowed the car and noticed Willie Landon standing on the sidewalk. “Do you think he has news on the murder?”

      “I wasn’t expecting him. Though I don’t have my phone, so maybe he tried to call me.”

      “Do you want me to stay?”

      “No, it’s fine. Go ahead and check in at work.” I leaned over and gave him a kiss goodbye and got out of the car.
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      I tried to call you,” Wille said as I approached.

      “My phone was stolen in the mugging.”

      “I kind of assumed that when you didn’t return calls or texts.”

      “Yeah, they sent out a new one. It should be here tomorrow.”

      “I was on my way home and thought I could catch you up. I’ve got a little more information.”

      “Well, come up and fill me in.”

      We walked into my place and I hung my keys up and set my stuff down. “Go make yourself comfortable in the living room and I’ll make us some coffee.”

      Willie did just that while I quickly brewed a couple cups of my favorite hazelnut decaf. I knew he liked it too. At least he’d said so before when he’d been here. I carefully picked up the mugs and carried them into the living room, trying not to slosh coffee on the floor. Though that was the advantage of hardwoods. They were easy to clean. It’s also why I rarely wore white. I was notorious for spilling coffee on me.

      “Here you go.” I handed him his mug and sat down across from him in the oversized chair with mine. “So, I hope your news is you’ve solved this thing. I want the spotlight taken off Silk.”

      Willie yawned. “Sorry. It’s been a long day. But no, not really. I did get the toxicology report back and the level of insulin in her body was way beyond any normal dose and you already knew there wasn’t any evidence of her actually needing insulin so there isn’t any doubt this was murder. Not that it changes anything since it was already being treated as murder.”

      “So, who is your main suspect? The husband?”

      “You know her husband?”

      “No, but isn’t the husband always the most likely suspect?”

      “Usually. However, in this case he was out of town with a solid alibi.”

      “And no other good suspects?”

      He shook his head. “Nope. Still working on it. Speaking of suspects, your girl Molly hasn’t called me to schedule her interview.”

      I squirmed a little. I knew I should have called her out earlier when she lied to me about going to the police station, but the last thing I needed was for her to quit. I assumed she was just scared and needed to work up to it. Having to give a statement to the police would be scary for a lot of people. Now if I told Willie, which I kind of had to, it might make her look guilty and I know she wasn’t. I was regretting letting this slide earlier.

      He raised his eyebrows. “Something you’re not telling me?”

      “She told me she went. Actually, she even left the store early yesterday and told me today that’s where she was. That was after I talked to you on the phone, so I knew she was lying.”

      “What did she said when you told her you knew she was lying?”

      “Well, I didn’t exactly.”

      Willie sighed and I knew he was waiting for me to explain. Which I did.

      “I know I should have said something to her, but I didn’t want her to freak out. I know she didn’t do this. I promise you. Why would she want to kill some women she doesn’t even know?”

      “Maybe she wouldn’t commit murder, but she knows Susan. At least she knows who she is.”

      “No, she doesn’t. I was standing right there when she told Officer Thomas she didn’t know her.”

      “Actually, she didn’t say that. According to his notes, she said Susan hadn’t been in the store before.”

      I glared at him. “This is why you cops get a bad reputation. You automatically assume Molly’s answer was devious instead of thinking her commenting that Susan had never been in before also implied she didn’t know her.”

      “Listen, we have to be literal. It’s how we remain objective. Besides, she does know her.”

      “You’re positive about that?” Not that I didn’t trust Willie to be thorough and sure of facts before accusing someone, but I was worried. I knew in my heart Molly had nothing to do with this, but lying to me about knowing about Susan wasn’t good.

      “I am. Has she ever talked about her brother?”

      “Chad? Yeah, a couple of times. I only know he’s younger and got in some trouble a few years ago but is off at college now and doing well. I think they are pretty close. I know they talk and text a lot. Why? Does this have something to do with Chad?”

      “The trouble Chad got into a couple years ago was with Susan Milford’s son. They both got busted for drugs. Minor level stuff. Possession, but not enough for intent to sell so they just got probation. But Susan’s son claimed it was Chad’s and Chad claimed it was his. Not an unusual defense pointing fingers at someone else. Anyways, there was an ugly scene in court and Susan went on a social media smear campaign that almost ruined Molly’s dad’s CPA practice. So there is some bad blood there.”

      OK then. That wasn’t what I was expecting to hear, and it did make it look bad for Molly. However, it didn’t change my opinion.

      “I still don’t think she killed Susan. Why would she? That happened years ago. Why kill her now?”

      He shrugged. “Who knows why people do what they do.”

      “She didn’t do it,” I insisted.

      “OK, I want to believe you, but until she comes in and talks to me this isn’t looking good for her. I can’t take your word for it. The longer she waits to give her statement, the more it seems she has something to hide.”

      “I’ll talk to her and get her to call you. Tomorrow. I promise.”
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      What are you thinking about?” Molly asked.

      “What?” I turned my head in her direction and the steam drifted up from the steamer wand. She’d caught me daydreaming. I was supposed to be steaming a new shipment of wide leg pants that came in earlier, so we could put them out on the sales floor.

      “You’ve been steaming the ceiling for a couple minutes now.” She grinned.

      “Geez, I’m losing it.” I rolled my eyes and bent over to turn the steamer on warm. “We’ve had horrible traffic the last couple days since that incident with Susan Milford. It just worries me. I know I need to give it time, but I can’t stop obsessing.”

      I tried to figure out the best way to approach Molly with what Willie told me last night. I knew it was in her best interest to talk to him, so it didn’t look like she had anything to hide, but I felt bad bringing it up. It would make things awkward if I brought it up. That’s the last thing I wanted.

      “I know,” she said sympathetically. “We just have to be patient. Things will turn around.”

      “I hate being patient,” I grumbled.

      “Well, unless you want to solve this yourself you don’t really have a choice. You have to wait for the cops to do their thing and for people to forget about what happened.”

      She had a point. I wasn’t going to be able to relax until this was solved so why not help Willie out? The whole two heads are better than one thing and all. Not like I hadn’t done it before. Though Cooper and Willie seemed to get irritated when I inserted myself in these things. But it’s not like I asked for this to happen. Silk was my livelihood. I couldn’t just stand by and wait.

      “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Wait. I was kidding.”

      “I know, but it’s not a bad idea. Willie told me last night they don’t have any leads yet.” Except maybe you because you won’t talk to him.

      Molly gave me a funny look. I got the feeling she didn’t really think they needed my help. “OK. Maybe they don’t, but I have to do something. I’m going crazy here. Can you take over for me?”

      “Sure.”

      “Thanks.” I walked to the back and sat down at my computer. I typed in ‘Susan Milford’. Several news reports of the ‘incident’ as I called it popped up and I had read most of them already, searching for signs of Silk being mentioned, which is how I knew she was married. Luckily the references to Silk were mostly in passing, but if anyone Googled Silk expecting to find our website right now, it was buried under news of the murder. Not exactly what I wanted to be known for. I hadn’t really looked for any information about Susan that might give me a starting point for finding out what happened to her. It was as good a place to start as any.

      Most of the articles had the same information. They said Susan was fifty-four, had three grown children, a husband, Thomas, who was an engineer, and was well known for her charity work. As were most of the women who shopped here. Those were the only details the articles had about her personally. Some being a little more detailed about her charity work, but that didn’t help me.

      I wondered if she was on Facebook. A long-shot, but worth checking out. Facebook stalking was usually effective.

      I easily found her on Facebook, which was both nice and scary at the same time to think about how truly easy it was to find out almost any information you were looking for. Susan had a lot of friends, many of which had posted their condolences on her Facebook Wall, which was a little creepy. I couldn’t help but think maybe one of these many friends was also her murderer. Weren’t a lot of murders committed by people you knew? I clicked on the friend’s tab and we didn’t have any mutual friends. No big surprise. It’s not like we ran in the same circles. I started scrolling down to see if any names jumped out at me. I knew it was a long shot, but these high society charity ladies all seemed to know each other, at least the ones who shopped at Silk, so it wasn’t completely crazy to think she’d be friends with someone else who I knew as a customer.

      I kept scrolling, wishing she has less friends. This was getting tedious. Finally, I came across the name Bess Anders.

      Bess was a frequent customer at Silk and I genuinely liked her. Which honestly, I couldn’t say about all of my customers. She was friendly and always sweet to me and the staff. She wasn’t demanding or condescending. I looked up her number in our customer database and reached for the phone. I paused for a second before I picked up the receiver. While she was a nice lady, she might not appreciate me asking her about her recently murdered friend and I sure didn’t need any more bad press or gossip regarding Silk. But I also needed this current situation to be cleared up so things could go back to business as usual.

      What the heck. What’s the worst that could happen? She hangs up on me and never darkens Silk’s door again? That might happen anyway in this current state of events. So I didn’t have much to lose either way. I dialed the number and Bess answered on the first ring.

      “Hello,” she said, and I recognized her soft-spoken voice.

      “Hi, Bess. This is Presley Thurman from Silk. How are you today?” Geez, I sounded like I was a telemarketer.

      “Hi. Are you calling me about the Vera Wang in a size ten? Did it come in? I wasn’t expecting it for a few more weeks.” She sounded excited her dress might be in and it made what I wanted to ask even more difficult.

      “Uh. No. It hasn’t come in yet.”

      “Oh.” She sounded confused and of course she was. I’m sure she wondered why I was calling her if it wasn’t to tell her the dress she ordered was in and at this point I was almost wondering the same thing. This was probably a bad idea but too late now to back down. It’s not like I could hang up and pretend I never called.

      “I was wondering if you had a minute to talk to me about Susan Milford.”

      There was a long pause. She was probably wondering if she should hang up on me. I may have in her shoes. Finally, she spoke.

      “What about Susan? God rest her soul.”

      OK, this was good. She didn’t hang up and she didn’t seem angry.

      “Well, ah. I was wondering—”

      “Sure I can meet you for coffee. Hubbard’s in thirty minutes? Sounds good. I’ll see you then,” Bess interrupted me, her voice changing to one more precise and business-like. She hung up when she finished talking.

      I stood there, holding my phone in my hand with a confused look on my face.

      What just happened? What did she mean? Did she want me to meet her for coffee? Or did she have Tourette’s syndrome and randomly blurted that out? If that was her odd way of telling me she wanted to meet me, I’d have to hurry. Hubbard’s wasn’t very close to Silk and you never knew what traffic would be like. I grabbed my purse and walked out to the front.

      “Where are you going?” Molly asked as I reached the front door. I’d been hoping she wouldn’t ask.

      “I’ll be back in a couple hours. Call in Arin if it gets busy.”

      Molly’s mouth started to open again, probably because I didn’t answer her question, but I scooted out before she could ask me again. I felt a little pang of guilt for not asking her about why she lied about going down to the police station, but I’d do that when I got back. I decided catching a cab would be the fastest way to get there, so I walked to corner and hailed one. Luck was with me traffic-wise and I got to my destination ten minutes early.

      I’d only been to this coffee shop a couple times. For no other reason than it wasn’t in my triangle of places I frequented. But if I remembered correctly, they had great coffee and the inside was beautiful. Very rustic and outdoorsy, much like the Caribou Coffee I’d once been to in Minneapolis. I looked around and saw Bess was already here. And here I thought I was early. She looked well put together, as usual. Her blond bob had every hair in place and her makeup accented her blue eyes. It looked like it was applied by a professional. If my memory served me correctly she was in a dress from the spring season. It made me happy when I saw people in clothes from Silk. Made me feel I was doing something right.

      I was glad I took extra time with my appearance this morning. I had on a simple white and black polka dot dress in an A-line cut. Flattering, yet comfortable.

      I pretended not to see her and went to get my coffee. I needed a few more minutes to compose myself and figure out what to say. I really hadn’t expected her to be here, thinking it was just her way to get me off the phone by sending me on a wild goose chase.

      I collected my coffee from the other end of the counter and turned around. Scanning the crowd again, I caught Bess’ eye and walked over to her table and sat down.

      Bess looked at me for a minute before speaking. “So, what do you want to know about Susan?”

      I cleared my throat. “Again, I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Bess waved at me. “Don’t try to pretend you wanted to talk to me to offer your condolences. Get to the point. Susan was murdered in your store, so I assume you want to know why.”

      Wow. This was a much different Bess than the customer who came in Silk. That Bess was sweet and soft-spoken. This one was straightforward and to the point. I doubted I’d be a fan of this one.

      “How well did you know Susan? Do you know why anyone would want to kill her?” I leaned forward in my chair so I could lower my voice. Not that anyone was paying attention but why take that chance?

      There was a long pause, which started to get a little uncomfortable and it took all my willpower not to fidget. She stared at me not, seemingly bothered by the uncomfortableness at all which made me feel even more self-conscious. I wondered if she was going to say anything when she finally spoke.

      “We were more acquaintances than friends.”

      “So, you didn’t really know her?”

      “I knew enough. Enough to determine we’d never be more than casual acquaintances. She had a perchance for borrowing things that weren’t hers,” she scowled, which wasn’t a good look on her.

      I looked at her, confused. “What do you mean?” Could someone have killed Susan for not returning something she borrowed? That seemed a little extreme, but stranger things happened.

      “She liked to borrow people’s husbands.”

      “Oh.” Now it was my turn to sit in silent shock. I mean, what the hell did you say to that? Sorry somehow didn’t seem appropriate. “Yours?” I almost hated to ask but I had to know.

      “Among others.” She shrugged like it was no big deal.

      Silence again and we just stared at each other. I wondered if Willie knew this? It certainly opened up the suspect pool. Nothing worse than a woman scorned and all that. “You didn’t kill her, did you?” I said to see how she would react. I mean, this conversation couldn’t get any weirder.

      “Do you think I’d tell you if I did?” She said. It almost looked like she was amused by my question.

      “Probably not, but I had to ask. Assuming it wasn’t you, who do you think killed her?”

      “Why would I tell you that either?” She said defensively.

      “Why wouldn’t you? Unless you’re protecting someone, or you have something to hide?”

      Bess hadn’t shown much expression so far and I couldn’t tell what she was thinking. Suddenly she broke out in a smile and laughed. “I think I like you. No. I have nothing to hide and honestly, I know several women who weren’t very happy with Susan but none who might want to kill her. That’s a little extreme and not how we normally take care of problems such as these.”

      “You’re sure Susan had affairs with more than just your husband?”

      “Yes. She got around. And even if the husbands tried to keep it secret, she didn’t care much to. Why would someone who was married brag about having affairs? Unless she had an open marriage or something.”

      “Are you getting a divorce?” I asked.

      “No. Why would I?” she asked and looked almost amused I’d asked her that.

      I didn’t have a response because frankly anything I said would be potentially offensive and I certainly didn’t want to offend her. Especially now when I’d made it to this point of her sharing information.

      When I didn’t answer, she started talking again. “Listen, I know it may seem odd and you might wonder why women stay with men who cheat. Life is complicated and so is divorce and when there’s a significant amount of money involved it gets even more complicated. There are certain things certain people are willing to put up with.”

      “Did all the women whose husbands cheated with Susan feel the same way?”

      She nodded. “For the most part.”

      I couldn’t imagine staying with a cheater no matter how much money was at stake. But did that mean there might be one of the women who wasn’t willing to let things slide? As if reading my mind, Bess went on. “Theresa Douglass and Kitty Davin. They weren’t too happy about what Susan did and they’ve been very vocal about it. Saying we needed to do something. But what can you do? Cheating isn’t a crime.”

      No, it wasn’t, but could it cause someone to commit one?
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      “Presley!”

      I looked up. “What? Did I miss something?”

      “I’ve called your name three times. Dreaming about budgets?” Molly said, after looking at my desk where I’d been reviewing how much money there was, or rather credit, to buy more fall pieces. It was what I’d been doing since getting back from having coffee with Bess. Probably a mistake because I wasn’t at my most alert late in the afternoon.

      “A nightmare is more like it. I’m sorry. I’m just distracted. I’ve been this way all day. First the steamer, now daydreaming. I’m ready for this day to be over.”

      “You’ve got a lot going on. Is there anything I can do to help?” She sat down on the chair by my desk.

      I shook my head. “No. It’s the murder, the mugging, and waiting for both those things to be resolved and I don’t know. On top of everything here, we went to dinner with Cooper’s new partner and his wife the other night and something seems off about that too. But maybe it’s just me. Maybe I’m the one who’s off.”

      “You don’t like them?”

      “It’s not that. I didn’t love how his new partner, Bill, treated his wife but other than that they were fine. Fun to talk to. In some ways I felt they were trying too hard to laugh and be happy. Some parts of the night seemed forced.”

      “Well, that makes sense, doesn’t it? Of course they want to impress you. They want you to like them, so they would try hard. I don’t think that’s unusual.”

      I mulled that over and she had a point. Maybe I was being too quick to judge. I thought about how Cooper and I might act in the same situation; the first-time meeting someone could be nerve-racking. And with everything I had going on, I wasn’t totally myself either.

      “I guess you’re right. Regardless, I need to focus on work. So, what were you trying to tell me when I was lost in thought?”

      “Leigh Winters is out on the floor and wants to talk with you.”

      I groaned. Leigh was one of the more high maintenance of my high maintenance clients. She always had a complaint about something, but then she bought a lot when she shopped which was often. Dealing with her behavior was just part of the job—just not one I enjoyed.

      I pushed myself out of my chair to go listen to whatever complaint she had today, and Molly could sense my reluctance knowing I was anticipating a difficult conversation.

      “Today might be your lucky day because I don’t think she’s here to complain. She said something about a ball?”

      That made going out there more palatable. I could deal with anything that wasn’t complaining. Then it dawned on me. “The upcoming masquerade ball for the zoo?” I’d heard one of the customers talk about it last week. It was a big deal.

      Molly shrugged. “I don’t know, she didn’t say. Is that a good thing? Your face is telling me it’s a good thing. Maybe this is the thing we need to help turn things around? Besides the sale tomorrow.”

      “Yeah. It could be a very good thing.”

      “Hi, Leigh,” I said as I reached her out on the sales floor. “What can I help you with? We got in some beautiful handbags I haven’t even put on the floor yet that I think you’d love. I can pull them from the back if you’d like to see them.”

      “I do like a good handbag, but that’s not why I’m here. I’d like to speak to you. I attended the last charity function you helped with and it was nice.” Leigh said ‘nice’ like it was painful but that was probably the best I’d get from her, so I’d take it. A nice from some of these high society ladies was high praise. “I’m the chair of the zoo events committee and for this year’s big gala fundraiser we are having a masquerade ball. But we don’t want anyone wearing tacky masks so I was hoping you could find a vendor and source them for us, and we will make everyone come buy them from you. That way I can approve them and we won’t have anyone showing up in something from Costumes R Us or some such place,” she said distastefully.

      I’d had some bizarre requests before, but masks? Where on earth would I find masks? And what kind of masks did she mean?

      “I have an example of the kind of masks we’re looking for,” she said and pulled out her phone and handed it to me.

      OK, this wasn’t what had popped in my head when she said mask. But then I’d never been to a high society masked ball before either, so what did I know. The mask she was showing me was a very elaborate beaded number. Not a plastic mask with cut-outs for the eyes you could pick up for ninety-nine cents at the dollar store. These were gorgeous and as I scrolled down to see the price, also very expensive. Who would pay hundreds of dollars for a mask? That was clearly rhetorical. These people would. People with a lot of money. Though I couldn’t help but think if they each donated the price of a mask to the charity instead of wearing one that would be a healthy chunk of change right there.

      Leigh took the phone back out of my hand, typed something else in, and handed it back to me. “These are for the men.”

      Men wearing masks. I stifled a giggle. But it was for a good cause. As I looked at her phone the men’s were much plainer of course, but the price tag was still up there. I mentally rolled my eyes at the expense of these masks for a charity event. But each to his own.

      “Can you find these and get them in your store?”

      “Sure,” I said. I didn’t feel at all sure, but I knew turning her away would be ridiculous. The business this would generate would be worth the extra work. Not to mention the exposure. I would find a way to make this happen. “When is the ball?”

      “A week from Saturday. Is that enough time?”

      Was she nuts? Why had she waited so long? That wasn’t nearly enough time, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. “Sure,” I said nervously.

      “Good, then. I’ll stop back in next week to check in.”

      As she turned to walk away, I called out. “Leigh?” She turned and looked at me expectantly, raising her eyebrows. “Did you know Susan Milford?” I saw a quick flash of anger cross her face, but it was quickly gone. So quickly in fact I thought maybe I’d imagined it.

      She shook her head slightly. “Not really.”

      Before I could say any more, she spun back around and walked out of the store.

      I walked back to my office, wondering if her not really meant Susan had also slept with her husband. It was very similar to Bess’ response.

      “Well, that’s good news. Can you find what she wants in time?” Molly asked, having followed me to the office. She knew as well as I did that sometimes it could take months to find the right supplier, place an order, and then get the shipment in.

      “I have no idea, but we have no choice. This will be huge for us. We also need to see if we can get more formal gowns in next week because if these women are coming in to drop hundreds of dollars on masks at the last minute maybe they’ll need a new dress.”

      “If we can find the product in time.”

      I frowned at her. “Where’s your can-do attitude?”

      “You sound like my boot camp instructor.” She laughed. “I’m just worried. What if we can’t do it?”

      I loved how she said we. “Don’t worry. Where there’s a will there’s a way,” I said casually, but inside I was just as worried. Molly was right that this would be a huge undertaking.

      As worried as I was about Leigh’s request, it didn’t stop my mind from wandering to her response when I asked if she knew Susan. What did she mean by not really? On its own an innocent enough comment, but combined with the expression on her face there was something more there. I’d bet on it.

      “Well, just tell me what you need from me.”

      Here was my opening. To talk to her about her not talking to the police.

      “There is something I need to talk to you about,” I said nervously, not sure how this was going to go.

      “Sure, what?”

      “I know you didn’t go to talk to Willie like you told me.”

      “Oh.” Her eyes started to fill with tears. “I’m so sorry.”

      “Listen, I’m not mad. I know you had nothing to do with Susan’s death, but I have to admit it looks bad. The police might think you have something to hide.”

      She hung her head for a few minutes, then finally raised it and started speaking. “I know it looks bad, but it won’t look any better when you find out the truth.” Molly started to cry.

      I put my hand on her knee. “Try me. Keeping it to yourself and worrying is much worse than getting it out.”

      Molly took a deep breath and proceeded to tell me what happened. It lined up with what Willie had told me, so I knew she was telling the truth and could understand from her point of view why she lied.

      She finished talking and I handed her a tissue. “Listen, Molly. I am so sorry this happened. I feel for you and understand why you’re scared to tell the police. I don’t know if this helps or not, but the detective on the case is a friend of mine and he already knows all this.”

      Her eyebrows raised and she looked very reassured.

      “Willie doesn’t consider you a suspect, even with your history with Susan.”

      “Really?”

      Not exactly, but now she looked a little happier, so it was worth telling a little white lie. Plus, I knew once Willie talked to her she wouldn’t be a suspect. No harm, no foul.

      “Yes. Now please do it and get it over with. The sooner you do the sooner you can put it behind you.”

      “OK. I’m off in an hour. I can go then.”

      “Go ahead now. I’ll come out to the floor.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yeah. I’m not making progress on the budget anyway, so you’ll actually be doing me a favor.”

      “OK. Thanks for understanding.”

      She gathered her things and I felt good to have the conversation over with.
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      I was tired and this glass of wine wasn’t going to help wake me up, but I wanted it anyway. It had been a long day and I hadn’t got home from work until almost eight, having stayed late to set up for tomorrow’s sale. I looked at the clock and it was after ten, but I thought I’d return some emails to try and keep from getting more behind. Besides my new phone had arrived earlier today and I needed to let it connect to the Wi-Fi and sync to iCloud. The last twenty-four hours without a cell phone were enough to drive me batty. Which was ridiculous when you thought about it. I’d lived without a cell phone for more years than I’d had one. I went to grab my laptop off the antique credenza my mom had refinished for me in the living room. Except it wasn’t there.

      I looked at the empty spot and pursed my lips in confusion. I retraced my steps in my head; the last time I used it and when I remembered plugging it in. So where was it? Then it dawned on me. I took it to work yesterday, which wasn’t normal. I had a computer at work, and I hated lugging that laptop around. So, unless I knew I needed to use it outside of my house or the store I left it at home. Almost everything could be done with my iPhone these days. But I’d taken it because I’d bookmarked a few sites that I wanted to research more for potential vendors. Instead of emailing the links to myself—as now I realized would have been a much smarter idea—I’d just taken my laptop.

      Because I wasn’t used to taking it to work, I forgot it was in my bag when making a list of everything missing. This was a big deal. Much bigger than the credit cards or my phone. Not the actual computer itself, that was replaceable, but all the information on it. I felt panic set in.

      First, I needed to call the police and add the laptop to the list of items stolen. That was easily dealt with and I was soon left to sit and stew about what to do next. It didn’t have a password on it. Something Cooper had bugged me about a million times, but I didn’t want the extra step when using it. I regretted that decision now. I mean really, how lazy was I that I couldn’t take a few more seconds to make sure my information was safe? But there wasn’t anything I could do about it now. Besides change all my passwords. Except I would never be able to remember them as I had passwords saved to my keychain.

      I looked at the new phone in my hand. If I needed to connect it to iCloud to download data, couldn’t I do the same thing for my laptop? Access it through iCloud?

      I got my iPad and logged into iCloud. I looked around to find the Find My iPhone app and clicked on it. This brought up the location of all my Apple devices. Normally that was four. My iPhone, iPad, the iMac at work, and my laptop. Only my iPhone and iPad came up. Silk was closed so that computer would be off and apparently the mugger wasn’t currently using my laptop. Or at least he wasn’t using it connected to the internet. Damn. I’d just have to keep checking. Why couldn’t this just be easy? I went and changed my banking and credit card passwords along with my social media. The rest I would try to figure out tomorrow.

      I decided to distract myself by seeing what dirt I could dig up on Theresa Douglas and Kitty Davin. And maybe even Leigh, though I felt a little guilty about that one since she was bringing me business. But she acted so oddly when I asked her about Susan.

      Like when I researched Susan I started with Facebook, but it didn’t tell me anything except all these ladies were friends. At least on Facebook. I did get to see what they all looked like though. And not that Susan was unattractive, I didn’t see why these women’s husbands would cheat. All these women were beautiful. Though beauty wasn’t everything, that was for sure. I did notice that all these ladies were on the zoo board. They each had their charity work listed under jobs. Which made me wonder if they were all on the gala committee? Maybe I could wrangle an invite to that? It would give me access to ask questions.

      My phone vibrated on the table and I saw a text from Willie telling me Molly had come in and all was good. I set the iPad down and texted him back a thank you, then sat there with phone in hand, wondering if I should tell him what I knew about Susan. The information I’d found out from Bess. I decided to wait. I didn’t have any real information. Just gossip. I would wait until what I had, if anything, was more concrete. Plus, if Willie knew I was poking around he’d try to stop me.
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      “Thanks for meeting me, Presley. I know you’re busy, but I wanted us to get to know one another better since our guys are going to be working so closely together,” Andrea said.

      “I never say no to making time for coffee.”

      Andrea had texted me this morning to ask if I wanted to get together for coffee and, even though today would be a busy day at Silk because of the sale, I still felt bad about how her husband had commented about her shopping habits so was happy to meet her. I wanted to get to know her better, plus a nosy part of me wanted to find out why her husband had been a little snippy and called her out on her shopping habits. I couldn’t help it. I’d admit I was a bit of a nosy person.

      “Me either. People who aren’t coffee drinkers must be a little crazy, don’t you think?”

      “Agreed!”

      “So, listen. I want to apologize for Bill the other night.”

      “No need to apologize,” I said. It wasn’t her fault he’d acted the way he did. She certainly didn’t owe me an apology for it. If anything, I hope Bill had apologized to her when they’d got home.

      “Yes, yes, there is,” she said looking down and fiddling with her stir stick. “I could tell you felt uncomfortable and I told Bill as much. He thought he was being funny and his sense of humor, well, it doesn’t always translate that well.”

      “Listen, it’s fine. Honestly. I think maybe you saw me react because I’m sensitive about how much people spend in my store, even though that’s the whole point.” This was the quickest excuse I could think of because I didn’t want her to feel bad and it sounded somewhat plausible.

      “I don’t want you to think badly of Bill. I want us all to get along.”

      “Don’t even worry about it. I enjoyed dinner and also hope we’ll be seeing more of each other. So, now that the men aren’t around, tell me more about you? You’re from St. Louis, right?”

      “Yep, we both are. We’ve moved around a lot for Bill’s work, but we always make it back to St. Louis.”

      “At least Chicago isn’t far from home.”

      “It’s not, which was part of the appeal. I’m not far from family and I’ve always loved Chicago, so I was excited when this opportunity came up.”

      “Me too. A fan of Chicago, that is. I dreamed of living here since I was a young girl and, even though I’ve been here for years now it’s still exciting. There’s so much the city has to offer. There’s still a lot I haven’t got to experience yet.”

      “Maybe we can experience some of those things together. You know, when our guys are working.”

      “Sure, that’d be a great idea.” I don’t know why, but her repeated use of our guys was a little annoying. “Bill must be great at his job. Cooper wasn’t even sure he was ready to hire someone and when Bill contacted him, he completely changed his mind. Hopefully now he can spend less time traveling and more time at home. Though I guess that doesn’t help you any. Because Bill will be picking up that travel slack.”

      “It’s fine. I’m used to him being gone.”

      “You really get used to it? I’ve never been able to. Not that I don’t understand why he has to do it. I just hate when he’s gone.”

      “I don’t mind. I like my independence. Plus, Bill’s excited to be part of a great organization like Sands Security and if he’s happy, I’m happy.”

      “Then it’s a win all around.”

      “Cheers to that,” Andrea said and held up her coffee cup and we tapped them in a toast.

      “While I’m glad Cooper has Bill on his team, I know it’s hard to transition from a job you like to a new one.”

      “Bill had been looking for the right opportunity for a few months now. He didn’t want to take a job he didn’t feel he could stay at long-term. I was glad when he got this one. I was used to him traveling so him being home was getting on my nerves.” She chuckled.

      I was confused. “I thought Bill was looking because his company was bought out? I thought he was still working.” I thought that’s what was said at dinner, but then maybe I heard wrong.

      “Oh yes. But I mean Bill was unhappy, he resigned a few weeks ago to focus more on his job search. So, tell me more about your shop.”

      We spent the next twenty minutes discussing Silk. A topic I never got tired of when I realized it was almost ten. “I’m so sorry, Andrea. I have to run. I didn’t realize how late it was and the shop opens in a few minutes. We have a big sale today so I need to be there.”

      “Of course! Go ahead. Text me!” she said.

      As I rushed out to my car, I realized I still knew absolutely nothing about her. She’d sidestepped most of my questions and responded with questions of her own. I still felt there was something that didn’t seem right. And I couldn’t get past how out of character this whole thing was for Cooper, but that shouldn‘t make me paranoid about Bill or Andrea. That wasn’t fair. Maybe that’s what was wrong. Cooper’s out of character behavior made me think something was wrong with them.

      I liked Andrea. She was a good conversationalist and that was probably the reason she asked so many questions about me. You were supposed to focus on the person you talked to, not talk about yourself.

      As long as Cooper was happy, I should be happy. It’s not like I doubted his ability to hire. So why was I letting this get to me?

      I got to the store and from the minute we opened, we were busy. Not only were we selling through a lot of the sale merchandise, but new fall products as well. I couldn’t have been happier with the turnout and subsequent sales.

      At five o’clock the last customer walked out, and I locked the door behind her and leaned against it, kicking off my high heels.

      “What a day. My feet are on fire,” I said, taking my foot out of my shoe and setting it on the cool floor for a moment.

      “Mine too,” Molly said and Amy, our part-time sales associate, chimed in and agreed with us. We’d worked so hard all day, not even taking a break to do more than sip a Diet Coke. The day was exhausting, but fun.

      “I’ll take the money to the back and count it while you guys try to restore some order to the front.”

      “Sounds good,” Molly said.

      I walked barefoot to the back where I had slippers I stepped into. Sore feet after a long day wasn’t an unusual occurrence. I couldn’t wait to get home and put my peppermint lotion on.

      I put Pandora on the computer, brought up my favorite station and started the closing paperwork. It took me about twenty minutes to get everything completed and being tired with sore feet was totally worth it after I tallied the numbers. This was the best Saturday we’d had since the holidays. By the amount of people who came in today to shop it was clear they’d already forgotten about the murder. Surprisingly, only a couple of people even mentioned it.

      Thinking about the recent bad events reminded me to check the Find My Phone App. I reached for the mouse and clicked on the app, but my laptop still wasn’t online.

      I heard the front door chime. That’s weird, who were they letting in? Maybe one of them stepped outside for some fresh air?

      I added the deposit slip and started to put the money in the safe when the intercom clicked, signaling someone was about to speak.

      “Uh, Presley? Can you come up here?” Molly said.

      “Sure. Is everything OK? I asked because she sounded like something was wrong.

      “Can you just come up here?”

      “I’ll be right there.” Now I was worried, and my heart started racing. Should I call 911? I put the money in the safe and twirled the knob, then grabbed my phone. I hit the numbers 911 but didn’t press the call button. I just onto held the phone.

      I walked out and saw a young lady I didn’t recognize. She looked to be in her twenties. Very pretty brunette. I felt a little better since she didn’t look like someone here to rob us or anything. But Molly and Amy were both fidgeting nervously, which didn’t help my nervousness and I kept my finger on the call button.

      “Hi, I’m Presley,” I said in my best defuse a mad customer voice, assuming until proven otherwise that was who she was.

      “Pres, this is Stacey Milford. Susan Milford’s daughter,” Amy spoke up. I instantly realized why Molly and Amy looked on edge. Especially Molly since she knew who Stacey was.

      “Is there something I can help you with, Stacey? And condolences for your loss. I didn’t know your mother, but I am very sorry.”

      “If you were so sorry, you wouldn’t have her working here,” she spat out with a hard emphasis on the her. Clearly meaning Molly, but Amy looked confused, like she was afraid Stacey meant her and having no idea why.

      “I’m not sure what you’re getting at, Stacy. Molly had nothing to do with your mother’s death,” I said, keeping my voice calm.

      Poor Molly looked horrified and embarrassed. I couldn’t help but be angry this girl showed up and was throwing around accusations but showing it would do no good.

      “Maybe you don’t know Molly has it in for my family. Especially my mother, because she exposed her brother for the scum he was. She took her opportunity to get back at our family,”

      If looks could kill I’d be afraid for Molly.

      “He is not,” Molly finally came alive and yelled back. “Your family just didn’t want to believe Alan was anything but an angel.”

      “You take that back.” Stacy took another step closer to Molly, which made me a little nervous. The last thing I needed was a catfight in the store.

      “It’s the truth and you know it!” Molly shouted.

      “Admit you killed my mother as revenge!” Stacy screamed.

      I inched my finger a little closer to the call button in case this went any further.

      But something made Molly lower her voice. “Stacey, I do not harbor a grudge against your family. Your mom was just looking out for your brother. I get that. I didn’t kill her.”

      All the anger seemed to leave Stacy’s body at Molly’s words as I could visibly see her soften. Then she started crying. I moved my finger away from the call button. I could feel some of the tension and anger dissipate and could tell Stacey was no longer a threat, but rather sad and angry. I watched Molly take a couple steps toward Stacy and tentatively reach out and touch her shoulder.

      Stacy didn’t pull away as Molly said, “I’m really sorry about your mother.”

      Stacy sniffed. “I’m sorry I came here.” And she whirled around and ran out the door.

      We all looked at each other in disbelief.

      “What the heck was that all about?” Amy asked, bewildered.

      I didn’t want to tell Molly’s business. “She must be distraught and not thinking clearly,” I said. “We’re all tired. Let’s leave the rest of this for tomorrow and get out of here.
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      The rest of the weekend was uneventful, which I appreciated. Cooper worked most of it, but we did get to have a relaxing evening Sunday. I was lucky I was rested as Monday started off busy and got even busier. The news had spread from the customers who attended our Saturday sale that we had great fall merchandise. At least that’s what the customers were telling us. My fears of all our business disappearing because of the murder were clearly unfounded. I was happy to be busy but stressed because Leigh was coming in to look at some mask options I’d found before I spent a fortune rush ordering them. I’d been pleasantly surprised there were more to choose from than I’d thought with only a week turnaround time. If only I had more time, there would have been even more options, but there were only a few vendors that could work with our time frame. The selection looked pretty good. I felt confident Leigh would like a few of the options. And if she didn’t? Well, I’d have a problem. But I’d worry about that if it came to it.

      I expected Leigh in about fifteen minutes. I wanted to have printouts of my favorite ones, but the printer decided to quit working and one of the salespeople called in sick, so it had been a crazy day already and it wasn’t even noon.

      “Leigh is here,” Molly came up behind me and whispered. “Want me to take over for you?”

      I was helping one of our best customers look for resort wear to wear on an upcoming vacation, and she wasn’t someone I wanted to leave alone. Money she had, taste she didn’t. Letting her pick out her owns clothes would be a disaster for Silk.

      “That would be great,” I whispered back. “Mrs. Holland, Molly is going to take over for me. Molly, I was just about to show her the navy pant and vest set.”

      I heard Molly exclaim at how great Mrs. Holland looked as I walked away and tried to calm the butterflies in my stomach. All my hopes were pinned on Leigh liking the selection. I couldn’t afford for her not to like them. I didn’t have a plan B.

      “Hi, Leigh. Do you want to follow me to the back?” I didn’t wait for an answer and just headed in that direction.

      “Can I get you a water or coffee?” I asked when we reached my office.

      “Water would be great.”

      I pulled one out of the mini-fridge I kept in my office and handed it to her as she sat down on the loveseat across from my desk. “We have a few options, although they were a little limited due to the time frame, but I think you’ll be happy with what we have to choose from. Here are printouts and I’ve starred the ones I best feel align with your vision. You can see the styles come in a wide variety of colors which gives us several more options.” I sat there, tense with my hands folded in my lap to stop the nervous tapping I tended to do when I got anxious while she looked through the options. She must be a heck of a poker player because there wasn’t an ounce of expression on her face. Which meant I couldn’t tell if she liked them or hated them.

      Finally, after what was an agonizingly long time, she looked up and smiled. “I love them! They’re exactly what I’d envisioned.”

      I smiled with her. “I’m so glad!”

      “They’re all so beautiful it’s going to be hard to decide which to order.”

      I was excited. I had a great idea, at least I thought it was great, that I was waiting to share until I found out if she even liked the designs.

      “How many seats at this event?”

      “It’s very exclusive. Only a hundred.”

      “What if we ordered a hundred different masks so no one can have the same one. They would be different styles, but several colors of several styles. That would build a buzz and help you sell tickets faster. Say they have to show their ticket to see the masks. Make a big deal about it.”

      “Which would get your store a lot of buzz as well.”

      I squirmed a little at that. “Yes, but…”

      Leigh burst out laughing. “It’s a great idea and will make people line up fast to buy a ticket and get their mask. Last year’s ball didn’t sell out and I’m determined that won’t be the case this year. Not when I’m in charge. This idea will give it more of an exclusive flair.”

      Crap. I didn’t even think about that. What if I ordered a hundred masks and then didn’t sell them all? They weren’t returnable and I doubted they’d sell to our regular customers. I could be on the hook for a lot of money.

      Leigh must have read my mind because she said, “Don’t worry. I’ll make sure all the tickets sell out. The board is going to love this idea.”

      A board meeting? This might be my perfect opportunity. “When’s your next meeting?”

      Leigh looked at me questioningly. “Why?”

      “I was thinking I could help you get them excited about the plan by pitching it to them. Explain the concept, show the masks.” I could tell she was thinking it over and I was mentally crossing my fingers she’d agree to it. It’d be a great chance to talk to Kitty and Theresa as they were both on the committee.

      “That’s not a bad idea. It’s Thursday at two p.m. At the Bridgestone Country Club. I’ll leave your name at the gate.”

      Yes! I wanted to yell, but I controlled my excitement. Wouldn’t do to give her any indication my reasons for wanting to come to the meeting had nothing to do with presenting my idea, but everything to do with meeting Theresa and Kitty.

      At that moment I heard someone walk through the door and I looked up, surprised to see it was Andrea. What was she doing at Silk? And why did she feel it OK to waltz back here?

      “Hi, Presley. I knew you had to be back here when I didn’t see you out front. The other girls were busy with customers and I didn’t want to bother them. Sorry to barge in but I wanted to stop in and say hi.”

      Who just walked into the back of someone’s store without being invited, I couldn’t help but wonder even if the employees were busy. As annoyed as I was, I put on a smile and pretended it was fine. The last thing I needed was a scene in front of Leigh.

      “Hi, Andrea. This is Leigh Winters. We were just going over some plans for an upcoming event. Leigh this is Andrea Rollins. Her husband works with my boyfriend.”

      “What kind of event are you planning?” Andrea asked before I could get Leigh out of the office.

      “It’s a fundraiser for the zoo,” I jumped in, then looked nervously over to Leigh but she didn’t seem to care I answered for her.

      “Oh, are you head of the planning committee?” Andrea said to Leigh.

      “I’m the chairman of the board of directors and head of the committee. I’m very hands-on with all our events,” Leigh said, businesslike.

      “Do you have time for coffee? I’ve just recently moved here and I’d love to volunteer. I belonged on a few boards where I used to live and I’m just dying to get involved again. Maybe I could share some of the things I’ve done in the past.”

      Leigh looked at her watch. “I have a few minutes. Presley, I’ll talk to you later?”

      “Sure. I’ll call you.” I watched them walk out together chatting and I was a little annoyed at how Andrea hijacked my meeting and ended by taking Leigh out for coffee. It brought up the feeling that something was just off about her, but I didn’t have any concrete evidence. It’s not like she did anything wrong. Besides having bad manners.

      “Who’s that leaving with Leigh?” Molly asked as I walked back on the floor, following Leigh and Andrea. “More importantly, did she like the masks you picked out?”

      “She did. Actually, she loved them. So, operation gala is a huge win. And that’s the wife of Cooper’s new employee.”

      Molly looked confused. “Does she know Leigh?”

      “Not until a few minutes ago.” My comment didn’t help clear up Molly’s confusion and I didn’t want to complain about Andrea. I really did want to like her. Luckily a customer came up to ask a question, which saved me from answering any further.

      I couldn’t shake the nagging feeling Andrea wasn’t what she pretended to be. If only I could pinpoint why.
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      “You’re home early,” I said to Cooper as he walked in the kitchen where I was cooking, or rather microwaving dinner.

      He kissed me on the cheek and took the beer I got out of the refrigerator for him. “The joys of having a VP who is making my life easier already. I can do things like come home early. He’s amazing. It’s like he can read my mind. He does things before I tell him and the way I would have done it. I feel like I’ve worked with him for years. He’s had some great ideas on how to fix this client issue. I’m lucky to have found him.”

      Cooper did look happier than I’d seen him in a long time. Like a huge weight had been lifted. I’d planned on talking to him about my experience with Andrea at the store today, but I didn’t want to put a damper on his mood. He seemed enamored of Bill. And really, what did it matter what feeling I had about her? It had nothing to do with Bill’s ability to be a good employee.

      “So, what’s for dinner?”

      “Lobster mac and cheese.”

      “Since that’s seafood would you like white wine?”

      “Yes, please.”

      He turned to the wine rack on the wall he’d made me. It was so cool. We’d found two old they’d drilled holes in old boards to stick wine bottles through the holes to use as a wine rack. When Cooper said he could make it and that same weekend we’d found the perfect boards I knew it was fate. I loved my wine rack.

      “This is really good,” Cooper said as he took his first few bites.

      “Stouffer’s. And you’re right. Plus, you paired it with the perfect wine which makes it all the better,” I teased.

      “I have to make a trip out of town in a couple days.”

      “Oh? I thought you weren’t going to have to travel now?”

      “I still have to travel,” he clarified. “Just not as much. In fact, this trip is with Bill to introduce him to some of our clients. We’ll be gone a week and in a different city each day.”

      “That sounds tiring.”

      “It will be but worth it. It’s a necessary step to my scaling back. I want to make sure clients are comfortable with him taking over their accounts.”

      “Fine. I guess I can live without you for a week,” I said, pretending to pout.

      “Thanks. Hey, maybe you could spend some time with Andrea. Get to know her better. She seemed nice and I’m sure she doesn’t have many friends here yet.”

      “Yeah. She does seem nice.”

      Something in my tone must have tipped him off because he cocked his head and looked at me. “You don’t like her?”

      I sighed. “I do. It’s just…I don’t know. I met her for coffee this morning and then she came to the shop.”

      “OK. Why do I get the feeling that wasn’t a good thing? It sounds like a good thing.”

      I didn’t say anything at first, because what could I say? It’s not like she’d done anything wrong. Maybe a little in poor taste, but then she was new in the area so I could understand her wanting to make new friends.

      “It’s nothing really. I wasn’t even going to bring it up. She came in the store today, walked right into the back, and interrupted a conversation I was having with a customer about a special event. The masked gala for the zoo I told you about.”

      “Was she rude about it?” He set down his fork and looked at me concerned.

      I shook my head. “No. It was just weird. She acted like she owned the place, barging into my office and inviting my customer for coffee. I don’t even have that kind of relationship with that customer.”

      As I said it, it sounded juvenile, but I was momentarily saved from sticking my foot in it any further as Cooper’s phone started vibrating and he looked down and grabbed it. “It’s the office. Hello?”

      I took a sip of my wine and watched his face go from happy to dark. Something happened and it wasn’t good. I knew that meant he would probably be leaving as soon as he got off the phone and prepared myself for the disappointment of a ruined evening. Good thing I had microwave mug cake for dessert. I could comfort myself with chocolate and wine when he left.

      Copper finished his phone call and then said the words I expected. “I need to leave. I’m sorry I ruined dinner.”

      “Don’t be silly, it’s fine. Is everything OK?”

      “No. It’s not. Someone tried to break into my office,” he slammed his hand down.

      “What?”

      “I’m not sure when I’ll be back, but I’ll call when I can.” He dropped a kiss on my forehead before he walked out the door.

      I leaned back in my chair and drained my glass of wine. This was the second problem he’d had at work in so many weeks. Just like I had. While I knew it was a coincidence it made me wonder what was going on.

      It was only seven and I was left with a hole in my evening. Not that I was one of those who felt they had to be doing something every night, but I was feeling antsy. Not in the mood to just sit and veg, knowing my mind would keep obsessing over everything, I wondered what Jared was doing. He was one of my good friends and I hadn’t seen him much lately because he had a new love interest. He was one of those who tended to fall in love quickly and be solely focused on his new love, professing this was the one until two weeks later it fell apart and they broke up. At which time the cycle started all over again. I dialed his number and he answered on the first ring, which was a good sign for me but a sure signal he was either already single again or on his way.

      “Hey, girl, I was just thinking about you.”

      I laughed. “Why? No hot date tonight?”

      “Taking a night off. Unless you want to get together and catch up? Meet me at Muldoon’s in fifteen?”

      I laughed again. I knew I could count on Jared to keep me from being bored and lonely at home because he was one of those guys who always wanted to be out on the town. He had endless energy. “Sounds like a plan.”

      I hung up and looked at my outfit, wondering if I should bother to change. I had on skinny jeans with a flowy turquoise colored sleeveless top and silver chunky sandals which was fine for Muldoon's. Plus, I didn’t feel like changing. I could wear my pajamas there and no one would care. I did grab a sweater from my closet in case they had the air cranked, got my purse from the hook by the door, and headed out.

      Muldoon's was a short walk for me. Just a few blocks down and it was the favorite meeting spot with all my friends. As luck would have it, it was pretty central for all of us, so it made a convenient place to hang out. It didn’t hurt that they had the best pumpkin pie martinis, which they wouldn’t have this time of year but their pink lemonade margaritas were a close second.

      I walked in and saw Jared waving from a table in the back and threaded my way through the busy crowd until I reached him.

      I gave him a hug before I sat down. “Thanks for ordering,” I said when I saw he had a margarita waiting for me.

      “They’re busy so I didn’t know how long it would take. Plus, I know what you like.”

      “So, what have you been up to? How’s Greg? Or was it Craig?”

      Jared rolled his eyes. “It’s Greg, and he’s on his way out. Too much drama.”

      That was quite a statement coming from Jared. He naturally had a fair bit of drama surrounding him most of the time and seemed perfectly happy with it. I raised my eyebrows questioningly.

      “Stop, I know what you’re thinking but really. He’s worse than me. Way worse. But who cares about Greg. What’s going on with you? I saw the news and have been waiting for your call. You never even texted me back. I can’t believe someone was murdered in your store. Again. That’s crazy.”

      “I never got any texts. They must have come through while I was phoneless.” I got him caught up on the murder, the mugging and everything else that had been going on. For once he didn’t interrupt me.

      “Wow, you’ve had quite the week. I still can’t believe you didn’t call me,” he chided.

      “I’ve been kind of busy.”

      “Anyway, I can’t believe Cooper actually hired help. Good for him. And good for you. You must be happy.”

      “I’m thrilled. Hopefully that means he’ll start spending more time in Chicago.” Part of me wanted to tell him about the botched proposal but I didn’t want to jinx the next one. I would just have to wait and tell that story after Cooper proposed again.

      Jared and I gossiped, and people watched and had a couple more margaritas before we called it a night.

      We were waiting for a taxi when I thought I saw Bill across the street. I thought if he was with Andrea I could introduce them to Jared. I had a feeling Jared and Andrea would hit it off and, even though I was still on the fence about her, I wanted to move past that and be friends. I felt I owed that much to Cooper. He wasn’t with Andrea, but I squinted to get a better look and it was Bill. He was with someone else I recognized, but not because I knew him personally. This guy had had his picture plastered all over the news recently and all over social media. It was the currently hot scandal. His name was Sawyer Thompson and he was on trial for money laundering. What was Bill doing with someone associated with the mob and getting ready to stand trial? Not that I didn’t believe in innocent until proven guilty, but Sawyer Thompson had quite the criminal track record. It wouldn’t look good for an employee of Cooper’s to be hanging around an alleged criminal. Did Cooper know about this? I reached for my phone but then paused. Was I starting trouble unnecessarily? Was telling this to Cooper just going to make his life more stressful—when all I saw was Bill standing on the sidewalk with this guy. Maybe Bill was asking him for directions and this was a complete coincidence.

      Just then a black town car pulled up and both Sawyer Thompson and Bill got in. So much for coincidence. After a moment, I put my phone in my purse. Not sure what to do I pulled my phone back out and called Willie. He’d know what to do.
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      I’d been home for hours when I heard a key in the lock. It jolted me out of the half-asleep thing I was doing on the couch while trying to wait up for Cooper and that must be him.

      There were dark circles under his eyes, which looked exhausted when he walked through the door.

      “Can I get you something? Decaf coffee or hot chocolate? With or without Baileys?”

      He gave a tired smile that made my heart melt. “Decaf with Baileys would be wonderful if it’s not too much trouble.”

      “Of course not,” I said jumping up. “You sit down, and I’ll go make us both some.”

      In the few minutes it took me to make the coffee I came back to find him on the couch with his eyes closed. I thought he was asleep until his eyes snapped open. He must have heard my footsteps.

      I handed him his mug and sat down beside him. “Everything OK?”

      He sighed. “No. And it’s really weird. The cameras stopped working for a period of time, which coincidentally was the same time as when someone tried to get into my office.”

      “I thought you had back up cameras.” Since Cooper owned a business that dealt in security, he had state of the art everything and always joked he had triple backups for the backups, just in case.

      “We do. Which makes it even weirder. Everything went blank for about ten minutes. The same ten minutes the guy monitoring the cameras got a message that there was a delivery. Which there wasn’t any delivery, so it was a purposeful distraction.”

      “This seems like quite a coincidence. Your biggest client has a security breach and now this?”

      “You’re right. And you know I don’t believe in coincidences.”

      “What are you thinking?” I said taking a sip of my coffee, which was now almost cold.

      “No one could have gotten this far without knowing how we operate. Same with the client. Too many unknown factors for these things to be random.”

      “You think this is all intentional? That someone who works for you did this? Why? What could possibly be a motive?”

      “I don’t know. Anything super confidential is housed on my hard drive or stored in the cloud, only accessible with my credentials. So even if they found where important files are kept ,they wouldn’t be able to access it. And I checked. No one has even tried.”

      “There’s nothing else in your office someone might want that’s not as encrypted or whatever?”

      “No.”

      “Then what could the purpose of doing these things to Sands Security, causing these problems?”

      He rubbed his temples. “I’m at a loss. It’s not like I have any enemies…that I know of.”

      “What are you going to do?”

      “To start, we’re going to shut down operations tomorrow and spend all day interviewing everyone. Although, I don’t know why someone would do this, it has to be an inside job.”

      “That sounds horrible. I’m so sorry you have to deal with it.” Not to mention it sounded like an impossible task, but I wasn’t going to bring that up. It’s not like he didn’t already know it.

      In his line of work, a security breach could damage his company beyond repair. I’d planned on bringing up seeing Bill with Sawyer Thompson. Willie had told me I should, and I knew he was right. But did I really need to drop this on him now? Though what if Bill was behind what was happening? The security breach at his big client happened before he hired Bill so that wouldn’t make sense. I felt a small sense of relief at those thoughts and decided I didn’t need to tell him. Not just yet.

      Willie said he would see if he could find anything out about Bill and Andrea, so I’d wait to hear from him. I didn’t want it to look like I was against Bill and trying to find reasons for Cooper to be suspicious.

      “Any more news on the murder?”

      “No. I’m trying to put it out of my mind. Leave it to the police.”

      He glanced at me with a slight look of disbelief on his face. I couldn’t exactly blame him. He knew I wasn’t normally content to sit on the sidelines. Which of course I wasn’t, but I couldn’t see any good to come of bringing it up.

      “Can I use your laptop for a minute?”

      Crap. I also hadn’t told him about the mugging. I’d genuinely forgot about that. How crazy were things that I could forget about something like that?

      “Um, I left it at work. I’m sorry.”

      “I didn’t think you took your laptop to work.”

      “I don’t usually but I did today, which is why I forgot it. I forgot I brought it to work, so I didn’t bring it home.”

      I hated lying to him, but he accepted that answer. Of course, because he didn’t expect me to be lying. Now I’d held three pieces of information from him in as many minutes and I felt horrible.

      “I’m going to some party on Saturday with Bess Anders,” I said to change the subject.

      “Do I know her?”

      “No. She’s a customer at the store. I’m going because it will be good for business.”

      I started talking about what I was going to wear when I noticed his eyes fluttering. He was asleep. Probably as much from my boring talk about clothes as from his stressful day and the Baileys.

      I got up quietly and covered him with a blanket, turning off the lights. I knew if I woke him, he’d probably insist on going back to the office and he needed his sleep.
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      “Presley Thurman,” I said when I pulled up to the gate and the guard asked me my name.

      He looked at some papers on a clipboard. Presumably with the list of names of the people allowed to pass the gates. It made me wonder what they did to the people who weren’t on the list. Did people try to get in if they knew they weren’t on the list?

      For a minute, I was nervous he would tell me he couldn’t find my name and to leave, but that didn’t happen. I soon found my way up the long winding drive. It was beautifully lined with trees and flowers and at the end opened up to the clubhouse and several other buildings that all seemed connected. I found a spot that said guest parking and pulled my car in. I parked my poor beat up Kia in between a Lexus and a Tesla and grabbed my bag with pictures of the masks to use as visual aids and headed up the cobblestone walkway to the main building, which was gorgeous to look at but not the easiest to navigate in heels.

      When I walked in the building, I went over the concierge who directed me to the meeting room and I headed down the hall in that direction. I started to get nervous. Not sure if it was because I was presenting my idea or because I was hoping to question some potential suspects of Susan’s murder. Probably a combination of both.

      “There you are, Presley. I wondered if you were here yet,” Leigh called out. I could see her standing outside a doorway of what I assumed was the meeting room. I looked at my watch to see if maybe I was late. She made it sound like she’d been waiting forever but my watch said I was fifteen minutes early.

      I refrained from rolling my eyes and instead put a smile on my face. “I’m here, ready to present,” I said cheerfully. I was happy to address the committee, because this would be great exposure for my business.

      The gala would help bolster Silk’s reputation and might get me the information I was looking for on Susan’s murder. A double win in my eyes.

      “We’re still waiting on some others, but help yourself to some coffee and introduce yourself to some of the ladies.”

      “Thanks.” This was perfect, I thought as I sat my stuff down and headed over to the table where the coffee pot was. Having time to mingle might give me the chance to meet Kitty and Theresa. If they were here and if I could figure out who was who. Except for Leigh, I didn’t recognize anyone here upon first glance.

      I pulled out my phone and went to the pictures. I had the foresight to screenshot images of Kitty and Theresa from their Facebook pages when I looked at them the other night and glanced at them to refresh my memory of what they looked like. I scanned the room again. One blond woman caught my eye. It might be Kitty, but I couldn’t see her face clearly as someone stood in between us. I walked over in that direction and when I got closer, I could tell it was her. She was talking to another woman so I could easily go up to them and introduce myself and join the conversation. This might be my chance.

      I topped off my coffee and headed in that direction. I’d just reached them and started to introduce myself when Leigh called out for all the ladies to take their seats. Dammit. Oh well. There was still time. That’s what I get for wanting more coffee, I thought.

      Leigh spoke for a while on the details of the event and I did my thing showing the mask options and telling them the idea of one hundred different ones and needing to show the ticket before being allowed to purchase one. The response was positive, which was a good thing since I’d already ordered the masks.

      Leigh had been confident they’d love them, and she wasn’t wrong. Leigh adjourned the meeting after a few more topics they needed to discuss and announced the staff would be bringing in some pastries, more coffee and iced tea and to please stay and socialize. So it was now or never. I needed to talk to Kitty and Theresa before they left.

      Kitty was standing about two feet away from me, so I went up to her first. “Hi, Kitty. I’m Presley Thurman,” I said, holding out my hand which she took hesitantly.

      “Yes, I know. Leigh introduced you less than two hours ago,” she said sharply.

      Wasn’t she a ray of sunshine. “Yes, well, I wanted to say hi and tell you I love that dress you’re wearing. Is it Chanel?”

      She seemed surprised I knew my couture because she raised her eyebrows and looked to be thinking about whether to grace me with a comment or not when she apparently decided she would. My lucky day, I thought, doing a mental eye roll.

      “Yes, it is. From their new line.”

      “Of course. You have excellent taste.”

      Kitty smiled a little and I sensed a bit of a thaw. Nothing like a compliment to open the door.

      “Your wedding ring is gorgeous.” I’d thought a lot after receiving the invitation to come to this meeting how to best approach Kitty and Theresa in order to get a sense of how they felt about Susan and if their dislike was enough to commit murder. I needed to get on the topic of marriage and see if they gave anything away by their answers or demeanor. I could see Bess looking at me out of the corner of her eye and she gave a little smile. She knew exactly what I was up to. No great surprise since she’s the one who gave me their names in the first place. She seemed to be enjoying this.

      “Thank you.”

      “How long have you been married? My boyfriend and I are getting to that stage so lately I’ve been fascinated with other people’s marriages,” I rushed to add when she gave me a funny look. I hadn’t thought it that strange of a question, but maybe it was against some social protocol I didn’t know about.

      “Thirty-two years,” she said but it sounded forced like she didn’t really want to talk about it.

      “Wow. That’s a long time. What’s the secret? I mean how do you stay loyal to one person for all those years?”

      I could tell she didn’t like that question. She bristled a little, but she knew that not answering my seemingly innocent question would make her look bad. Something I was counting on.

      “Tolerance.”

      “Oh. Tolerance for what?” If I hadn’t already talked to Bess about this, I would have thought tolerance an odd answer but under the circumstances it didn’t seem odd at all.

      “Excuse me. There’s someone over there I have to speak to. It was so nice to meet you.”

      As she abruptly walked away Bess walked over. “So, did she admit to killing Susan?” she whispered.

      “Ha. No, but she did say the secret to a long marriage was tolerance and then got out of the conversation as fast as she could.”

      Bess chuckled. “None of us like to admit our lives aren’t perfect.”

      “Can you introduce me to Theresa?” I said. I figured since she found it amusing I was asking questions she wouldn’t mind helping and it would hopefully make Theresa a little more willing to talk than if I just walked up to her cold.

      “Sure. C’mon.”

      We walked over to where Theresa was standing with a few ladies. Kitty being one of them and she walked away as we walked up. She clearly didn’t want to talk to me, but luckily no one else seemed to notice. Though that didn’t mean she killed Susan. Just that she didn’t want to answer any more of my questions regarding her marriage and who could blame her?

      “Ladies, I know Leigh already introduced her to the group, but I wanted you to meet Presley. I personally love her store. If you haven’t been there you absolutely must go there. The fall styles are divine.” Kitty stood a few feet away and heard Bess’ comment and I couldn’t read the expression on her face, but there was something in what Bess said that piqued her interest.

      The ladies were very sweet telling me how much they liked Silk, which was nice, but I wasn’t as interested in what they had to say about Silk as I was talking to Theresa who wasn’t saying anything. She stood a little behind the group.

      “Have you been in before?” I asked her. “You look familiar.” That was a lie. I never saw her in Silk before, but I figured it was a good conversation starter.

      “Isn’t Silk where Susan Milford was murdered?” one of the women who I believe Bess introduced as Beth said and I cringed a little.

      “Oh, that’s right,” one of the other ladies said. “Were you there when it happened?”

      This was just what I didn’t want to happen, though I knew it was a risk. Of course it would be an interesting topic of conversation. They knew Susan. It didn’t take a genius to put two and two together. I was actually a little surprised when Leigh introduced me and no one mentioned it.

      “So sad what happened to Susan,” someone murmured, and the women started chatting about Susan and how horrible it was that she died.

      “Were you friends with her?” I asked Theresa. Thinking the question didn’t seem so out of place since now it was the topic of conversation.

      She shook her head. “I barely knew her.” I caught the other ladies glancing at one another at that comment, which made me wonder why. My guess is there was something they knew that I didn’t about Theresa and Susan.

      “She was friends with Kevin, wasn’t she?” Bess said.

      I didn’t miss the glowering look Theresa gave her before answering, which made me assume Kevin was her husband and maybe he was too good of friends with Susan for Theresa’s liking. “I wouldn’t say friends exactly.”

      Bess gave a knowing look that didn’t sit well with Theresa, as she excused herself and walked away. Leaving, I assumed as she walked out the meeting room door. Well I was two for two in failing to get any information.

      “That wasn’t very nice, Bess,” one of the ladies said.

      “It’s not a big secret Susan was keeping the company of several of our husbands. Theresa needs to wake up. Instead of pretending it didn’t happen she needs to use it to her advantage.”

      “Bess!” one of the ladies exclaimed and looked at me and back to Bess. It didn’t appear she was too happy about Bess airing dirty laundry in front of me. Honestly, I wish I didn’t have this information.

      “She already knows. I told her. Now, who wants to try another one of those divine desserts?” Bess said and walked over to the table where the staff had sat down an assortment of pastries.

      The other women trailed after her, leaving me standing there with my mouth open. What the hell was Bess thinking? Her approach wasn’t very subtle or likely to encourage the women to open up.

      I walked out to my car to leave, giving up trying to get any more information out of these women. They’d be on edge after Bess’s outburst. I spotted Theresa as I was walking.

      She opened the door to a white Lincoln Navigator and, even though it was pretty obvious from her actions earlier she didn’t want to talk to me I figured it couldn’t make things any worse. I had a feeling she knew more than she was letting on and the only way to find out more about Susan was to ask.

      “Theresa? Theresa!” I called out and she turned around. She saw it was me and turned back to get in her SUV. I walked in her direction quickly ,which wasn’t an easy feat on gravel in heels. I reached her just as she was shutting the door and I decided to be obnoxious and knock on her window. She looked at me and I could see she was torn. Did she ignore me and drive off or did she give in and see what I had to say? Her curiosity must have won out because she started her car and rolled down the window.

      “What do you want? Why are you bothering me?” she snapped.

      I’d expected her to sound mad, but she sounded more upset and scared. Why would she be scared unless she had something to hide?

      “I just want to ask you a few questions about Susan Milford.”

      “What? Do you think I killed her?” she spat out as if she was challenging me to accuse her. Her angry demeanor a flip from a few seconds ago. Was this a case of defense being the best offense or whatever that saying was?

      “No. I didn’t say that and it’s not at all what I think. But I did hear that you had reason to not like Susan.”

      “Who told you that? Leigh?”

      That’s not the name I expected. I thought she’d say Bess after what happened. It seemed the more obvious choice.

      “Why would you say Leigh?”

      “She’s not the one that told you?”

      “Do you have a reason you think that Leigh would think you might have killed Susan?”

      “Leigh has a big mouth. Just like Bess.”

      “Susan wasn’t sleeping with your husband?”

      “Bess has a big mouth and should have never said those things about Kevin! Kevin loves me,” she said with a sob.

      “I’m sure he does, Theresa. I’m not trying to say he doesn’t. I just want to find out who might have killed Susan. From what I hear, you’re not the only one whose husband may have had wandering eyes. I’m trying to find out who killed Susan. Even if she wasn’t the nicest person in the world she didn’t deserve to die.”

      “What my husband may or may not be doing is no one’s business. Not yours and not those awful women. I didn’t kill Susan,” she insisted, but not really defensively so I kind of believed her. She didn’t try to defend Kevin again. “What will it take for you to leave me alone?”

      “Where were you that day?”

      “When was that? Sunday?”

      I shook my head. “No. Monday.”

      “Let me see.” Theresa pulled up her calendar in her phone. “I was home all day waiting for the pool guy.” It was all I could do not to chuckle. It sounded so cliché. She looked at me and gave a half smile. I’m sure my face belied what I was thinking about that comment. “I know how that sounds. But our filter went out over the weekend and we called to have it fixed. They gave a window of time and ended up being two hours past that window. I was stuck at home waiting all day.”

      “Do you have anyone who can verify that?”

      The smile left her face and her eyes narrowed. “Why should I tell you? Are you a cop when you’re not a shop owner? You asked me where I was, and I answered you.”

      She was all over the board with her emotions, which made me think there was something going on with her husband and Susan. She was hurting, that much was clear. But whatever it was, was it enough to commit murder?

      “I’m just trying to get this cleared up. It’s bad for business.”

      “No. There’s no one to verify I was home alone all day. Now if you’ll excuse me,. I have somewhere to be.” She rolled up her window and started backing out, almost running over my toes. Not that I think she cared.

      “Well, did she admit to killing Susan?” I whirled around to find Bess standing behind me. I hadn’t heard her walk up and she startled me.

      “No. Did you expect her to?”

      “I doubt she has it in her to do anything so aggressive as murder. A church mouse that one. Kevin will never stop cheating if she doesn’t put her foot down at some point.”

      “Then why did you tell me she might have a beef with Susan? She doesn’t seem to like you ladies all that well,” I said and shared Theresa’s comment.

      “You never know. Sometimes the quiet ones can surprise you.”

      “Do you know if she had an issue with Leigh?”

      Bess shook her head. “Leigh is a bit bossy, but I’ve never seen them argue. At least the ladies seemed to love the mask idea.” Bess shrugged. “They like any occasion where they can spend money on a fancy dress and give away money under the guise of charity.”

      Funny coming from her. Wasn’t she one of those people?

      “Want to come to a party with me this weekend where all the ladies will be and try again?”

      I found it a little odd that Bess was so willing to help me. I mean, what was in it for her?

      As if she could read my mind she said, “I’m bored. I have a husband who prefers other women over me, and my kids are grown. I have nothing else to do so why not help you? Unless of course you still think I might have killed Susan?”

      “Maybe. But I’ll still take you up on your invite.”

      Bess laughed at that. “I’ll text you the details.”
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      It had been an uneventful day. A typical day at work with no new news on the murder front. I’d texted Willie to see if there was an update and hadn’t heard back.

      I expected Cooper home any minute, though I was surprised he was making it home at all, much less at a decent hour. The last couple of nights since the break-in he’d been working non-stop. He’d called me about an hour ago to tell me he’d be home by eight. I’m sure he’d had another horrible day at work sifting through all the employees trying to find out who might be trying to sabotage Sands Security. He’d personally hired those people and they were a close-knit bunch, which had to make it all the more difficult.

      I’d poured us some wine and set out some cheese and crackers. He had said he wasn’t hungry for dinner and I wasn’t either, I’d had a late lunch, but felt we needed some sustenance.

      I took everything into the living room where we could be comfortable and scrolled through the email on my phone while waiting. It reminded me I should check Find My Phone, maybe I’d get lucky. I grabbed my iPad and tapped on the app. Only expecting to find two devices, since Silk was closed, I was shocked to see three. My laptop. It was online. I gave a squeal of excitement. I took a screenshot and started to call the police department to tell them when the door opened. Cooper was home. He still didn’t know about the mugging and I still wasn’t ready to tell him. If I called the cops now, then I’d have to come clean. I had to make a quick decision. I put my phone down. He didn’t need me adding any more bad news to his plate right now. I would just hope when I did get a chance to call the police it would still be at this location. Or maybe I could find it online again later.

      Cooper looked tired and my heart went out to him. His problems were much bigger than my stolen laptop. “Come sit by me,” I said and patted the space next to me.

      He set his stuff down by the door, came over and plopped down. He leaned over, gave me a kiss and picked up his wine glass. “Too much of this and I’ll probably be asleep in no time.”

      “That’s fine.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “I need to go back to the office. Bill is holding down the fort for me while I come over here, but we still need to talk to a few of the night staff.”

      “So, Bill’s really stepping up?”

      “Yeah. I know I’ve said it before but I’m lucky to have him.”

      “Did you check out his references?” I leaned forward to grab a piece of Sartori Cheese off the plate on the table.

      He drew in his eyebrows in a questioning look. “Why would you ask that?”

      “Just with all the issues you’ve had, I’m just concerned. These problems started about the same time he did.”

      “You think I’d hire someone without vetting him first?” He sounded a little angry. I didn’t want him to think I was second-guessing him.

      I put my hand on his leg. “No. Of course not. Forget I said anything. I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      “No, I’m sorry. I’m a little testy. It’s been a long week. His references were great, and I’ve talked to other people in the industry who know him. All signs pointed to him being a good employee and knowledgeable in the industry.”

      “Then I’m happy for you that you’re not going this alone. I just wish I could help you more,” I said. “Why did you come here then if you have to go back to the office? Not that I mind, but that’s a lot of back and forth.

      “Well, I wanted to see you, but I also have a meeting across town in an hour, so this was on my way.”

      “Who are you meeting?”

      “Just work stuff. Someone from the outside who may be able to help with this mess.”
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      I stepped out of the Uber I’d taken to the event venue where I was meeting Bess and as I saw some of the people walking in, I was grateful I’d went with the gown choice I had. Bess told me this was black-tie and thank goodness I owned a store with many black tie dress options without having to actually buy one myself or I’d never be able to afford it. And I was a little old to do the wear and return thing. I wore an off the shoulder black satin fitted floor length dress. It wasn’t easy to walk in, but who cared about minor details like that when you looked hot, which is exactly what Cooper told me when I’d sent him a picture after I’d gotten ready. While I felt I looked nice, his reaction gave me a huge boost in confidence. I paired the dress with silver shoes and silver dangling earrings as my only accessory. The dress spoke for itself.

      I’d even splurged and left work early to go to the salon and have my hair put in an elaborate updo. It wasn’t every day I got invited to a black-tie event like this. I wanted to make the most of it. I felt like I was going to prom.

      This event was a fundraiser for someone running for city council. I’d never heard of him before, which showed how little I paid attention to local politics. It was another case of people spending a lot of money in order to raise money.

      I saw Bess with who I assumed was her husband, standing with a group of people so I walked over. Bess noticed me and motioned for me to come into the circle of people. The group moved enough to let me in. I felt nervous. Like they’d all scream, “what are you doing here?” I felt a little out of place even though I didn’t look it.

      Bess leaned over and whispered in my ear, “Dirt on Susan Milford aside, there are a lot of business connections you can make here.” Then she turned to the group. “Everyone, I’d like to introduce my friend, Presley Thurman. She is an entrepreneur and operates an upscale boutique called Silk. If you haven’t been there you should make a point of it next week.” She winked at me.

      I didn’t expect that endorsement, but it was definitely appreciated. I’d have to remember to thank her later. All the ladies asked me questions about Silk that I was more than happy to answer, but while I normally loved to talk about it I was preoccupied with the real reason I was here.

      A few minutes later Bess pulled me aside, away from the crowd. “Kitty just got here. You should catch her before she drinks too much. She’s a bit of a sloppy drunk and you never know at these events how long it will take for her to get sloshed and for her husband to send her home in a cab.”

      “She didn’t want to talk to me last time. What makes you think she will now?”

      “I don’t but you’re not giving up, are you?”

      While I didn’t plan on giving up trying to find out who killed Susan, I couldn’t help but wonder why Bess was so adamant about me questioning her friends. I headed over to Kitty, hoping when she saw me she didn’t run the opposite direction like she had at the gala meeting.

      “You look lovely.” I approached her, hoping flattery would get me somewhere as it had helped when I talked to her at the meeting. And I was being honest. She did look good in a midnight blue sequined sheath dress. She had silver Louboutin’s, which I would kill for. Seriously, I meant it. I would do anything for those shoes.

      She looked at me apprehensively, which wasn’t surprising given our last encounter. “You again. What are you doing here?”

      OK, fair question albeit not very nice.

      “Bess invited me.”

      At that comment, she curled up her lip like she’d bitten into a lemon. “Why am I not surprised. That woman loves to start up trouble.” She sighed. “So, what is it you want?”

      “How well did you know Susan Milford? Were you friends with her?” I decided to go with the direct approach at this point.

      “Ha! Not in the slightest. She was a nasty woman. Is that what you want! To grill me about my relationship with Susan? Please. You’re wasting your time. I was never friends with her, nor would I be.”

      “Why?” I hoped I’d get lucky and she’d come out and say her husband had cheated. A long-shot but who knew.

      “She was an evil, conniving women and I’m not sorry she’s dead.”

      Conniving and evil because she was an adulterer or was there another reason? How could I ask that in a tactful way? But Kitty started talking again before I could say anything.

      “Any number of people could have killed her. I sure wasn’t the only person who found her conniving and evil. Didn’t your new best friend Bess tell you that already? That Susan had a lot of enemies? I don’t know if anyone liked her. Except maybe Leigh.”

      “Bess told me about her husband too.” Maybe I was being naïve, but my gut told me Bess wasn’t the one who killed Susan. Though maybe her being so interested in helping me and telling me these things were to cast suspicion on others besides herself. I couldn’t dismiss that thought.

      “Then you know she had the same motive as me and many other people.” That seemed to verify her husband had cheated.

      “If you didn’t kill Susan, who do you think did?”

      “It could be any number of people, but unlike Bess, I’m not going to gossip out of turn.”

      That didn’t stop me. As long as she was standing here, I was going to ask questions. “What else did she do besides sleep with people’s husbands? Why did you think she was so evil?” Even as the words came out of my mouth, I realized how ridiculous it sounded. Adultery would be enough to drive some people to murder without any other transgressions.

      Kitty hesitated before speaking. “Susan wasn’t content to just sleep with people’s husbands, but she also tried blackmailing a few to keep quiet about it.”

      Well, that would add insult to injury. The people she’d done that to would have double the reason to hate her. No wonder Kitty thought she was evil. I wonder why Bess hadn’t mentioned it.

      “Bess didn’t tell you that part, did she?” Kitty must have sensed by the look on my face at that information that Bess hadn’t told me.

      I shook my head and Kitty smirked a little. “Of course not. Bess was more mad Susan tried to get money from them to keep the affair quiet than the cheating. She’d do anything to keep her reputation pristine. Why else do you think she’s throwing everyone else under the bus?” she said. That did give Bess more motive, but I still didn’t see her as a murderer. “Listen. I didn’t kill Susan. Believe me or don’t believe me, but I’ve talked about that dreadful woman long enough. It’s giving me a headache. Please excuse me.”

      As Kitty walked away I couldn’t help but wonder why if Bess wanted to be helpful, as she’d portrayed, she had kept this information from me. Didn’t she want me to know she had other motives which would throw more suspicion on her?

      “Did you find anything out?” Bess snuck up behind me.

      “I did. Why didn’t you tell me Susan was also a blackmailer? And that she was blackmailing you?” I hissed. I was annoyed more at myself for taking what Bess had been telling me at face value.

      Bess didn’t even flinch. What did that mean? Was she expecting me to find out at some point? So, the fact Kitty had obviously filled me in was no shock. Or was she that good at hiding her feelings?

      “Darling, blackmail isn’t nearly the motive to murder that affairs are. I didn’t see it as important.”

      I didn’t agree with her logic, but I also knew arguing wouldn’t change anything. To know she purposely hid it from me did change a little about how I felt about her. I needed to be a little more cautious about why she was being so helpful.

      Before I could ask any more questions, Bess spotted someone she wanted to talk to and left me. I grabbed another champagne from a waiter circulating with a tray of them, something I’d only see before in the movies, and looked around. I didn’t have anyone else specifically to talk to and now, after what Kitty said, the fact that anyone could have killed Susan sunk in. Maybe I should just leave it up to Willie. The murder wasn’t affecting Silk, which was my initial motivation for investigating. Now I was simply curious, but was it worth spending my time on something I had no business sticking my nose into? I spotted Leigh across the room talking to our host for the evening. I hadn’t met him yet, I just recognized him from the posters around the room and I felt I should. I walked over to where they were talking but as I got close, I realized they weren’t having a normal conversation. Rather they seemed to be angry at each other. At least that’s what it looked like by the expressions on their faces. Just as I got in earshot, Leigh noticed me, and she plastered a smile on her face. It was clear whatever it was they were arguing about they hadn’t resolved it, nor did she want me to know.

      Their body language was tense and they were both giving off angry vibes. I’d definitely interrupted something and wondered what.

      “Presley. Have you had the chance to meet Michael Panning? Our soon to be city councilman,” she said in a tone that didn’t give any indication of annoyance and she broadened her smile.

      “That’s what I’m hoping anyway.” He reached out to shake my hand. I had no clue as to his politics, but he was handsome. Dark hair, dark eyes, dark complexion. I thought he looked Hispanic, but Panning wasn’t exactly a Hispanic last name.

      “Nice to meet you,” I said.

      “So, which initiative are you most interested in with my proposed changes to the educational platform?”

      I just stared at him, speechless.

      He started laughing. “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

      I was so embarrassed. Here I was at an event in his honor and I had no idea what he stood for. In hindsight, I should have been more prepared.

      Red-faced, I shook my head. “I’m sorry. I’m not very plugged into politics.”

      “Don’t worry about it.” He smiled. “You’re not the only one. People come here more for the free food and wine than they do to listen to my politics.”

      His eyes twinkled and he seemed like a nice guy, though he was a politician and knew how to play the game. Why was he arguing with Leigh? “Can you excuse me, please? Duty calls,” he said to both of us.

      “Of course. Good to meet you,” I said.

      “Likewise,” he said and walked away.

      I watched Leigh’s eyes follow him. She was still angry. Her smile couldn’t overcome the flash of anger in her eyes. “Are you enjoying yourself?” she said, turning back to me.

      “I am. It’s not often I get to dress up like this.”

      “It is fun sometimes.”

      We stood there in uncomfortable silence. I’m not sure why, except she knew I had seen them arguing and I’m sure she hadn’t wanted that to happen. Rule number one: you shouldn’t argue in public if you wanted to keep it a secret. I’m sure I wasn’t the only person who noticed.

      “The masks should be in Monday,” I said to break the silence.

      “Good,” she said absently. I wasn’t even sure she fully realized what I said. She didn’t want to talk about that either. “I need to use the ladies’ room. Talk to you later, Pres,” she said abruptly and walked away and once again I was standing alone.

      As I watched her, she didn’t go to the ladies’ room. She headed in the opposite direction. I saw her look over her shoulder and then head through another door that presumably led outside the ballroom. Where was she going?

      I spent the next hour going from one cluster of people to another, introducing myself and making small talk. I enjoyed it and met many interesting people, but it was exhausting. Making small talk wasn’t easy so I was relieved when Cooper texted me he was pulling up out front. I excused myself from the person I was chatting with and headed to the door, setting down my empty champagne glass on the way.
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      “How was it?” Cooper asked as I slid into the passenger seat.

      “Definitely my core shopping demographic so it was great in terms of networking. It’s weird, though. A whole different lifestyle. None of them seem genuine. Like it’s one big show and I’m exhausted from making small talk. Who knew talking was so exhausting?”

      “Especially for you,” he teased, and I gave him a dirty look. “Even your new friend Bess? She’s not genuine.”

      I snorted at that comment. “I wouldn’t classify her as a friend. She’s bored and helping me is a fun diversion. For now. She’ll find something better to do with her time soon. Anyway, who cares about her. I’m glad you could pick me up.”

      I would have loved to talk to Cooper about what Kitty had said and the argument I’d seen between Leigh and Michael Panning to get his opinion, but if I did that he’d know I was investigating and I didn’t want that conversation.

      When Cooper had texted me that he was on his way home and could swing by to get me I was thrilled. Not only was I ready to leave, but even if I hadn’t been I would have left. Seeing him even for a few minutes was more important than a black-tie event.

      “Are you going to stay or go back to work?”

      “Stay.”

      That put a huge smile on my face and just leaned back in the seat and relaxed the rest of the car ride home. This was a perfect ending to the evening.

      “Why is Willie waiting outside the building?” Cooper said as he pulled up to drop me off at the door. My eyes popped open and I thought, oh crap. I knew Willie was here to talk to me about my laptop and seeing Bill with Sawyer Thompson. He told me earlier today he’d stop by if he could. I’d just forgot it momentarily when Cooper offered to pick me up and was surprised he hadn’t texted me first. When I’d initially told Willie to stop by, I’d planned on being home alone.

      “OK, don’t get mad but I need to tell you something” I said nervously not wanting to tell him.

      “Don’t you know telling someone not to get mad is an assurance the person will get mad?” He sighed. “What haven’t you told me?”

      “I can explain. I promise.”

      “I want to know now.” Luck was with Cooper and there was a spot to park on the street, which never happened. He pulled in there instead of parking in the garage. Probably so I couldn’t warn Willie he didn’t know why he was here. We got out and headed to where Willie was standing.

      “Good timing. I was about to leave when your car pulled up. I knew you were at that event this evening and didn’t want to interrupt it. So, I figured I’d just stop by and if you weren’t home, no biggie.”

      Great timing, I thought sarcastically. This was one time I almost wished Cooper had worked late. But then this was my own fault for keeping it from him. I should know by now he always found out. One of these days maybe I’d learn. Willie gave me a hug and shook Cooper’s hand.

      “I have some information about your laptop.”

      “What about your laptop?” Cooper looked at me, eyebrows raised.

      “From the mugging. We may have a lead on it,” Willie said.

      “What mugging?” Cooper gave me hard look.

      Willie grimaced. He knew by Cooper’s response I hadn’t told him. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to cause trouble by dropping by.”

      “You didn’t. You know perfectly well that Presley likes to keep me in the dark about things she knows I won’t like,” he continued in that same stern tone.

      “Listen. It’s not that big a deal. Someone mugged me outside the store a couple mornings ago. The only reason I didn’t tell you is because you have your own stuff going on. I didn’t want to add to your worry.”

      “Not a big deal? How is that not a big deal?” Cooper said and I could tell he was trying really hard not to raise his voice. He was usually calm, cool, and collected but this was one of his buttons. He hated when I didn’t tell him things.

      “It’s Chicago. It comes with the territory. I mean really, it’s surprising it hasn’t happened before,” I said, trying to minimize it. “Everyone gets mugged at least once.”

      Cooper glared at me. He looked at Willie. “Will you talk some sense into her and get her to realize a mugging is a big deal?”

      I sighed. “I’m sorry, Cooper. Want to come up for a drink, Willie?”

      “Please do, Willie. You can tell me if there are any more secrets Presley’s been hiding.” I felt a pit in my stomach at that statement.

      Willie looked at me disapprovingly, which I knew was about not telling Cooper what had been going on. Secrets always had a way of coming out. Especially, at the most inopportune times. I didn’t want him to mention me telling him I saw Bill with Sawyer though. Though at this point there’s not much I could do about it if he did. I would just keep my fingers crossed and hope it didn’t come up.

      We walked into the kitchen and I went over to my wine rack. “White or red?”

      “Red would be nice,” Willie said.

      “Works for me too,” Cooper added.

      “Then you guys sit down, and I’ll pour us all a glass.

      I grabbed a bottle of merlot that was one of my favorites and brought the bottle and three glasses to the kitchen table.

      I barely had the wine poured when Willie wasted no time in chastising me. “Why didn’t you tell Cooper about the mugging?”

      “Not you too. You have to start with me?” I said, half serious, half laughing. “It’s not like I got hurt and things can be replaced. Were you able to find out if the other policeman was able to track down the location of the laptop?” The morning after I’d seen it online I’d sent the location to Willie to pass on.

      Willie wasn’t assigned to that case. He was a homicide detective, but he had told me he’d see if anything had progressed. “No. They haven’t followed up on it yet.”

      “Ugh.” I groaned. “I’m sure it’s long gone by now.”

      “Yeah, probably. They just don’t have a lot of manpower for these things. It’s not a top priority.”

      “I get it. Anyway, do you know Michael Panning?” I asked both of them.

      “The guy running for city council? I know of him,” Willie said.

      “That’s the event I was at tonight. A fundraiser for him. He seemed like a nice guy,” I said, and told them about my embarrassing moment when I had to admit to him I didn’t know anything about his politics to which they both laughed.

      “I’ve heard nothing but good things about him. So far, all press has been positive. His opponents haven’t dug up any dirt,” Willie commented.

      “Same here. Everything has been good and he has several good ideas about education,” Cooper chimed in.

      “Did you question anyone while you were there?” Willie asked.

      I tried to pretend I was offended but wasn’t able to pull it off without laughing when Willie and Cooper both gave me knowing looks. I could say I was going to leave the murder investigation to the police until I was blue in the face and neither of them would probably believe me.

      “OK, fine. I may have chatted with a few people. I did find out Susan was blackmailing people on top of having multiple affairs,” I said.

      “Yeah, I knew about that,” Willie said.

      “What? And you didn’t tell me?”

      “I was going to, but you beat me to it.”

      “So, who is on your suspect list?”

      “I’m making my way through all the men who Susan had affairs with and their wives. It’s a pretty big list.”

      “Really?” My eyebrows raised in surprise. Though if I believed everything I’d been hearing it wasn’t all that surprising.

      He nodded. “She had tried, in many cases successfully, to blackmail these people. Even though they paid her off, who’s to say she wouldn’t come back asking for more money. That’s a lot of incentive right there. Her MO was pretty consistent, so no one is standing out as a suspect, and don’t you dare repeat any of this,” he warned.

      I frowned. “You know I won’t.”

      Willie asked Cooper a question and while they chatted I only half paid attention. I wondered who all Susan blackmailed. I know Bess said an affair was much more drama, but what Willie said stuck in my head. Just because they paid Susan once, who’s to say she wouldn’t come back again and again for more money. To me that sure seemed like a much bigger motive.
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      I tossed and turned all night, dreaming of masks chasing me. When I woke up and had a chance to think about it, it was even more nightmarish. I must be subconsciously worried about the gala. I was consciously thinking about what Willie had said last night about Susan blackmailing many people and having an unusually long suspect list. I had tried to get more information from him and while he was willing to share some, he wouldn’t give me all the specifics and now I was more determined to get the information myself.

      I knew I should probably let this go but I couldn’t. It had a hold on my curiosity, and it had happened at Silk. Which involved me. At least that’s how I was justifying it in my mind.

      Cooper left for work already and I sat with my coffee on the little terrace off the kitchen, enjoying the beautiful breeze before it was supposed to climb up to the nineties later in the day. I thought of who might know more about Susan and what she was up to besides Bess. I needed some independent information. But except for the circle of women who already didn’t like her and wouldn’t be objective, there was no one. I needed someone impartial, but maybe that was crazy. There might not be such a person.

      I drummed my fingers on my coffee cup and was about to give up and go in to take a shower when a name popped in my head. But almost as quickly I dismissed it.  There was no way it was even a possibility to ask this person. No way she’d talk to me. Though she might want to know who killed her mother enough to help me, even though what I was asking was a little crazy. If only I had Stacey Milford’s number. Or some way to get ahold of her.

      I picked up my phone that was lying next to my coffee cup and once again turned to Facebook. She was easy to find. I went to the about section to see if by chance she had her contact information listed, which she didn’t. That left me with messaging her via Facebook.

      I typed out a quick message and read it several times wondering if I was being cruel asking if she’d meet me to talk about her mother, knowing I was going to ask her some things that put her mother in a non-flattering light. But it was to help find her murderer. What was that saying? The road to hell is paved with good intentions?

      I finally took a deep breath, pressed send, then quickly put my phone down. I doubted I’d hear back. So, I was shocked when only a few minutes later I saw a notification pop up. She’d answered. My heart beating fast, expecting to read a scathing reply but instead I read her response that yes, she would be willing to meet me. Did I want to do coffee in an hour?

      I responded back yes, with a proposed location and she agreed. I went inside and put my cup in the sink before jumping in the shower and getting ready. I walked out of the house thirty minutes later in a simple green sundress and gold flat sandals, nervous about meeting her.

      I got to the coffee shop, ordered my drink and found a table that faced the door so I could see her when she came in. Which she did, right on time. I waved and she motioned she was going to get a drink, which gave me a few more minutes to decide how to broach the topic of her mother without coming across as insensitive.

      “Hi,” she said as she sat down.

      “Thanks for meeting me.”

      “I was a little surprised when I got your message. I don’t know what you could possibly want to know about my mother.” She sounded more curious than anything, which I took as a good sign. At least she wasn’t on the defensive right from the get-go. Though once I started speaking that might change.

      “Listen, I again want to say how sorry I am about your loss. I didn’t know your mother, but I can’t imagine how hard this time is for you.”

      “Thank you. And I’m sorry I came in and made a scene in your store. That was wrong of me. I wasn’t thinking clearly.”

      “Don’t even worry about it.”

      I hesitated before speaking again, because I didn’t want to say anything bad about Susan. But there really wasn’t any way around it if I was going to try and get the kind of information I needed. “I’m trying to figure out who might have wanted your mom dead. Do you have any idea who might have had a grudge against her?”

      “You’re trying to figure out which wife whose husband she slept with might want to kill her?”

      My eyes shot up and I knew I had a shocked expression on my face.

      Stacey grimaced. “I loved my mom, but I know she wasn’t a saint.”

      “Did you know she was also blackmailing people?”

      Now it was her turn to be surprised and she shook her head. “I didn’t. But I have to honest, I’m not surprised. My mom was a very unhappy person and I think that’s what drove her to do the things she did.”

      “You think someone who she was blackmailing killed her?”

      “It makes sense, doesn’t it? That she made someone mad enough to commit murder?

      Stacey seemed to think that over and I felt bad for her. I couldn’t imagine knowing that about my mother. “I want to help. I want to find out who murdered my mother,” she said, her voice soft. She sounded defeated. “What can I do?”

      “Did your mom keep a journal or have any private papers where she might have written down any of this stuff to know who she blackmailed?” Did people keep track of who they blackmailed? Like a business?

      “She had a home office. If she kept any records they’d be in there.”

      “Do you think you could get access?”

      “Sure. Want to go right now? My dad is golfing and won’t be back until late tonight. I’d rather do it when he’s not there.”

      That made sense, but it also seemed odd he was out golfing when his wife was recently murdered. But who was I to judge how someone else handled grief. No time like the present. I was excited that maybe this was the big break the case needed.

      Stacey stood up. “Did you drive or take a cab?”

      “I cabbed it.”

      “Then ride with me and you can Uber back.”

      “OK.” I followed her out of the shop to the parking garage across the street. We got close to a white Audi Q3 and she pressed a button on her key fob and unlocked it. We both got in and she pulled out of the garage neither of us talking. Thirty minutes later we pulled into a subdivision with homes that had to start upwards of a million.

      “Is this where you grew up?” I asked.

      “Yeah. My parents bought this place when I was five and were planning to sell next year now that they are empty nesters and spend time traveling.”

      “I’m from a small town and my family home isn’t on this level, but there is something to be said for the place you grew up.”

      “Yeah. I would have traded size for a real family,” she said sadly.

      I wanted to ask her what she meant by that, but we were pulling in the driveway to her house and my mind jumped to the reason we were here.

      We walked up to the front door and she unlocked it, going in. I could hear her shutting off the alarm. She stuck her head back out the door.

      ”Come on in.”

      The place was like a palace. At least according to what I was used to. I would have loved to look around, but she hurried down the hall and into a room that I assumed was the office. It was beautifully decorated in baby blues and silver, though I’d expect no less. look in that file cabinet.”

      I went over to the file cabinet and tried to open the door. “It’s locked.”

      “Damn. Just a second. Where would she hide the key?” she muttered. Then she purposefully strode over to the bookshelf and pulled out a copy of To Kill A Mockingbird. She opened the book and taped to the inside was a key. She had a triumphant look on her face. “Her favorite book,” she said by way of explanation handing me the key.

      I put it in the lock and it worked. It opened all four drawers, which seemed to be full of files. I sighed. And here I hoped I’d open the drawer and a folder that said blackmail list would be sitting there. I riffled through the files and the first two drawers were the usual things you’d find in a home office. Warranty’s, receipts, old insurance papers. The last two drawers were empty.

      I turned to Stacey. “Nothing in here. Are you having any luck?”

      She shook her head. “No. Nothing in the desk either.”

      “Is there any other place she might keep something she wanted to hide?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      I could tell she was as disappointed as I was. Her face lost all expression.

      “I’m sorry I couldn’t be more help. Maybe she didn’t keep a record.”

      “That’s very possible. Since what she was doing was illegal.”

      Stacey winced at my words.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean…”

      “That’s OK.”

      “I guess I should call an Uber?” I said. No reason for me to stay any longer.

      “I can drive you back if you’d prefer.”

      “No, that’s OK. I don’t want you to go out of your way. It’s fine.”

      Stacey and I sat on the front porch and talked a little while I waited for my Uber. She really did seem like a nice girl and it made me want to find out even more who killed Susan.
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      Oh, my God, oh my God!” I yelled.

      “What’s wrong?” Molly said, running into the office.

      “I just called to follow up on the mask shipment because I’m paranoid it won’t come in on time and we can’t afford for it to be late. They told me it was canceled!” I sat at my desk, where I’d just got off the phone and put my head in my hands. “Leigh is going to kill me, then tell everyone about what happened, and we’ll never get any business again.” I groaned.

      “Well, if you’re dead, does it matter?” She smiled.

      I glared at her. “You’re not funny.”

      “I’m sorry.” Molly put a serious look back on her face.

      “What are we going to do?”

      “You can’t reorder them and get them shipped overnight or something?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t know. I asked, but they have to call me back. The lady I spoke to said she had to check with the shipping manager. Even if they can, you know how expensive that will be? That’s not even the best part. We got charged a twenty-five percent restocking fee. Even if we can get them reshipped it’s going to cost almost double and I can’t pass that cost on to the customer.”

      “How did the order get canceled?”

      “That’s the even crazier part of this. They said I canceled it.”

      “What?”

      “Yeah. Supposedly I emailed three days ago and canceled the order.”

      Molly’s eyes went wide. “How could that even happen? No one here has access to your email.”

      “On my God.” The blood drained from my face and the word ‘access’ triggered a thought. “My stolen laptop. That’s it. That’s the only way someone could have accessed my email.”

      Molly frowned. “C’mon. You think the mugger went in your email, saw you had an order for masks, then canceled it? For fun?”

      “I know it sounds crazy. But there’s no other explanation. You said it. No one else has access to my email.”

      “It was probably just a clerical error. Someone else emailed a cancelation and whoever got the email just typed in the wrong thing.”

      While I did agree it was far-fetched that a mugger would have done this, it also didn’t make sense that it was an error on their part. The woman on the phone said she had the cancelation email from me.

      The office phone rang and I looked at the caller I.D. “It’s the mask vendor,” I said to Molly and picked up the phone.

      “Hello. This is she. Uh-huh. Yes. I understand. No. That’s fine. It’ll have to be fine I appreciate it. Nope, that’s perfect. Thank you.” I hung up the phone and sighed a breath of relief.

      “Well? What did they say?”

      “They can second day air them, which gets them here by Wednesday. They’re guaranteed by noon and the communication sent to the gala ticket holders said to pick up after five Wednesday so we should be fine.

      Thank goodness I had the foresight to build in the buffer between original delivery and pick up or we’d be screwed.

      “See. It all worked out. You didn’t need to worry.”

      “Whatever. Go back out to the floor,” I grumbled good-naturedly. Molly chuckled and headed back out and I went to my email.

      The lady I’d spoken to from the mask vendor was sending me the email I supposedly sent.

      I hit refresh and it popped up. I read it and the lady was right. This was an email from me canceling the order. Only I never sent it. So, who did?
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      “Presley, it’s Leigh on line one.” Molly called on the intercom to my office where I was working on paying the bills. Always grateful for an interruption with this task, I picked up the phone.

      “Hi, Leigh.”

      “Sorry it took me so long to call back. Things have been crazy with the last-minute gala details.”

      “No worries. I just wanted to give you an update on the masks. They arrived this morning and let me tell you, they look even more beautiful in person. I think you’re going to be pleased. I think all the party goers will be pleased.”

      “That sounds wonderful,” Leigh said, and I could hear the genuine excitement in her voice.

      “I was also thinking we should display them on the sales floor with very clear signage that they’re display only and why. That’ll help build buzz for the gala, then you could inform the ticketholders they can stop in and pick up their masks. It should create more excitement about the event. I know tickets are limited so it will give the zoo more exposure.”

      “That’s a genius idea! I’ll send out an email when we get off the phone to remind them today is pickup day. On another note, how good of friends are you with Andrea?” She switched gears to a topic I wasn’t expecting.

      “Uh, what?” I felt a pit in my stomach and wasn’t sure I wanted to hear what she had to say.

      “Your friend, Andrea. She’s, well, how can I say this? A little over eager and persistent but if she’s a good friend of yours then I don’t want to complain. She’s just very forward.”

      Didn’t I know that all too well!

      Great. “I’m so sorry, Leigh. She’s not really a friend. I mean I just met her, so we don’t know each other that well. But if she’s done something, I can certainly talk to her.” Not that I wanted to be put in that position, but I couldn’t let something offend one of my better customers. Especially with the gala thing going on right now.

      “No. It’s fine. Forget I brought it up. But I do have another question. What’s your relationship with Bess?”

      Where was this coming from? I wondered. First Andrea, now Bess. I was feeling very uncomfortable. Was she going to bring up Bess as the murderer again? Maybe I should stop investigating. I really didn’t need this. What I’d heard at the gala had made me second guess my gut feeling about Bess. I didn’t know her that well. I didn’t know anyone that well. But none of the women I’d talked to who had a beef with Susan gave me a bad feeling. Which made it increasingly hard to pinpoint the person who may have murdered her.

      “We’re acquaintances. Why?”

      “You should be careful. She can’t be trusted. I know she probably says the same about me, but you seem like a sweet girl. Don’t let Bess fool you with her seeming interest in you all of a sudden. She tends to collect people and then use them and toss them aside. I don’t want to see her do that to you.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked, thinking she seemed sincere.

      Leigh paused. “You should talk to someone. I don’t want you to take my word for it. Her name is Shelley Warren. Let me give you her number. Just call her and ask her about Bess.”

      We chatted about a few more gala things then hung up. My mind spun from my conversation with Leigh. I didn’t know what or who to believe. I stared at the number for Shelley Warren I’d written down, confused about what to do. How deep did I want to get into all this? Leigh must feel strongly about this if she was this determined to show me proof of Bess’ character. Then I wondered if I should I call Andrea and talk to her about Leigh’s comments. I didn’t want any friction with Andrea, but I also couldn’t have her annoying my customers either,. Leigh had turned my day upside down with all these accusations. I decided I should speak to Andrea since Leigh was a customer who I didn’t want to upset. Plus, I did want to hear Andrea’s side of the story. I shot Andrea a quick text to see if she was free later for a drink.

      Within seconds she’d texted back she was available, and I asked her to meet me at Muldoon’s at seven. With that out of the way I went back to staring at the phone number for this

      Shelley person. Leigh must feel pretty strongly about whatever Shelley had to say for her to tell me to call her. Which also meant she was pretty sure Shelley would want to talk to me. Or already knew she would.

      There was no way I should ignore Leigh’s warning if it only took a phone call to get the information and it might get me one step closer to finding the killer. I picked up the phone and dialed.

      A woman’s voice answered almost on the first ring. “Hello?”

      “Shelley?”

      “This is she.”

      “My name is Presley Thurman, and I got your number from Leigh Winters.”

      “You want my story about Bess Anders,” she said matter-of-factly.

      So, she expected my call. Leigh must’ve warned her before she told me to call her. Now my interest was really piqued. “Yes. Leigh said you might have information I needed to know.”

      “Are you friends with Bess?”

      “I’d say we are more acquaintances than friends, but she seems nice. This was the same spiel I’d given Leigh.

      “You might think so, but I doubt she does. If I tell you anything else you need to assure me you’ll never bring my name up around Bess. We have a confidentiality agreement that I can’t afford to break.”

      A confidentiality agreement she can’t afford to break? Which means she is getting paid to keep her mouth shut, so this had to be something big. What had happened between this girl and Bess? Now I was really curious.

      “I promise I won’t say your name at all.” My excitement started to grow at the possibility this might be a clue to who murdered Susan. Though part of me hated to think it might be Bess. That would mean my gut was wrong about her.

      “I met Bess when I interned at a charity she volunteered at. Her youngest had just moved out and she seemed to take an interest in me, which I appreciated. I think she wasn’t ready to not have kids to boss around and I happened to come along at the right time. I didn’t have a good relationship with my parents, and I admit I was a little lost. I was partying a little too much, hanging around with the wrong crowd. That type of thing. She took me under her wing and guided me at a time when I most needed it. I even lived with her for a while. I thought she was a dream come true. She did a lot for me. At first,” she said bitingly.

      “So, what changed?”

      “She started taking me places, to events, and asked me to spy on people. She’d tell me a certain piece of information and then ask me to bring it up. Like blindside them with things that weren’t exactly for public discussion and weren’t entirely true. Although, I didn’t find out that part until later. Like bringing up that someone’s husband was fired from his job for supposed embezzling. Or one time she had me ask one of the women about their Lexus being repossessed. At first, I felt it was harmless, even if a little mean-spirited. I went along because I didn’t want to lose her friendship and thought it was a small price to pay. I felt I owed her for all she’d done for me.”

      I cringed a little. That seemed like horrible behavior. What would possess Bess to act like that?

      “It all came to an end when she wanted me to come on to her husband and see if he’d, uh, take me up on my offer.”

      “What?” I couldn’t help exclaim.

      “She wanted to catch him cheating to divorce him and get his money. I refused. I liked her husband. He’d always been sweet and supportive of me. He treated me like one of their kids. I couldn’t do that to him even though I knew they had issues in their marriage. I just couldn’t. It was going too far and I told her as much.”

      Couldn’t say I blamed her. I couldn’t believe Bess tried to whore out this poor girl for money. Maybe I was being naïve about Bess’s character. Things kept adding up that put Bess in a bad light. “So, what happened?”

      “She became furious and not only cut all ties with me but started trashing me around town. I got fired from my job, evicted from my apartment, because she knew people. I started getting harassing calls that I couldn’t prove was her, but I knew it was. I had to change my number and move. She ruined the life I’d started to build. She helped me and then destroyed me.”

      Wow. I didn’t have words. This was not at all what I had expected to hear, and I almost couldn’t believe it. But why would she lie? What would this girl have to gain by lying? Unless she and Leigh were in some big conspiracy, which seemed unlikely.

      As if she knew what I was thinking she continued to talk. “I know you have no reason to believe anything I’m telling you, but you should. Be careful. Don’t trust Bess but more importantly don’t cross her.”

      We said our goodbyes and I was in shock when I got off the phone. Did Bess really do this? How did Leigh know about Shelly and what did that mean? Darn it. I should have asked. I told Shelley I wouldn’t mention her name and wouldn’t go back on my word, but what to do now? If Bess could do this to an innocent girl what might she do to someone who slept with her husband and then blackmailed her?
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      I sat at my desk, wondering what to do with the information I’d received from Shelly, when my phone started buzzing. I looked down and saw it was Willie. Good timing. I could tell him about Shelley and get his opinion.

      “Hey. What’s going on?”

      “We didn’t get a chance to talk Saturday about Cooper’s VP and you didn’t answer my texts yesterday, so I thought I’d try you today.”

      “Sorry. We had a lazy day at home. So, what do you have to tell me? And I have something to tell you, too.”

      “Well, by all means, you go first,” he said.

      I told him about the conversation I’d just had with Shelley and as I recounted it, it seemed even more bizarre. When I finished speaking, he didn’t say anything at first. Probably wondering if I’d made the entire thing up.

      “Did you already know this?” I finally asked, wondering if he wasn’t saying anything because it wasn’t news to him.

      “No, but it’s not surprising. I have looked into her as a suspect and she’s filed several lawsuits against people for frivolous things that were mostly thrown out of court. She’s also filed for divorce on four separate occasions, then withdrawn her petition. She seems a little bit of a loose cannon. Impulsive. Willing to go to a bit of an extreme when she’s angry. I agree maybe you shouldn’t be hanging out with her.”

      “I’m not hanging out. It’s not that deep. She’s using me for her entertainment purposes if you want the truth. Probably just like Shelley. But she’s not asking me to do bad things and I know to be careful. I’m fine.”

      “Well, you should be careful.”

      “So, what did you have for me?” I bypassed his warning. Not that I didn’t agree with him, but I could take care of myself and I was more interested in hearing what he had to tell me.

      “You know how when you see a car you like then all of a sudden you see them everywhere?”

      “Um, yeah.” Why were we talking about cars?

      “That’s how I’ve felt since you mentioned Michael Panning.”

      “I’m not following.”

      “You brought him up Saturday and since then his name keeps popping up in my investigation.”

      “Like how?”

      “He is connected to every single one of the women I’ve talked to whose husbands Susan slept with.”

      “Seriously? Do you think he’s having affairs with them?” Quite a tangled web in that group of people.

      “I don’t know what’s happened, but something is there and it’s being kept quiet. I just need to find out what it is.”

      “But doesn’t it make sense for them to all be connected somehow? I mean they all run in the charity fundraising circles.”

      “Yes, but there’s something people aren’t telling.”

      “Have you talked to him about it?”

      “Not yet. I’m waiting for him to all me back.”

      “Did you find out anything on Coopers new VP? Bill.”

      “No. He’s not in our system at all which means he’s never been in trouble.”

      “Maybe I’m just being paranoid, but these issues with Cooper’s business didn’t start until he did. Like you said, I’m not a huge believer in coincidences.”

      “Normally, I’d say you were reading too much into it but anyone who spends time in the company of Sawyer Thompson isn’t an upstanding citizen. You need to tell Cooper.”

      We got off the phone and I knew he was right. It was almost lunchtime, so I decided to head over to his office and bring him lunch. It would be the least I could do for telling him this information.
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      “Hey!” I said, walking into Cooper’s office where an extremely attractive woman was bent over his desk, whispering in his ear. I didn’t like it and felt a flash of jealousy. It wasn’t too often that I even had reason to be jealous. I trusted Cooper a hundred percent. But who was this woman? He’d never mentioned working with such a beautiful women before.

      “Hi!” he said, a grin breaking out on his face. It relaxed me a little. She could see how happy he was to see me. “This is a wonderful surprise. What brings you here in the middle of the day?”

      “I brought you lunch from your favorite street vendor.”

      He got up and walked around his desk and over to me kissing me on the lips. “Thanks, babe. Presley, this is Holly. She’s an expert in cyber security and is trying to help us get to the bottom of the breech the other night.”

      “Hi, Holly.” I put out my hand and plastered a smile on my face. Work colleague or not she was still beautiful and, while I hated myself for thinking like this, I couldn’t help it.

      “Nice to meet you. I’ve heard a lot about you.”

      “In the last two days?” I questioned, regretting the words as they came out because Cooper looked at me strangely. Then he smiled. Jerk. He knew me so well. He knew I was jealous and he was enjoying it.

      She smiled and inwardly I groaned. She probably knew it too. I was obviously transparent. How embarrassing.

      “Can I talk to you for a minute? In private?” I hated adding that last part because it reinforced the jealousy thing, but I didn’t want to give him this information in front of anyone.

      “Sure. Can you excuse us, Holly?”

      Holly walked out, and Cooper looked at me. “What’s going on? Are you OK?”

      I felt guilty for holding onto this information, but was relieved to finally be getting it out. “I saw Bill with Sawyer Thompson.” There wasn’t a change in Cooper’s expression, but he didn’t say a word.

      “You know, the mob guy who’s been all over the news. Who’s currently on trial for money laundering?”

      “Yep. I know who he is.”

      “So, you don’t think it would be odd that Bill would be hanging out with him?” Why wasn’t he having more of a reaction? Regardless of if he thought Bill was doing something, he shouldn’t be this was kind of a big deal. Sawyer Thompson was not a good guy unless…

      “You knew?”

      He nodded.

      “And he’s still working for you?”

      “It’s complicated.” He picked up the bag of food I’d brought and walked over to the small table in his office and started to take the food out of the bag.

      “Wait a minute. You know your new VP is consorting with a known criminal and you don’t have anything to say? What’s going on here?”

      “I said I knew he’s been hanging around him. I don’t know why. I need proof. Until then I’m watching him.”

      “Why? Why can’t you just fire him? Illinois is an at-will state.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Why not?”

      Cooper sighed. “Because I’m working with the feds on this.”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “You don’t tell me everything.”

      I squirmed a little. He did have a point. “That’s different,” I retorted.

      “Oh really?”

      “C’mon, why didn’t you tell me?”

      He walked over to me and put his arms around me. “You have a lot going on. I didn’t want to add anything else.”

      For a second I melted into his arms and thought how sweet. Then I pushed him away. “No fair using my words against me.”

      He started laughing. “There’s not much to tell. I will fill you in, just not here.”

      “Fine,” I grumbled. “I need to get back to work.”

      “Thanks for lunch,” he said and kissed me. “Can you ask Holly to come back in please?”

      I gave him a dirty look and he just smiled and started eating.
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      The hackles on my neck rose as I walked through the parking garage to the door to my building. Something felt off, which was unusual. This was a very safe place. The parking garage was gated and you needed a security pass. I’d always felt comfortable. It’s part of what had attracted me to this building. I’d bought it when this area was still a little rough and being revitalized. Knowing I wouldn’t have to worry about coming home late at night was a big selling feature. I looked around and didn’t see anything out of the ordinary so just shook it off. It had been a long day at work and I was probably and imagining things.

      Then I heard a clink and I spun around looking in the direction I heard the noise. I saw someone across the parking lot and squinted to see better. We locked eyes and it was the guy who’d mugged me.

      “Hey! You!” I said and started walking in his direction. He quickly turned and fled and I stopped. My smarts took over, telling me how stupid I was to have chased after him in the first place. What would I have done if I’d caught him? Expect him to let me detain him until I called the cops?

      The adrenalin of seeing him wore off and fear replaced it. Of course he knew where I lived. He had my wallet. That hadn’t even occurred to me. I’d thought about how I needed to get a replacement license for driving and I.D. purposes, but it hadn’t dawned on me this creep would track me down at home. I turned around and quickly walked to the elevator and up to my floor. Once inside my apartment, I dialed Willie’s number.

      “Hey, Pres, can I—”

      “He was here, Willie! In my parking garage!” I cried.

      “Who?” he said, his tone changing to his cop voice. The one I always teased him about.

      “The guy who mugged me.”

      “Are you ok? Did he hurt you?”

      “No, no I’m fine.”

      “Lock your doors and I’ll send a car over. I’m right in the middle of something, but I’ll be able to wrap it up in about thirty minutes and I’ll come over.”

      “You don’t have to,” I weakly protested because I wanted him to. I just didn’t want to be a bother.

      “Don’t open the door for anyone but the police,” he said ignoring me. “And call Cooper.”

      “OK. I will.”

      “I mean it, Presley. You better call him, or I will.”

      “Fine. I said I would.”

      I got off the phone with Willie and dialed Cooper’s number. It went to voicemail and I didn’t leave a message. He would freak was out and surely he would understand why I wouldn’t put something like this on a voicemail.

      I poured myself a glass of wine and paced anxiously waiting for the police to show up.

      What seemed like an eternity later there was a knock on my door. I ran over and checked the peephole. Willie would be proud, and once I saw it was the police, I let the two of them in.

      “Ma’am, you say you recognized this guy?”

      “Yes. I was mugged last week and this was the same guy.”

      “Have you seen him before this?”

      “Not except for when he mugged me.”

      “Can you take us down the garage and show us?”

      “Sure.” I set my wine down on the side table and shot Willie a quick text to let him know where I was in case he got here before we came back up.

      The police officer and I made way to the parking garage and I showed him where I’d been standing when I heard the noise.

      “Was he alone?”

      I nodded. “At least as far as I could see.”

      The officer took a few pictures and made a couple notes.

      “Well, I think I have everything I need.”

      “What happens now?”

      “I’ll get with the person handling your mugging case and pass this off to him to add to the file. But I have to be honest with you—”

      “I know, I know,” I interrupted, “the likelihood of you catching him is slim.”

      He nodded. “Unfortunately, yes. But the fact he came back means he might come back again and each time does make it more likely he’ll be caught.”

      Somehow that wasn’t reassuring. I didn’t want him to come back.

      “Do you want me to walk you back up?”

      “No. I’m fine. Thanks.”

      He handed me his card. “Don’t hesitate to call if you have any questions.

      He watched while I walked to the elevator and got in. I pressed the button for my floor and the doors closed.

      When they opened a few seconds later I saw Willie standing outside my door.

      “Did the cop already leave?” he asked when I reached him.

      “Yeah.” I unlocked my door and we walked in.

      “Are you OK?”

      “I’m fine. I was just surprised and completely taken off guard.

      I grabbed some wine off the side table and poured Willie a glass and we sat at the island.

      “Why do you think he came here?” I asked. “Is that normal?”

      “Not for a simple mugging. No self-respecting mugger would do anything but try to run up your credit cards.”

      “Glad to know there’s a code of ethics in the mugger industry,” I said dryly.

      Willie smiled for a second but quickly put back on his cop face. “I’m worried because all jokes aside this isn’t typical of a straight mugging. This seems more personal, not random.

      “I don’t have any enemies that I know of so who knows.”

      “You need to be more careful, more aware of your surroundings for a while. Until we can find this guy.”

      “I thought mugging wasn’t high priority? Even the cop here tonight said most of these cases go unsolved.”

      “I’ll talk to the guy on this case and put some pressure on him.”

      “Thanks, Willie.” But even as I thanked him, I couldn’t help but worry. What if they couldn’t find this guy and he came after me again. I shivered. What did he want?
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      Crap. I was running late to meet Andrea. I hated running late. It filled me with anxiety. I didn’t want someone to think I didn’t respect their time. But since the only thing about Chicago traffic you could count on was to make you late, you’d think I’d be immune to caring about it after living in the city for years.

      As I was getting ready to walk into Muldoon’s, I got a text from Andrea, saying she was running late and I instantly felt better. Now I could relax a little.

      I took a deep breath and pushed open the door, walking into Muldoon’s, letting the cool air wash over me. I scanned the bar area for an empty table. The place was packed. I didn’t want to sit at the bar since it wasn’t the most conducive to talking. Plus, it wasn’t very private. Then I saw some people get up from a hightop table near the window and I quickly went over and hovered as they pushed in the chairs and left.

      I pushed the dirty glasses to one side and slid onto the bar stool and stared out the window. People watching outside was awesome.

      Finally, a waitress came over and started clearing off the table when I spotted Andrea walking up to the door and coming in.

      I waved to get her attention and she made her way over.

      “This place is hopping for a Monday.”

      “Half price bottles of wine,” I said and she laughed.

      “My kind of place.”

      “Mine too. Is Pinot Noir OK?”

      “Sure is.”

      I gave the waitress our order and then Andrea said, “I’m glad you asked me out for a drink. That’s the hard think about new cities. Meeting people. I’ve been sitting home bored while Bill’s been at work.”

      I hadn’t thought of that. Bill had been helping Cooper before he’d even been scheduled to start work. No wonder she was bugging Leigh. She was lonely. I started to feel less annoyed and more empathetic. “I know. Especially in a big city.”

      “I hope you didn’t think it too forward of me to ask your friend out for coffee the other day. It was impulsive. I just wanted to meet more people. I never expected her to invite me to one of her functions.”

      “What?” I frowned.

      “Yeah. She invited me to the gala. The one you’re getting the masks for.”

      “She did?” Why would Leigh invite her if she felt Andrea had come on a little too strong? Did she feel bad for her? If so, then why complain to me?

      “I guess she didn’t tell you?” She said knowingly, as if she knew that was the case.

      “No.” I shook my head. “We’re not really friends. Just business acquaintances.”

      “She took me to a fundraising lunch for Michael Panning and invited me to the gala after. Though the big donation check I wrote may have had something to do with it.” Andrea winked at me.

      “You donated to Michael Panning?” I wasn’t being very witty in my responses, but I was so confused why would Leigh take her to that function and why would Andrea write a check to support someone she didn’t know in a city she just moved to. Was she buying friends?

      “I thought it would be a good start to getting in with the right people.”

      Well, at least she was honest about her motives, but what made her think these were the right people to get involved with?

      I decided not to ask her about Leigh or mention what Leigh said, because it sounded as if Leigh encouraged her. Why she was complaining now was anyone’s guess.
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      After talking about nothing important and finishing our wine, Andrea and I parted ways with a promise to get together again. I vowed to be a little more understanding about her being in a new city and wanting to make friends. I may not agree with how she went about it, but it wasn’t my business to worry about.

      It was still early so I thought I’d stop by Silk on my way home. I wanted to see how many masks had been picked up.

      When I got to Silk, I was surprised to see Molly still there. “What are you still doing here?” I said, locking the door behind me.

      “Rearranging the masks. Almost half were picked up today. The display looked picked over and I wanted it to look fresh and amazing when you opened.”

      “Thanks, Molly. You’re awesome. That’s exactly why I stopped by. I wanted to see if anyone had seen it. How was the reaction?”

      “All positive. People were blown away.”

      “Fantastic.” I high fived her. “I’m going to run to the back for a minute then I’ll walk you out if you’re almost done.”

      “Sounds good.”

      I went in back to the mini-fridge and grabbed a Diet Coke. On a whim, I decided to check Find My Phone again. I moved the mouse to wake up the iMac and went to the app. Crap! It was online. I took a picture of it with my phone and rushed back out to the front. “Hey, Molly. You up for an adventure?”

      “Um, sure?” She said apprehensively.

      I briefly explained where we were going and helped her finish rearranging the mask display.

      “So, tell me again. Why are we doing this?” Molly asked as we were locking up ten minutes early.

      “I want to go to the area my laptop was last located and see if anything sticks out.”

      “Shouldn’t the police do that?”

      “Technically, yes.” I shrugged. “They don’t have time for a mugging. Bigger fish and all that. It is Chicago.”

      “This guy mugged you and then came where you live. Isn’t this dangerous?”

      “We aren’t going to confront him. I just want to see the location. Maybe it will give me an idea of why he did this,” I said and told her Willie’s theory that it didn’t seem like a simple mugging.

      “OK,” she said, but didn’t sound convinced.

      “I promise we will just go check it out and leave.”

      We got in my car and I plugged the location showing in Find My Phone into my GPS. “Only fifteen minutes away,” I pointed out once the route calculated. There wasn’t an actual address, just coordinates so when we reached the destination I parked in a lot on the corner and we got out.

      “Now what?” Molly asked.

      “We look around. See if anything stands out.”

      The area was mostly retail and restaurants. I don’t think I’d been here before. That was the thing about Chicago. You tended to stay in your own few blocks.

      “What do you expect to stick out?”

      “No idea.”

      Molly gave me a look as if to say this was nuts, but she didn’t say anything and I appreciated her being a good sport.

      “Hey, let’s grab a gelato while we look.”

      Molly was happy at that suggestion and we went in the gelato store we were standing in front of.

      We came back out and sat at one of the small tables outside and I just looked around. Molly was right, this was crazy. I didn’t even know what I was looking for.

      “Are you finished?” I asked Molly. “We can head back. I’m sorry I dragged you out here.”

      She shrugged. “Not like I had anything else to do and I got gelato. It’s all good.”

      We started walking back to the car when I noticed something. I held out my hand. “Wait a second.”

      “What?”

      “Over there,” I said, pointing to a store called The Elite. It was a women’s boutique, it said so on the door, but I could also see dresses in the window.

      “What about it?” Molly asked, looking at me questioningly.

      “You’ve never heard of it?”

      “No. Should I have?”

      “It’s been around longer than Silk and the owner was best friends with the original owner of Silk. From the story I’d heard they planned on opening a store together and had a falling out. They opened separate stores and never spoke again.

      “Retail drama.” Molly chuckled.

      “It was no joke. Solange, the former owner of Silk, hated this woman. Her former best friend. Eva, I think her name is.”

      “Should we go check them out if they’re a threat?”

      “Absolutely.”

      We crossed the street to the store which unfortunately was closed, so instead we peered in the windows.

      “They’ve got nice stuff. Though ours is better,” Molly said.

      “Agreed.” I saw the door to the back start to open and went to grab Molly’s arm to pull her away so we didn’t get caught peeping. But then the person came through the door and I was rooted to the spot, jaw dropping. “What the hell?”

      Molly looked at me. “What’s wrong?”

      “That’s the guy who mugged me.” I banged on the window to get his attention and he looked up, realized it was me, and got a shocked look on his face that I’m sure matched mine.

      I walked to the door and banged again. “Open up or I’ll call the police,” I said loudly, causing a couple walking past to look at me strangely.

      “Are you sure this is a good idea, Pres?”

      I was mad and not thinking if this was a good idea. I banged again and repeated my ultimatum, holding up my phone and hitting the numbers nine one one. Of course I wasn’t going to call the emergency line for this but he didn’t know that and I hoped he didn’t call my bluff.

      He seemed frozen to the spot, but just when I started to think he was calling my bluff he walked over and unlocked the door.

      I started to walk in a Molly grabbed me.

      “What are you doing? This could be dangerous.”

      “It’s fine. Look at him.”

      He looked absolutely terrified, which was why I felt comfortable confronting him. I didn’t feel in any danger.

      “See if I ever take a trip with you again,” she muttered, but followed me in.

      For a few moments we all just stared at each other and he was white as a sheet.

      Finally, he spoke, “I can explain.”

      “Oh? You have a logical explanation to why you mugged me and then showed up in my parking garage and tried to scare me?”

      “Well, uh…” He swallowed and fell silent again.

      “You have one minute to explain to me why I shouldn’t call the police right now to arrest you,” I said firmly.

      “I-I just wanted to scare you. I only used your credit card once to make it look like a real mugging.”

      “But why? Who put you up to this?”

      “Ava...”

      Ah. Her name wasn’t Eva, it was Ava. I was close.

      “I don’t understand. Why would you want to scare me?”

      “Leigh promised her the business for the zoo gala and then, at the last minute, gave it to you.”

      Wouldn’t it make more sense for Ava to be mad at Leigh, not me? It wasn’t my fault Leigh changed her mind. Though, why did she change her mind?

      “Why would you commit a crime for your employer?” I asked.

      “She’s my mother.”

      Molly and I looked at each other and I knew we were both shocked at this.

      “Are you the one who canceled the mask order?” Molly asked.

      He nodded. “I didn’t want to invade your privacy but Ava, Mother, insisted I look at your email for anything that could ruin you. The confirmation for the order was at the top. I swear I didn’t go through any of your other personal information.

      Funny. I felt he was telling the truth.

      “Can I have my laptop and wallet back?”

      He looked scared at this. I almost felt sorry for him. His mother sounded like a piece of work.

      “Don’t make this worse for yourself. Give me back my stuff.”

      He sighed. “OK.” He turned to go to the back of the store. Molly and I started to follow him.

      “What are you doing? Only employees are allowed back here.”

      I gave him a look that said are you kidding me? “Listen, pal. I want my stuff and I’m not letting you out of my sight to sneak out the back door or something.”

      “There isn’t a back door.”

      I rolled my eyes. This guy didn’t have it all together. I didn’t say anything else. Just followed him to the back where my bag was sitting.

      “Here,” he said, handing it to me.

      I looked through it and it seemed to all be there. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” he said stiffly.

      Molly and I walked back out of the store before she said, “Are you really going to let him get away with this?”

      “Of course not. But I wanted my stuff. I’ll call the police when I get home and let them know where they can find him. And his mother.”

      “I might need another gelato after this,” Molly said.
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      “Presley? It’s Stacey. Stacey Milford.”

      “Hi,” I said slowly, wondering why she was calling.

      “I think I found what you were looking for.”

      “Really?” I immediately perked up.

      “Can you meet me?”

      “Of course. Where?”

      She rattled off a wine bar I knew well that wasn’t far from here and we agreed to meet at four. I looked at the clock and it was only one. I needed to get ready for the gala, but I’d still have plenty of time. I could only hope it was information that might point out who resented Susan most.

      It was four thirty and I was on my second glass of wine and still no Stacey. I’d called twice and it went straight to voicemail both times. I’d texted several times to no response. As five drew near and I was about to give up because I didn’t want to be late for the gala, a woman came up to me.

      “Are you Presley Thurman?” she asked. She looked to be in her mid-twenties and had on a Michael Kors sheath dress in pink. She looked harmless so even though I had no idea why some strange women would know my name I didn’t think I needed to hide.

      “Yes. Do I know you?”

      “I’m a friend of Stacey’s. She wanted me to give this to you.” She handed me a thin eight by ten manila envelope.

      “What is this? Where is Stacey?”

      “She had to go out of town, and I have no idea what this is. She just made me promise to find you here and hand it to you. Have a good day.” She turned on her heel and walked out. I sat there speechless, wondering what this was all about. Where was Stacey?

      I slowly opened the envelope, saw a slim leather journal in there and pulled it out. On the cover of the journal was a yellow post-it.

      I found this, and I think it’s all you need to identify my mother’s killer. I need to get away. Thank you for caring.

      Her note made me worry about her. She was so young to go through something like this. I could understand her needing to get away. I could only hope she was safe.

      I opened the journal and starting reading. It read like an actual journal, only instead of writing down things you were grateful for or affirmations she documented her affairs and how much money she felt she could get from the wives of the men she had affairs with to keep it quiet. It looked as if her sole purpose of sleeping with these men was extortion. Bess, Kitty, Theresa, Leigh, and several other women’s husbands on the gala committee were in there. She actually targeted the couples with the most to lose and she chronicled in great detail their deep secrets they would pay to keep hidden. How had Susan even become privy to these secrets? Then I saw one name I didn’t expect. The women in the wife column was not his wife and all of a sudden a few things made sense. I think I knew who the killer was.
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      I walked into the Alexander Ballroom where the zoo gala was being held and I was blown away by the beautiful decorations and all these people with their over the top masks. It was surreal. It looked like something out of a movie. I was thrilled it had turned out this way.

      I looked at my phone for the millionth time, but Willie still hadn’t texted me back. I’d tried contacting him several times since reading the journal, telling him to call me.

      I went over to the bar and got a glass of wine to calm my nerves and looked around to see if Andrea was here. Everyone had masks on, so it was almost impossible to tell who was who. If the situation had been different being unrecognizable would have been fun.

      I scanned the room looking for characteristics that might help me when I saw two women arguing across the room. One of them was Leigh. She had the same body language as she’d had at the fundraiser for Michael Panning. But who was she arguing with? I started to walk in that direction when I saw Leigh reach into her purse and pull something out. I couldn’t see what it was. The stupid mask I wore made it a little hard to see, but whatever it was persuaded the other woman to start walking to a doorway. She opened the door and stepped through and Leigh followed her looking over her shoulder quickly, I’m sure to see if anyone saw them. She didn’t seem to notice me, and I stood still until she turned back around. I had a bad feeling about this, and I ran to the door. Well as much as one can run in heels and a tight dress.

      I went through the doorway and Leigh and the other woman were standing a few feet away with their masks off, arguing. I slipped mine off and approached them. They finally noticed me.

      “What are you doing here?” Leigh snarled.

      “I was about to ask you the same question.”

      “This is a private matter between me and Rachel.”

      So, this was Rachel. “Mrs. Panning, are you OK?”

      “Don’t you call her Mrs. Panning. She doesn’t deserve it.”

      I looked down and finally saw what Leigh was holding. It was a syringe.

      “Leigh, this isn’t a good idea. If you kill Rachel the same way you killed Susan the police will know it’s you.”

      “Don’t talk to me about good ideas. Susan wanted to ruin my life. She deserved to die. And once I get Rachel out of the way nothing will stand between me and Michael. He loves me, and we want to be together.”

      “Leigh,” I said again calmly. “This isn’t the way to handle it.”

      “Yes, it is!” she screamed and raised the syringe up, starting to bring it down on Rachel’s arm. I pushed Rachel out of the way and knocked the syringe out of Leigh’s hand. She scrambled to get it, but I pushed her hard and she fell to the ground. I grabbed it off the floor and smashed the needle in the wall.

      Leigh got up and tried to take the broken syringe out of my hands.

      “You must give me the syringe, or you’ll be responsible for ruining my life!” she screamed.

      Didn’t she realize she was doing a good job of that all on her own?

      The door burst open and Willie ran through with two police officers and several partygoers on his heels, including Michael Panning who ran to his wife. He tried to take her in his arms, and she pushed him away as the police subdued Leigh and Willie came over to me.

      “Are you OK?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. A little shaken, but fine. How did you know we were back here?”

      “When I got your message, I knew you would be here so came straight over. By the time I walked in people could hear Leigh screaming in the hallway. So, Leigh tried to kill Rachel but why? Just to get her husband. Then why kill Susan?”

      “It’s in her journal. Apparently, Michael also had an affair with Susan and told her about Leigh. Susan blackmailed Leigh and Leigh was furious Susan had slept with Michael. Susan wrote that Leigh had threatened her, but she didn’t take it seriously. Guess she should have.”

      “Yeah.”

      “But where did Leigh get the insulin?”

      “I’m sure we’ll find out.”

      “Looks like Michael is going to have to do a lot of making up,” I said and we both looked over to where he pleaded with Rachel about something. If she had any sense she’d kick him to the curb.

      The police walked a still screaming Leigh out through the venue and into a waiting cop car. Willie and I followed through the room and Bess came up to me. “Pretty exciting event. Coffee next week?”

      I shook my head. “I don’t think so.” And kept walking.

      “Are you ready to leave?” Willie asked.

      “Well, I don’t there’s much of a party to enjoy.”

      “Want to grab dinner then? Unless you have plans with Cooper.”

      “No.” I frowned. I hadn’t heard from Cooper since yesterday, which was unlike him. I assumed he’d got caught up with work, but I was starting to get worried.

      “Dinner sounds good. Let me just call Cooper.” I dialed his number half expecting to get voicemail but after a few rings, someone answered. But it wasn’t Cooper. “Jason? Why do you have Cooper’s phone?” Jason was Cooper’s assistant and Cooper trusted him implicitly, but he’d never answered Cooper’s phone before. My heart started pounding.

      “Pres, something is wrong. Cooper has missed three meetings today. I haven’t talked to him since last night and I just found his phone on the floor in his office.”

      The color drained from my face and I felt faint. “I’ll be right there.”

      “What’s wrong?” Willie said, looking at my terrified face.

      “Cooper’s missing.”
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