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Chapter 1 
 
    
 
    
 
   "Is one day too much to ask?” Marissa muttered, knocking the snow from her shoes and stepping into the VW Rabbit. She tugged at the hem of her pants, knowing the managers at Kantor’s weren’t going to be happy with her attire. Not that she cared. Although she was fashionably dressed in beige pleated pants and a green silk blouse that matched her eyes, she hadn’t known she would be called into work. By security, no less. Her own salespeople didn’t need guidance. She hoped it wasn't another prank at Kantor’s. Boosting corporate morale didn't fall into her job description.
 
    The seminar had been shaping up nicely, too. Those shrink-wrapped baskets of perfume and the trays of lipstick and eyeliner had been invitingly stacked by the door. All free--just inside her budget. Marissa had slid a tray into her purse as she left, since she wouldn’t be there for the official presentation.
 
   Not that she thought this new perfume would sell. Paradise perfume was one of the new shared fragrances that had hit the market within the past year. Made for both sexes, Marissa typically found the scent pleased neither. Either one sex laid claim to it, or gays made the scent their own. The elusive one-size-fits-all could not be created in perfume. 
 
   The daylong seminar at Northgate, a nearby mall, proved that Paradise had gone all out with its ad campaign. Their new jingle: “Throughout time, couples have been searching for Paradise.” Marissa had seen the posters of a Roman couple locked in an embrace, she in a form-fitting toga and he in what appeared to be washcloth. She knew enough history to know that the Romans used rose oil, sandalwood, and jasmine, not citrusy blends, to cover their body odor. Until bathing became popular in the 1800s, people hadn’t begun to equate scent with sex. However, Marissa doubted that an ad campaign would be built around ankle-length dresses. Unless Madonna agreed to pose in a bustle.
 
   She put her finger in the coin holder in the car and wiggled it around. A dollar thirty-seven. Not even enough for lunch. Ellen would have to fork over since she insisted on Marissa coming back here for this mysterious mission.
 
   The little white Rabbit shuddered and spit. She braced herself against the seat back, waiting for the bucking to subside. Someday she could afford a new car, but not with a three-year-old and bills to pay.
 
   Marissa felt the muscles in her shoulders bunch up as she made the ten-minute drive to the department store. One day off was all she’d wanted. Eight lousy hours. A chance to talk to her friends and maybe get some advice on . . . Well, at least, she could talk to Anne about the situation. Goodness knows Marissa hardly had time to think about anything other than the upcoming holiday, less than two weeks away.
 
   Valentine’s Day. Ugh. Even worse than Sweetest Day. Who exactly had come up with that idea of making this a romantic day? Probably Mr. Hallmark  Marissa smiled.               
 
   She'd never really understood the whole idea of setting aside one day to express your love. Wasn’t that something you were supposed to do every day? She thought back to Dan and how he’d proposed to her on that day eight years ago, which should have been an early indication of things to come. Express your love once and then take her for granted for the rest of your life. Of course, the day was coupled with a barrage of bridal events. Every January brought white dresses, rented tuxedos, and DJs who knew how to do the hokey-pokey like swallows know to return to Capistrano. Society encouraged every woman to search for a man, any man, and spend twelve months of her life planning a four-hour event that barely stood a chance of lasting another year. 
 
   Even with Marissa’s glum attitude, the cosmetic’s department would be busy. Women buying new lipsticks and earrings and men looking lost, trying to remember what perfume their wives had worn for the last twenty years. The new store manager had assigned inexperienced sales clerks to cosmetics. They wouldn't make the customers any happier. Why did each new manager think a reorganization would make everything better?
 
   Marissa swung her Rabbit into the parking space and waited for the car to finish shaking. Silence eased over the car. She’d have to get that fixed one of these days, but not until she saved up some money. Maybe Dan would pay his back child support for Valentine’s Day this year as a token of his undying affection.
 
   Opening the door to the store, Marissa gazed at the department that had been hers for four months now. She still felt a small thrill seeing the glass and shiny brass trimmings. Her department. When the store first opened she wasn’t sure if she could last, but Marissa had always counted herself a survivor. A survivor of a bad marriage, a rambunctious toddler, and Kantor’s department store.
 
   As she walked back the main aisle, Marissa moved a bottle of Chanel from the Givenchy display and put it on the correct counter. If anybody found what they were looking for today without a map, it would be a miracle. Marissa saw Ellen standing by the display of bright red hearts with the mascara sticks through the middle of them. The idea had been Marissa's along with most of the other holiday decorations.
 
   The store had provided the creamy white tile floors and the ten octagonal islands of cosmetics that randomly punctuated the area. The cosmetics area was definitely bright enough to wake her up. Marissa looked across the sparkling milky white floor in amazement. How could someone get a tile to shine like that? At home, hers always looked like the mop was lost. The ten octagonal counters shone with brass trim and wide glass panels. All showed their wares that the store hoped customers would buy to allure the opposite sex. An impulse buyer's heaven. The cosmetics department covered the front of the store near the entrance to Westgate Mall and ran halfway across the length of the store. The walls that jutted up from the center of the store marked its end. Inside those walls were the elevator and Marissa’s office, hidden behind the brass-framed posters of colognes and couples.
 
   Ellen turned around and waved, anxiously motioning Marissa towards her. The head of security for Kantor’s, Ellen was dressed in a pair of blue jeans and a plaid shirt worn thin at the elbows. Her dumpy frame and frizzy blonde hair made her stand out among Marissa's employees. Marissa noticed the way Ellen’s make-up stopped at her chin, not blending onto her neck at all. The no-nonsense clothing allowed her to wear the tools of the trade on her belt. A walkie-talkie hung from her waist and squawked as she stood there. Looking good was a prerequisite only for the cosmetic women. Who would believe that you could be beautiful if the stuff didn’t work on the help?
 
   Marissa didn’t bother to quicken her stride. The day was ruined. Why get in a hurry about it? Despite their two-year friendship, she knew Ellen’s call wasn’t social. When Marissa had started at Kantor's two years ago, Ellen had been her first friend and constant companion at the two weeks of company training. Ellen had moved here from Boston, trying to escape the pace of the East Coast and high cost of living. They’d lost track of each other somewhat after Marissa was assigned to the downtown store and Ellen started at Tri-County. Westgate had brought them back together.
 
   A definite coolness had developed between them since Ellen’s engagement to Sergeant Bandarra of the county police. Marissa thought the man was too chauvinistic and rude for her friend and hadn’t bothered to mask her opinions. The man had a deep voice that sounded like it had been soaked in cigarettes and sarcasm. Marissa didn’t have to know him well to know that she had met him a thousand times in a thousand different men. The only thing they had in common was their superior attitude and Marissa’s reaction to them. Besides, Marissa served as a constant reminder that “until death do us part” doesn’t mean forever anymore.
 
   “What is so critical that I had to leave the seminar?” Marissa asked.
 
   “You’ve been at the seminar all morning? Are there people who saw you? Talked to you?” Ellen’s eyes were wide as she scanned the customers frequently.
 
   “What now? David Harper doesn’t think that I’m going to the conferences? Does he think I sat at home in rollers trying to screw this place out of a penny?” Marissa glared at the woman as she thought about the new store manager. It would be just like him to drag her out of there to make sure she was really attending.
 
   “It’s nothing like that, Marissa. The police are going to want to talk to you. Bandarra’s furious. I just needed to make sure the store was covered and that you’d be okay.” The little furrows of her brow crept up into the curls on top of Ellen's head.
 
   “Why do the police want to talk to me? Has something happened to Gavin? He’s all right, isn’t he?” Marissa was surprised at the strength of her concern. She’d taken great pains to keep the relationship casual.
 
   “Gavin’s fine. But there’s been a murder in the store.”
 
   Marissa waited for Ellen to continue, but the security person stayed mum, lips pressed together in a pale pink line and her hands resting on her pudgy hips. “So you think I killed someone? You brought me back here to check my alibi? I admit I have a temper at times, but I don’t kill people, Ellen. You know me. I thought we were friends.” Marissa’s voice rose slightly and Bonnie, one of the new clerks, turned to look at the pair. The clerk shrugged and went back to stocking a display. 
 
   “I do trust you. It’s just that the circumstances were such that I wanted to make sure you wouldn’t be implicated. Bandarra let me call you to the store, instead of the police dragging you out of the seminar. I said it would be bad press for the store. Plus I thought I’d get a chance to warn you to be on your best behavior. This is serious.” Marissa recognized Ellen’s official tone of voice, usually reserved for reprimands and shoplifters. The situation must be grave to use it on her friend.
 
   “Who am I supposed to have murdered?”
 
   “Tiffany Wong.”
 
   Marissa shook her head, the black strands swishing slightly past her green eyes as she did. “I don’t know her.”
 
    “Dan’s Tiffany.”
 
    “Oh. I didn’t know her last name. I don’t think I was ever properly introduced.”
 
   “Well, it’s Wong.”
 
    “How appropriate. Ms. Wong for Mr. Right. “ Marissa tried to dredge up sympathy or sorrow, but they were not to be found. She took a deep breath to keep her composure and not let her friend see the impact of this revelation. Tiffany’s heritage intrigued Marissa though. She’d assumed that Dan had chosen some plain vanilla teenager to replace her.
 
    Ellen settled her hands on her hips and thrust her reddening face towards Marissa’s. “That’s the kind of attitude that made me call you here. One comment like that and the police are going to be searching your alibi with a mascara brush.”
 
    “Well, let them. It’s not like I have anything to hide. Let the police ask my ex about his mistress — the woman he said he wanted to marry. Maybe he killed her, but I didn’t. I don’t want any part of this. I had nothing to do with it.”
 
    “You don’t have a choice. Tiffany was stabbed to death at your desk.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2
 
    
 
    
 
   “What?” Marissa asked for the third time. “Why my desk? What the hell was she doing in my office?” Marissa couldn’t tell if the burning in her stomach came from the news or from hunger. Hadn’t this woman-child disrupted her life enough without having the discourtesy to die here? In her office? The proximity both angered and scared her. At first, the girl had avoided Marissa at all costs. Over time, she’d grown more bold, like the bears at Yosemite become accustomed to tourists. But to enter Marissa’s office meant no place was free of her taint. 
 
   “That’s one of the things that the police are going to ask. You didn’t have a rendezvous set up with her or anything like that did you?” Ellen continued to look at a ceiling tile over her friend’s shoulder, never quite meeting her eyes. Marissa worried. If her good friend thought her capable of murdering someone, the police would have no problem drawing the same conclusion. Marissa didn’t want the permanent stain of an unsolved murder over her head. 
 
   Marissa pointed a finger to her head. “Think about it for a minute. I’m not supposed to be here today. I’m supposed to be at an all-day conference, remember?”
 
    “Then why would she be here?” Ellen met her gaze with a look that made Marissa’s perfume wilt. The question marks practically danced in her pupils. Maybe avoidance was better.  “It makes you look so guilty. “
 
    “I didn’t kill her. I wasn’t crazy about her, but there’s a big difference between wishing someone dead and doing anything about it.”
 
    “Just remember, Marissa. I haven’t decided on the colors for my wedding, but it’s definitely not black and white stripes.”
 
    Marissa rolled her eyes. The announcement of Ellen’s wedding had taken her by surprise. The head of security had suddenly become a reader of bridal magazines with plans for a four-hundred-person reception, a limousine to the church, and all the trimmings. Marissa had agreed to be the maid of honor, thinking it would be a quick trip to City Hall on their lunch hour, not a three-ring circus. Now the thought of trying on expensive clothes that could never be worn again grated on Marissa’s nerves. How much more practical to spend that money on repairing the Rabbit — but weddings weren’t about practicality. They were the Barbie-doll fantasy of every young girl. Even tough security cops like Ellen Perrino. 
 
   She suspected that Ellen had been hiding one too many romance novels in her desk drawer. Danielle Steel run amok. “I didn’t kill anyone so I won’t be going to jail. Unless Bandarra has another choice for maid of honor.”
 
    Sergeant Bandarra was no favorite of Marissa’s, nor she of his. She had met him before she knew her friend's interest in him and had expressed her opinion of his Cro-Magnon tendencies. A fragile peace had developed over the past few months which allowed them to co-exist in a room without open verbal warfare, but a murder in which Marissa Scott played a leading role could end the cease-fire.
 
   “I’m going back to my office. I’ll wait there for the police to interview me.”
 
    Ellen grabbed her friend’s arm. “You can’t go in there. It’s a crime scene. The technicians just finished up a few minutes ago and the police have secured the area. Even if you could go back there, think of the practical aspects. Tiffany was stabbed five times. There’s blood everywhere and you can’t be too careful about dealing with blood-born diseases these days...HIV, hepatitis. Even the techs wear latex.”
 
   “So tell me more about her death,” Marissa said as she squinted and tried to act unconcerned. If using her office was a setup, who disliked her enough to do this? Not many people at the store knew she had attended the seminar. Carly Spenser of Paradise had only called three days ago with the invitation to the seminar. A chance to escape. Marissa was impressed with a personal call from the woman rumored to be up for a vice president’s job at the perfume company. David Harper, Marissa’s boss, had been the only person at the store who had been informed of the date besides a few of her friends and the cosmetics clerks.
 
    “I don’t know all that much yet. I got a call from Shawn who found her in your office at about ten-thirty this morning. I came downstairs and she was sitting at your desk slumped over with a knife in her back.”
 
    Marissa’s brow wrinkled. “Shawn found her? He has to be devastated. Where is he now?” She found more compassion for her friend than for Dan’s late love.
 
    Ellen shrugged. “He’s probably still in my office. He didn’t take the situation too well. His type tends to get a little emotional. Where do you think you’re going?”
 
    “What type is that — human?” Marissa threw the words over her shoulder as she headed to the escalators. She strode through the aisles of maternity and linens back to the security office. She knocked on the door to the office and stuck her head in the stark cement-walled room. Spartan as a prison cell. Shawn Huxley sat with his head down at one of the two metal desks with his blond buzz-cut hair showing between his arms.
 
   Shawn didn’t stir. “Are you okay?” Marissa took a step into the room and pulled the door shut behind her. Now was not the time for Ellen to barge in with more questions, especially when Marissa had a list of her own.
 
   “Marissa, I — I thought . . .” Shawn came across the room and pulled her into a hug, squeezing Marissa so tight that she could feel the man’s well-developed chest muscles. A little tighter and she could count ribs. “I’ve never been so happy to see anyone in my life.”
 
    Marissa made a face that Shawn couldn’t see since they stood so close. Being hugged by people at work, even good friends, was not something Marissa enjoyed. Besides, it reminded her of her terrible mistake when she started work. Marissa remembered only too well how she has flirted with Shawn when she first met him. Trying to prove herself an independent woman, she had even gone far enough to ask him out. However, it turned out that the tall, thin, and very attractive potential date was unavailable. Gay, actually. They had developed into good friends, but sometimes physical contact made Marissa remember her earlier gaffe.
 
   “Ellen said you were up here and that you’d found Tiffany. I wanted to make sure you were okay.”
 
   The designer wore a white shirt, patchwork vest, and dark dress pants. He hadn’t dressed differently from any other day to find a corpse. Shawn ran a hand through his hair and Marissa thought she caught the sight of red stains on his cuff of his white shirt. Tiffany's blood? The impact of the situation began to sink in and she slid down into one of the chairs. Tiffany had been killed at her desk, which pointed directly to Marissa as the murderer. Who would want to frame her? Who did this killer want to be rid of, Tiffany or Marissa?
 
   “I went to your office, looking for you. Management wasn’t real enthused about your choices for Valentine's Day displays. One would think you didn’t like the holiday.” Despite his best efforts to be urbane, Shawn spoke with a slight Texas drawl that always became more pronounced when he was upset.
 
   Marissa smiled. “One would think. So what didn’t they like?” She tried to lead him away from talking about the murder until he calmed down. Marissa noticed that he kept wiping his hands on his dress pants like a very chic Lady MacBeth. Out, out damned spot. What gets blood out of cotton?
 
   “I think the cupids made up like Tammy Fae Bakker were the last straw. They’re a bit over the top, if you know what I mean.”
 
   Marissa rolled her chair a little closer to where Shawn leaned against the desk. Shawn always ignored her suggestions when she went all out to show her disgust for the holiday. She knew Valentine’s Day was a big sales event, but Marissa thought little else of the day. No hearts aflutter. “Maybe with that much eye makeup, love could really be blind. Besides, coming from someone who collects nude pictures of the royal family, I consider that a compliment.”
 
   He gave her a weak smile. “It used to be a novelty. Even Chuck gets into the act these days. Anyway, I went in your office and saw this woman with a knife sticking out of her back. I thought it was you.”
 
   Marissa arched an eyebrow. “Me? I don’t look anything like that tramp.” No comparison to Tiffany would please her, particularly a physical one.
 
   “Didn’t your mama ever tell you not to speak ill of the dead? Besides, there is a superficial resemblance between the two of you. You obviously have more panache, but from the back she looked like you on a bad hair day.”
 
   Marissa felt her cheeks grow red and her ears burn, but she wasn’t sure if her emotional reaction came from anger or embarrassment. She’d heard about men who had traded their wives for younger, almost-identical versions of the former wives, but she hadn’t thought of herself as one of those castoffs. For a trophy wife? Would Tiffany have suffered the same fate when she hit thirty? Marissa realized that no one would ever find out now.  “So what did you do then?”
 
   “I checked her pulse, but I can tell you — she was dead. I’ve seen too much of that not to recognize a corpse when I see one.” Shawn sagged slightly as he finished the story, looking like he might fall over on the desk. His usual swagger was gone. Marissa leaned forward a little more and patted his shoulder.
 
   “Hopefully, you didn’t leave any of your papers down there. I’ve heard that my office has been quarantined until further notice.” She took off her pumps and stretched her legs.
 
   Shawn closed his eyes for a second and then looked at Marissa. “Well, not really. You see…I really just wanted to talk. I hadn’t officially shown David the decorating ideas, but I knew he wasn’t going to like them. I was looking for a shoulder to cry on more than anything.”
 
   “What’s the matter?”
 
   “Eddie and I broke up. He’s been getting a lot of pressure from his family to stop seeing me — like I made him gay. They’re old-fashioned, you know. I think all that was just too much.” Marissa had never met the latest object of Shawn’s affection, but she’d heard plenty about him from her friend. The good, the bad, and the closeted.
 
   “Well, it’s nice to know that in-law troubles aren't exclusively a problem for the heterosexual crowd. I plan on interviewing my next set very carefully.”
 
   A voice came from the doorway. “I’ll have to make sure I tell my mother that.”
 
   The room suddenly felt smaller and darker to Marissa.  She wondered why. Her current boyfriend and homicide detective stepped into the security office and leaned against the doorway. “Hi, Gavin,” Marissa said without turning to face him.
 
   “I came to make sure that you weren’t involved in this even though I can’t work on this case. Bandarra doesn’t want any appearance of impropriety here.” The detective took a step closer. The dark curls and intense brown eyes had once made her smile, but now they made Marissa irritable. He had a nice smile and a nice face to go with it, not handsome, but definitely worth a second glance. His light brown hair curled a little just above his ears. Marissa was so busy noticing his ears that she didn’t hear the question. Try to keep your wits about you, she reminded herself. He cut an imposing figure in the doorway, six foot tall with broad shoulders and a waist that she could easily slip her arms around when he wasn’t trying to pressure her into a serious relationship. Things had gotten too comfortable too quickly, and now Marissa needed some personal space to get her bearings. 
 
   “Tell him that I was at a seminar with at least fifty other people who can all vouch for me. So feel free to work on whatever murder cases you want.”
 
   “We need you to come downstairs again. There are some details to go over. Shawn, too.” With that, the door clicked as it closed again.
 
   Shawn’s eyes widened as he stood up which only accented the hollowness around his eyes and the ashen quality to his skin. “Maybe I picked the wrong person to tell about my breakup. What was that all about? I detect that I’m not the only one here who doesn't care for Hamilton County's finest.”
 
   Marissa slipped her pumps back on and tugged at her knee-highs. “We’ve hit the magic three-month mark. It’s this unwritten policy that the relationship has to grow or stop at this point.”
 
   Shawn held open the door to let Marissa pass. He’d curtsy next if she wasn't careful. “So he wants out and you’re mad?”
 
   “Hardly. He assumes that we’re moving forward. Quickly. No discussion, no talk about what I want for my life or anything. Gavin’s in love so everything has to fall in line. He even had the nerve to talk about doing a father-son outing with Joshua. I won’t be railroaded into another relationship, not until I’m ready.” Marissa led the way to the escalator.
 
   “Can’t you talk to him about it?”
 
   “That’s the point. I can’t. When I bring up the subject, he thinks I want to breakup with him. I can’t express my feelings without hurting his.”
 
   “Well, if you dump him, can I have him?” A sparkle came into Shawn’s eyes that she hadn't seen today. Maybe there was hope.
 
   Marissa rolled her eyes. “Sorry. He’s hopelessly conservative. I can’t see the two of you together.”
 
   The pair stopped talking as they approached the cosmetics department. Except for the seven police officers loitering around the perfume counters, no one would guess that a life had ended only a few short hours before. 
 
   Totally inconspicuous. Marissa looked around, noticing customers who continued to shop without hesitancy. How were they to know what had just happened in the back office? Bonnie and Rhonda handled the cash registers without emotion.
 
   “Looking for Gavin? He’s over there.” Shawn pointed to a small group of people that included Ellen, Gavin, and a loud man with graying curls and glasses that sat halfway down his nose. Sergeant Bandarra — Ellen’s future husband, Gavin’s superior, and Marissa's nemesis. The cop and Marissa agreed on nothing except their friendship with Ellen and their dislike of each other. So far she had avoided the groom while helping to plan the wedding, but with a murder in her office that luxury would be impossible.
 
   “Actually, I was looking for someone else. I’m surprised I haven’t seen him.” Someone who would make life even more uncomfortable than being investigated by her boyfriend or Bandarra. Someone who would be more antagonistic than David Harper discussing budgets.
 
   “Girl, maybe we should hang out more. You know more men than I do.”
 
   “You can have them all. I’d trade the lot of them for some peace and quiet right about now.”
 
   The group of officers walked up to Marissa and Shawn. Bandarra spoke first, a husky voice that sounded like Bogart on steroids. “I need you two to follow me to the crime scene. Think you can handle it?”
 
   Shawn spoke first, a squeak compared to Bandarra’s voice. “Is the body gone?”
 
   “No, we just left it lying around in case you ran short of mannequins. Of course it’s gone.” He spun around without waiting. Bandarra started walking to Marissa's office. “Works well with others” wouldn’t be listed on Bandarra’s resume, Marissa thought.
 
   She resented the easy way he had commandeered her personal space. The group barely fit into the small room that Kantor’s deemed an office. Each department head got a small desk, chair, and lamp with four walls that intimately enjoyed each other’s company. Cramped would be a generous term. Marissa stopped short of the chair, noticing the stains on the marble tile. A pattern of blood showed where Tiffany had sat.
 
     “So what’s the purpose of coming back here? To scare a confession out of me?” Marissa knew the shock was wearing off because her brain fired off one-liners that she filed for future reference.
 
    Gavin stepped closer. “We wanted to see if you noticed anything missing or out of place. Anything that could be a clue to the murder.”
 
    Marissa sighed. “There’s a whole stack of paperwork there. I’d have to go through it all to tell you anything.”
 
   “Not until we’ve cataloged it you won’t.” Bandarra took a step in front of her to stop Marissa from touching the papers.
 
   The door to the office opened again and all five people turned. A man with reddish brown hair stepped into the room. His black pinstriped suit made him appear ready for the impending funeral, and his eyes were the same color pink as a subtle nail polish. Seashell, maybe. His tie sported Daffy Duck and Bugs Bunny, a gift from Joshua this past Christmas. Marissa had seen him dressed like this a million times coming home from work, and still something happened to her when she saw his face. Right now, it was a gnawing in her stomach that made her swallow hard to keep down the bile.
 
   “You murdering witch. How could you have done this? Why?” The man started across the room, but Gavin stepped in front of him.
 
     Marissa spoke with a dry mouth. “Hello, Dan.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3
 
    
 
    
 
   “I knew you were vengeful, but I never thought you’d sink this low.”
 
   “I didn’t kill anyone, Dan. I have enough worries with Josh and working full-time. I don’t have the energy to spend my free time thinking about you.” The office was large enough to accommodate all six of them, but at this minute, Marissa felt Dan took every square inch of the room, suffocating her.
 
    Marissa took a long look at her ex-husband. Had their relationship deteriorated to a point where he thought her capable of anything, or was the anger and hurt inside of him blaming a familiar target? Marissa saw Ellen’s wide-eyed expression and managed to choke back the one-liners that came so easily in fighting with Dan. No use giving the police a motive.
 
    Dan's face had turned as red as one of the Valentine hearts on display.
 
    Marissa remembered her ex-husband’s current coloring from the last days of their marriage when every discussion had been a fight. The situation had changed abruptly when Dan hadn’t bothered to come home from work one day. Marissa had called his office and several friends to find out what had happened, but no one had known or been willing to tell her. 
 
   Finally, Dan had called about ten that evening, telling her that he had moved into his own apartment. The old line of needing more space and wanting to find himself barely sunk into Marissa’s brain as she listened to the excuses. She’d known immediately and verified later, he’d been having an affair for months with an eighteen-year-old girl. Dan had met Tiffany at Winton Woods on one of the rare occasions he took Joshua to play in the park's sandbox. Marissa’s bitterness grew when she thought of how she’d blamed herself for their problems in the last few weeks of the marriage.
 
   Realizing that same girl lay dead in the Hamilton County morgue, Marissa shook her head. Marissa’s relationship with Dan had been strained in the past, but the last few months had been excruciating. At every opportunity, Dan threw his upcoming marriage in her face. More reminders of his infidelity, as if she needed them. The couple even registered at Kantor’s bridal department — in her store — Marissa’s sole haven from her mixed-up personal life.
 
    Now the boundaries had disappeared entirely with the thrust of that knife. Their lives joined together again. “Dan, why would I kill Tiffany? Think about it for a minute. Why would she even come to my office?”
 
    Ellen made a coughing noise and stepped forward. She turned quickly to look at her fiancée, Sergeant Bandarra. “Why don’t we talk about this another time? I don’t think you need to discuss the murder this minute.” 
 
   Marissa knew that Bandarra was absorbing every word as possible evidence against her. What you say may be used against you in a court of law.
 
    “Before you go,“ Bandarra said to Dan in his stentorian voice,  “what kind of purse does your fiancé carry?”
 
    Marissa’s last comments had deflated Dan’s anger somewhat and now his eyes brimmed with tears. “A small Gucci bag. I gave it to her for Christmas. Why?” 
 
   Marissa’s mouth dropped open. Dan couldn’t have told the police what purses Marissa had owned for all the money in them. He hadn’t even asked about Josh, knowing how susceptible he was to colds and flu during the winter. 
 
    “It’s missing. Does she usually take it to work with her?”
 
    “As far as I know. Why don’t you ask the woman who killed her?” Dan shot another glance at his ex-wife, firing visual daggers at her.
 
   Before the police could respond, Ellen took Dan by the arm and led him out of the office area. Bandarra followed her with his eyes until the two were out of sight and then turned back to Marissa. “So what do you have to say for yourself, Ms. Scott?” He stretched out “Ms.” into a slur, as if her independence was an insult. 
 
   Gavin looked ready to jump to her defense and Shawn stood as silent as one of the mannequins he worked with.
 
   Marissa felt weary. The good mood from being at the seminar had faded quicker than the smell of cheap perfume. “I don’t have any explanation for this. I’ve been out of the office all day. Anyone who knew me would know my schedule.”
 
    “You were only fifteen minutes from Westgate. Anyone could sneak out of a seminar for a half-hour without being missed.”
 
   “I sat with the same group of women from nine o’clock until the time Ellen called. Is that a solid enough alibi, or do you think the whole seminar was in on the murder too?” Marissa’s nostrils flared as she geared up for a fight. 
 
   Bandarra pushed his glasses up with his thumb and took the time to look around the barren cement room. “This office would be the perfect secret meeting place with you gone.”
 
    Marissa grimaced. “Especially if the murderer wanted to throw blame on someone else. Where better to kill Tiffany than at the desk of her fiancée’s ex-wife?” A little too perfect.
 
    Gavin cleared his throat. He watched Marissa carefully. “So it would seem.”
 
    Thanks, Gavin. Marissa thought it best to ignore him and continued to talk to Bandarra. Gavin had no official capacity in a case involving someone he knew. She needed to convince the authorities of her innocence. His enigmatic comments would upset her and make her think about their relationship instead of concentrating on what was happening here. 
 
   “I think you know me well enough by now to know that I wouldn’t be so stupid as to kill someone at my own desk. If I was going to be so obvious, why wouldn’t I just blow her away on the steps of the police station?”
 
   “Or you’re so clever that you did this to confuse us.” Bandarra held out a large plastic envelope with a business-letter envelope inside. The plain white envelope had no writing on the outside that Marissa could see. It was thin enough to show that it held nothing inside. “Have you seen this around? Can you identify this?”
 
    Marissa furrowed her brow. “Is this a joke? There are thousands of these around. I work in an office, in case you haven’t noticed.” Suspecting a trick, she looked at the envelope cautiously.
 
   Bandarra opened the seam of the plastic covering. “Not like this one. Take a whiff.”
 
   Marissa bent over the envelope still clutched tight in Bandarra’s hands and inhaled. The faint smell of cologne tickled her nostrils and as it did, an uneasy feeling gripped her stomach. She recognized the fragrance. Paradise, the same scent as the samples in her coat. Whoever was trying to frame her was doing their best work.
 
   “Do you know the scent?” Bandarra watched her face as she stood back up. Marissa felt as if he could read her thoughts.
 
   She took a deep breath, cleansing the scent from her nose. Her mind was another matter as she fought the desire to run to her coat to check the samples. “Where did you find this envelope?”
 
   “You’re stalling, Ms. Scott. Answer the question. Do you recognize the scent?” Bandarra stretched out the word until it sounded like a buzz. Ready to sting.
 
   Marissa shrugged. “It’s one of those new shared fragrances, but I’m not familiar with all of them. This is the perfume industry’s latest concept to sell more scent, one smell for both sexes.”
 
   Bandarra seemed to recognize her avoidance and moved a little closer to her. “How do you know what type of fragrance it is?”
 
   Shawn lifted his chin from his chest, but took care to avoid looking at the desk. His were as vacant as sockets. His skin was an unhealthy gray pallor. “Eddie really likes CK1.”
 
   Marissa walked over and put her arm around him. The signs of life she had seen earlier had been replaced by a total lack of interest in his surroundings that worried her. She guessed he was suffering from more than the breakup just now. Shawn had always been able to bounce back quickly from a broken romance. Shock maybe? The stupor that came from thinking your best friend at work was murdered? “Are you going to be okay? Why don’t I get someone take you home?”
 
    Bandarra walked over to the pair. “Excuse me, but who’s running this investigation? I’ll say when the suspect can leave. Now what about these fragrances?”
 
    Marissa felt outnumbered by the men in the room. On a good day, she could match them all, but no one would dispute that this was not a good day.  “I don’t know all that much about them because I don’t think they’ll be a big seller in the Midwest. Michael Jackson excluded, androgyny isn’t a popular concept in the Bible Belt. I can give you the names of some of the sales reps and they can tell you a lot more about the scents than I can.“
 
    Bandarra pointed to Shawn. “You mentioned CK1. Is that one of those unisex deals?”
 
    Marissa looked at Shawn again who still had his head bowed, like a man in prayer. She wondered what he would ask for right now. Sanctuary? Another chance with Eddie? “Yes, it’s another shared fragrance from Calvin Klein. What’s so interesting about an envelope? Tiffany was stabbed. She didn’t die from a paper cut.”
 
    Gavin took Marissa by the arm and pulled her to the side. “Look, we found the envelope on the desk lying under Tiffany’s body. There wasn’t any blood on it and it didn’t look like it belonged so we took it for evidence. We also noticed the smell and wondered there was a tie-in with some other weird events here at the mall.”
 
    Marissa’s ears perked up. “What events? You haven’t told me about anything going on here.”
 
    Gavin looked tired, the dark circles under his eyes more pronounced than upstairs. “Don’t make me sorry I told you this.” He looked over at Bandarra. “There’s been a series of pranks at the mall. Nothing earth-shattering, but they all seem to be related and we wondered if the murder could be connected to them.”
 
    Marissa’s eyes gleamed. “Are you talking about the incident at the store where someone dumped Eternity into the washing machine and turned it on? That news has already been around the mall twice.”
 
    Bandarra joined the huddle. Marissa could tell from the sergeant’s glance at him that Gavin was due for a lecture on confidentiality on the drive back to the station. Ellen would probably know all the details about the pranks and not worry about protocol. Friends in the security office were always the best source of information. Nothing in the store got by them. 
 
    “There have been several other incidents. Someone dumped a fragrance called Shalimar on the store manager's car paint, for starters.” High-priced posies.
 
    Marissa smiled at the thought of Harper’s Porsche smelling like a bed of flowers. “I can tell you that the number of suspects who don't like David Harper will include the whole store.”
 
   “Not popular, is he?” Bandarra smiled as if he might appreciate the manager’s personality. Birds of a feather. Marissa knew the sergeant had a similar reputation at the police station.
 
    “Not by a long shot. The store hasn’t been in operation very long, but when Zack left, David felt as if he needed to shake things up. ‘Agitate’ might be a better word choice.”
 
    Zack, the previous store manager, had been moved to the Middletown store, Cincinnati's answer to Siberia, for not meeting the Christmas sales numbers. Upper management had brought in a corporate hatchet man to bring the store in line. In the few weeks he’d been at the store, David Harper had moved around several department heads, fired four managers, and brought in his own office staff. Musical managers. Marissa could think of any number of people who might like to sabotage his car.
 
   “I assume you know about the incident at the fountain, too.” Marissa wanted to change the subject before Bandarra tried to interrogate her about her relationship with the new manager. “You’ll need to find out where all this perfume is coming from. Follow your nose.”
 
    Gavin slipped his arm around her. “Honey, are you sure you want to talk about this? As long as you’re covered for the time of the murder, you’re free to go. You don’t want to hear about police investigations.”
 
    Marissa's back arched and she pulled away from the policeman. How many times had she asked him not to call her that? She still wanted that measure of independence in her workplace. Marissa felt it was years too late for a man to coddle her. 
 
    She knew the honeymoon was over if she examined each word for a possible fight. There’d been a time when he could have called her ‘Tiffany’ and gotten away with it. Not now. 
 
   “I’d say I’m involved whether you like it or not," she said. "Someone killed a woman at my desk. It's like he’s challenging me to find out who doesn’t like me.”
 
    Bandarra smirked. “Well, that shouldn’t take you long. In fact, you should be done already.”
 
    “The same thing could be said of Tiffany. You should probably start looking into a possible connection between the pranks and her death.” Marissa adopted the tone she used with Joshua when he was being difficult, which could be often.
 
   “Just who do you think is running this investigation?”
 
    Marissa smiled. “You are, of course, but all the incidents involved cologne or perfume and caused a certain amount of embarrassment to the store. Again, the pranks have a tie back to the cosmetics department, but I didn’t do those either. I’m more straightforward than that.”
 
   Bandarra’s face looked calmer. “Exactly, and that’s why we wanted to know about the connection to this case. The perfumed envelope ties in with the other crimes.”
 
    Bandarra shoved Gavin towards the door so that the younger cop didn’t have a chance to say good-bye. “We have more people to talk to in the store, but you and Shawn should let us know if you plan to take a trip or be away from home. We’ll be in touch when we learn more from the coroner.”
 
    Marissa was almost grateful to the cop for getting her out of the awkward situation with Gavin, though she would rather die than admit it. She waited until the room was quiet to look around at the yellow-taped furniture and the barren office. The once-tranquil office looked like a war zone. The siege of Westgate.
 
    Shawn still stood in the corner of the room, looking gray. Marissa put a hand on his shoulder. “So had enough excitement for one day? Welcome to the world according to Marissa Scott where any number of impossible things can happen in eight hours.”
 
    Shawn mustered a half-smile and squeezed her hand. A reaction. Thank goodness.
 
    Nicole stuck her head into the office as Marissa spoke with Shawn. “Miss Scott, Mr. Harper wants to see you immediately.” Nicole Wilson, the clerk Marissa voted as most likely to drive her insane, had been promoted under the new regime to executive secretary. Lately, she'd taken to dying her hair dark brown, but never seemed to quite mask her blonde roots. She had a Cupid bow mouth and a cherubic face with pudgy red cheeks. Marissa could never quite tell if Nicole's uber-innocence was real or an elaborate ruse on Marissa. 
 
    To Marissa, Nicole’s promotion was akin to the president naming Jerry Lewis as Secretary of State. Curly as Vice President. Louise, the former secretary who had typed and filed for six store managers, had been relegated to the gift-wrap department to serve out her six months to retirement.
 
    Marissa rolled her eyes at the designer and provoked a snicker. He’d survive if he could still laugh about the current work situation. “Nicole, please see that Shawn gets a cab home. I don’t think he should be driving after all that’s happened.”
 
    Marissa made her way to the escalators and started up to see her boss. Near the top of the stairs, she waved at Anne who had been moved to the shoe department, but didn’t stop to talk or bitch. Her friend's red hair drooped as she tried to put away a box above her head. Marissa wondered how much more stretching her friend could take. Anne’s complaints about being transferred to a lifting and carrying job at seven months pregnant would probably provoke Marissa into saying something to the new boss she might regret later. Anne didn’t have the ability to stand up for herself against someone like David Harper. 
 
    She tapped lightly on the door to Harper’s office and stepped inside. The decorating from the last tenant had remained with the new regime. Just like a neutron bomb, she thought, only the people leave. The same brown leather sofa sat along the wall and the exact same oversized, mahogany desk stood opposite the door, but the new manager occupied the desk, not looking up as Marissa took a seat in front of him.
 
   “Nicole said you wanted to see me?” Marissa made a question of the words. Nicole often confused and jumbled her messages, making meetings into phone calls and e-mails into conference calls.
 
    “Yes, hold on a minute.” Harper studied his papers without looking up. Marissa noticed a small bald spot on the back of his head that he had tried to mask with the brown cropped curls. The manager stood six-four so Marissa couldn’t notice those signs in the usual conversation. 
 
    Harper’s European-cut suits and designer shirts fit his thin build like a sheath on a knife, but Marissa couldn’t see how an attractive appearance would help a man who was despised by the entire store. He wore a silk tie that Marissa knew cost more than her grocery budget this week. He was only twenty-six, two years younger than she was. Practically a child. Marissa had wondered if she could have been a store manager by now if she hadn’t stopped to have a family. Probably not. Kantor’s only had one female store manager in its twenty-six locations. That didn’t bode good tidings for a promotion. 
 
    Finally, David Harper looked up. “Only you, Miss Scott. I understand there was a murder in your department today. So what do plan on doing about this situation?” He spoke in a tone that Marissa used to thank customers for shopping at Kantor’s, a light airy tone that could mask any number of real feelings. What were his? Unlike Shawn, dead bodies didn't move him. 
 
   “I plan on letting the police handle the matter.”
 
    Marissa studied his expression, trying to figure out what response he wanted, but he was a closed book. She’d always been on a first-name basis with her previous managers who allowed for a certain amount of kidding and smiles, but David Harper looked all business. “I’m afraid that’s unsatisfactory, Miss Scott.”
 
    Marissa winced at the title only Nicole had used until her promotion. The thought of Nicole rubbing off on management was enough to make Marissa dust off her resume. 
 
   “You see," he continued, "the police have confiscated all your sales records since they were on the desk at the time of that girl’s murder. I believe I’d circulated a memo about department heads keeping their desks clean.”
 
    Marissa nodded. She’d figured since her cubbyhole was on the first floor and the managers sat upstairs, no one would know about her messy office. Leave it to Tiffany to bring it to Harper’s attention.
 
    Harper cleared his throat. “Without them, we don’t stand a chance of keeping all the necessary scents in stock while keeping our inventory to a minimum. We are being measured this quarter on ability to maintain acceptable inventory levels. I want to keep those numbers in line. I might be able to get you copies in a few days, but you know how difficult those computer geeks can be.”
 
    “I’m not sure I follow.”
 
    “As the head of the cosmetics area, you need those sales figures. It is incumbent upon you to get them back from the police. At the risk of sounding gossipy, I believe you have connections to the police department.” He used his fingers to make annoying little air quotes around “connections”. Marissa squirmed, thinking of Harper chatting about her personal life — and with who? “Use them to expedite matters and get your inventory reports back.” Harper adjusted his tie as he spoke. No use being a disheveled jerk.
 
   “I’m afraid your gossip is out of date, sir. I’m not on the best of terms with the police right now.” Marissa exhaled slowly, counting to ten the reasons she shouldn’t tell this man what she thought of him.
 
    “Whether you’re with the police or against them, Miss Scott, you’ll need to get to the bottom of this matter immediately. A murder in your department will not cost me sales. Do I make myself clear? Good day.”
 
    Marissa started to speak, but Harper turned around in his seat so that she could no longer see him. Dismissed, Marissa decided to call it a day.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4
 
    
 
    
 
   “Mrs. Scott, I’m so glad you’re here.” Miss Sally of River City ChildCare bustled across the room to Marissa and took her hand. Marissa marveled at her various titles. Miss to Nicole, Ms. to the police, Mrs. to Sally, and mom to Josh. “We tried to reach you at the number you gave us this morning, but they told us you’d left. Then we tried to reach Mr. Scott, but someone at his office said that he’d left too. We weren’t sure what to do.”
 
    “What's the matter? Is Joshua okay?” Nightmares abounded. Those words "what if" echoed through her mind. Marissa could never remember being contacted by the preschool before. Just her luck that today would be the one day she hadn’t been where she had told them. Even in death, Tiffany threw her world into turmoil.
 
    “Josh is running a fever. He’s resting in the next room right now, but we had to keep him away from the other children.” Sally had been one reason Marissa had chosen River City ChildCare when she had to start work again. The woman didn’t look like the owner of four preschools with her flowered dress and white ruffled collar that tried to hide her large figure. Sally was a matronly woman who vaguely reminded Marissa of a maiden aunt she had known as a child. Long gone, but not forgotten. Always spoiling her nieces and taking them on interesting excursions to the malls and museums of Columbus, Aunt Ruth had been a favorite of Marissa's growing up and the thought of Josh with her clone seemed less frightening.
 
    The day care had been built specifically for its purpose and the rooms had been created with each age group in mind. The front room had a waiting area and a small receptionist desk, although Marissa had never seen anyone with time to sit down. A track would be more appropriate. 
 
   The first room on the right was the baby room with four cribs and the same number of rocking chairs. The toddlers room was at the far end of the hall so that escaping children had further to go before reaching the entrance.
 
   Joshua was in the three-year-olds room: a room full of toys, slides, colors, and alphabet games. Sally had planned to move him to the next age group’s room in the next month to get him used to the new surroundings. Like his mother, Josh had trouble making adjustments to a new environment. Sally recognized traits like that in her wards and tried to make allowances for them. Marissa wished Kantor’s management was half so accommodating. Even a quarter so.
 
    “Have you given him anything for it?” Marissa strode into the small room where Josh rested. She felt a lack of proportion with the tiny seats and tables that made her seem like Alice in Wonderland.
 
   “Mrs. Scott, I know you’re upset, but I could lose my license, giving him medicine.” Sally knelt down by Joshua and ran a hand across his forehead. “He’s still very hot. Perhaps you should call the doctor.”
 
   Sally motioned to the phone on the wall and Marissa dug through her purse, trying to scrounge the phone number. She punched the buttons and waited for a response. Several rings elapsed and then a woman answered. “Doctor’s answering service. Who are you calling for?”
 
   Marissa looked at her watch. Five-thirty. She had definitely chosen the wrong profession if the doctor and his staff had gone for the day. “Dr. Adams, please. This is Marissa Scott. My son, Joshua, has a very high temperature and I’m concerned. I’m still at the daycare center, but I’ll be at home all evening.” Marissa left her home telephone number and Anne’s phone number in case they couldn't get in touch with her. The words spilled out of her mouth without thinking as if she was the delirious one. Joshua never ran a fever like this.
 
   Hanging up the phone, Marissa went back to her son and sat down. She placed a hand on him and stroked his reddish brown hair. “Josh, it’s Mommy. We’re going to go home now.”
 
   The boy shivered and rolled to face her. “Mommy, I don’t feel good,” he said through shivering lips.
 
   “I know, honey. I called the doctor and he’s going to make you all better.”
 
    She picked up the boy and cradled his little form next to her. The heat from his body warmed her chest as she held him. Still she felt cold inside. Sally picked up the boy's coat from the rack in the main room and rested it gently over Josh. “Please call if there’s anything I can do. I’d be happy to help.” Sally opened the door to the center and a blast of freezing wind whirled through the entrance.
 
   Marissa hurried to the car and gently placed Josh in his car seat. The boy quivered again and Marissa had a momentary fear of convulsions. If not him, her. As she shut the door, she said a silent prayer that Josh would cool off soon. Taking a deep breath, she ran to the driver’s side and slid behind the wheel.
 
   Besides the Aunt Ruth memory, Marissa had selected River City as her day care because the facility was only five minutes from her apartment. She had recently moved to a two-family on Bridgetown Road, past the row of fast foods and businesses that congregated near the intersection with Glenway. Somewhat removed from reminders of retail. Marissa had chosen her first apartment at the time of her separation, thinking the situation temporary. The little apartment had turned into a yearlong residence until the divorce was finalized and Dan announced his plans to marry his mistress. Time moved quickly. Marissa had realized she needed to get on with her life by herself. The new home, while only a few blocks from the previous apartment, afforded more living space, bigger bedrooms, and a backyard for Josh.
 
   She pulled into the driveway and unfastened her son from the harness. She cradled him against her chest as she tried to maneuver the snowy walk in her leather soles. Fumbling with the lock and keys, she rested Josh’s hot face against her shoulder. Inside the door, she slipped off her shoes and walked across the thick carpet into the living room. The pieces of furniture Marissa had kept from her marriage matched the pale painted walls and beige carpet covering the entire apartment. Marissa carried her son down the short hallway to his room and turned on the light.
 
   She went out to check the answering machine, hoping the doctor had called. The message light blinked serenely, and she punched the button.
 
   A woman’s voice floated into the room as light and carefree as one of the snowflakes outside. “Marissa, hi. This is Tiffany. I'm sure you don’t want to talk to me, but I was hoping we could talk and iron things out before the wedding. I want my day to be perfect. Could you meet me at Kantor’s this morning about ten? Great, thanks, bye.”
 
   Three beeps sounded to mark the end of the messages, but Marissa didn’t move. What had just happened? Lost in the concern for her son, the thoughts of the murders came back to her in a flash. Tiffany had wanted to meet with her, probably in her office so they would be alone. If she had received that message, she might have cut her seminar short to give the teenybopper a piece of her mind, a tongue-lashing never to be forgotten. She shuddered, thinking of the consequences. There would be no alibi, no fifty people willing to swear she hadn’t left all day. No reason for the police not to arrest her. Tiffany’s murder would have been dumped squarely at her feet. She’d be at the police station, trying to explain to Bandarra what had happened while Josh needed her at home.
 
   Marissa popped the tape from the machine and pushed the cassette into her pocket. At least dating Gavin had taught her a few things about police procedures and crime-scene techniques. Marissa’s lip twisted as she wondered if that was the only good thing she could think of to say about her three-month relationship. Maybe not.
 
   She had to save evidence like this. Tiffany’s mindset before her murder might be important to the police. She couldn’t imagine what the young girl wanted to talk about with her. Compare notes on Dan? Was he more thoughtful toward her than he had been with his last wife?
 
   Marissa tucked Josh under the covers of his bed and went to the bathroom. She found a bottle of children’s Tylenol and popped the lid with her coral pink nail. She took one of the pills and a cup of water back to the boy.
 
   “Josh, I know you don’t feel like it, but drink this. It’ll help you get better.” He leaned forward and took the pill. The boy felt even hotter to her touch after the trip home and Marissa wondered when the doctor would call. She willed the phone to ring. Wanting to do a million things for her son, she didn’t know what might help and what would make him worse. Marissa turned her son over and shook down the thermometer. Josh was too sick to even make a fuss about where she put the device. She collapsed in the rocking chair across the room from his bed.
 
   “Get this thing out of me.” Joshua’s voice rang out through the apartment after a few seconds. Maybe he was feeling better if he could complain this loudly. She half-expected the familiar thump on the wall from Mr. Weber next door. Marissa ran back to the bed where her son tried desperately to reach behind him and pull out the thermometer. She took it and held the instrument next to the Winnie the Pooh lamp by his bed. 104.9 degrees. Damn.
 
   The phone rang and Marissa snatched up the extension in her bedroom across the hall from Josh’s room.
 
   “Marissa, this is Anne. What is going on with you? Your life is so exciting.”
 
   Anne's voice pushed her over the edge. How she longed for a peaceful existence like Anne had: no money worries, a husband who came home at night. Anne still had the naïve attitude that nothing seriously wrong could ever happen. Her freckled fresh face and red hair only accentuated her beliefs. No one would frame Howdy Doody. 
 
   Marissa started to cry; hot, bitter tears ran down her cheeks as she sat on her bed. “I don’t want exciting. I want quiet and peace and relaxation.”
 
   The voice on the other end went silent and started again hesitantly. “Are you okay? I know Tiffany’s death hasn’t made you suddenly remorseful. I know you better than that. What's going on?”
 
   “It’s Josh. He’s really sick and I’m waiting for the doctor to call. I’m having trouble trying to cope with everything: Josh, Dan, and Tiffany. I don’t know what to do.”
 
   Anne cleared her throat and Marissa recognized her take-charge attitude. She’d heard that intonation in her friend’s voice often enough during the difficult months of finding a job and moving out on her own. “Ask me. I can help.”
 
   Marissa wanted to cry more at the thought of her friend giving her advice. Anne had been her biggest support during the divorce and helped Marissa repeatedly in the year since then. “You still have two more months to find out what this is really like.”
 
   “Tom bought me a library full of books on child birth, child care, child rearing, child psychology, child-you-name-it. He thinks I won’t notice how much he’s traveling on business while I’m reading all these books, but it hasn’t worked. So ask away. Describe the symptoms.”
 
   Anne's tone regarding her husband had taken a sharper edge since her pregnancy. At one time, Marissa envied Anne’s seemingly perfect life, but she wasn’t sure she would trade with her at this point, sick child and all.
 
   “He has a high fever that came on quickly. He says his stomach hurts too.” Marissa sniffed and rested her head against the pillow. Her eyes stared at the ceiling, unable to close and rest. No sleep.
 
   “Has he thrown up? How are his bowels?”
 
   Marissa smiled a little. Anne’s questions reminded Marissa of the way her mother used to ask questions when the girl complained of feeling poorly and wanted to skip school. “No and fine.”
 
   “Then put a cool washcloth on his head or maybe run a cold water bath for him. That should bring the fever down a little.”
 
   Marissa swallowed hard.  “His temperature is almost 105 degrees. “
 
   Marissa heard her friend catch her breath. “I hate to tell you this, but you need to get him to a hospital right away. Take him to Children’s Hospital Medical Center down in Clifton. It’s off Vine. Do you know where that is? Call the doctor and tell him to meet you there. Then call me when you get there. If you need me, I’ll come down. Now go.”
 
   The phone went dead. Marissa sat up on the bed and dialed the doctor’s number again. She waited as the same woman came on the line. “Please have Doctor Adams meet me at the hospital. I’m taking my son in. His temperature keeps going up.”
 
   Marissa tried not to think of the death she’d already encountered that day as she bundled the boy in a coat and took him out into the night.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5
 
    
 
    
 
   A pale light filtered into the room, but shadows of the bed and machines fell across the area where she rested. The hospital provided chairs that folded out into futons for parents who chose to spend the night. Marissa tried to roll over; her fingers tingled over the edge of the mattress. At least part of her slept. Deciding rest wouldn’t come, she sat up and looked around the room.
 
   Joshua shared a room with three other children, privacy being an option Marissa couldn’t afford beyond the health care provided by Dan’s work. An HMO: Hoard Money for Ourselves. Thick orange curtains divided the room into four sections and Josh had been assigned the space nearest the door. The boy slept quietly in the bed, cranked to an angle where Marissa could watch his face from her own makeshift bed. An IV tube ran from his splinted arm to the drip bag over the bed.
 
   Marissa ran her arm under the pillow and tried to relax. Fat chance. Last night hadn't provided much opportunity for rest. She’d had trouble finding the hospital in Clifton. The narrow, one-way streets and the number of medical facilities on Pill Hill made Children’s difficult to locate and the neighborhood wasn't one where a woman alone asked for directions after dark. Unless she wanted to find trouble.
 
   When she had found the hospital, the emergency room had been cramped with children in various stages of illness: crying, moaning, and wheezing. The noise level fueled Marissa’s frayed nerves. She lost her temper with the woman behind the desk who seemed more interested in insurance plans and addresses than in Joshua. She thought about using her rectal thermometer on one of the clerks to get their attention.
 
   Her anger had only caused more aggravation. How could the people be so calm when her son was so sick? Finally, a resident took them into an examining room. He poked and prodded on the patient. Joshua started to cry. Marissa had leaned close to him and stroked his head. He turned to her and she kissed him gently on the forehead, still hot to her lips. No better.
 
   “He has an infection of some type. We’ll have to do more tests to find out where, but we can’t do those until tomorrow. So what we’ll do is admit him, start him on an antibiotic drip, and monitor him tonight. Then we can find out what’s the matter in the morning. Any questions?” The resident smiled at Marissa and waited for a response.
 
   “Admit him?” The words wouldn’t register with her, like the time her car had been wrecked and the insurance company had declared the vehicle totaled. She had repeated the words five times before making sense of them. “You mean, keep him here overnight. Admit him. I thought you’d want to give him some pills and send us home.”
 
    The resident played with the hem of his white jacket. “No, ma’am. We don’t know the source of the infection so we’d prefer to keep him and run some tests.”
 
   So another nurse had brought them to this room. Joshua had screamed when they put the IV in his arm and had tried to yank it out. One of the fathers looked around the edge of their curtain to see what the noise was. His face was gaunt and gray, and Marissa wondered if her own face looked as haggard from the thought of something happening to her son. The universal look of parental fear. The little boy had cried himself to sleep while Marissa drifted off into uneasy dreams.
 
   Joshua slept peacefully now. Last night’s temperature had disappeared when Marissa had checked on him two hours ago. 
 
   She stood up and moved around the room. The windows looked out on the view of the parking garage where a dusting of snow covered the tiny cars on the top level. Had it snowed last night? Or were these the cars of parents who had been here for days? Marissa heard a noise from Joshua’s area and started back towards the boy's bed.
 
   “Joshua, why did this happen? What’s the matter?”
 
   Marissa stopped and waited. She didn’t need to walk through the curtain to recognize her son’s visitor. The familiar tightening of her neck muscles and the burning in the pit of her stomach told her that her ex-husband, Josh’s father, had arrived. Dan’s arrival combined with Josh’s illness and a lack of sleep made her a candidate for one of these hospital beds in the ward for the terminally stressed.
 
   She debated about hiding behind the curtain until he left again, but decided against it. No telling how long Dan would stay. Sooner or later she would need to go to the restroom or check on her son. Not to mention that Josh told everything he knew. She took a deep breath to steel her will and pulled the curtain back. “Dan, I didn’t expect to see you here.”
 
   “Well, I’m surprised you had Anne call me.”
 
   Marissa wasn’t sure whether she should kill her friend or thank her. Dan hadn’t been on her list of people for Anne to call. An oversight. Her ex-husband wasn’t much of a part of his son’s life these days. Still, he was Joshua’s father even if he forgot about it when the child support came due. “Well, I thought you should know. After all, he’s your son, too,” Marissa said through clenched teeth, trying to force a smile.
 
   “He’s the only one I have left.” Dan looked down at his son and then at Marissa. She was surprised to see welled-up tears in his eyes. This man hadn’t cried when he told her he wanted a divorce or he was having an affair or when he told her that his current love interest was ten years younger than she was. Now he had tear ducts.
 
   Marissa motioned to him. “Could I see you in the hall? I'm not sure Josh should see you like this.”
 
   Dan waved her away and then covered his face with his hand. “First you tell me I’m not emotional enough and now you’re saying I shouldn’t cry in front of my son. What do you want from me?” He sniffed loudly. 
 
   Marissa motioned him into the hall again. “I’m not going to fight with you in front of Josh. He’s been through enough in the past twenty-four hours without seeing his parents argue. You know that upsets him.”
 
   Dan followed her into the hallway. Rooms lined three walls of the U-shaped area. The fourth wall held a nurse’s station and the doorways to the elevators and waiting room. Several of the doors stood ajar and Marissa spied into the rooms with other parents, some whose children would never leave here. Their faces showed the anguish she felt this minute, worried about the baby she had conceived, carried, and nursed through countless scrapes and bruises. Helpless this minute. Reliant on strangers. 
 
   Her body suddenly felt very heavy and she had to will herself to move towards the waiting area. The room the hospital called a waiting area, which was the size of a walk-in closet, stood empty. Plastic upholstered chairs lined the walls except for the space in front of restroom doors on the opposite wall. A small television tuned to the Disney Channel hung from one corner of the room. Mickey Mouse tried to hide from a ghost while Donald railed and cursed it. Which was the better reaction, she wondered. Marissa flopped down in one of the plastic chairs, but Dan continued to stand.
 
   “What exactly is going on here? What’s the matter with my son?”
 
   “The doctors aren’t sure yet. He has some kind of bacterial infection, but no one knows where it’s located. They have him on antibiotics to fight the infection, but the doctors want to run some tests to find out what’s wrong and make sure it doesn’t happen again.”
 
   “Everything is all what doctors say and all what doctors want, isn’t it? What about everyone else?” Dan turned and punched the wall. Marissa saw the plaster crack with tiny weblike patterns. Oh, what webs, she thought. Marissa bet Dan’s hand hurt more than the wall in this sturdy old building.
 
   “What was that all about?” Marissa felt like she’d walked into in the middle of the second act of a poorly written melodrama. “When did you get so down on the health care system? Have you been listening to C-Span or what?” Marissa suspected more personal motives. Dan only got this dramatic when something was majorly wrong. 
 
   Dan shook his head while he looked down at his swelling knuckles. His hand appeared to be the only part of his body with color at this point, even if it was red and black. Dan’s face was pasty and his reddish hair looked blonder than ever. “Just since this morning. I had to identify the body and talk to the coroner.”
 
   “Was that really necessary? I mean, everyone knew it was Tiffany in my office.” Marissa caught herself feeling sorry for her ex-husband and cursed. Sympathy for the devil. She had enough to deal with at this point without playing mother confessor to her ex-husband. Her son was ill and her boss expected her to solve a murder. 
 
   Dan looked down at her, his eyes staring straight into her. Soul-searching. She remembered this intensity which had fascinated her at Ohio State and worn her down during their marriage. He grabbed onto an idea until death did them part. Marissa could forget a slight or an error after a good night's sleep. Not Dan. He still beat himself up over things from college, events Marissa didn’t even remember. 
 
   “You might as well hear this from me. The coroner said Tiffany showed signs of a recent abortion. The police had a few questions for me about the — procedure and why she had chosen to get one.”
 
   Marissa widened her eyes. Dan’s talk of raising another family and bringing Joshua into their brood had been so much fantasy, or so she thought. A baby would have cemented his relationship with the girl. Forever, Marissa thought, remembering her own situation with a grimace. 
 
   “Why did she choose to get an abortion? I thought you wanted more children.”
 
   “The only person who can answer that is dead. I had no idea she was pregnant.”
 
   “Weren’t you being safe? In today’s age . . .” Marissa regretted the words when she saw the look on Dan’s face. He really didn’t need to be reminded that the world thought his intended a conniving homewrecker. He had to know the risk for disease. 
 
   Fighting came so easily to them. Painful patterns. She tried to remember the times in the beginning of their relationship when she was happy, but those memories were piled under years of hurt and anger. Still no need to be snippy when she might need help with Joshua in the near future. River City wouldn’t take Josh back while he ran a fever and she couldn't see David Harper letting her off work for very long. “I’m sorry. It’s just . . .”
 
   “I don’t understand how this could happen. We loved each other and planned on getting married in a few weeks. How could she get an abortion? I’m not even certain at this point if the baby was mine.”
 
   Dan’s face didn't show pain this time, but his eyes looked like they might spill over at any second. Hadn’t he thought of this? Tiffany had proved to Marissa that she hadn’t thought much of marriage vows. 
 
   “That’s what the police wanted to know. ‘Mr. Scott, you do know, once a cheater, always a cheater.’ I don't even get a chance to grieve for my bride and now I find out I lost one baby and my other child is in the hospital.” Did Dan think of infidelity as a one-time event? Marissa knew better. 
 
   Against her better judgment, Marissa stood up and hugged the man. Dan recoiled for a moment and then tentatively put his arms around her. “Thanks,” he mumbled.
 
   Marissa pulled away after a minute and looked at him. She still felt the tingle of his arms around her even though they stood apart. With their fighting, she knew where they stood, but the moment of tenderness left her confused. “So what else did he say?”

 
   Dan smiled tentatively. “Still the same old Marissa, huh? Other than telling me that Tiffany had an abortion and asking if I was the father of said child, the coroner really didn’t have a lot to tell me. She died in seconds from the first stab wound to the heart. The other wounds were just to make sure she was dead or malice. Tiff might not even have seen who killed her.”
 
   “That might be best — considering what I’ve seen here.”
 
   Dan's eyes started to tear again. “What aren’t you telling me? Is Josh really going to be all right?”
 
   Marissa settled for patting his shoulder this time. No use overdoing the sympathy or the physical contact. She had no time to reevaluate her feelings for Dan. He would remain the enemy until further notice. “He’s going to be fine. Some of these other kids won’t be though. It’s sad to think that somebody’s baby won’t have a life to live out.”
 
   Dan rubbed his sleeve against his eyes. She hoped he wouldn’t use the same technique on his runny nose. “Sorry, between whatever is wrong with him and the murder, I’m just worried about my kid right now. I’m all tapped out on other people’s problems. I feel like my whole life is in limbo.”
 
   Marissa started towards the door of the waiting room. She’d spent enough time away from Josh. She wanted to see him again and make certain that he was okay. “Well, it’s lucky things worked out the way they did so I could be there for Josh.”
 
   Dan stopped and turned. “What do you mean? How was Tiffany’s death lucky?”
 
   Marissa rolled her eyes. She was too tired to play diplomat after a sleepless night. Worried parent and concerned employee took every ounce of energy she had. “Not lucky that she died. Lucky I didn’t meet her like she asked me to.”
 
   Dan looked at her with a puzzled expression. Marissa remembered the look from the times when she had tried to explain her lack of interest in sports in general and hockey specifically. He couldn’t grasp a concept so foreign to his thinking. In this case, his new bride had wanted to meet with the last woman in his life. “Tiffany asked you to meet her? I can’t believe it. I know you hated her, but she really didn’t give you much thought one way or the other.”
 
   Marissa felt her ears burning and her skin grow warm. She had spent a year trying to get over this relationship and Tiffany hadn’t even had the courtesy to brood on the injustices she’d committed. Marissa sighed. “Not only did she invite me, she wanted to meet me in my office about the time of her death.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   Marissa reached in her pocket and pulled out the tape where she had put it last night. “You don’t have to believe me. She left a message for me on my machine.”
 
   Dan snatched the tape from her hand and headed back to the nurse’s station. A small clock radio with a cassette player sat on the desk. Dan pushed the tape into the slot. 
 
   A button started the whir. Marissa looked around, hoping none of the nurses would come back and want to know why this man was playing tapes on someone else’s desk. The machine whirred and the voice from last night filled the room again, light and airy. She listened again to the young voice, full of life and hope. Who had silenced Tiffany and why? What had she known?
 
   Dan spun around and glared at Marissa. “I don’t know what you’re trying to pull, but that’s not Tiffany. It doesn’t sound anything like her. Nothing.”
 
   Marissa pulled herself up to her full height and matched his stare. “I’m not pulling anything. That message was on my machine.”
 
   Dan walked towards Josh’s room. “I should’ve known that you had to get your digs in. Hurt Dan while he’s down, right?”
 
   Marissa walked over to the nurses’ station and yanked out the tape, pondering Dan’s words. If that wasn’t Tiffany, who had tried to lure her to the office? Was the person’s motive to frame her or kill her? Marissa sighed as he walked away, feeling the weight of her body fighting gravity again. So much for the cease-fire.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


  
 

Chapter 6
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa hesitated to go back into Joshua’s hospital room, not wanting to upset him with more arguments and yelling. He’d had enough of that when Dan and Marissa had split up. No use reliving the past. She stood in the hall, debating her options when she heard a voice behind her.
 
   “How’s the little guy doing?” She turned around to see Gavin Tish walking into the hallway. Great, boyfriends of her past and present returning to haunt her. What next, Tiny Tim? She tried to think of a way to keep Gavin and Dan separated, but her mind wasn’t up to the challenge at this point. Gavin despised Dan for what he’d done to her — even though he'd only met Dan briefly in the past. His feelings were hers magnified, a type of vicarious hatred. 
 
   “He’s doing better. His temperature is down and he’s sleeping right now. The doctors have more tests to run, but he’s out of danger.” Marissa felt her eyelids droop as she spoke. 
 
   Gavin leaned down to kiss her, but Marissa turned her head so that his mouth brushed her cheek. “Not now. Dan's here and he’s in a mood. I’ve had enough theatrics for one day.”
 
   Gavin straightened up, his face as black as the overcoat Marissa had bought him for Christmas. He’d bought her several gifts then and Marissa had felt compelled to reciprocate. Still the present hung well over the broad shoulders and slender waist that belied his thirty-one years. She looked up at his dark hair, eyes, and cute little ears. The thrill was gone. Gavin had chased her so long and so hard that she was tired of his persistence. What once she had seen as a caring heart and ongoing concern was now a continuing harangue to do things his way. Marissa doubted he had changed more her perception of the situation than his personality. She was still healing her heart and Gavin wanted to take it for a spin. She was too protective of her feelings to let him in all the way. 
 
   “You’ve got to get over him, Marissa. I could help if you’d give me half a chance.”
 
   The hair on the back of her neck bristled. Was she just overwrought or had she fallen for another totally self-consumed man?  “If you don’t mind, I could do without the psychological profile at the moment. I’m a little upset about my son.”
 
   Gavin stared into her eyes just a moment too long, letting her notice the red veins around his blue eyes. Had he been crying over Joshua or had he just worked too late last night? “Just be careful around Dan. He’s the main suspect in Tiffany’s murder.”
 
   Marissa let out a laugh. Almost a snort. One of the nurses looked up quickly and shot Marissa a nasty glance. “Dan is the king of non-confrontation. He’s the type to leave her at the altar or not show for his appointment with the marriage counselor, but he wouldn’t fight with the person he’s dating much less kill her.”
 
   Gavin moved to the small alcove in the corner beyond Joshua's door where crisp white sheets and green hospital gowns lay folded in neat piles on a metal rack. Order amidst chaos. Two doors in the alcove led to a small restroom and a supply closet. She longed to go back into the room and check on her son. Even in the morning light, the hospital area where she stood lingered in the shadows. Marissa hugged herself as she waited there.
 
   “You certainly don’t have any problems fighting with him now. It’s almost like you enjoy it.”
 
   Marissa shook her head and wisps of dark hair fell into her eyes. She wondered how bad she looked after her night on the chair. Bed-head and tears wouldn't grace the cover of Vogue. “This is now. He wouldn’t have said a word to me when we were married.”
 
   “Maybe he was acting out his anger to you on her. I don’t know, but he sure picked a winner this time. You ought to hear what we’ve dragged up on her already.”
 
   Marissa sighed. “If you’re talking about the abortion, Dan told me about it earlier. He’s pretty shook up about the whole matter so keep your voice down.”
 
   Gavin turned away from her, to face the rack and garments. “You certainly seem to be sharing secrets with someone you claim to not like.”
 
   With the way he was behaving, if Gavin ever got hurt she’d bring him to Children’s Hospital too. “He was crying when I came back to the room. He didn’t know what he was saying.”
 
    “Well, that’s only the tip of the iceberg. You wouldn’t believe what she was up to.”
 
   Marissa led her boyfriend past the nurses’ station into the hallway. She thought about guiding him all the way to the ward for the terminally insensitive. “Gavin, you can’t talk like that in front of the victim’s lover or a suspect. I think Dan’s had enough trauma for one day.”
 
   Gavin took a deep breath before continuing. “For starters, it looks like the envelope found under Tiffany’s body is the same make as those found at the pranks around the mall.”
 
   She slumped against the wall. The warm plaster felt good against her back. Marissa knew Gavin well enough to realize she wasn’t going anywhere until Gavin had told her what he wanted her to know. “So you think someone who dumped perfume in a fountain has now moved on to murder? It’s a big step from vandalism to first-degree homicide.”
 
   Gavin puffed out his chest out slightly and Marissa thought about grabbing his tie and yanking. She didn’t have the energy to stroke his ego or bounce ideas about a case now. Her life was in jeopardy, and she needed help. Wasn’t it his turn to come to her assistance?
 
   “Actually, we think Tiffany was part of the group who wanted to hurt the mall. We know she didn’t like you and poor sales would hurt Kantor’s. Ruin your Valentine’s Day promotion.”
 
   Marissa stared at her shoes and wondered if she dared to take off her flats and rest her tired feet. She never got comfortable in a hospital. She remembered the hours she had spent wandering the Columbus hospital where her dad had open-heart surgery years before. By the time he’d left, she had memorized the hallways, but they'd never felt familiar. A memory that she had shared with Dan, but that Gavin didn’t even know existed. Now she wondered if Gavin would even care about the memory. “Isn’t that a little extreme for not getting along with someone? I didn’t like her either, but I wouldn’t run around trying to hurt her job or mess up her life.”
 
   “Well, we’ve found out a lot about her. Tiffany was into overlapping serial monogamy. She had been dating one of her neighbors before Dan and dumped him when they started going out. I doubt Dan knew all this when he left you.”
 
   Marissa winced. Her pain over the failed marriage had healed, but she didn’t relish having her past thrown in her face and being found to be the lesser of two evils. What happened to being desired above all else? Being “the one”? Now she was the one who didn’t jump from man to man. She sighed again and wondered how long until Gavin finished telling her about the murder. Not soon enough.
 
   “Her ex-boyfriend, the one before Dan, was this incredibly jealous type. He followed Tiffany around for awhile and when we talked to him, he told us about some of her activities. She liked to collect secrets about people.”
 
   Marissa couldn’t take it anymore. “A man stalks his ex-girlfriend and you think that’s a good way to collect information on her. I can’t believe you would listen to a word told to you by someone who’s that jealous and potentially violent.”
 
   Gavin's eyes widened. He stood there for a moment, watching her. “We didn’t go on just his word. We checked out the story and found out he was telling the truth. Tiffany’s bank account had over fifty thousand dollars in it. She made about ten dollars an hour as a fragrance model.”
 
   “As a what?”
 
   “You didn’t know? She was one of those women who spray you in the aisles of your department and pass out samples.“ Gavin made a pumping motion with his finger.  “I would have thought she would have run into you before now.”
 
   “I know what a fragrance model is. I just can’t figure out why she would want to be one.” Marissa glared at the doorway of her son’s room. She recalled Shawn’s words about the victim’s resemblance to her. “He couldn’t even get someone in another field. Why doesn’t it surprise me that he was so unoriginal? At least, she had the good sense to stay away from my store. I’d have sprayed her with something she wouldn’t have forgotten, like a round of ammunition.”
 
    Gavin put his arm around her. “That’s the Marissa I know and love, but you’d better be careful saying things like that until we solve this case. Bandarra doesn’t take kindly to people threatening his victims. I had to talk him out of dragging you to the station.”
 
   “What?”
 
   Gavin wrapped his arms around her. Marissa felt the tension in his muscles and knew that given half a chance, he’d overwhelm her with proposed solutions to her problems. He couldn’t just support; he had to solve as well. “The only thing that stopped him was your alibi. He grilled those women at the seminar, but they insisted that you’d been there the whole time.”
 
   Marissa tilted her head to look at him. “I was. You believe me, don’t you?”
 
   “Sure I do. Anyway, Bandarra’s positive that her secret collecting led her to a second career in blackmail. Unless Dan was giving her a lot of money.”
 
   Marissa allowed herself to sink into his shoulder and relax. She momentarily forgot her problems. She tried to forget the past hurts and just enjoy the moment of someone guarding her for a change. “Dan makes forty-five a year, and he’s only known her two years. Despite the fact that he’s usually late with his support payments, the math still doesn’t add up.”
 
   “The old boyfriend works at a bar so I don’t see him forking over that kind of cash either. Some of the neighbors, though, say they’ve seen a new man coming around lately. They wondered if he was Dan’s replacement.”
 
   Marissa pulled her head away and looked up at him. She couldn't read the emotion in those dark eyes. Gloating maybe? “What are you saying? She had a new boyfriend? That means Tiffany might have gotten an abortion because the baby wasn’t Dan’s.”
 
   Gavin squeezed her. “Or because it was his.”
 
   “You really think she was going to dump him? I mean Dan talked about their wedding.” Marissa knew she was tired when she felt sorry for her ex-husband getting dumped.
 
   The police officer nodded. “She’d already pushed off the wedding once. I can’t see someone like her getting cold feet.”
 
   Marissa stifled a yawn. The lack of sleep had caught up with her and she knew another long night of worry loomed. Combined with the work she knew had piled up and everything else, she wanted to pull a blanket over her head and hide for a few days. “Gavin, why are you telling me all this? Bandarra will have your hide if he finds out I’ve heard all about the murder. I have to see a lot of him in the next few weeks with Ellen’s wedding coming up.”
 
   He cleared his throat and looked at the wall. “Actually, Bandarra suggested that I tell you.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He thought you might notice something or hear something from Dan that might bolster the case.” Gavin tugged at his collar, but didn’t turn to face her.  “We haven’t found her purse yet. We’re beginning to suspect that the murderer took it after he killed her.”
 
   “So I’m supposed to be some sort of police spy against my ex-husband. I can’t believe you people. What did you tell the good sergeant?”
 
   Gavin didn’t speak.
 
   “I should have known. Once again, you didn’t stand up to that blubbering idiot. Exactly what are you afraid of? Or do you think this is a good idea as well?”
 
   Gavin turned around and she could see the redness of his cheeks and ears. “He did compliment your suggestions to me about the last murder I worked on.”
 
   “Is that what you want here? Me to solve this case?” Marissa wondered if the whole world thought she could handle everything thrown her way. First, David Harper wanted an answer and now Gavin. Marissa remembered from church that God never gave someone more than they could carry, but Marissa planned a long chat with Him in the hospital chapel to tell Him how He’d overestimated her.
 
   “Look, Marissa. You don’t have to play Sherlock Holmes. We just want you to keep your eyes and ears open to anything that might happen.”
 
   “Like finding Tiffany’s purse in Dan’s pocket or a confession in his coat?”
 
   “I doubt if you’ll find a smoking gun like that. Dan’s way too smart to get trapped that easily.”
 
   She looked at him again and wondered why she had ever started dating again. Sometimes it wasn’t worth the effort to try to rebuild broken dreams. Opening up to someone and trusting another could only lead to heartache. Or heartburn in her case. “In case you’ve forgotten, I have a very sick son in the next room. I don’t plan on going anywhere until he’s okay.”
 
   “I know, but you’re in a unique position to help learn things about the murder.”
 
   “I believe that position is called overextended, the maternal version of Twister. You’re in a position to help me too, but all I’ve gotten from you today are motives and alibis. Why can’t we be concerned about the things I’m worried about?”
 
   “I am. I stopped and picked this up for him.” Gavin brought out a small truck from his pocket, a pick-up that Josh had admired numerous times at the mall. “I’m worried about the little guy, honestly.”
 
   Marissa took the truck and with her other hand, fumbled the tape from her answering machine. She handed it to Gavin. “I think you’ll want to hear this. Someone tried to lure me back to my office around the time of the murder. Dan insists that it’s not Tiffany’s voice on the tape, which would mean someone wants to implicate me.” She swallowed hard.  “Or murder me.”
 
   They heard a cough behind them. Gavin twisted around and Marissa followed his eyes. Dan stood a few feet down the hall, watching the pair. “I think I’d better go now. Bandarra’s probably wondering where I’ve gone to.”
 
   “Fine. Go. See you.” Marissa started back down the hall to Josh's room, not bothering to look back.
 
   As she passed Dan, he started walking with her, hustling to keep up with her pace. “Trouble in paradise?”
 
   “Look, don’t even start with me. You don’t realize it, but we just had a fight because I’m not going to spy on you for the police. Are you happy?”
 
   Dan stopped and grabbed her arm. Marissa jerked it loose and turned to face him. “Why me? The police don’t suspect me, do they?”
 
   “Of course, they do. The police suspect everyone who knew that tramp, excuse me, your fiancée. She brought out the worst in a lot of people.”
 
    Dan shuffled his feet and looked at the ground. Marissa recognized the gesture from her son when he wanted to ask for something he knew he shouldn't ask for. “Maybe you could tell the police I had nothing to do with the murder. Tell them I’m innocent.”
 
    “Dan, I know you’re going to find this hard to believe, but I already did that. Now I’m going to spend some time with my son and try to focus on what’s really important to me.” Marissa walked past the nurses’ station where one of the women in white stared open-mouthed at her, but she didn’t care. She headed to the door in the corner alone.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7 
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa stayed with Joshua that evening. For the most part, he slept, tossing and turning, hampered by the IV protruding from his splinted arm. She watched every movement. The previous night he’d slept without stirring and Marissa had crept close to the bed several times to make sure he was still breathing. She dozed in the reclining chair, trying to catch up on some overdue sleep, but her dealings with Gavin and Dan made her restless. Like dancing with two partners.
 
    Marissa stood up and walked to the window in the back of the room. She gazed out over the rows of cars across to the lights of the University of Cincinnati. Students would be studying, laughing, and drinking, far removed from a sick child. She tried to remember her own college days at OSU. Just over two hours from Clifton. 
 
   Looking out at the few stars, those memories might as well have belonged to someone else. She’d met Dan at Ohio State when they were both students, she in retailing and he in business. They’d taken the same marketing class and been thrown onto the same team for a group project. Marissa had been attracted to his reddish brown hair and his open smile. Other girls in the group had noticed him too, but he seemed oblivious to the attention of others. More than once, he’d made her laugh during that class much to the professor’s annoyance. He’d shared his plans for the future, a career and a family, and Marissa had been surprised how closely they resembled hers. The group had ended, but Marissa and Dan still found reasons to spend their spare time together. The casual outings had turned to dates. The dates to living together for the semester before graduation. Dan’s plans to move to Cincinnati and marry seemed reasonable at the time. Ah, had she but known.
 
   Marissa leaned against the window now and felt the cold impersonal glass against her body. The jolt made her aware of her surroundings and the child in the bed next to the window. Marissa had checked the boy’s charts yesterday while Josh slept. Robert had been at Children’s over a week suffering from malnutrition and pneumonia, but Marissa hadn’t seen anyone come to visit him in the thirty-six hours she had been there. So young. So neglected.
 
   She approached the bed and smiled. “Hi, Robert. How are you?”
 
   The black eyes continued to stare at her with no emotion. It had taken her almost thirty years to mask what she was feeling as well as this child.
 
   “My son’s in the next bed over. Maybe later I can open the curtain and you can see him.”
 
   The boy turned to face the curtain and Marissa stood up to go. She stopped for a second to watch his figure. With Josh out of immediate danger, Marissa had started to feel the strain of staying in the hospital. Late nights, no sleep. The world had moved on without her while time stood still in this room. Tiffany would be buried today, Bandarra would be investigating, and the store would be selling cosmetics without her.
 
   Marissa felt the heaviness on her shoulders as she had earlier. When she thought of the Valentine’s Day specials at the store, she felt that romance had passed her by. Would she end up in a hospital bed — alone without even visitors to break the monotony? Old and single. She couldn’t believe Dan had been her only chance at love. Yet how many times had she been taught about love at first sight and the one man who was your soul mate? Had Dan been a mistake or was her soul mate flawed? Marissa knew that there was no returns counter for defective partners. 
 
   Watching this lonely child made her wonder if she would ever feel that heady rush of emotion that made her giggle and laugh at a man’s every joke and smile. That first flush of love. Gavin certainly didn’t make her feel that way. Had she settled too soon for Gavin because he pursued her, or was this supposed to be the way mature love felt? Marissa had so few chances to meet men. Fathers at day care, husbands at the perfume counter, gay employees at the store, older men in her neighborhood. No one to make her feel weak in the knees. She pondered to think why so many cliches for romance sounded like a bad case of nausea. Had Dan felt this way about Tiffany? Marissa knew she was exhausted, wondering about the quality of her ex’s relationships.
 
   She walked around the dividers to see Dan standing over Josh and whispering to him.
 
   Anne stood just outside the door, watching her friend’s reaction. Marissa gave her a smile and a little wave. Marissa looked at Anne’s face with its freckles and little button nose. Her mood brightened just seeing Anne.  “What are you doing here?”
 
   Anne shrugged. “I wasn’t doing anything at home and I hadn’t heard from you so I came down to see how things were.”
 
   Marissa patted Josh again and walked into the hallway with Anne. “Thanks. I could use some adult conversation for a change.”
 
   Anne stopped and faced her friend. She pushed a strand of red hair from her face. “Isn’t Dan — never mind, I know what your reply will be.” She laughed at her own joke and held her protruding stomach. Marissa marveled at her friend’s wardrobe. How could someone still look so young and naïve at seven months pregnant? “I’ve started to jiggle when I giggle.”
 
   Marissa nodded. “That’s not the worst part of pregnancy, but I remember the feeling. Where are we going?” The two women had walked down the corridor to the elevators. “I can’t leave Josh here.”
 
   “Dan’s with him. I thought we’d go downstairs for a bite to eat and chat.” Anne punched the elevator button in silence. “I’m positive you haven’t been taking care of yourself. When was the last time you ate?”
 
   Marissa rested against the wall. “Last night I had some peanut butter crackers. Does that count?”
 
   The doors slid open and the women stepped inside with two doctors. Marissa saw her friend’s matchmaking alarm go off as she checked the ring fingers of the men. Anne made a pretense of talking to them as they glided into the basement eating area. Small talk. Those questions feeling out their marital status and social standing. Marissa rushed out of the elevator before Anne could invite them to eat with them. She wasn’t up to being charming and bubbly today. She wanted to draw curtains around her soul and retreat from life. 
 
   “So how is Josh?” Anne asked as they sat down with their trays.
 
   “His temperature is normal and he’s feeling a lot better, but they still haven’t located the source of the infection.” Marissa took a bite of the roast beef on rye and chewed hastily. She hadn’t realized how hungry she had been. The worry diet, she thought.
 
   Anne reached over and patted the hand without the sandwich. “The doctors will find it and everything will be fine.”
 
   “Sure, and then I get to go back to work and deal with a murder in my office. Not much to look forward to.” She dumped the sandwich back on her plate as the food began to churn in her stomach. Maybe she should eat slower until her stomach was full. Or not think about Josh’s condition. Or the murder. 
 
   “Have the police found anything?”
 
   “A way to tick me off, but nothing about the murder.” Marissa took a sip of the milk and felt the cold drink against her throat. The rumbling sensation in her stomach slowed. She tried a forkful of Jell-O.
 
   “I take it from that statement that things aren’t going well with Gavin.”
 
   Marissa nodded and continued to eat.
 
   “Has he said anything about Tiffany?” Anne tried to lean across the table to keep her voice down, but her girth kept her a fair distance from her friend.
 
   “Just that they wanted me to spy on Dan. Gavin came in here and told me all about the case in front of Dan. I was so mad. Plus someone called and left a message on my answering machine. The caller said she was Tiffany Wong, but Dan swears it’s not. I don’t know what to think anymore.”
 
    “So who’s lying? Dan or the tape? You’ve never been able to trust him.”
 
     Marissa stopped her fork for a second. “You don’t have to remind me, but he seemed sincere about it. I've developed a sixth sense about Dan and the truth since we’ve been divorced. I can tell when he’s lying.” She picked up the sandwich again and took a bite. This time no bile with her mouthful. She tried a third, knowing she was starved.  “Plus Dan is all upset about the baby and the abortion so I can’t see him being up to his mind games. “
 
   “What baby?” Anne was practically laying across the table now to get closer to her friend.
 
   “Tiffany had an abortion recently. The autopsy confirmed it today. Dan’s upset about it and doesn’t know if it's his or someone else’s.”
 
   Anne caught her breath and sat up straight. “Serves him right for cheating on you.”
 
   Marissa smiled. “Now who's being vindictive?”
 
   “Marissa, don’t be so cavalier about this. Someone wants to involve you in this murder. Be careful.”
 
   “It’s going to be hard to get me while I’m in the hospital.”
 
   “Anything could happen. Someone could break into your apartment and look around, plant evidence. You could be at risk.” Anne’s hands moved constantly in little washing motion, like she was trying to get the murderer off of her skin. For all her thrill at Marissa being involved, Anne would have freaked out to be that close to murder. A loving family and a wealthy husband had insulated her life. 
 
     Marissa noticed a large Asian man with raven hair pulled back in a ponytail at the next table. Sitting alone, he took long draws from a can of Pepsi. His size made him look like a fallen chunk of the Wall of China, but Marissa’d put her money on this man in a fight against the structure. His left hand was bandaged in white linen with dark stains across the wrist. He noticed her about the same time, and his black eyes narrowed to lines. 
 
   “You say something about Tiffany, Tiffany Wong?” His voice was deep and resonant, making the few other patrons in the cafeteria look at him and quickly turn away. Everything about him screamed violence and blood. A twenty-first-century Genghis Khan. 
 
   “Nobody says a word about my Tiffany, especially no Cauc like you.”
 
   Marissa closed her eyes for a second and tried to breathe like she’d learned in her stress management class. No escape from that woman. She opened her eyes and turned to face the man. “If you really must know, I said that Tiffany was all wrong for my new house. I don't suppose you’re into decorating at all.”
 
   The man seemed confused by Marissa and stood up, knocking over his chair. He took his can and squeezed it, making a cracking noise. Throwing the can, the man hit the trashcan with his shot and made a pumping motion with his arm. He left without a word.
 
   Marissa waited until the door to the cafeteria had shut before she spoke again. “I’m not sure, but I strongly suspect that we just met the jilted boyfriend. He looks like he could murder people for fun and profit. Did you notice the bloodstains?”
 
   “Maybe a knife wound?” Anne asked.
 
   “See. I’d like to be able to talk to Gavin about this, but he’d want to stay with me to protect me from any harm. He can’t just listen. He has to react and solve all my problems for me. I’m an adult and I want to be able to stand on my own as well as be involved in a relationship.”
 
   Anne furrowed her brows. “I can understand that, but you still need to be careful. Do you think Mr. Bloodstained Hand has taken to following you now or maybe your delightful ex? I can see why Tiffany would want to get away from him. Even Dan could look like a prince in comparison. The black prince, but a prince all the same.”
 
   Marissa smacked her friend on the arm. “That was supposed to be my line. Watch it.”
 
   The pair traveled back to Josh's room in silence, Marissa suddenly remembering why they were having a meal in a tacky hospital cafeteria instead of the usual mall fare. Worry resurfaced. The heavy gloom that had been with her for the past two days returned as they rode upwards. 
 
   The ward was still, the clack of their shoes the only noise. The echoes made her feel even more alone here. 
 
   “Hi, guys.” Marissa entered the room, and perched gently on the side of the bed. Seeing Dan and Josh together made Marissa remember the resemblance between father and son. Eyes, foreheads, and hair color had all been passed from the paternal genes. She hoped her influence could rid him of Dan’s bad habits. 
 
   “Mommy, Daddy promised to spend the night. We’re all going to sleep together.” The boy beamed and his color looked better. The washed-out look from yesterday was gone.
 
   Marissa wondered what to say. Sleeping near Dan wasn't something she’d wanted for Valentine’s Day. Her feelings for her ex-husband were as sterile and subdued as one of the nurse's uniforms.
 
   “I hope you don’t mind. Josh wanted me to stay and I agreed — for his sake.”
 
   Marissa plopped down in the chair that would hold her for the night. “Whatever.”
 
   Dan went around the curtain and pulled the chair from Robert’s area next to Marissa's seat. He sat down and looked at his ex-wife. “I hope I didn’t cause any trouble between you and Gavin today. I’m sure a murder case puts you on opposite sides of the situation here.”
 
   Marissa’s eyes flicked to her son and turned back to Dan. “He’s not officially on the case since I’m involved. Thanks to you. Besides, I’d really rather not discuss my relationship with Gavin. We have some problems, but we’ll work them out.”
 
   Dan pushed the chair back down and relaxed. “I hope so. Love is a terrible thing to abandon. It doesn’t come along that often.”
 
   “You should know.”
 
   Dan sat up and looked at her. “Jeez, can’t we ever just talk without getting snippy?”
 
   Marissa turned and noticed the couple across the room peering at them from the edge of the curtain. “Dan, I can’t get comfortable with you. I certainly don’t trust you. So why don’t we leave it at that?”
 
   Josh turned over and the IV tube grew taut. Marissa stood up and gently moved the plastic line. She could still feel the burden of Dan’s eyes on her, pulling her down even further.
 
   “You know, I still feel comfortable with you. This is like old times, the good old days.” Dan’s voice came across as a whisper, too quiet to wake their son or cause more conjecture from the neighbors. A forced intimacy.
 
   Marissa turned and drew a deep breath. “There were no ‘good old days’. You dumped me, you left me, and you cheated on me. Why exactly should I look back on those days and be misty-eyed? The happiest part of our marriage for me is that it’s over.”
 
   Dan stood up and walked to the door. He turned around, silhouetted by the hall lights. “I'm sorry to hear you say that.” He stepped out of the doorway and Marissa made a noise that brought looks again from the opposite curtain. Her claustrophobic feelings went with him.
 
   Tiffany’s not even cold yet and already he’s trying to get me back, Marissa thought. She stood up and pulled Josh’s sheets over his small body. His fever was gone, but Marissa still worried about him catching another disease while he was here. Strep, staph, whatever. The hours of sleep couldn’t protect him against all the viruses lurking in the hospital.
 
   Dan still hadn’t returned when Marissa closed her eyes for the night. She continued to toss, trying to feel comfortable on the small chair-bed. One of her arms draped over the edge and touched the cold tile floor while her other arm twisted at an unnatural angle. She awoke later to hear soft rhythmic breathing along with Joshua’s snores. Opening an eye, she saw Dan looking almost as uncomfortable on the other chair. The pillow had bent his head up so his chin almost touched his chest. Marissa thought about waking him, but decided a stiff neck would serve him right. Keep his eyes from checking out every woman in the hospital for a day.
 
   She tried to drift off again, but her mind floated off to memories when she and Dan shared a bed. She remembered the nights where she would doze against his chest, the fine hairs tickling her nose. The nights of lovemaking where she fell asleep tucked in his arms or cradled against him as he leaned against the headboard. Marissa tried to count sheep to stop thinking about his proximity, but the memories continued, some good and some bad. The weekend trips for two wanted to make Marissa reach out and stroke his hand. The other memories, the more recent ones, made her want to grab his arm and wrench it off.
 
   The night hours crept by, as Marissa became more aware of the sounds coming from the other partitioned spaces in the room. Robert breathed with difficulty, coughing and choking every few minutes. The people next to Josh made no effort to sleep, talking softly while she tried to listen.
 
    
 
   ***
 
    
 
   The sun was up and the tile shone when Marissa woke again. Dr. Adams stood over Joshua’s bed, staring down at the boy. Her own lungs froze. She tried to form words to speak, but instead her mouth just fell open. Dan wasn’t in the room as she stood up and walked over the bed.
 
   “Mrs. Scott, I didn’t want to wake you. I know how hard all this has been.” The pediatrician gave new meaning to the phrase baby doctor. He looked about ten, even though Marissa knew he had to be at least in his mid-thirties. His hair, light brown with blonde streaks, fell down over his ears and his boyish face wore a toothy grin. He looked more ready to play softball than save lives.  Marissa thought she saw a pimple on his forehead, which only added to his adolescent appearance.
 
   “Is Josh going to be okay?”
 
   Adams led her to the chair where Dan had spent the night and motioned for her to sit. She leaned back in the chair and smelled the familiar odors of her ex-husband as she waited for the prognosis.
 
   “Your son is going to be fine. He gave us a little scare, but nothing too alarming. He has a kidney infection brought on by problems in urination.”
 
   As the relief flooded through her, Marissa felt as if the doctor had removed all her bones and left the flesh in a pile. She’d been running on adrenaline and coffee for almost forty-eight hours now and her tanks were empty. “Fine? He’s going to be fine?”
 
   The doctor nodded and his hair fell down into his eyes. “There seemed to be some backwash into the kidneys, but we haven’t been able to find any blockage in the urethra. We’d like to keep Josh a couple more days and try to find the cause, but he’ll back to his old self soon.”
 
   Marissa walked over to the bed again, almost stumbling as she did. Joshua lay awake now and smiled at her. Marissa knew she'd watch any number of cartoons with this boy without complaining for a few days, happy to have him home. She stroked his head and rumpled his hair. He hadn’t complained about the affection so she knew he still didn't feel well. “There won’t be any long- term effects of this will there? I mean recurrences or other problems?”
 
   “After he’s released, we’ll do urine samples on a routine basis, maybe every three months or so. If we see any trace of infection, we can give him antibiotics and try to discover the source of the problem again. Otherwise, he’ll be as good as new.”
 
   Marissa looked up to see Dan in the doorway. From his expression, she wasn’t sure how much of the prognosis he'd heard.
 
    “Mr. Scott, I was just telling your wife that Josh is going to be fine.”
 
   “Ex-wife,” Marissa spoke out of habit.
 
   The doctor stammered. “Sorry, I was telling your ex-wife, Joshua has a kidney infection, but he should be well enough to go home in a couple of days. We just want to observe him a little longer.”
 
   Dan walked over to the end of the bed, keeping his distance from Marissa. He looked down, beaming. She couldn’t tell if the news would allow him to grieve for Tiffany or had only added to his shock from the past few days.
 
   The doctor said good-bye and walked out of the doorway. Dan grabbed one of Josh’s feet and pretended to tickle it, making the boy squeal with anticipation.
 
   “I’m glad this all worked out. Why don’t you go home for awhile and get some rest?”
 
   Marissa looked at Dan and noticed the dark circles under his eyes. “I’m not going to leave Josh here by himself. He needs someone to watch after him.”
 
   “I’ll stay with him. The nurses are right around the corner if he needs anything. You look beat — you haven’t had a shower in two days. You could use some rest. This has been very trying on all of us.”
 
   Marissa looked at her son and smiled. “I don’t know if I can leave him like this. He needs me.”
 
   Dan sighed.  “He has two parents.”
 
   “Why this sudden concern? You don’t even pick him up most weekends for visitations and now you want me to leave him with you. I’m not sure you even remember what it's like to be responsible for a kid.”
 
   Dan turned his head towards the curtain. “The last few days have made me rethink my priorities. I've lost a lot. I thought it would be nice to spend some time with my son. Besides, there’s a whole staff here to monitor me.”
 
   Marissa wished she could take back her words, but she knew it was too late, years too late. “I’m not sure I can sleep right now. Maybe I should go to work for a bit and try to straighten up the disaster that I’m sure is waiting for me.”
 
   Dan turned to look at her again. His eyes were misty and red. “I don’t have to go back to work for a few weeks. The boss said I could take as much time off as I need.”
 
   Marissa found her purse and kissed her son on the cheek. “The only way Harper would say that would be right before saying, ‘you’re fired.’”
 
   


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
    
 
    
 
   The good-byes had taken longer than the car trip home or the time she spent preparing for work. She had ensured that Dan had her work number, her home number, and the phone numbers of at least three friends. Marissa still felt uneasy about leaving Josh, but she knew her boss wasn’t likely to share her concern. Far from it.
 
   The store felt removed from her as if she’d been gone for months. A cold front had made the snow on the store’s sidewalks as brittle as dried-out fingernail polish. She walked straight down the main aisle to the cosmetics department and turned left to her office. Pushing the swinging doors open, she found the area still cordoned off with bright yellow police tape. Officially off-limits. Her desk was clear of its usual stacks of papers and covered with gray powder. For a moment, she’d forgotten about the murder and its implications of her guilt. Too bad no one could bottle peace of mind, Marissa thought. She would hoard cases of the stuff. 
 
   She threw her coat on one of the metal bookcases on the far side of the room and left the office. Walking towards cosmetics, none of the clerks appeared to be working. While the cat’s away, she thought. Why did it not surprise her none of the salespeople would keep up appearances in her absence?
 
   Marissa approached the counter to find Bonnie sitting on the white marble tile picking up change and leaning towards a customer at the counter. Marissa watched as the salesclerk bent down towards the woman’s skirt. She coughed loudly and held out her hand to help the clerk off the floor. Bonnie took the offer. The woman was a big, blousy redhead with hair bordering on auburn with an easy laugh and an eye for detail. She’d come to cosmetics from maternity wear in one of David Harper’s infamous personnel shifts. At least, Marissa could understand this move. The clerk wore clothes that had probably scared the expectant mothers into early labor. Today, she sported a bright orange miniskirt that bulged at the seams and a loose-fitting sheer orange top over a black tank top. Her clothes might have been fashionable on someone forty pounds lighter, but they looked vaguely obscene on her figure.
 
   The clerk smiled, her face as red as a schoolgirl’s who’d been caught trying on eyeliner. “Marissa, hi. I wasn’t expecting you here today. How’s Josh doing?”
 
   Marissa cocked her head to the left and looked at the redhead. “He’s doing much better. Dan’s with him right now, a father-son kind of thing. Was I imagining things just now or were you trying to look up that woman’s skirt?”
 
   Bonnie flushed a color that clashed with her outfit. “Actually, yes, but you make it sound so dirty. I saw her shove a broach under her skirt and I wanted to verify it before I called security.”
 
   “So you picked up some change to find out?”
 
   “Exactly. I’d hate to accuse someone unjustly, but I remember this woman in maternity who pushed baby items under her blouse which made her look even more pregnant. My brother used to do that coin trick all the time in high school. Anyway, it was easier for him because he never wore skirts. I couldn’t exactly bend over in this thing.” The woman smoothed her miniskirt with both hands.
 
   “I’ll call Ellen. She should be the one doing this, not you. Besides, I need to ask her what happened to everything in my office. It’s gone.” Marissa stepped into one of the octagons that spotted her area and picked up the phone. Bonnie took the opportunity to tug on her stockings, pulling them up under her skirt. Marissa turned around to avoid the scene. 
 
   Ellen’s familiar Boston accent answered the phone. “Security.”
 
   “We’ve got a possible shoplifter down here. Bonnie thought she shoved a broach under her skirt. Do you want to come down and handle this personally?”
 
   Ellen didn’t answer and Marissa wondered if the phone had disconnected. “I’ll send someone down in a few minutes. I’ve got big problems here.”
 
   Marissa chuckled softly. “I never thought I’d live to see the day. Ellen Perrino, the woman who once chased a man all the way to Sears to retrieve a clearance purse, is letting someone walk out of the store with an Anne Klein pinned to her undies.”
 
   “Look, why don’t you come up here?” Ellen’s voice sounded tired. Marissa suddenly worried for her friend. “I have something to show you. Besides, all your papers are up here. I moved you into the desk next to mine. I thought you might bear watching for a while. You have a tendency to get into trouble by yourself.”
 
   Marissa put down the phone and saw Bonnie staring off towards the entrance, orange gauzed elbows propped on the counter.
 
   “She got away while you were on the phone with security.”
 
   Marissa stepped out from behind the counter and faced the clerk. “I only hope the clasp comes undone.”
 
   The clerk’s big frame shuddered at the thought. “Ouch.”
 
   “I have to go up to security for a while. If anyone calls for me, forward the call immediately. I don't want to miss anything about Josh.”
 
   Without waiting for an answer, Marissa walked to the escalator and rode to the second floor in silence. She could see her whole department as she rose; it looked tranquil compared to her life of the last two days. At least cosmetics represented a constant in her life.
 
   She took the main aisle to the rear of the store and walked past the gift wrap and returns area. Louise, the executive secretary turned gift wrapper, sat in a chair, scowling at the customers from her cubbyhole. Marissa waved without stopping and went through the door marked “Security”.
 
   Ellen's office was a closet compared to the executive offices down the hall. Two metal desks shoved against four plain cement walls. The room stank of cigarette smoke, probably from Ellen’s last visit to the mall entrance to get her fix. Marissa recognized some of the paperwork from her own office sitting on the far desk: sales reports, promotional items, and cologne samples heaped in piles. She didn’t know if she was glad to see the missing files or if she was annoyed that Ellen had screwed up her filing system. Ellen sat at the desk closer to the door. Her head rested in her hands, staring at a piece of paper on her desk.
 
   “Earth to Ellen. Hello.”
 
   “How’s the tyke?”
 
   “Better. Dan’s with him right now so I decided to come into work and assess the damage. What has you so engrossed?” Marissa leaned over her friend's shoulder, trying to see the paper.  “What this time — handwritten or engraved invitations?”
 
   “Very funny. This flyer has me puzzled.” Marissa looked at the sheet. Decorative, blue with a flower border. In the center of the paper were printed words in various sizes, but Marissa couldn't read the text.
 
   Marissa sniffed at the paper. “That’s Escape.”
 
   Ellen turned to look at her friend. “I wish I could escape. What do you mean?”
 
   “The fragrance I smell is Escape. I hope you’re not wearing it. It's a man’s scent. “ Marissa sat down in the chair next to Ellen's desk and looked at the paper. “What is that flyer for?”
 
   “I found them all over the store. In the bathrooms, around the mall entrance, the garage, everywhere. It's a request for Kantor’s and the other department stores to stop using scent strips and the fragrance models who spray perfume on customers in the mall.” Ellen held the paper up to the light, but Marissa could only see black ink against the colored paper.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Ellen picked up her glasses from the table and put them on her nose. “ ‘People should not be inflicted with allergens in their own homes, delivered to them as mail and magazines.’ Apparently, this group believes that they have a right to scent-free mail.”
 
   “Okay, but why are you so upset? You passed up a shoplifter for this.”
 
   Ellen gave a weak smile. “Harper was in here first thing this morning. Waving one of the flyers around. He found it in the can. He threatened to fire me if I can’t stop this group from distributing negative material about Kantor’s. I’m already spending more time out on the floor, but I’m still expected to do the paperwork without staff. There’s a rumor about people in gas masks picketing the store. They were at Beechmont last week and sales tanked. Customers don’t want confrontation.”
 
   Marissa made a noise that sounded almost like a growl. “Who does that man think he is? He can’t do that.”
 
   “I don’t want to find out if he can. I need my discount for the wedding.” Ellen sighed, standing. “You know, those scent strips that they put in with your bill always do make your tongue taste like perfume.” 
 
   Marissa put her arm around her friend and squeezed. “But the cosmetics firms pay for that luxury and I can't see Harper turning down money for someone's tongue. So it’s only a few pranks at this point and some flyers. It's not the end of the world yet.”
 
   Ellen sat down at the desk again and ran her hands through her blond curls. The motion didn’t improve her style at all. “And maybe a murder. Unless you forgot, a woman was killed here this week and we found a scented envelope under her body.”
 
   Marissa tried to brighten up her friend with a smile. “You can’t be serious. It’s a big step from filling the hand-soap containers in the men's bathroom with cologne to murder. Has Bandarra seen this?”
 
   Ellen shook her head and pulled out a cigarette. Marissa could see her friend’s hand tremble as she lit up and savored each puff. She had to be upset to break company policy and smoke inside the store. Ellen was the ultimate rule follower, third-generation law enforcement and engaged to a cop. “I called him. He’s on his way over here.”
 
   Marissa couldn’t decide if it was the tobacco or the thought of another run-in with the police sergeant, but she had an urge to go home. “Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   Ellen shook her head as she blew out a stream of smoke. “Not unless you can find who’s passing out these things.”
 
   “Have the police tried?”
 
   Ellen gave her a weak smile, as the ash from the cigarette dribbled to the floor. Marissa wondered how long she’d have to wait until she could have her office back. She couldn’t be expected to test scents with customers with the smell of smoke in her hair and clothes. 
 
   “Not really. I don’t think they took the pranks seriously. None of them hurt anyone, just smelled up whatever they touched.”
 
   Marissa pointed at her friend. “Exactly. Which is why I can’t believe that all of a sudden this group has gone violent. Before they were literally raising a stink about Kantor’s and management. Killing Tiffany has no point in that philosophy. She was a fragrance model, not the company spokesperson. She wasn’t a threat to anyone — excepting people of good taste, anyway.”
 
   Ellen fought back a smile. “Get back to work or go back to Josh. Bandarra and I will need some time to come up with a strategy on how to handle this. The newspapers received copies by fax and have already called about a potential story. One of the newsmagazines has a call into Calvin Klein and the Enquirer wants a quote from Ralph Lauren.”
 
   Marissa nodded and walked into the hall. She took a deep breath of canned store air. Back to the escalators. From her vantage point, she couldn’t see much activity in the cosmetics department, surprising since Valentine’s Day was fast approaching. Usually, awkward men lined the counters for weeks before the big day, obsessing over making a good impression.
 
   At the bottom of the moving stairs, she turned and almost ran into a dark-haired woman, carrying two large shopping bags. At least, a week’s salary from this store. Marissa thought she recognized the long, thin face, but she couldn't place her.
 
   “Marissa, right? I’m Carly Spenser. I had been hoping to run into you, but not quite so literally. Do you have a moment?”
 
   “If you don’t mind standing out here. I’ve been removed from my office temporarily.”
 
   “I’ve heard. I’m not sure if you remember me from the other day, but I led the Paradise seminars.”
 
   Marissa looked over the woman with her classically styled hair, swept back from her angular face and determined chin. The events of the past two days had scrubbed clean her short-term memory. She envied Carly the business suit, navy with large gold buttons and silk blouse under it. “I’m sorry, but I’ve had a hard week. I’m surprised you remember me though.  There were a lot of people there that day and I got called away early.”
 
   The woman’s face flushed and she tugged at an earring. “Well, that’s what I wanted to talk about. I feel a little responsible for that situation. You see, as one of the managers for the Paradise line, I hired Tiffany Wong.”
 
   Marissa felt her jaw drop. She was too tired to pretend only a slight interest. “You hired her? Then why wasn’t she at the seminar instead of being killed in my office?”
 
    Carly bit her lip. “We’ve had a series of seminars. Tiffany had been at one earlier this month. So she was working here instead. Kantor's was assigned as part of her territory.”
 
    Marissa looked around the cosmetics department, the one area of her life where she felt she still had some control, and shivered slightly. The thought of having to work in conjunction with her ex-husband’s mistress was more than she could have borne. “Of course, this was all a big mistake that would have been rectified?”
 
    “Well, that’s the strange part. Tiffany specifically asked to be assigned to Kantor’s and I really had no choice in the matter. I feel I contributed to the situation by letting her come here — as if maybe I was involved in her death.”
 
   “I wouldn’t worry about it. Only the person who stabbed her was responsible for her death. I can’t figure out why she’d want this store, though.” Marissa seethed at the thought.
 
    Shifting her bags to one hand, Carly pushed a strand of hair back into place. “I’m not sure, but I hope it didn’t have anything to do with you. I can’t stand when an employee’s personal life gets tangled up with their work. It’s so messy.”
 
   “What do you suggest?”
 
    “Just hard work. I’ve devoted myself to the Paradise Corporation, heart and soul. I'm going to be a V.P. soon and it’s only been five years since my divorce.”
 
   “And no complications?” Marissa looked at the woman as a flashbulb went off in her face. She paused, trying to focus. Little blue dots blurred her vision. “What do you think you’re doing?”
 
    The young blond man with the camera smiled. He looked like a junior high school escapee with his wide eyes and big grin. “My job. I’m with the Cincinnati Star. Can I get your names for the paper?”
 
    Marissa flashed him an insincere smile. “Certainly. I’m Adrian Arpel and this is Anne Klein. Pleased to meet you.” Marissa paused and then spelled the names for the man. No use in being difficult.
 
    He closed a thin steno pad and pushed it into his back pocket of his jeans. “Have you seen the guy who found the body? I was hoping to get some shots of him too.”
 
    Marissa realized she hadn’t seen Shawn since the day of the murder. He had seemed upset about more than discovering the body and his latest break-up as if that wouldn’t be enough to drive most people over the edge. She made a mental note to find him later. “No, I think he’s gone for the week. Our store manager is so people-oriented that he gave Shawn some time off to recuperate. You can quote me on that.”
 
    The man walked off with his camera gripped between both hands. Marissa turned to speak to Carly, but the woman had left. She walked around the cosmetics area trying to find Tiffany’s former employer to no avail. A man stopped Marissa to ask about Hugo Boss and she tried to put the murder out of her head.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9 
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa spent the night at the hospital again. Dan had made himself scarce while she reassured herself Josh felt better. As she stroked his hair, Josh ran toy cars along the metal bars that fenced the side of the bed. Occasionally he looked up and smiled. Mostly he concentrated on the Hot Wheels she'd brought from his toy box.
 
    When she awoke, Dan slept in the chair bed next to her own. She hadn’t heard him slip in. Either she was exhausted or getting used to him again. Marissa hoped it was the former because she didn’t want to get accustomed to having someone around. Especially Dan. She tried not to smile as she saw his hair stand on end from sleeping on it, remembering the many times they had eaten breakfast with a bad case of pillow hair. She didn’t hate Dan anymore as she had in those first few months, but she’d grown to resent his intrusion in her life. She’d done her best to move on, but he always seemed to come around, serving as a reminder of the loss and sense of failure she’d carried with her. She had changed and grown. Dan didn’t seem to fit with her new life anymore. 
 
   Dan offered to stay with Josh for the day so Marissa drove home for a quick shower. With his recovery underway, Josh would be home within a few days. She hummed as she brushed out her dark hair, thinking about her life returning to normal. She paused and ran her teeth over her bottom lip. With Tiffany’s death, what would normal be? Since she’d met him, Dan had never been without a woman. He’d dated a woman until he met Marissa, then their own courtship, and then the bimbo.
 
   Thoughts of Dan kept Marissa from humming until she arrived at work. Bonnie, Rhonda, and Opal stood behind separate counters waiting on customers. Business as usual. The man speaking to Bonnie looked vaguely familiar, but Marissa had no desire for small talk. People with packages and bags moved down the main aisle into the mall. Her good mood rose along with the sales. Marissa had a sudden urge to do some shopping herself.
 
   “Bonnie, if anyone asks, I’ll be in the men's department. High-level meeting.”
 
   The redhead winked as her customer left. “Gotcha. Things have been pretty quiet here so far. I take it that the little guy is doing well.”
 
   “Probably better than I am at this point.”
 
   Marissa walked across the main aisle to the clearance racks in the men's department and pulled off some sweaters. After the way he’d been behaving, Gavin really didn’t deserve a present for Valentine’s Day, but no telling how the relationship might stand by then. Better to return something later than to be caught thinking about dumping him. Marissa found a beige crewneck with blue and green stripes across the chest. Very Gavin.
 
   Marissa sighed as she threw the garment over her arm and started towards the register. A brilliant blue V-neck caught her eye. She stopped to investigate it. The sweater had cable weave, thick threads of cord running neck to waist. Marissa remembered a ski trip to Northern Ohio with Dan and how they'd looked at a sweater like this. In college though, neither one had earned enough money to buy expensive gifts. Unless David Harper said differently, Marissa had enough salary and discount to buy several sweaters.
 
   She argued with herself over buying Dan a present. Chances were he’d take the gesture the wrong way. It was a condolence gift, a “sorry your bimbo died just before the wedding” token of her affection. The word made her stop in her tracks. Affections and Dan were not to be used in the same sentence, ever. She’d vowed as much after the divorce.
 
   She winced as she recalled Dan’s proposal to her on the fourteenth of February many years ago. Would he misconstrue a gift as a sign of interest? Did they have too much baggage for a peace offering? She shrugged and dumped both sweaters on the counter. If he misinterpreted the gift, so be it. If he got his feelings hurt, maybe then he’d know some of what she went through when he left. The balance sheet on hurt showed Marissa with the big credit in her column.
 
   She decided to have the gifts wrapped immediately so no one would ask questions about the two sweaters. No use trying to explain something she didn’t quite understand herself. She paid for them and hurried to the escalator. Only a few customers loitered in the cosmetics area and Bonnie gave her a cheerful wave as she started up to the second floor.
 
   Marissa walked past the main offices and the security room that now held her paperwork. She wound her way to the gift wrap department, put the package down on the counter, and waited for a clerk to appear. Empty boxes wrapped in bright paper lined the walls. Marissa noticed the silver and ivory of the wedding paper and the huge white bow. More reminders of Ellen's impending circus. She caught her breath when Louise came out of the back room.
 
   “You’re still here?” Marissa pulled out the sweaters as she spoke. “I thought some other store would snatch you up.”
 
   “No, Harper saw to that. I haven’t quit yet either. I’ve got too many years with the company. Harper demoted me far enough to make me want to quit.” Her graying hair had once been curly, but today the curls looked as if they had lost to their bounce to age or gravity. Louise wore half-frame glasses and a frown that had been more effective in front of the store manager’s office. Marissa figured Louise could barely be more than five feet tall, but she carried herself with an air of authority so that she looked more like the owner than a clerk.
 
   Marissa wondered why Harper took a dislike to the secretary. She had always seemed capable and on top of the company gossip.
 
   “He didn’t have to demote me to make me want to quit,” Marissa said.
 
   The woman laughed and pulled down a box from the shelf. “Both of these for that detective you’re dating?”
 
   Marissa felt her ears burn slightly and her cheeks get warm. She’d bought a sweater, not a see-through teddy from Victoria’s Secret. “Um, you’d better make them separate boxes. I’m going to give them to him on different days.” Marissa furrowed her brow, thinking of her stupid lie. Why was she feeling so guilty? Whose business was it?
 
   Louise pulled a sweater from the bag and folded it gently into a box. Marissa indicated the red paper and the clerk stood on a stool to get to the roll.
 
   “You’d think they’d be a little nicer to me. After all, I know where all the skeletons are buried around here.” The little woman attacked the red flat paper for Gavin’s sweater with her scissors. Marissa watched the woman’s yellowed fingers. She was sure Louise couldn’t smoke in the customer service area, which probably accounted for some of her attitude.
 
   “So I’ve got a shovel. Let’s hear some.” Marissa propped her elbows on the counter, a position she'd seen her clerks take too many times.
 
   Louise pressed a piece of tape across the end of the first box. “Have you ever noticed how Harper and Mr. Huxley spend a lot of time together?”
 
   Marissa’s mouth dropped. “Oh, come on. Shawn and David Harper? I can’t see that.” She gave an exaggerated shiver.  “I don’t want to see that. Louise, I think Harper is fanatical about how the store is displayed. Shawn would have told me if he was involved with the store manager.”
 
   “You think?” Louise took the one blade of the scissors and curled pieces of ribbon for the bow. The sharp edge of the knife slid down the ribbon easily. She taped the ribbons into place and handed the package back to Marissa.
 
   “What have you heard about the pranks? What do you know about this group that claims it’s allergic to scent strips? The police think they might be related to Tiffany’s murder.”
 
   Louise blanched slightly. Marissa wondered if she’d cut herself on the blade. “So you’ve heard about them? I would have thought they might have made their case to you.”
 
   Marissa noticed the color changed in Louise’s complexion, but couldn’t decide if it was just the poor lighting. She pushed the package out of the way and leaned close to the woman. “Why? What have I done to them?”
 
   Louise gave her a tight smile, lips thin as one of her ribbons. “Why don’t you ask your ex?”
 
   “Dan is involved with them?”
 
   Louise shook her head. “Not Dan, Tiffany. She was a big supporter of their group.”
 
   “But she was a fragrance model for Paradise,” Marissa stammered.
 
   Louise taped the second package shut. “All the better to be around the perfume counters.”
 
   Marissa grunted. “All the better to make trouble for me, you mean.” Even dead, the bimbo stirred up unwanted trouble. She looked at the package Louise was currently wrapping in the blue glossy paper and thought about pitching it in the trash. What could Dan give her to make up for all this hassle?
 
    “Do you really think her causing you trouble was accidental?”
 
   “Are you saying that Tiffany was doing these things on purpose? Why would she want to work here and sabotage this store?”
 
   “Some people join protest organizations to air a grievance. Others have an ax to grind. Tiffany had reasons to join that group that had no connection to scent strips and perfume spritzers.”
 
   The painful feelings from the divorce came back in full force and Marissa felt a headache coming on. Would she ever be able to let the past go? “You think Tiffany had a grudge against me? Why would she? If anything I should have one against her. She stole my husband.”
 
    Louise stared at her, bright blue eyes shining against the wrinkled skin surrounding them. “I’ve heard Dan has been hanging around you a lot lately. Do you think he could have been losing interest? I mean, a man can’t think with his crotch forever. At least, I hope not. I’m banking when Harper comes to his senses, he’ll dump Nicole and bring me back.”
 
    Marissa squinted at the woman. “First, you tell me Harper has something going with Shawn and now Nicole? You just don’t like that man.”
 
    “Honestly, I don’t think anything's going on with Harper and that little idiot, but can you blame me for spreading a little discontent? I lost a good job because of him. I’ve worked as a secretary for over twenty years. I type, take dictation, use a computer, and kept this store running though all of the start-up hell we went through and now I’m wrapping other people’s presents.” She shoved Dan’s sweater at Marissa. “Nicole can’t even take dictation. The last memo she sent out had twelve spelling errors, can you believe it?”
 
   “I can’t imagine Nicole getting involved with a boss. She came to me when the last manager came on to her and she was in shock.”
 
    Louise snorted. “She’s not as naïve as she pretends. I can tell you that.”
 
    “I just wish things could be like they were before. Did you ever wish you could go back to a happier time?” Marissa said, weighing the two packages in her hands. She felt a pain over her right eye, a sure sign that a headache was imminent.
 
    The older woman smiled. “Many times, but you can’t. I sure don’t like working in gift-wrapping. But if you hide in the past, you can’t grow or mature or prove that you can make it on your own. And I want to be able to prove to the world I’m a force to be reckoned with.” She drew herself up to her full five feet. “Are you telling me that you’d like to go back to a time in your life where things were simpler? Like when you were married?”
 
    Marissa twisted her lip, thinking about the marriage and divorce.  “Not then. Maybe before then.”
 
    Louise looked at her and then glanced over at the rolls of paper. “You’d miss out on that little boy of yours. I’ve always regretted not having a family. All I have left is a sister in Northside. I justified my life by saying that my work was my family, but it’s a dysfunctional one since Harper came along. I could have had children, but instead I had store managers.”
 
    Marissa thought of Carly Spenser and what she had said about dedicating herself to a career. “I get your point. I’d just like to pick and choose what has happened to me. Keep Josh, but not Dan. Maybe a nice man.”
 
    Louise made eye contact with Marissa as she spoke. “I think you mean a new man. No one is forcing you to go out with Gavin. It’s more like you've fallen into the same pattern you had with Dan. An unhappy relationship that you’re afraid to leave.”
 
    Marissa rolled her eyes, more to break away from those knowing eyes than anything. What else did this woman realize about her life? “That’s the bad thing. It’s not like I’m miserable with Gavin. Maybe I’m just not ready for a relationship yet.”
 
    Louise picked up the scissors. They glinted green under the fluorescent lights. “Only you can decide when you’re ready. Not Dan and not Gavin.”
 
   “That's what makes it so difficult. “ Marissa sighed. “When did life get so complicated?”
 
    “It’s always been that way. You just haven’t noticed.” Louise went into the back room and Marissa stuffed her packages under one arm and headed back to cosmetics.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10 
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa walked into the office the next morning, smiling. Josh had spent another fever-free night and Marissa had almost slept through a whole night. Ellen looked up from her desk with a look on her face that Marissa didn’t recognize. Fear maybe. Ellen Perrino afraid of something? Her friend’s face was as bleached as her curls today, and her eyes looked as shifty as those of one of the shoplifters who came through the store on a regular basis.
 
   “Are you okay? Are you getting cold feet about the wedding?” Marissa asked, planning a one-liner for when she didn’t have to be pleasant about Bandarra.
 
    Ellen put her head down on the desk. “The store has big problems. The police just left Harper’s office a few minutes ago. Another body was found this morning seated at his desk, stabbed in the back.”
 
    Marissa’s thoughts spun as she tried to grasp the situation. Things were happening too fast for her to keep up with. Her mood swung from happy to puzzled and then some combination of relief and curiosity. “Someone killed Harper?”
 
   Ellen rolled her eyes. “No, his ID is Billy Chin. The police are looking for a connection to the other murder.”
 
   “Tiffany's ex-boyfriend who had been stalking her since she started dating Dan? It shouldn’t take long for them to make the connection to the little homewrecker. They interviewed him last week about the murder.” Marissa’s shoulders felt suddenly heavy, forgetting the happy evening with her son and his recovery. Distant pleasant memories.
 
   “Harper found him this morning, slumped over his desk. Incredibly eerie, Marissa. He was in almost the exact same position that Tiffany had been in when Shawn found her; facedown, head across the desk, blood all across the front of his shirt.” Ellen looked off into the distance at a point Marissa couldn't see.
 
   Marissa found the chair at her desk and slid down onto the plastic seat. “I have an alibi for the whole evening. So does Dan. That should make Bandarra miserable.”
 
   Ellen spun around in her chair to face her friend. “Well, good for the both of you. Bandarra was questioning whether or not the two of you could be in this together.”
 
   Marissa’s eyes widened. “Dan and I can’t agree on a TV show, much less plan and commit multiple murders together. Why would he even consider me a suspect at this point?”
 
   Ellen shivered. “You’ll see in a minute. The police are treating this as a possible serial killing. Bandarra called in the criminal psychologists on the matter, not that he thinks it will do any good. It’s frightening to think of someone here being a mass murderer. Most of the people I deal with are small peanuts compared to this.”
 
   Marissa shrugged. “I’ve thought of them as worse. Besides, this murder has to be connected to Tiffany’s death in some way.”
 
   Ellen stood up. “The police have been searching all morning. The most likely scenario is that Billy was killed for something he saw regarding the murder. If he was following her, he might have seen something he shouldn’t have. The police are questioning his friends, but they’re not real hopeful that he went around blabbing about who bumped off his girlfriend. He was the type to take direct action about something like that. He had a police record a mile long, so Bandarra’s hoping he can get an informant to sell some information about the murder.” Ellen took Marissa by the hand. “I want you to see the crime scene. I think it might explain the police’s interest in you and make you want to help solve this case.”
 
   Marissa shook her hand free. Ellen’s stayed extended. “Just tell me what it is. I don't need any more surprises in my life. I’m struggling to keep things together at this point with a sick kid, a mad boyfriend, and a grieving ex-husband who doesn’t want to leave my side. Frankly, this doesn’t directly affect me so I don’t care.” What did everyone want from her? She felt as if she’d reached her breaking point. The people around her wanted Marissa to go on as if nothing had happened in the past few days.
 
   “Come on anyway. You need to see this. I need someone to bounce ideas off of and you’re the only person here.” Ellen opened the door to the security office and Marissa reluctantly followed her. She had imagined what her office had looked like following Tiffany’s murder, but had been content to let the conjured images suffice.
 
   They walked down the hall to the executive offices. Nicole sat behind the desk that sat guard over the suite of plush offices. The secretary was busy sharpening a pencil down to the eraser. She looked up and smiled at the two women. A pinky finger wave to Marissa. She noticed that Nicole’s taste in clothes hadn’t improved with the rise in status. She wore a white sweater punctuated with big red hearts across the chest. Much more in keeping with the holiday spirit than Marissa’s own designs. Maybe she should just send Shawn up here so he could decorate the cosmetics area a la Nicole's wardrobe. Tacky, but effective. Isn’t that what people wanted from a holiday? Maudlin, sentimental thoughts. 
 
   Ellen didn’t stop at the desk, rushing across the plush carpet that started in the hall. Marissa sauntered behind her. Ellen unlocked the door to Harper’s office and pulled aside the police tape that was becoming the most popular Valentine's motif for the store.
 
   “Just stand here and don’t touch anything. Bandarra will kill me for letting you in here, but he doesn’t have to know about it if we’re lucky. He’s interviewing witnesses at the minute.”
 
   The room seemed different from her previous meetings here. The carpet had been crushed beneath her feet and didn’t bounce with her step. The usual potpourri fragrances that filled the room had been replaced by the smell of a troop of sweaty men. Marissa wrinkled her nose at the thought of the strangers pawing through the office and across Billy’s lifeless form. Violated privacy. Ellen had to have a darned good reason to go behind Bandarra’s back like this. But what? He could arrest the both of them for obstructing justice or some such thing, even though Marissa knew her friend had enough feminine wiles to wrap the police officer around her little finger.
 
   “Why exactly am I here, anyway?” she asked.
 
   Ellen turned to her friend and pressed her lips together. She took a deep breath before answering. “A couple of reasons. First, I need all the help I can get trying to solve this case.”
 
   Marissa arched an eyebrow. “Excuse me, but you always tell me that the professionals are best able to catch felons. Not amateurs.”
 
   Ellen coughed lightly, a sound that echoed off the walls. “That’s still true, but I’m afraid this case will take up all of his time and the wedding won't come off. You don’t know how long I’ve waited for this.”
 
   Marissa sighed. She was being asked to intervene to help her friend marry a jerk. “Why don’t you just plan a small event? Something that doesn’t take quite so much time and energy. Fifty years ago, no one had an extravaganza.”
 
   Ellen shut the door so they were alone in the office. Marissa shivered as she thought of the last two people who had been here: victim and killer alone only hours before. The violent thrust of a knife through Billy’s broken heart. 
 
   “It’s different for me. You’re attractive and bright and witty. I never had it that easy. I’m in a man's field and frankly, I’ve heard the rumor around Kantor's that I’m gay. I want to show every last one of them that they’re wrong by throwing the biggest, most perfect wedding this store has ever seen.”
 
   Marissa put her arms around her friend and squeezed. “You know, you, Anne, and I are the people who are supposed to be gossiping about others, not having others start rumors about us.”
 
   Ellen’s face grew red and she brushed a blond curl away from her face. “Well, since we’re on the subject, they’ve been saying that you and Harper have something going on other than work.”
 
   Marissa’s arms dropped to her sides. “What? I don’t believe it.”
 
   “You’re the only one who hasn’t been moved around since Harper started.” Ellen shrugged uncomfortably and shifted her weight.
 
   Marissa clenched her teeth. It would be just like the gossips at Kantor’s to come up with a ridiculous explanation to ease their own embarrassment at being shuffled. “I am not the only one who hasn’t been moved around. What about Shawn? Or you?”
 
   “Shawn’s gay and everyone thinks I’m not interested, remember?”
 
   Marissa took a deep breath and decided to forget the gossip mill until everything was under control. She had real problems at the moment to deal with. “So what you’re saying is that you’re having a big wedding as some kind of revenge.” Marissa stopped and thought for a second, leaning against the leather sofa near the door. “I can live with that. I couldn’t bear the thought that you had become sentimental on me. Where do we start?”
 
   Ellen beamed. “I knew I could count on you. The body was found seated at the desk.” She pointed to the highbacked leather chair facing the windows. “He was stabbed several times from the front, facing the assailant, as if he knew the killer. A big guy like that wouldn’t sit still for a stranger to stab him. Most likely the killer was someone Billy wasn’t afraid of.”
 
    “He was sitting in the boss man’s seat? That certainly took some nerve. If Harper’d come in here before the murder, he’d have had a fit. This is his own personal domain.”
 
   “He had a downtown meeting all morning. So the killer could be fairly sure he wouldn’t be back before eleven.”
 
   Marissa stepped closer to the desk and saw stains across the top of the desk. As she approached it, the stains took on a pattern. M-A-R, the first three letters of her own name. “What is this?”
 
   “I was hoping you might know. Whoever killed Billy left him for dead. He had enough strength to turn the chair around and write three letters before he died. To Bandarra, it looked a lot like Marissa.” Ellen shrugged as if to say, “what can you do with men?” Marissa knew it was more serious than the casual air her friend adopted. This was murder and she was implicated for a second time.
 
   “Could the killer have written this to incriminate me? After all, the murderer called to get me to meet Tiffany in my office.”
 
   “Dan says that not her voice, but the police haven’t finished their voice tests yet. Chin didn't die immediately, so either he wrote it or let the killer use his finger as a pen.”
 
   “So this stalker fingered me for his murder?”
 
   Ellen bit her lip and nodded slowly. “If it’s any consolation, I know you didn’t do it and I told Bandarra that. Tiffany was one thing — that could have been anger - but not a stranger like this.”
 
   “But he thinks differently?”
 
   “I had to drop the idea of a harpist at the wedding to get him not to arrest you. He knew I was serious then.”
 
   Marissa looked around the office again, trying to discern signs of Harper imprinted on the room, but she couldn’t find any. It could have been anyone’s office without any trace of personal possessions. What did this man do in his spare time? Did he have any family or friends, any relatives that had made an impression on his life? 
 
   Ellen stepped into the middle of the room, still keeping a distance from the mahogany desk that dominated the room and leather chair behind it. She didn't want to leave any traces of their presence. “The crime scene's very similar. That’s why the police are looking for one killer.”
 
   “One killer who has a connection in some way to ‘M-A-R.’ Great, just what I needed is to be implicated in the second murder here.” Marissa wondered why the hand of fate always seemed to break a nail when it came to her.
 
   “I tried to suggest that he was trying to write a note to you, but Bandarra wasn’t buying it.”
 
   Marissa had to smile.  “Nice try, but no cigar. If you’re dying, you don’t take time to address your note. He was writing something that would point to his killer. If not a name, then some trait or clue that would help the police.”
 
   “But the thing is that there are hundreds of names and words that start with ‘M-A-R’: Martin, Mary, Mark, Marvin, Marge. See what I mean?” Ellen pulled a cigarette from her pocket and started to play with it.
 
   “You left Marissa off the list, Ellen. Not to mention that there are no Marks, Martins, or Marys involved in this case. It’s almost like Billy was deliberately trying to frame me.”
 
   “I think you’re getting paranoid.” She put the cigarette in her mouth, unlit. “He didn’t even know you.”
 
   Marissa scrunched her eyes tight. Just what she needed. “Actually, we met at the hospital. I think he’d started following Dan and ran into us there.“
 
   Ellen took a deep breath. “That’s not good.”
 
   “What about this envelope? Was it like the other one?”
 
   Ellen nodded, cigarette bobbing. “Same type of cheap, white envelope with no markings on it except for some perfume sprayed on it.”
 
   Marissa turned to her friend. “Was it Paradise?” She could remember the citrusy sweet fragrance even in the musky air of the office.
 
     Ellen shrugged. “You know me. They’re all the same. I don’t know how you can tell the difference, but the labs will let us know in a few days.”
 
    “I recognized Paradise immediately because you dragged me out of their seminar.”
 
    Ellen hit her hand to her forehead, almost smashing the unlit butt on the way. “Did you tell Bandarra?”
 
    “I was upset and scared. It looked to me like someone was trying to frame me so I didn’t say anything. Seeing this crime scene makes me more convinced that someone doesn’t like me here.”
 
    “It sounds like you are in this murder case up to your nose.”
 
   “Only because Tiffany started working here. Did the police find Tiffany’s purse on Billy?”
 
    Ellen shook her head.  “No dice. The police haven’t found a clue about that purse yet.”
 
   “I still say this case revolves around Tiffany Wong. If ever a victim deserved her fate. “ Marissa’s voice rose as she spoke. “She was definitely plotting something. I’ve never seen so many schemes in my life.”
 
    Ellen put a finger to her lips. “Keep it down. We don’t want to get caught here, remember? You could be a little prejudiced against her.”
 
    Marissa put her hand on the doorknob to leave. The room had begun to feel oppressive with its heavy draperies and dark furniture. Cloying and small. “Don’t go jumping to any conclusions. Except for the little matter of alibis, Bandarra probably would have arrested me. I had a whole bag full of scents and gifts from the company. New ventures always seem to give away a lot of perfume to help business. That might be their only connection to the crime. No one is questioning the Shalimar people for the vandalism to Harper’s car.”
 
   Ellen shrugged and led the way out of the room, pulling the tape aside. “That could be. But if you had told Bandarra about the perfume, it might have prevented what happened today.”
 
   “Are you saying I’m responsible for Billy’s murder?”
 
   Ellen looked over her shoulder at Nicole down the hall and leaned towards her friend. “No. The police latched on to another suspect when they gave up on you. Shawn’s downtown right now being booked for the murders of Tiffany and Billy.”
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   “What? How could they?” Marissa knew how the police in Cincinnati treated minority arrests: a matter of beat now and ask questions later if the suspect happened to survive.
 
   “The police seem to think that they have a strong enough case against Huxley to arrest him.” Ellen pushed her hands down, motioning Marissa to keep her voice down, but Marissa wasn’t into sign language at the moment. Unless it involved a certain finger.
 
   “Then what was that little exercise in deduction back there? ‘Oh Marissa, please help the police solve the case and prove your innocence’. There’s a dozen other people with good motives: her ex-boyfriends, Dan, me, Anne, you, David Harper. Anyone who knew her.” She threw her arms up in disgust and started back towards her own office.
 
   Ellen struggled to keep up with Marissa’s pace. They were almost at the security office, Marissa’s temporary headquarters, before she caught up with her. “Look, deep down Bandarra knows you’re innocent and I know it, too. They have a good case against Shawn, but I happen to think they’re wrong this time. I think a little personal prejudice has clouded their judgment.”
 
   Marissa stopped and looked at her friend. That kind of admission didn’t come easily to someone with Ellen's strong family ties to policemen. She wondered what evidence Ellen had noticed that had led her to disagree with her entire support structure. Did she know more than she was telling? 
 
   “So what are we supposed to do about it? Play Nancy Drew and find the real killer?”
 
   Ellen shook her head. She fumbled with a match as she spoke. “You know me better than that.”
 
   “What?” Marissa opened the door to the security office and went in. If the police arrested someone, she wondered if they would give back her paperwork. There could be a few answers in the papers that might help Shawn.
 
   Ellen took a long drag on her cigarette and blew the smoke out slowly. “You have a unique position in this case. Your office was used for the first murder, Billy wrote part of your name in the second, you were implicated in the crime by that phone call, and your ex-husband was close to the first victim. You can find out things about the murder to help clear Shawn.”
 
   Marissa gave her friend a twisted smile. “Close to the victim? That was certainly tactful. You must really want my help. Did you know that your fiancé wanted me to spy on Dan for the police? Like I’d do anything for him without a warrant.”
 
   “Does this mean you’ll help? My gut instinct tells me the police are wrong about this.”
 
   Marissa sat down on the hard green plastic chair. “If we’re going to show up the police — and trust me, they're not going to be happy about it — we'll have to know what evidence they have against Shawn.”
 
   Ellen pulled out a yellow legal pad covered with scribbles. “I made a few notes when I was trying to rationalize with Bandarra. I thought it might help us.” She flipped over a page and started reading. “He had a motive to kill Tiffany which he didn’t reveal to the police. ” 
 
    Marissa felt her face flush slightly. Her confidence at finding evidence to help Shawn waned at hearing about a solid motive. Anyone in the store had the means and opportunity. Shawn had found Tiffany’s body no less. He had blood on his sleeves and been the first to see her dead. Marissa had hoped for a lack of motive to release him. 
 
    “Shawn was dating Tiffany’s brother, if you can believe it.” Ellen stubbed out her cigarette.
 
    Marissa eyes widened. “The infamous Eddie was Tiffany’s brother?” Maybe she could get Dan and Shawn to compare notes on the Wongs, if Shawn was ever released. The thoughts of their combined holiday parties almost made her smile. At least Eddie, for all his bad habits, wasn’t a homewrecker. He only hurt the ones he loved. 
 
    Ellen’s brow furrowed as she nodded. “I didn’t realize you knew about his love life. Didn’t that kind of talk give you the willies?”
 
    Marissa took a deep breath. “I didn’t know all that much. He just told me that he and Eddie went to dinner or the movies or out for a drink at The Dock. In fact, the day of Tiffany’s murder, he told me they had broken up.”
 
   Ellen scribbled across the legal pad. “It seems Tiffany caused their break-up.”
 
   “Something else that Shawn and I have in common, I see.” Marissa ran a hand through her hair, pulling it back from her face as she listened to her friend. The professional look disappeared. Marissa felt a vulnerable little girl looked out beyond the hands. Her stomach knotted up again, making her wish that she hadn’t been so nice to Dan when Tiffany had been killed. After all, he’d chosen to get involved with her and drag this teenage homewrecker into Marissa’s life. She had no choice in the matter. Ellen stood quietly and Marissa knew that her emotions must be written on her face for her friend to wait like this.  “Go on.”
 
   Ellen unwrapped a stick of gum and nibbled on one corner. “Sorry, I wasn’t thinking about your breakup.”
 
   Marissa gestured with her hand. “It’s old news. I just can’t believe that this girl would go around breaking up everyone. Did she have a thing against happy couples?”
 
   “Apparently where her brother was concerned. Eddie hadn’t told his family that he was gay. From what I understand, they’re a very traditional Chinese family and that sort of thing isn’t done. Bandarra told me that there’s not even a word for it in Chinese.”
 
   “That fount of Confusion wisdom.” Marissa rolled her eyes.  “I take it that adultery is smiled upon?”
 
   Ellen shrugged and gave her friend a small smile. “At least, you haven’t lost your sense of humor. I’m just repeating what Bandarra told me. Tiffany told Eddie to dump Shawn or she would spill the beans to her family.”
 
   “So Eddie broke off the relationship with Shawn because he didn’t want to tell his parents? Maybe Shawn’s better off without him.” Where were the men with character? The ones who stood by their love.  Marissa knew that those men were the ones who hadn’t gotten a divorce or broken up with their boyfriends. Or maybe they only existed in romance novels and bridal shows. 
 
   Ellen crumbled the gum wrapper and pulled out another cigarette. “That’s not for us to decide, but it gives Shawn a good motive for killing Tiffany. Not to mention that he found the body.”
 
   Marissa coughed. She waved a hand in front of her face, fanning the thick bluish air around her. “Are you chain-smoking now? Geez, you must be upset. Did your wonderful husband-to-be explain why Shawn killed Billy too?”
 
   Ellen looked at the cigarette, but didn’t light this one. She held it between her fingers and tapped it gently against the desk. “Supposedly Shawn took up with David Harper immediately after Eddie dumped him. When he saw Billy in Harper’s office, he lost it and killed him too. That and the fact that Billy was stalking Tiffany. He could have seen who killed her.”
 
   Marissa jumped out of her chair. “What? You realize that you’ve now told me the store thinks that I’m sleeping with Harper, and the police think Shawn is sleeping with Harper. Louise is telling people that Nicole is doing him. Either he’s a very busy man or the rumor mill is the only thing working overtime at Kantor’s.”
 
    Ellen put down the cigarette and stood up. “Morale sucks. Whenever you have a bunch of disgruntled employees, you’re going to have a lot of unfounded gossip and stupid pranks.”
 
    “So where did the police hear about Shawn and David Harper?” She gave a mock shiver, thinking about the store manager having sex with anyone. He seemed too cold to get a reputation for sleeping with the help. Still waters must get around or something like that.
 
    Marissa wondered why she hadn’t heard all the gossip. Usually, the other department heads stopped by the cosmetics area on the way to lunch to share the latest news about Kantor’s and its employees. She prided herself on that knowledge. Over the past few months, she’d heard all about the various interoffice romances and splits, but nothing about Harper and Shawn. Could the others have not told her because of their friendship? Or was this just another lie made up by the police to bolster their flimsy case? She remembered Harper’s comment about her own love life and wondered if he’d learned about her police connections through Shawn. 
 
    Ellen looked at her friend. “I don’t know where they heard the story. Bandarra knows I’m not in favor of this bust so he hasn’t been as up-front as he usually is. Which is another reason I need your help.”
 
    Marissa perched on the edge of the desk. “Is everything all right between you two?” She could barely stand to be in the same room with Ellen’s fiancé, but she knew the security head saw something in him that totally evaded Marissa. All Marissa could see was the Neanderthal good old boy who thrived on cynicism, testosterone, and male supremacy. He exuded an arrogance stronger than any scent downstairs. Whoever she married, Ellen would still be her close friend.
 
    Ellen smiled. “Don’t worry about us. We’ve argued about cases before. We tend to pull back a little, but it’s never been a source of problems.”
 
    The door opened with a slight knock and the sergeant in question pushed his head through the door. His glasses sat far down on his Roman nose, and gray tendrils fell across his broad forehead. “Are you free for lunch?”
 
    Marissa rolled her eyes and sat down at her desk. “Thanks, but I’m busy. Maybe some other time.”
 
    Bandarra stepped in the room and made his way to Ellen. They kissed briefly while Marissa tried her best to ignore them. From her vantage point, she could only see the back of his gray curls and the overcoat that he hung over one shoulder. That was enough.
 
   Ellen pulled away and looked over the sergeant’s shoulder at her friend. Her face was red, but Marissa wasn’t sure if the color came from embarrassment or excitement. If Bandarra kissed her, the color would definitely be green from nausea.
 
   “So, you still talking to me after I arrested your little friend?” The sergeant’s raspy voice echoed against the cement walls of the security office.
 
   Marissa sighed and turned around. “Will you still be talking to me when Shawn is proven innocent and you look like an ass on the front page of the paper?”
 
   Ellen opened her mouth and shut it again quickly.
 
   Bandarra laughed. “We have a strong case against him. Who’s going to prove him innocent? You?” His words came out lightly, but Marissa felt the challenge. Why did she let this man get to her? Was it his macho attitude or just the accumulation of years of putting up with men like him? “Maybe then we could arrest you for these crimes, alibi or no alibi.”
 
   “As a matter of fact, I might just solve this case for you. After all, you did ask me to look into the murders. I know a little bit more about Tiffany and Shawn than you do. Things you’ll never learn from all your browbeatings.” Marissa saw the stricken look on Ellen’s face and knew better than to mention her friend’s request for help in solving the murders. Bandarra definitely wouldn’t like being shown up by his intended or any mere woman. Especially Marissa.
 
   “You didn’t know about Tiffany’s brother and him, now did you?” Bandarra’s smile let Marissa know that he’d been waiting for a chance to rub in this fact.
 
   “No, but everyone in the store knows Dan isn’t exactly my favorite subject. Why would a friend deliberately try to hurt me? I’m sure you wouldn’t know, not having any, but friends don’t do that to each other.”
 
   The sergeant pushed his glasses up his nose with his left thumb. “For your information, Huxley won’t say a word in his defense. All he wanted to do was talk to a lawyer. Sounds guilty to me.”
 
   Marissa stood up. “We both know he didn't kill anyone. Shawn was really upset by Tiffany’s murder.”
 
   “He should have been upset. He had just killed someone.”
 
   Marissa took a deep breath and counted to five. Things had been going her way this morning. Joshua was better, Dan would soon be out of her life again, and cosmetics sales had gone through the roof for Valentine’s Day. She tried to count her blessings, but fighting police suspicions took up too much of her concentration. She wasn’t a murderer, even if the situation looked different. Neither was Shawn who had taken the fall in her place. “If Shawn and Eddie broke up to keep his family from finding out, why would he kill Tiffany? Sooner or later, the police would discover his motive and the world would find out. Not exactly the best way to hide their relationship.”
 
   The sergeant’s mouth fell again. Marissa wished she could listen to his thoughts at that moment to hear him scramble for a response. “Scrambled” was a good word for his brains. “True, but no one ever thinks that they’ll be caught.”
 
   Ellen watched Marissa and made hushing noises. She felt a vein throb at her temple and knew a headache was coming on. “If you gave it any thought, you’d realize Shawn wouldn’t have to be caught for his relationship to come out. All it took was Tiffany’s death and a police investigation. So that would be the last thing he’d want.” Marissa pulled the door open by the knob and went out into the hallway. She headed downstairs to work on sales figures and ask some of her own questions about the murder.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa spotted Bonnie as she came down the escalator. The clerk had a customer pinned to the counter and was showing her the latest in eyeshadow. Where had they taught her wrestling as a sales technique? Bonnie let the woman slip away and walked over to greet Marissa. The customer hurried off, shaking her head. Bonnie's outfit today consisted of a bright floral-print sleeveless dress that emphasized her ample bosom. Anklets covered her patent leather shoes. Marissa was reminded of a child at Josh’s daycare who perhaps had been given a large dose of growth hormones.
 
   “Hey, boss. Did you hear the latest? Can you believe about that guy getting killed in Harper’s office?”
 
   Marissa nodded. “I came from seeing Ellen just now. I can’t believe there’s been another murder.”
 
   “Me neither. That guy was just in the other day, asking questions about the store. He had this basic black thing going, way too weird for even me.” The clerk ran a hand over the fabric that covered her thigh. Marissa wasn’t sure if it was the questions or his simple taste in clothes that made him suspect. 
 
   Marissa decided to keep her thoughts to herself. Fashion advice wasn’t in her job description. “From what the police and Dan have told me, he was very possessive. He was probably trying to learn more about the murder. I was just upstairs with Ellen and Sergeant Bandarra, talking about that.”
 
   “Well, Ellen’s boyfriend certainly could use some manners. I’ll tell you that.”
 
   Marissa nodded. Truer words were never spoken.  “When did you meet him?”
 
    “Just now. He wanted to know if I knew Tiffany or her ex-boyfriend or Shawn.”
 
    “Do you?”
 
   Bonnie struck a dramatic pose.  “I went to design school with Shawn, but all that’s ancient history. Not that I’m old or anything, just before I matured.”
 
   Marissa decided that if Bonnie answered the police like this, she wasn’t the only one with a headache at the minute. She looked up to see the clerk waiting for a response. She smiled slightly and said,  “I see.”
 
   The woman moved closer to her.  “So who do you think did it? You’re the one with the inside track with the police.” She gave Marissa a sharp nudge that made the department head wince. Apparently everyone here discussed her love life. When had privacy become an endangered species? 
 
     “They arrested Shawn Huxley for the murders this morning. They think he killed them because he’s gay and doesn’t like women.”
 
    Bonnie waved her arm through the air, making the flesh quiver.  “The police don’t know what they're doing. I ought to go tell them a thing or two. That boy couldn’t kill anyone. I don’t understand all that fuss about sexual ‘orientation.’ But I can certainly sympathize with why someone would want to sleep with men.” She gave a smile that spread across her face into a leer.
 
     “I have to agree with you. I don’t think Shawn’s a serial killer.”
 
     “And why would they think he’s a serial killer? You know, that term is so silly. It always makes me think of Cap’n Crunch or something.”
 
    Marissa debated telling Bonnie the details about the murders because the clerk’s gossip abilities exceeded her own without the benefit of discretion. Pink gauze in February didn’t show good judgment. However, the police hadn’t exactly been cooperative and had wrongly arrested her friend for murder.  “The police have found an envelope scented with Paradise near both bodies. They think there’s some kind of tie-in to the killer’s mental state.”
 
     “You don’t say. Like one of those clues in one of those old-fashioned murder mysteries. Only makes sense to the killer until you read the last page. Well, the police will have a hard time with the perfume angle that’s for sure.”
 
   “Why is that?” Marissa looked around the department, but the floor only had one elderly woman being helped by Rhonda at the moment. What happened to all those sales figures from yesterday? Bonnie hadn’t noticed anything other than the gossip at hand.
 
   “We’ve sold enough Paradise this week to make all of Cincinnati a suspect. I made a note to tell you to reorder soon.”
 
   “We’ve gone through that much?” Marissa was amazed. A unisex scent was not something she had envisioned selling in the staid Midwest. Maybe on the coasts, but in Cincinnati, she had guessed  “shared scent“ would be construed as a euphemism for homosexual. A fragrance that could be used by both sexes wouldn't have enough testosterone for  “real” men in this notch in the Bible Belt. That should have only left the alternative crowd as an audience, not a group known for hanging out at a suburban mall. 
 
     “A lot of people have bought it. Even Mr. Harper was down here last week and bought a bottle for himself. The little one, the two-ounce jobbie. You’d think with all his money he could afford one of the big spray bottles and help a girl make her sales numbers.” Marissa detected a gleam in the clerk’s eyes.
 
    Marissa rolled her eyes.  “I’m not surprised after all I’ve seen of him. He’s incredibly cheap with the store. Why not with himself?”
 
     “Oh hon, those types are usually so generous when it comes to themselves. You’ve seen his car. I’m trying to think who else bought some. Your friend, Anne, bought some of their hand lotion.  Louise bought one of the big spray bottles.”
 
     “Who else?” Certainly the killer wouldn’t have had enough nerve to buy the incriminating scent at Kantor’s under her nose so to speak. Yet Marissa wanted to hear all she could. People tried to get away with any number of things here.
 
     “Oh, Harper’s secretary. The ditzy one with no fashion sense. She bought a little bottle too.”
 
    “Nicole?”
 
    “That’s her, but she brought it back the next day. Who returns perfume? She had the guts to tell me I was incompetent and then gave me the wrong card to get her credit. And . . .” The woman stopped and blushed pink under the layer of orange blush.
 
   “Who else? Who did you think of?” Marissa knew from the woman's reaction she had remembered something of interest.
 
   “Well, I suppose I shouldn’t tell you because it won’t be a surprise, but your detective was in a couple of weeks ago and bought a nice-size bottle.”
 
   Marissa furrowed her brow.  “Gavin bought a bottle? Whatever for?”
 
   “Search me. I thought maybe he didn’t know about your discount, but frankly I wouldn’t want perfume if I worked around it all day. It would be like buying him bullets.” She shrugged as if she didn’t understand these modern relationships.
 
   “I don’t understand. He knows I can usually get a scent free. We all know about the samples and free stuff.” Marissa tried to make sense of this new fact, but there was no explanation she could find. Other than guilt. Every way she looked at it, Gavin should have come to her for a fragrance.
 
   “I certainly have to give you credit for good taste. He kind of looks like a fashion model with that dark hair and those soulful eyes. Say, I wanted to ask if you met any of the Paradise models the other day at the seminar. Like maybe Adam there.” She pointed to a poster depicting the Garden of Eden.
 
   “Well, I hate to break it to you, but I don't think Adam ever looked like that in the Garden.” Marissa tapped the fig leaves that covered him.  “By the time he took up haute couture, he’d been kicked out for illegal use of fruit. And men have blamed women for it ever since.”
 
   Bonnie sighed.  “Can’t I dream? Perfume is supposed to sell the idea of romance and love. You’re entirely too practical.”
 
    “I can’t help it.” Marissa’s thoughts returned to the problem at hand.  “When did Gavin buy the bottle of Paradise?”
 
    “Sometime last week. He was here this morning, but he just stopped by for a minute. He seemed like he was looking for you, but you weren’t around.”
 
   Marissa turned to face the clerk.  “This morning? I thought the murder didn’t happen until lunchtime. Why would he have been here?”
 
    “I don’t know. I just sell perfume.” She stalked off after an unsuspecting shopper who had stopped in front of the Giorgio collection.  “We’re having a wonderful sale on Red this week. If you make a purchase of forty dollars or more, we’ll give you a free gift makeup case with seventy dollars of Red products in it.”
 
    Marissa walked back towards her office and stopped. Was the room still under police tape? As much as she liked Ellen, she missed the privacy of her own little room, dark and uncarpeted. Her cocoon. She felt like an interloper in the security office, unable to spread out her papers all over the desks. In the same way that she felt crowded by Dan at home. 
 
    She opened the swinging doors into the back area of the store. From the door, she couldn’t see any yellow tape blocking her way. She sat down at her chair and gave a little shiver. Tiffany had been murdered, sitting at this desk. Had she been mistaken for the cosmetics department head? Marissa came back time and again to that question. Why kill me? Yet that still didn’t answer why Billy had written her name on the desk. Had he been trying to tell her something about Harper or Tiffany’s murder?
 
    Her phone list still hung on the wall, attached by a lone thumbtack. She ran her finger down the list and found the number for Carly Spenser, Tiffany’s boss at Paradise. She didn’t know who else to call at the company with their recent loss of personnel. The phone rang twice before a woman answered.
 
   Marissa recognized the voice immediately. It had a familiar ring to it that made her sit up in her seat. Business as usual.  “Ms. Spenser, this is Marissa Scott from Kantor’s. I need to talk to you about getting some more Paradise in the store.”
 
   The voice perked up, taking on the modulated tones of a radio announcer.  “Marissa, please call me Carly. I’m impressed with your sales. If you've sold four cases in the past week, things are going well at Westgate.”
 
   Marissa pulled the phone cord to its maximum length and turned away from the desk. No use dwelling on the morbid. The office had probably not been tidied since she had moved in fifteen months ago. The stains on the floor had been scrubbed, but dark spots still streaked the tile. Marissa doubted that any clues remained in the sanitized room.  “I can't really tell how it’s selling because all my sales figures are tucked away at the police station somewhere. I’m trying to run this department without any help.”
 
   A sigh came from the other end of the line.  “I’m beginning to know that feeling myself. I don’t have a minute for myself these days.”
 
   Marissa laughed with a tinge of bitterness.  “Did you ever? I can’t imagine a free weekend without children and chores.” That would earn the name paradise.
 
   Carly made a noise on the other end of the phone that sounded like a snicker.  “No offense, but I’ve met your ex-husband and I can definitely understand the question. I’m sure he wasn't much of a help even when you were married.”
 
   Her cheeks burned. Marissa’d bad-mouthed her ex so much that people had suggested she start her own stand-up comedy routine about him, and yet a certain protective element lingered. She took a deep breath before she spoke.  “When did you meet Dan?”
 
    “We had a get-together two weeks ago for the staff who would be working with Paradise. Just drinks and appetizers. Nothing elaborate. I felt he was very suspicious, jealous. Every time Tiffany walked away from him, he would follow her or check up on her. Extremely unprofessional behavior.”
 
   Marissa tried to remember a time when she and Dan had attended a party, but none stood out. Certainly she would recall him checking up on her. For the most part, Dan seemed to take her for granted.  “I always thought Dan and Tiffany were well suited to each other.” Maybe the others had noticed the age difference as well. 
 
   “Kind of like Hitler and Goering, right?” The woman snickered again.
 
   “Why did you hire her if you felt that way? I’m sure there were a lot of qualified candidates.” The hair on the back of Marissa's neck bristled. She wanted to defend Dan, but needed to clarify the woman's comments. Add boss to the people who didn't care for the victim. Marissa felt odd trying to find words to defend her ex. 
 
   “She had an agenda far beyond selling fragrance. I have a feeling that if her personal agenda conflicted with the good of the business, she’d go for her own goals. Tiffany could be quite charming when she wanted to be, but frankly, she wouldn’t have been with the company long.”
 
   Marissa noticed a figure at the door and turned. Bonnie stood there wearing her garden party and listening to every word.
 
    “Carly, if you could just send four more cases, I would appreciate it. I have to go. Someone just came into my office.” Marissa set the receiver in its cradle without listening for a reply.
 
   Bonnie took the action as her cue to come in. She leaned on the edge of the metal desk and looked down at her boss.  “Marissa, I’m sorry to bother you again, but I remembered when your police officer came into the store to buy Paradise. It was the day you were at the seminar. I distinctly recall thinking that you should have oodles of samples when you got out of there and here he was buying it at retail no less.”
 
   Marissa looked at the woman with her mouth open. No witty retorts. No one-liners. Her brain refused to function.  “Are you sure?”
 
    “Oh, yeah. He came in real early in the morning and bought it. If you want, I can probably get you a receipt from the credit card department. That way you can check the time of sale.” She pointed to the offices upstairs, making her arm wiggle again.
 
    “That’s okay. You better get back out to the floor. We should be getting a new shipment of Paradise in soon. If you have a chance, why don’t you check the stock on some of the other brands too? I’ve requested new reports from the computer center, but they weren’t sure how soon they could get them to me.”
 
    Bonnie nodded without shifting her hair and left. Marissa sat at the desk and stared at one of the bare metal shelves that lined the back wall of her office. Could Gavin be involved in some way with Tiffany's death? The girl had meddled in the life of everyone around her, why not Gavin’s as well? Her mission had been to make Marissa suffer. She wracked her brain, but couldn’t think of Gavin having a secret sin or a hidden life. He’d seemed so up-front when he’d shared his past with her. So open. Could he have sensed Marissa’s hurt from the past? Who was she kidding? She’d worn her pain on her sleeve when she and Gavin had first met. Maybe he had tried to spare her the pain of working with the sleaze as well.
 
     Why had he come into the store to buy perfume? His excuses didn’t hold together. He had been at the store at the time of both murders and yet not said a word about his visits or his purchase. He had the opportunity. She made a note to ask him the next time he started talking about trust. Shawn was in jail right now and the police weren’t investigating their own motives. Would they?
 
    Marissa started to put her head down on the desk and stopped short. The memory of Tiffany’s murder returned, a murder she now wondered if Gavin Tish was involved in. Her trust in the police officer shattered like a cheap mirror. Marissa hated the feeling that she couldn't believe him, but by lying, he put himself in the same category as Dan.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
    
 
    
 
   The strong smell of basil and tomatoes struck Marissa as she stepped into her apartment. Her stomach protested. The spices reminded her that she hadn’t eaten since morning and she headed to the refrigerator to find something to nibble on. The next door neighbor must have outdone himself for her kitchen to smell like an Italian kitchen.
 
    She started as she saw movement from the stove. Dan stood over a pan, stirring something that smelled delicious. Marissa had a momentary attack of guilt. No wonder poor Joshua got sick. The hurried meals. The halfhearted nutrition. In the months she had lived here, she had only prepared a meal like this once or twice. Not like the fancy meals she had prepared for Dan before her pregnancy. Nine months of morning sickness had stopped the candlelight and steak. Welcome to the era of macaroni and cheese. Josh never complained, but Marissa wondered if he missed the carefully prepared meals. Things wouldn’t get better while she had a stressful full-time job to pay the bills and the occasional murder to solve.
 
   “Hi, where have you been? The doctor gave us really good news. Josh was able to come home today. I tried to call you at work, but they said you’d already left.”
 
   “I had some errands to run,” Marissa said remembering her visit to the Wong family after work.  “Is he in bed? How did you get in?” She just hoped that Gavin wouldn't find out that she'd been meddling in the investigation. Food before fighting.
 
   “Mr. Weber let us in. I thought it would be best if Josh went home instead of taking him to my place and then over here when you got home. I didn't want him out in this weather.”
 
   Marissa slipped off her coat and threw it over one of the chairs in the living room. “That’s fine. I was just surprised to see you here.”
 
   She hurried down the hall to check on Josh. Soundly sleeping. Just where he should be. He had curled into a ball in the twin bed, with his pillow tucked under his chest. She pulled the door shut and leaned against the frame for a minute.
 
   When she returned to the living room, Dan had stepped away from the food and was picking up her coat from the chair. He hung the garment in the closet and sat on the sofa.  “So do you need any help with groceries or boxes?”
 
   “What?”
 
   Dan turned to face her. His color looked better than it had at the hospital, although dark circles ringed his eyes.  “You said you ran errands.”
 
   Marissa looked down at the floor and shuffled her feet. She cursed herself for using the same white lies that Dan had perfected while dating Tiffany under her nose. No reason not to tell him the truth. There was no tie between them now except for Joshua.  “It wasn’t that kind of errand. I did some detective work this afternoon. I went over to Tiffany’s parents to find out more about her.”
 
   “You did what?” He stood up and looked down at her. His color had definitely improved now, going to a healthy shade of crimson. “How could you?”
 
   She took another deep breath and shrugged.  “It was easy. I walked up to the door and rang the bell.”
 
   “You’re dodging the issue.”
 
   Marissa arched an eyebrow, remembering all the fights where she had used those exact words. Dan had shuffled his feet, trying to find an appropriate excuse. Reverse déja vu. She hated that in the months since the divorce she had become like him while striving hard to be the opposite. Still she had been forced to learn to survive.  “Dan, they arrested Shawn for the murders today. I’m sure he didn’t do it so I’m looking into some things to help the police. I thought if I saw Eddie, I might learn something or see something. No such luck though. Eddie wanted nothing to do with me.”
 
    “You mean to help Gavin, don't you? It's okay.  I’m a grown man, and I can get used to you having a boyfriend.” His hands slid onto his hips and Marissa almost laughed. Marissa was sure she had never sanctioned Dan's other relationships during their fights.
 
    “I mean to help Ellen and Shawn. Their lives can’t go on until this is resolved. Mine can't either, come to mention it. Not that you deserve to know anything about my life, but Gavin and I are having problems. So I’m not sure that I would exert a lot of energy to help him at this point.”
 
   The hands slid down and his face turned to a more normal pink hue.  “I didn’t realize you and Shawn were such good friends. You know he dates Tiff’s brother. That’s just so weird.”
 
   Marissa edged down into the chair, not sure if the détente would last.  “What’s so weird about it?”
 
    “The way we’re all interconnected. You, me, Tiff, Eddie, Shawn. So why don’t you think he killed Tiff?”
 
    “Your wonderful wife-to-be blackmailed her brother into dumping Shawn. She told him to stop dating him or she’d tell their parents.” Marissa decided to spare no punches. Dan knew how she felt about the girl. No pronouncement about her character would startle him today.
 
    “Oh, come on. I know you don’t like Tiff, but she isn’t Satan’s spawn or anything.” Dan edged closer to the outside of the sofa and cupped his head in his hands.  “She did have some good qualities.”
 
    “Name one. She was a homewrecker, a blackmailer, a snoop, and who knows what else. Just think what she could have graduated to by the time she was our age.”
 
    “That’s not fair. She had friends and family who loved her.”
 
    “The only people I’ve seen who seemed to care that she was gone was her old boyfriend and you.” Marissa felt none of the familiar anger. Maybe some of the hurt was gone if she could talk about the girl without losing her cool. She looked at Dan again and didn’t feel the urge to smack him either. Time heals all wounds if you live to be two hundred.  “Now he’s dead.”
 
    “I know. The police stopped by the funeral today to ask some questions. Ellen’s fiancé is a real jerk.” 
 
    “You don’t have to tell me. From what I saw, Billy Chin’s death is nothing to cry over.”
 
   Dan’s eyes widened.  “You met Wo Fat?”
 
   Marissa looked at him and laughed.  “Who?”
 
   Dan shook his head.  “Billy Chin, but Tiff and I called him Wo Fat, the guy from Hawaii Five-O. You shouldn’t be hanging around with people like that. He was dangerous.”
 
    “He didn’t have many nice things to say about you either.” Marissa shook her head slowly.  “That’s real nice. I’d hate to hear what you called me.”
 
    “Probably no worse than what you called me, knowing you.”
 
   Marissa thought over some of her pet names for her ex-husband. Not to mention the little stunt where she had painted a red letter  “A” on Tiffany's wedding dress. She figured she hadn’t started that fight since the couple had registered at her store. Marissa gave as good as she got. Still she had given into her anger so easily. She didn’t like that feeling.  “So what was so dangerous about Billy Chin? What did Tiffany tell you about him?”
 
    “He’s been in jail, for starters, robbery, I think. He gave us the creeps because he wouldn’t let go. He’d follow us around, spying on us. He knew about me and Tiff months before you did.”
 
   Marissa rolled her eyes. Dan still didn’t know how to censor his thoughts before saying something incredibly tacky.  “Dan, this is an off-the-wall question, but do you know if he used a knife or gun in the robbery?”
 
   Dan looked at her with surprise.  “I don’t know, but that’s a good question. I guess you’ve been spending a lot of time with the police, huh? He did slash my tires, so I know he had a knife.”
 
   Marissa shivered slightly as she realized how close she had been that man last week. She thought of a sharp blade entering Tiffany’s skin and hugged herself for a second.  “Did he ever threaten you or Tiffany?”
 
    “Tiff was talking about getting a restraining order against him when she was killed. He’d follow her around and make trouble. The first few months that we dated, she couldn’t hold a job because he would come into wherever she worked and cause a big scene. I assumed that he’d be the major suspect in her murder — until now.” 
 
    “Well, if your little girlfriend hadn’t given so many people a reason to hate her, they might have arrested him earlier and been able to find out what he knew. I still just don’t understand what you saw in her. From what I can tell, she was dangerous to know.”
 
    Dan wiped at an eye and Marissa wondered if she’d crossed that line again.  “She had her whole life in front of her. She could be anything, do anything, go anywhere, and she wanted to do all that with me. She had a great sense of humor and she could always make me laugh. We talked, too. You think it was all just sex, but we spent a lot of time together sharing our thoughts.”
 
    Marissa felt her flesh grow cold. Did her face show the shock? She felt as if Dan had just spent the last few minutes describing the early days of their own relationship. Except she’d held out long enough to make sure Dan was sincere about his feelings. Was Dan just able to commit to the infatuation stage of love? Had he run to another woman when things became familiar and routine? Marissa had never thought of his relationship to Tiffany in any terms other than sex. She sat like a statue. A part of her had blamed herself for the divorce. Now she realized that maybe it had been a deficiency in Dan’s emotional maturity more than a decision to leave his wife and infant son. He’d been tied down in the day-to-day monotony of work and family. Marissa sat quietly, alone in her thoughts, forgetting he was in the room.
 
   “I’ve hurt you by telling you this. I’m sorry.” Dan approached her and put his right hand over her left, covering the finger that once held her wedding ring. Marissa didn’t move to brush it away. They stayed like that for a minute.
 
   “You didn’t hurt me. I’m just thinking about a few things. It’s really been a trying few days for me.”
 
   “I just wanted you to see that she could be lovable too.” He spoke in a hushed tone that matched the silence of the room.
 
   Marissa came back from her thoughts and pulled away her hand.  “Dan, it’s because of your lovable little friend that Billy Chin is dead and the police arrested Shawn. They thought he killed her to get Eddie back.”
 
   “It could happen.” Dan shrugged.
 
   Marissa leaned back in the chair. The fact that Joshua was home safe and alive had started to sink into her brain. Her eyelids felt like lead. She’d sleep in her own bed tonight with her own pillows. Her shoulders ached in reminder of the futon chair.  “If you’re trying to keep something quiet, you don’t kill the blackmailer in a splashy way. Even if you’re not the killer, everyone’s going to know your business before the murder's solved.”
 
    Dan smiled for a second.  “That’s true. Mine has been plastered all over the Enquirer for the past week. The paper makes me sound like a dirty old man.”
 
   Best not to answer. Joshua staggered into the room and sat on her lap. His reddish brown hair was tousled. He wore a pair of Superman pajamas, but he looked a lot more like Clark Kent with his eyes half-shut.  “Mommy, I’m home now.”
 
   She pulled him tight and kissed his head repeatedly.  “I know, honey, I know.”
 
    “Daddy made lasagna for us. Can he stay?” The little boy looked at her and she saw the resemblance again to his father. She found it hard to love one and resent the other. Too bad.
 
    “It would only be fair since he made it.” Marissa squeezed him again. The boy leaned back against her. She remembered holding him here a few days ago and how fevered he had been. She began to weep silently as Dan stood up, moving towards the kitchen.
 
    “I’ll let you two be alone. I have to finish up the garlic bread.” He left the room. Marissa heard the sounds of pots banging in the kitchen. Mr. Weber would never figure out these noises coming from her house. She sniffed, trying to stem the tears, but they continued to fall as she thought about how close she'd come to losing her son.
 
   A few minutes passed before Dan called out that supper was ready. She rubbed her eyes on the sleeve of her blouse and stood up, still holding Josh. She put him down in the chair next to hers, patting his hand. The boy picked up his fork ready to stab anything in front of him. A good sign. Marissa noticed that he’d lost some weight in the hospital, pounds that his small frame couldn't afford to do without.
 
   Dan brought a large helping of steaming lasagna to the table, cheese dripping everywhere.
 
    “I can’t eat that much. I have to be able to fit into my clothes tomorrow.” Marissa said.
 
    He smiled and set the plate in front of Joshua.  “Don’t worry. It’s for him. I want to fatten him up. So I made his favorite foods and gave him huge helpings.”
 
    “So if he doesn’t throw it all up, he’ll be on the road to recovery.” Despite her words, Marissa was impressed. Not only had he noticed Josh’s weight loss, Dan had shown compassion and caring. She couldn’t recall that level of attention from their married days.
 
   He looked at her across the table.  “I have another motive for all this.”
 
   Marissa winced as she tried to think of what he would ask for.  “What is it?”
 
   “I’d like to stay here for a few days, just until Josh is healthy enough to go back to day care. You’ll be able to go to work and I can be with Josh.”
 
   The boy’s eyes lit up. He tugged at Marissa’s still tear-dampened sleeve.  “Can Daddy stay? Please, please.”
 
   Marissa stared at Dan for a second. She knew her face had to be as pale as the Parmesan cheese on the table. He’d set her up again with sweet words and kind acts. One day she might just learn. Seeing Josh’s expectant gaze, she made some quick choices.  “You’ll sleep in Joshua’s room. I have an air mattress around here somewhere. I’ll be locking my door at night so don’t get any ideas. Furthermore, you’ll be fully dressed at all times. I don’t want to see you walking around in your underwear, but other than that, you can stay.”
 
    With a smile, Dan put a smaller portion in front of her and another large one in front of himself. Marissa took a bite, wondering if this was her own version of the Last Supper.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
    
 
   Rhonda slammed the phone down. Marissa jumped slightly and turned to look at the woman.
 
    “What’s the matter with you?” Marissa stepped closer to the counter. Rhonda stood surrounded by men's fragrances. “Bad news?”
 
   Rhonda shook her head. Tiny blonde curls whipped around her head. “No, it’s that Carly Spencer. She just gets my goat sometimes.”
 
   Marissa widened her eyes.  “I didn’t realize that you two knew each other. She’s practically an employee with all these connections.”
 
    “Well, I’m afraid that she doesn’t want my acquaintance — these days.” Rhonda crossed her arms over her chest and stood up straight.  “She thinks she’s better than the rest of us from Seaman.”
 
   Marissa’s mouth dropped open at the phrase.  “Excuse me?”
 
    “Seaman. It’s a little town about two hours east of here. It’s where I was born. Carly too. And I don’t want to hear word one about how a ‘glamorous’ person like Carly couldn't have come from a one-horse town.” Rhonda threw her arms in the air.  “Them Fites didn’t have a penny to their name. My family looked like the Rockefellers next to them.”
 
   Marissa placed a hand on Rhonda’s arm.  “Slow down. I’m not going to judge anyone on how much money they have. I’d be fairly far down the food chain if that were the case. Now Carly and you are from the same town and Carly’s family used to be poorer than yours. So what happened between then and now?”
 
   Rhonda stuck her nose up in the air as she pulled a nail file from her pocket.  “Moved to Cincinnati. Married well, someone older. He died and left her a lot of money. Now she puts on big airs because Carly Spenser is going to be a vice president of a cosmetic firm. She’s just too big city in her ways for the likes of me.”
 
   “So why did Carly call you?”
 
   Rhonda filed her thumbnail until it almost became a point.  “She didn’t. She wanted to tell you that those missing gift baskets are being UPSed over here and should get here tomorrow. I was just an accidental secretary.”
 
    “I see. So what has you so mad?”
 
    “Her attitude. We were in the same high school class. Twenty-five people. She pretended just now like she'd never heard of me.”
 
   Marissa recognized a snub when she heard one. How would she handle it? Probably not much better than the salesclerk had.  “So what did you do? Anything I need to be aware of before we get the shipment?”
 
   Rhonda shook the curls again.  “No. I just called her Carlene Mae Fite. That rattled her cage a bit.”
 
   Marissa smiled as she started back to her office. Ordeal averted. Yet she kept looking back at the clerk who held a nail file wrapped in her hand while telling the story, stabbing the glass of the display case.
 
    
 
   ****
 
    
 
   Marissa didn’t stumble in the door of her apartment until after seven that evening. The smell of barbecued chicken filled her nostrils. After breathing the citrus and spice fragrances of her department, the aroma of home-cooked food smelled wonderful. Made even better by the fact that she hadn’t prepared it. Before this week, she couldn’t remember the last time someone had cooked a meal for her. Too long ago.
 
   Dan tried to smile, but the creases around his eyes looked like canals for tears. The Panama Canal of crying. Marissa noticed for the first time how he’d aged in the past year. Being around youth had not made him younger, but older. Being around Tiffany could make Dick Clark look geriatric.  “Joshua’s sleeping. He’s been in bed most of the day. The excitement of coming home has worn him out. How was work? Any more developments on the murder case? What are the police saying about Tiffany now?”
 
    “I doubt you’ll believe me, but I’m sorry you have to find out this way that Tiffany wasn't what you thought. Learning you can’t trust someone you thought you’d spend the rest of your life with can be devastating.” The words slipped out before Marissa could stop them and she winced. She couldn’t kick a man, even Dan, when he was this far down. Besides, she was more concerned about what to do with Gavin. Ten years in a relationship hadn't prepared her for how to slow down someone on the dating fast track.
 
   Dan’s eyes welled up.  “Is this what I did to you two years ago?”
 
   Marissa’s eyes widened. Could he really be that oblivious to other people’s feelings that he needed to ask?  “Exactly.”
 
    “I’m sorry. I never meant to hurt you. It’s just that I found someone else who I loved more. Can we talk about something else? Where did you get all these books? You have a lot of interesting things. Biographies, mysteries, science.”
 
   Marissa looked at him with surprise.  “I’ve always had them. Even when we were married. Not that I get much of a chance to read these days. You just didn’t take the time to notice before.”
 
   Dan plopped down in one of the kitchen chairs and Marissa walked over to check on the chicken. So much for being pampered.
 
    “Dan, I hate to bring this up at a delicate time like this, but have you thought that the reason Tiffany was trying to get all this money was because she had found someone else she loved better?” She hated to broach the subject, but she knew from talking to Ellen that Bandarra suspected the same thing. While he still half-suspected Marissa of the killings, the girl’s growing piles of money had caught his eye. Maybe she could prepare Dan for the next set of revelations; buffer him for the next surprise.
 
   Dan nodded. Whatever reaction Marissa had expected, it wasn’t this: rage, anger, or recrimination maybe. Never simple agreement. How long had he wondered about her lack of fidelity and not said a word? He still kept everything to himself. In her darkest days after the divorce, Marissa had prayed that Dan would receive his punishment, but she never dreamed that it would be so quick or proportionate to the crime. The mills of God ground quickly in some cases.
 
   “Do you know who it was?”
 
   Dan looked up. Marissa could see from the stove that he was tired and drawn.  “No. I just had this feeling that she’d pulled back from me. Why do you think she wanted all that money? She started working to get money, she blackmailed her brother, and we don’t even know who else. Why the desperate need for cash? I would have given her whatever she wanted.”
 
   Marissa bristled at the words, knowing them to be true — until he divorced Tiffany and found someone new. She slipped off her shoes and pushed them under the table.  “Dan, for women, money means independence. No relying on a man to get by in life. Look at me. I’m working full-time plus trying to be a good mother. I resent that I still have to rely on those monthly checks from you to make it. You can’t be truly independent while you’re waiting by the mailbox. If I had the means to get ten thousand dollars, I’d be tempted.”
 
   Dan tugged at his collar.  “I suppose I owe you money right now. It’s just that the wedding’s been taking more cash than I’d expected. Tiffany’s parents weren’t paying for much. They didn’t approve of her marrying a Caucasian.”
 
   Marissa ignored the excuses. She’d heard them before.  “So when did she start pulling away from you?”
 
   “A few weeks ago. About the time she took a job at Paradise. She would disappear for a few hours almost every day and not give an explanation for where she went. Or stay out late and tell me she was with a friend. At first I thought it was job-related, but there can only be so many late-night meetings. She would talk on the phone and say it was Carly. I listened once and I’d never talked to my boss like that. Even you wouldn’t.”
 
   “I’ve wanted to ask you. Why did she take a job at Paradise? There have to be millions of careers in the world and she gets into the same one I’m in. If I were her, I’d have found some other area.”
 
   Dan stood up and walked to the stove. He jabbed the chicken in the pan.  “One with no competition, right?”
 
    “Exactly. A job that didn’t scream obvious comparison. Who would want to be compared continuously to their husband’s first wife?” Marissa took Dan’s interest in the food as a cue to sit down. She collapsed into one of the wooden kitchen chairs.
 
    “I never totally understood her. I think that was part of the turn-on.”
 
    “A lack of communication skills is not sexy.” Marissa rolled her eyes. Only Dan would find silence to be a positive character trait.
 
   Dan took the chicken out of the pan and placed it on a serving platter.  “Do you want to let Josh sleep or get him up for dinner? I don't know what’s best.”
 
   Much as she wanted to see Josh, Marissa wanted to know the answers. Thinking of where the conversation might go if they were one-on-one, Marissa said,  “It’s probably better to let him sleep. We can save some and heat it up later when he gets up.” Marissa knew her microwave intimately.  “So you don’t know who Tiffany was involved with? No hints?”
 
   Dan shook his head.  “At one point, I thought it might be someone from Kantor’s, but I was never sure. She spent a lot of time at your particular store even though it was only part of her territory.”
 
    Marissa bit her lip and sat silently. She tried to think of a man at her store who would be available and interested. Going through the list, she realized Shawn would have an easier time finding a date than Tiffany would. Most of the men there were openly gay except for a few stray straight men.
 
    Only one name kept coming to mind again and again: David Harper, the store manager. So far Louise had tried to link him to Nicole, Marissa, and Shawn. Tiffany wouldn’t be out of the question. If the rumors were true, how did he have time to run the store? He’d be too tired to fire department heads and shuffle clerks. He’d be lucky to change the sheets. She shook her head as she tried to mentally scratch him from the list. 
 
    “Did you think of someone?” Dan looked at her with a mix of sadness and loneliness in his droopy eyelids and downturned mouth.
 
   Marissa took a deep breath and debated her options. She needed someone to discuss this idea with, but her suppositions might hurt Dan. She thought of excusing herself and calling Anne.
 
    “Well?” Dan repeated.  “I’m a big boy. I can take it.” He put the plate of chicken down in front of Marissa. The tangy smell of barbecue sauce made her momentarily forget the awkward thoughts she’d been having.
 
   Marissa cleared her throat twice and had the good graces to feel embarrassed at what she was going to say.  “I was thinking of David Harper. I don’t know if you've met him. He’s the store manager.”
 
    Dan shook his head.  “Why him?”
 
     “I keep hearing rumors about him and people in the store having affairs, so I thought maybe where there's smoke, the fire might be burning in another direction.”
 
    Dan ran his fingers through his hair as he sat down in the chair opposite her. He stabbed a piece of chicken a little harder than Marissa thought necessary, but other than that, she couldn't see any signs of Dan being too upset.  “So who else are supposedly Harper’s love interests?”
 
    Marissa gagged on her chicken and took a drink of water.  “Shawn, for one. Supposedly that’s his motive for killing Billy. He was overcome with jealousy at seeing another man in Harper’s office.” She choked on the meat again. So much for enjoying someone else’s cooking.
 
    Dan raised an eyebrow.  “Who else?”
 
    Marissa felt her ears burn. Her neck grew warm. She didn’t like other people investigating this matter half as much as she enjoyed investigating it herself.  “Me, okay?”
 
    She didn’t expect the guffaw that erupted from her ex-husband. The laugh made her jump. Dan continued to enjoy what he considered a joke while Marissa waited for him to get control of himself. Finally, he wiped his eyes to look at her again.  “Sorry. That just really struck me as funny.”
 
     “It’s not that hard to think about me as a sexual being, is it? I’m twenty-eight, attractive, and intelligent. What's not to like?” To think, she'd actually thought about sparing his feelings. What was she thinking?
 
    Dan snickered and pushed the rice to the other side of his plate.  “You're right, but the thought of you having an affair with the boss was funny to me. You've never taken orders from anybody. I couldn't see you loving someone who was your superior at work.”
 
     “He's my boss, not my 'superior' and what about having the moral sense not to jump into a bad situation?” Marissa took a swig of tea, glaring at Dan the whole time.
 
    The smile slipped from her ex-husband's face as he spoke.  “So what’s so special about Harper? Why would Tiffany want to have an affair with this guy?”
 
    Marissa shrugged.  “She certainly could make my life miserable if she was.” Her fork stopped in midair.  “Dan, what exactly was Tiffany capable of?”
 
    “What do you mean? She blackmailed your friends, and wormed her way into your life if that's any indication.”
 
    “Do you think she would have been willing to sleep with David Harper to get me fired?”
 
    Dan’s mouth dropped open for a second and he tried to cover by putting some rice in it.  “Anything’s possible. Why do you ask that?”
 
    “Harper fired several managers, and played musical departments most of the rest of them around. I was the only department head to retain the job they had in December. That’s why some of the people at Kantor’s were talking.”
 
    “Maybe you were just doing a good job and he decided to leave you there.”
 
    Marissa frowned.  “I don’t think so. I made my Christmas numbers — barely. It should have been off to nursery goods or men's suits for me. I wondered if maybe by not moving me, he was setting me up to fail.”
 
    “Per Tiffany’s suggestion?”
 
    “Why not? There wasn’t any love lost between us. Maybe she wanted my job.”
 
    Marissa turned around at the sound of little footsteps in the hall. Josh was walking towards them, rubbing his eyes.  “Mommy, I’m hungry.” The three-syllable whine of “Mommy” let her know that he was feeling better. She stood up and took down another plate from the cabinet. She cut up some chicken and mixed in rice. Josh was a picky eater. Sometimes disguising several foods as one dish confused his inexperienced taste buds.
 
    The boy sat down on one of the chairs and took Marissa's fork. She returned to the table with the plate and kept the fork as her own. Once Dan left and the murders were solved, life could get back to normal. Maybe she’d cook like this for Josh. Marissa thought about her life and wondered if she wanted back what she had had before the murders: Gavin breathing down her neck for a commitment, Harper ruining the store, Anne complaining about her job. She sighed and sat back down.
 
   “Mommy, can Daddy stay here forever? We’re having a good time. We played trains all day.” Joshua looked at her, waiting for an answer with the same focused eyes as her ex-husband.
 
   Dan spoke up first.  “I’ll have to go back to work in a few days. I can’t stay home and play with you forever.”
 
   Before she could respond, the doorbell rang. Saved by the bell, Marissa jumped up to answer it. As she opened the door, Gavin stepped into the entryway and hugged her briefly. He sniffed the air.  “Did you cook?”
 
    He looked into the kitchen and his features grew colder than the winter night outside.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15
 
    
 
    
 
    “What’s he doing here?” Gavin stepped into the living room, but Marissa blocked him from going any further into the apartment. The police officer was dressed for work. A white shirt, tie, and a black wool overcoat.
 
    “He brought Joshua home from the hospital. You remember that place you only visited once all week. We were sitting down to eat.”
 
    “You cooked for him? I thought you couldn’t stand him.” Gavin’s cheeks reddened. Marissa prayed more from the cold than the situation.
 
    “He cooked for me. I had some errands to do this afternoon.” Marissa crossed her arms. Why did she feel so defensive and need to explain?  “It’s not like you caught me naked on the kitchen table. We’re talking barbecued chicken here.”
 
    “You can call it chicken if you want to and if you’re referring to your visit to the Wongs, I already heard all about it. Eddie called the police after you left.”
 
   Marissa fumed. Shawn definitely needed to cultivate a better class of friends. What kind of lover would report someone who was trying to help get Shawn out of jail?  “What did he say?”
 
    “Just that you had talked some sense into him and he asked to schedule an appointment to see Shawn.” Gavin spoke absentmindedly, staring over Marissa’s shoulder at the homey scene in the kitchen area. She wondered if he longed to be the man in that picture. Marissa wasn’t sure her home needed any man. Relationships caused as many problems as they solved — or so it seemed to her. 
 
    “That’s good. At least some people recognize that Shawn couldn’t have done murdered two people in cold blood.”
 
   Gavin turned again to look at her.  “You can count the police in that number because Shawn was released earlier today.”
 
   Marissa’s arms fell to her sides.  “Shawn’s free? That’s great. You finally saw the light. I’m proud of you. Maybe the police aren’t as homophobic as I thought.”
 
   He frowned.  “We released him because he couldn’t have killed Billy Chin. He has an alibi.” Gavin tugged at his collar as he spoke.
 
    “Why didn’t he mention that before?” Marissa thought for a second about the dinner she hadn't cooked that congealed on her plate, but she wanted to learn the details. The thought of Gavin and Dan having dinner together would have ruined her appetite anyway. The fight for male dominance would be ugly. 
 
    “Huxley said he was trying to protect Eddie. He thought his lover had killed Tiffany so they could resume their relationship.”
 
    “What changed his mind?”
 
   Gavin leaned up against the wall.  “Nothing, his alibi came forward voluntarily.”
 
    “So who was it?” Marissa hadn’t talked to Shawn since the day of Tiffany’s murder. She wondered how he was holding up since he tended to be a quiet, reserved person. Being dumped, finding a body, and getting arrested made for a trying week to say the least. He wasn’t likely to find a sympathetic ear in jail. Unless it was detached from its owner.
 
   Gavin looked at her for a second before answering.  “Your store manager, David Harper.”
 
   Marissa pulled the man closer. Her voice dropped to a whisper.  “You’ve got to be kidding. Dan and I just decided that Tiffany and Harper were having an affair.”
 
   Gavin retreated.  “You’ve been discussing the case with your ex-husband? He’s staying here, living in your home, and now you’re sharing your thoughts with him over dinner. This is all just a little too quaint for me. He hasn’t wasted any time in moving on, has he?”
 
   Marissa tightened her grip on his overcoat and yanked hard. He needed a good shaking. “Show a little compassion. If you got killed, I wouldn’t want to be by myself for awhile and it’s not like either one of us has a lot of family in Cincinnati.”
 
   Gavin's bottom lip worked its way out.  “Then let him move back to Columbus.”
 
    “Gavin, I don’t want to discuss this now. Tell me about this alibi. Isn’t it a little too convenient that someone came forward after Shawn’s been in jail for a day?”
 
    “What do you mean? I came over because I thought you’d be glad he’s out. For some reason, you’re fond of that guy.” He made a face like he couldn’t understand her reasons. Marissa didn’t like the strains of bigotry she saw in an otherwise nice guy. He was not making any points in this conversation. 
 
    “I’m glad that Shawn’s out of jail, but I just think it’s extremely convenient because now Harper has an alibi as well as Shawn. Especially when he might have been involved with Tiffany.”
 
    “How do you mean ‘involved’? ” Gavin raised his eyebrows suggestively. Marissa wished he could just talk about sex with women. She was sure he had no trouble discussing it with the other police officers in the locker rooms of the station. She’d had a baby. She’d figured out how they were created. Did these west-side boys think of women as perpetual virgins?
 
    “Having an affair. Doing the nasty. The horizontal bop. The mattress mambo. Whatever you want to call it.” Marissa thought she heard a snicker from the kitchen. Best to ignore it.  “What were Harper and Shawn doing together at that time of morning anyway?” Marissa suspected the reason, but wanted to make Gavin suffer through telling her. A small revenge for fighting in front of Dan.
 
   Gavin’s face reddened again. Marissa allowed herself a small smile at his discomfort.  “It would seem that he’d spent the night at Shawn’s place, but we’re still not clear on that. Harper gave us a rough time. He’d only talk about the morning of the murder and only the time period in question. Officially, they had breakfast together at Shawn’s. That part of the conversation was detailed, but anything else was vague.”
 
    “Well, at least Shawn’s out. So who are you planning to arrest next?”
 
   Gavin looked over her shoulder to the kitchen. He leaned his head towards hers.  “Well — Dan, maybe. I came over to warn you about him.”
 
   Marissa laughed aloud.  “You’re about ten years too late for that.”
 
   Gavin stiffened.  “I’m serious. His alibi for Billy’s murder has fallen through. The nurse who was watching Josh remembers him leaving in the early morning and coming back later in the day. She didn’t know where he went, but it sounds like there might have been enough time to go out to Kantor’s.”
 
   Marissa put her hands over her face. She suddenly felt very tired and alone against the world.  “You people don’t get it. First you arrest someone because you think gays don’t like women and now you personally are going after Dan because he’s in the way.”

 
    “The police always suspect the spouse first, although Bandarra has been rattling off the evidence against you to anyone who will listen. I’m not sure if he’s just doing it to get my goat, but it’s working. He can’t get past the alibis though. The rest he has all worked out. How you invited Tiffany to your office, killed her, left clues to the pranks to throw off the police, signed your name in blood to double bluff us. You get the idea. I’ve been trying to show him that Dan had a great motive.”
 
    “Please don’t make another mistake in this case. Go slowly. Take some time.” Marissa thought about her words and how well they applied to their relationship as well, but she couldn’t bring herself to say them to Gavin in that context. He would take slow as stop. 
 
    “Well, I don’t want to fight tonight, especially tonight.”
 
   Marissa lifted her face from her hands and looked at him.  “Why?”
 
    “I was hoping to give you your Valentine’s Day present today. I know it’s a little ahead of schedule, but I thought you’d like it with all you’ve been through lately.” He palmed a small velvet box.
 
   Marissa swallowed hard. This was not the way to make her life easier. She could see it becoming infinitely more difficult in about thirty seconds. She couldn’t believe that he could have gone this far without warning. “Gavin, tell me this isn’t what I think it is.” She looked over her shoulder towards the kitchen. Josh was still picking at his food, but Dan had appeared to take a sudden interest in the conversation in the living room. Marissa turned around to face Gavin again, still holding the little jewelry box.
 
    “Go ahead and open it. I think you’ll like it.” He pushed it towards her chest.
 
    “Doubtful, “ Marissa muttered under her breath. She opened the box. A diamond solitaire. At least half a carat. Beautifully faceted. She knew it cost more than he could afford. Another encouragement from the retail establishment that money spent equaled love earned. The stone looked as murky as her thoughts in the moonlight that lit the room.
 
    “Do you like it?” Gavin plucked the ring from the box and pushed it over Marissa’s knuckle. He held her hand up in front of her face in case she'd missed its significance.
 
    “Gavin, I can’t believe you’re doing this.”
 
    “Doing what?” The look on the officer’s face showed that he didn’t understand her feelings.
 
    “You’re proposing to me in front of my ex-husband. You’ve taken what's supposed to be a special moment for me and made it into what’s convenient for you. That isn’t a relationship.” Marissa felt a tear roll down her cheek. She wasn’t sure if she was crying because of his insensitivity, her emotions that ran close to the surface these days, or embarrassment about the teasing she’d receive from Dan when she returned to the table. Any one of them would have brought tears at this point, but all three at once guaranteed a flood.
 
    “I thought you’d be happy. I thought you wanted this.” Gavin’s face showed his disappointment, his mouth drooped at the corners. His hooded eyes held a sadness in them that Marissa hadn’t seen before. His pupils seemed to have a milky film over them. 
 
    “How would you know what I want? You never asked me what I want. I’d like to take a relationship slow. Let it build at its own pace. Have some time together in private. I don’t want to be proposed to after three months nor do I want to be proposed to in front of other people. Especially not Dan.” She rubbed a palm across her cheek. Gavin hadn’t understood her or even tried. Where was a man who knew what she wanted and wanted to give it to her? A man who understood the difficulties of single parenthood, the joy of making it on your own, and the loneliness of both. Did he exist? Or did they all behave this way?
 
   Dan cleared his throat from behind her.
 
    “Shut up!” Marissa and Gavin said in unison. Gavin smiled first although traces of melancholy lingered in his eyes. Marissa allowed herself a grin. She still had her back to Dan so he couldn't see her amusement.
 
    “We need to have a long talk, but not here and not now. Is that okay?” Marissa took Gavin's arm and led him back to the door. She pushed the ring box into his palm so Dan wouldn’t see.
 
   The officer nodded and started to button his overcoat.  “I’ll keep you informed about the case. It’s all right if I still call you, isn’t it?”
 
    “Gavin, you can still call and come by when you want. I’m just not ready to marry you or anyone else yet. We can still go out although you need to start being honest with me about everything.”
 
   He narrowed his eyes and stuffed his hands deep into his pockets.  “What’s that supposed to mean? I’m not cheating on you.”
 
    “No, but Bonnie told me that you bought Paradise at our store the day of Tiffany’s murder. You never told me that.”
 
   He shrugged, but the overcoat's shoulders stayed up.  “I didn’t think it was important. I told Bandarra I’d pick some up for him to give Ellen.” 
 
    “You still could have bought it from me, used my discount.”
 
    “He didn’t want to buy it from you or use your discount. He figured that you’d tell Ellen before I got it back to the station. I just forgot about it, what with all that happened later.”
 
    “I’m glad he didn’t ask because then I didn’t have to turn him down.” Marissa watched him from the corner of her eye, trying to determine if he was lying. They hadn’t been going out long enough for her to know all the little signs that betrayed a lover. Another reason to stay single. Just yesterday she wondered if he could have killed Tiffany. She couldn’t say yes until she answered those questions with certainty. 
 
   He leaned over and gave her a chaste kiss on the cheek. Marissa winced at the thought of Dan seeing this moment. It wasn’t his to participate in. He’d given up the right of being in her life when he got involved with someone else. Marissa pushed Gavin out the door and shivered as she started back to the kitchen.
 
   She sat down at the table and tried to ignore Dan's attempts to make eye contact. Finally, she looked up.  “Just go ahead and get it over with. Say what you want and be done with it.”
 
   Dan’s eyes opened wide and he batted his lashes at her.  “I was just going to say that love is grand.”
 
   Marissa sighed and leaned heavily her cheek on one arm.  “This is exactly why I don’t like getting involved with someone. Life gets too complicated. You have to consider their feelings and worry about what they think. It’s maddening.”
 
   Dan shrugged.  “The only other option is to spend the rest of your life by yourself. I can’t see you wanting to do that. With the right person, Marissa, love is great.”
 
   Marissa stood up.  “I don’t want to get into this now because I’ll want to know who was the right person in your life, me, Tiffany, or a bimbo-to-be-named-later. I don’t want to go through all that pain again. I’ve said it before and I’ll say it again. Love stinks.” She walked out of the room and left Dan to clean up the kitchen. Served him right. He could take care of Joshua for the night. She threw herself down on the bed and counted murderers to get to sleep.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 16
 
    
 
    
 
   The next day, Marissa noticed Shawn just inside the mall entrance of Kantor’s. His face, pale and drawn under the blonde hair he’d spiked today, broke into a grin when he saw her.
 
    “Hey, girl. What’s been going on here?” The Texas drawl was pronounced this morning.
 
   Marissa gave him a quick hug and looked him over. He looked like he’d lost weight in jail; his dress pants hung from his hips cinched by a belt.
 
    “I’m glad to see you. I’ve been worried about you. Are you okay?”
 
   Shawn drew a deep breath.  “It’s not the place to make new friends, I’ll tell you that.”
 
    “I’ve heard that you haven’t had a problem with that since you and Eddie broke up.” Marissa arched an eyebrow and waited. Marissa had thought she’d known Shawn, but she had learned volumes about him in the past twenty-four hours. She assumed that at least some of it was true. It left her with doubts over his story and his alibi. 
 
    “Just a rumor. Nothing more. Can we go get a cup of coffee somewhere?” Shawn scanned the store. Marissa wondered if the experience had made him wary of the people around him.
 
   They found the coffee machine on the second floor tucked back behind Marissa’s temporary office. She shoved two quarters into the slot and waited. A familiar aroma wafted up from the paper cup in the dispenser. Marissa snatched the cup out of the machine and held it to her nose. Sticking two fingers into the liquid, she touched them to the side of Shawn’s neck.
 
   He pulled back from her.  “What are you doing?”
 
   “Obsession.”
 
   Shawn furrowed his brow.  “Well, it’s a little weird to slap coffee on me, but I don't know that I’d call it obsessive.”
 
   Marissa shook her head and tilted her cup so the clear liquid was visible.  “Calvin Klein’s Obsession. Someone loaded up the machine with cologne.”
 
   Shawn dropped his money back into his pocket.  “Well, that’s not going to help me wake up. Let’s hit the mall.”
 
    “I wouldn’t mind getting out of here for a bit. This place is getting to me.”
 
   The pair walked to Java Experience, which had recently opened in the mall. Marissa lamented the old days when malls seemed to have a more unique flavor to them. Today it seemed as if they all had a single global designer. Cincinnati had been slow to welcome gourmet coffee shops as it did with most things. The malls had started to make up for its reticence in the past few months. A few empty tables with ice cream parlor chairs sat in the center of the mall outside of the tiny store. Marissa savored the sharp scent of the beans. She began to feel more awake just inhaling the aroma. She selected a French vanilla blend and took the large paper cup out to one of the cafe tables. Shawn followed her in a minute.
 
    “I have a little present for you back at the store. I thought you’d know what to do with it.” He turned the chair around so that the back faced the table and sat down.
 
   Marissa raised an eyebrow.  “A little something you picked up for me in jail?”
 
    “Actually, something that could have kept me there for a long time. Tiffany’s purse.”
 
   Marissa spilled coffee on the table as she tried to set her cup down. She shook off her hand as she sat down.  “What? How did you get that?”
 
   Shawn took a deep breath.  “You’re not going to believe this, but I found it in my office after the murder. I went back to get an aspirin and there was Tiffany’s purse in my desk drawer.”
 
    “How did you know it was hers? Was her wallet still in it?”
 
   Shawn shook his head.  “The wallet and keys were missing. I found a credit card receipt and a few letters in one of the compartments. Not to mention a plane ticket. One way to Los Angeles, city of angels.”
 
    “So why didn’t the police find it? Ellen said they searched your office after they arrested you.”
 
   Shawn grinned.  “Because I hid it where no one would ever look. It’s now an accessory for one of the mannequins in the juniors department.”
 
   Laughing, Marissa patted her friend’s hand.  “So when was this plane supposed to leave? She and Dan sauntering out of my life forever — I’m not sure if that would be their fantasy or mine.”
 
   He held up his index finger.  “I didn’t say two tickets, just one, set to leave seven days before their wedding date. And it had been addressed to the Wongs’ house, not Dan’s. I wouldn’t be surprised if the lucky groom-to-be doesn’t know a thing about her travel plans. Eddie didn’t.”
 
    “But why?”
 
   He shrugged.  “Who can tell why those Wongs do what they do? Eddie threw away a perfectly wonderful man. Why not La Wong as well?”
 
   Marissa rolled her eyes.  “That means Dan would have been back sniffing around even without the murder.”
 
    “So what does your boyfriend have to say? What token minority is he picking on this week?” Shawn gulped a mouthful of the hot liquid and Marissa wondered how he could swallow without burning his mouth.
 
   She sipped slowly, imagining the caffeine flowing into her veins so she could face another day at Kantor’s. “Probably scanning my alibi with a makeup mirror by now. They accused Dan of being involved.”
 
   Shawn looked over her shoulder.  “Why? He’s straight, isn't he?”
 
    “That’s the reason. If he weren’t straight, he wouldn’t be a threat.”
 
   Shawn rolled his eyes.  “So what else have the Keystones come up with?”
 
    “Not much. They’re still looking for some logical connection at Kantor’s between Tiffany and Billy, but they haven’t found anyone who knew both of them. They don’t think there’s a killer out there who just hates fragrance models.”
 
   Shawn snickered.  “The Kantor’s Ripper or some such nonsense?”
 
   Marissa nodded as she sipped again.  “I’ve tried to talk to them about it, but Gavin won’t listen to me.”
 
   Shawn hugged the cup so tight that the lid popped off.  “Boys like their theories. You know they even accused Prince Eddy, the Duke of Clarence, of being the Ripper once.”
 
    “Who?” Marissa looked at the designer. Maybe he had spent too much time in solitary.
 
    “Prince Albert, Duke of Clarence, George VII’s son, Queen Victoria’s grandson. One of the millions of Jack the Ripper theories is that the prince was the killer.”
 
    “Why?”
 
    “Mostly because royal scandals sell books. There's not a lot to the theory. Supposedly he died of brain problems brought on by a venereal disease, so he killed prostitutes.”
 
   Marissa almost had to spit her coffee back in the cup. She took time to swallow and then smiled.  “That’s almost as good as the police case against you.”
 
    “Well, being accused isn’t the only thing the Duke and I had in common. He had this dreamy tutor that he supposedly fell in love with during college and then dumped. So there you have another case of a gay man being accused of murder because we all hate women.”
 
    “So what happened to the tutor?” She had composed herself enough to listen. Normally Marissa didn’t care about these stories of the royal family, but Shawn’s intensity about the matter enthralled her. Plus she needed any ideas about the murders she could get. So far asking questions had netted her a mad boyfriend, a resident ex-husband, and Bandarra reviewing her alibi.
 
    “He came to a bad end. I think his name was James Stephen, but anyway he got hit in the head and went insane, making him alternate suspect number one.”
 
   “What would he have to gain by killing women?”
 
   Shawn held up his palms.  “He was crazy. Maybe to embarrass Eddy. Hurt him like he hurt James. There was some story about him hating prostitutes. Who knows? It's just all too depressing that in one hundred and ten years the public attitude of gays killing women because of their sexual preference hasn’t changed.”
 
    “But you’re free now; that’s what counts.” She reached out and squeezed his hand. It was warm from the cup of coffee.
 
    “Until they disprove my alibi and decide to arrest me again.” The look on Shawn's face puzzled her. He looked defiant, but his eyes still darted around the mall searching the patrons. Would Bandarra have put a tail on him? Or her?
 
    “Can they?”
 
   He smiled.  “I’m not going to tell a cop’s girlfriend that kind of information. You could be spying on me.”
 
   Marissa replayed last night in her mind for the tenth time and pressed her eyes tightly shut. Gavin’s offer of marriage in front of Dan. What a nightmare.  “I’m not sure I’m a cop’s girlfriend anymore. We’re having a difference of opinion about some things.”
 
    “I hope it wasn’t because of me. I’d hate to think that a little thing like my arrest came between you. Trust me, I know what it’s like to have someone come between you.” His eyes squinted as he spoke. Marissa wondered if he was capable of killing Tiffany. How far would Shawn go to keep Eddie?
 
    “That’s not the problem at all, so don’t worry. It’s marriage that’s getting me down.”
 
    “The institution in general or something more specific?”
 
   Marissa closed her eyes for a second.  “It’s much more specific, me and Gavin.”
 
    “You want to and he doesn’t, right?”
 
   Marissa pushed her cup aside.  “Now who’s stereotyping? It’s the other way around.”
 
   Shawn made an exaggerated  “O” with his mouth and put his hand over it.  “Sorry. My mistake.”
 
    “I’m afraid it’s more Gavin's than yours. He dropped by last night to propose and tell me that Dan is still the main suspect in the murders.”
 
    “So what's Dan's motive? You ruined him on the entire marriage experience?”
 
   Despite the hot drink, Marissa shivered.  “More like the other way around. Gavin is pushing way too fast for this and he acts like if Dan’s out of the way, I’ll be more willing to say yes.”
 
   Shawn stretched his arms out across the table and tilted his head back to look at the skylights.  “I understand that feeling. At first, after Tiffany died, I thought Eddie and I could just pick up where we left off before the blackmail, but it’s not like that. I think the trust has been damaged and I’m not sure we can fix it. I mean, we’re trying to connect again. It’s just hard when he doesn’t have the courage to tell his own parents about me. He’d rather switch than fight.”
 
    “Don’t worry too much. Boyfriends and husbands have a bad habit of coming back like boomerangs.” Marissa furrowed her brow.  “So you knew about the blackmail?”
 
    “Yup, that’s one of the things that made the case so damning against me.” Shawn looked over her shoulders, still not meeting her eyes. Marissa wondered if he was hiding something now, like how he had hid the relationship with Tiffany’s brother.  “I knew all about it and couldn’t do a thing to stop it.”
 
    “Did Eddie tell you about it when he dumped you?”
 
    “No. If you can believe it, Tiffany came to my house and told me to stop seeing her brother.”
 
    “For a young girl, she certainly got around. How did she know about you?”
 
   Shawn grimaced.  “Who knows? Eddie didn’t have to be too discreet about talking to me on the phone since his parents don’t speak English. The little hag probably eavesdropped on more than one conversation we had.” 
 
    “I’m glad to hear I’m not the only one calling her names. So what did she say when she stopped by?”
 
     “That I was to stop seeing Eddie immediately or that she would tell her parents. I laughed and threw her out. I pointed out that the situation was between Eddie and his parents and that I couldn’t care less if they knew.”
 
    “Was that the end of it?” Marissa had a feeling there was more given Shawn’s demeanor. He had slumped down in his chair was playing with the paper napkin in front of him.
 
   “No, your husband’s girlfriend made a pass at me.” Shawn's face burst into crimson and he averted his eyes.
 
   “You’re kidding. She knew you were gay. What was she thinking?”
 
   Shawn turned to face her. Marissa could see tiny creases around the corners of his red-veined eyes.  “Look, I wouldn’t be telling you any of this right now except for the murder. I kept this from you because I didn’t want to hurt you. You have enough problems of your own without me telling you about Tiffany and Eddie.”
 
    “Well, you did a good job. I never suspected a thing.”
 
    “You get a certain amount of practice at lying when you’re gay. You still have feelings for Dan, so I never said anything because you'd either want to know more or be angry at me for dating the bimbo’s brother.”
 
   Marissa took her turn blushing. Maybe Java Experience brewed something in the coffee, but the conversation had taken a personal turn she wasn’t prepared for. Despite their friendship, Marissa felt at a loss for words.  “I don’t still have feelings for Dan. That’s long over.”
 
    “Rumor has it that your ex is living with you. It didn't take him long to recover from a broken heart.”
 
   Marissa winced. Darn the overactive rumor mill at Kantor’s.  “It’s only because he’s depressed. He doesn’t want to face his house and her memory yet.”
 
    “Sure, and David Harper just came over to borrow a cup of sugar.” Shawn’s smile told Marissa more than she wanted to know about that situation. She was positive that the store manager would tell people what to do, even in bed. So much for her theory of Harper and Tiffany having an affair. “The police wouldn’t have believed the truth about it even if I’d told them.”
 
    “You’re two adults. You can do what you want.”
 
   Shawn's eyes twinkled.  “It’s not like that. He keeps coming on to me and I keep turning him down. He stopped over that morning to ask me to breakfast, but I wasn’t in the mood for his advances. The police would never have understood a gay man who said no.”
 
   “You certainly attract attention, don't you?”
 
   “Not the kind I want. Anyway, you know what they say about men and buses.” Shawn drawled.
 
   “You mean, one will be by every fifteen minutes?”
 
   He smiled.  “Actually, I was thinking they want money from you to climb aboard and if you’re not careful, they’ll run you down.”
 
   Marissa laughed.  “So what exactly happened there? Who initiated this little whatever it is?”
 
   “We were talking one day and made dinner plans to discuss a display. One thing led to another, and next thing I knew he tried to kiss me. It wasn’t really like one of us started it or planned it, but I definitely wanted to stop it. Eddie and I were broken up so I wasn’t cheating. He’s just not my type.” Shawn finished the last of his coffee and lobbed the cup into the trash can.
 
   “Did he ever mention if he knew Tiffany?” Marissa asked, feeling that her own theory was about to be pitched with the coffee cups. She took another sip of the liquid to steel herself.
 
   “Never met her. I can safely say that she wasn’t his type.” A sparkle came into his eyes that she hadn’t seen in some time.
 
   Marissa remembered the words from Dan and the giftwrap clerk.  “But there was a rumor about . . .”
 
    “Marissa, there are lots of rumors around here. Most of them aren’t true. I’m guessing from your expression that the one about you and Dan is. You know the one about Harper and me and the truth, but that’s all I know.”
 
    “I had this idea that Harper was plotting with Tiffany to get me fired.” Marissa thought back to her dinner with Dan. The theory had made sense last night. She had been so certain, but then again she’d been sure about many things in her life and few had been quite as solid as she thought.
 
   Shawn burst out laughing. He calmed himself down after a few seconds, but traces of a smirk remained.  “The reason you’re still in cosmetics is because he likes you. He thinks you do a fabulous job.”
 
   “He likes me?”
 
   Shawn smiled.  “Not like that, but he has a high opinion of your work. He’s put some faith in the fact that you’re going to solve these murders.”
 
    “With or without the police.” Marissa had a fleeting thought of last night and the diamond ring. Marissa tried to remember the free weekends before Gavin. What had she done with her time — her nights? They seemed like a lifetime ago, just like her life with Dan. 
 
   Shawn stood up, clearing the table of Marissa’s cup and the napkin he’d shredded.  “We’d better be getting back. You won’t gain any points by hanging out drinking coffee with me when you should be working.”
 
   Marissa smiled.  “Didn’t you know the boss’s pet can get away with these things?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 17 
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa noticed the gap where Giorgio Red should have been prominently displayed. Red always did well on these romantic holidays. She silently cursed the lost sales and walked around the department looking for a clerk. Giving up, she opened the drawers hidden in the display case and searched for the missing perfume. Finally, she stood up defeated. She jumped as she saw Bonnie hovering over her.
 
    “Looking for something?” Bonnie’s outfit was entirely pink today, from the dangling bead earrings that tangled in her fiery hair to the coral scarf that she toyed with as she spoke. Marissa gave a silent prayer of thanks for being a brunette and leaned against the counter.
 
    “I’m looking for the Giorgio. The display’s empty and there’s none in the case.” Even if the perfume had vanished, Marissa saw the dust that remained on the case. Maybe Bonnie would use her scarf to clean.
 
    “It’s all gone. I left you a note this morning. I guess you haven’t read it yet. No Giorgio and Safari is getting low.” Bonnie ran her hand over her pink silk blouse. It flowed across her chest and was cinched tight at the waist. She looked like a mix between a pirate and an oversized blossom.
 
    “We just ran out? There was plenty yesterday. What happened to it?” Marissa cursed again. Her newfound status as a favorite of Harper’s would be jeopardized if he heard they were running out of scents. One day wasn’t enough time to milk being the boss’s pet for all it was worth. Maybe she’d ask for a raise before some new crisis struck.
 
    “This lady came in and bought over three hundred dollars worth of products. That made a dent in the stock.” She gave Marissa a big grin.  “Not to mention a healthy boost to my sales for the month. Of course, I won’t have to worry about that when I’m store manager.”
 
   “Aren’t you rushing things?”
 
   Bonnie shook her head and smiled.  “I know it sounds terrible, but hatchet men never stay long at a job. They come in, do what needs to be done, and get promoted to the next job. A personable employee usually replaces them. Someone who can also deal with the morale issues.”
 
   “Just be careful not to let Harper hear you say that. I don't think he shares well.” Before Bonnie could answer, Marissa went back to her office and picked up the phone. She made the necessary calls to order more stock and rested her head in her hands when she was done. The pressure of work, Joshua, and Dan was taking its toll. She wondered when she’d have time for a life away from all the stress. She hadn’t been sleeping well with Dan in the house. The memories of their tumultuous marriage seemed to flood back since he’d moved in. Memories carefully tucked away had been yanked back into the light, revealing the old hurts and her old dreams. Things that had gathered dust for two years now. 
 
   Marissa decided to stay busy and take her mind off of the home front. Work had been neglected while Josh was so sick. The stacks of invoices and orders served as a concrete reminder. She strolled around the cosmetics area, checking the status of the other display cases when she spotted Carly Spencer and Anne from the corner of her eye. The pair seemed mismatched. Her friend, Anne, looked frumpy in a blue maternity dress that hung on her like a tent and one of those large white ruffled collars that made her head look disembodied. Her auburn hair had lost some of its bounce and fell straight around her face.
 
   Carly looked the model businesswoman. Carly had on a black tailored suit and a white silk blouse under it. Marissa knew her pumps had to run into the hundreds, real leather and cushioned soles no doubt. Marissa looked down at her own chain store specials and coveted Carly’s position at Paradise. Marissa wished she could dress like Carly, but she recognized the clothes as being well beyond her own salary.
 
   She hadn’t realized that her friend knew the future vice president for Paradise. Carly certainly moved in the same social circle as Marissa even if their paths hadn’t crossed until the murder.
 
   She decided to indulge her curiosity and walked over to join them. The paperwork could wait twenty minutes for her.
 
   The two women talked quietly as Marissa came towards them. They both stopped speaking suddenly. Marissa wondered what details couldn’t be shared with her. Had they been talking about the murders or Marissa?
 
   Marissa wasted no time in jumping in, thinking of the work waiting at her desk.  “Carly, what a surprise to see you here.”
 
   Carly looked at her and gave her a small smile. She moved all her packages to one hand and shook Marissa’s with the other.  “Nice to see you, too. How are the Paradise sales in the department?”
 
    “A little too well for my taste actually. I've been trying to narrow down the people who could have obtained enough Paradise to have pulled those pranks and sprayed the envelopes, but everyone seems crazy about it.” Marissa wondered if the Paradise stock had run low as well.
 
   Carly poked Anne on the shoulder.  “See I told you. It would be a piece of cake.”
 
   Marissa looked from one woman to the other. Carly looked confident. Her chin stuck out slightly, a half-smile on her lips. Anne, on the other hand, was dithering about something. Marissa could read the signs: the tugging on her hair, the slightly sick look on her face, and the eyes that wanted to pop out of her head. She’d seen the same look when her friend was trying to decide whether or not to marry Tom. Marissa had listened to endless hours of lists of reasons why and why not. She wondered if her friend thought of that decision at seven months pregnant, regretting it.  “I’m still not sure. I’ll have to think about it.”
 
   “Just don’t think too long. I need an answer. Sorry, but I’m not a patient person and I tend to be very direct.” Carly turned on her heel and walked towards the parking garage.
 
    “What was that all about?” Marissa asked as soon as the woman was out of earshot.
 
    “Carly seems to think I’d be perfect as a part-time cosmetics rep for Paradise.”
 
    “That's great. You know that Kantor’s doesn’t have a policy for part-time and you hate being in the shoe department.”
 
   Anne looked up the escalator towards her department, her eyes lingering on the moving staircase. Marissa knew of the tall shelves of stock out of sight of the customers. Anne had trouble with the stretching and climbing to reach the pumps and flats. Marissa didn’t know why Harper had moved Anne to this department. At the end of her own pregnancy, she was lucky to stand up without assistance.
 
    “I’m scared. I’m not sure it’s a good career move for me.”
 
   Marissa’s eyes widened.  “When has Kantor’s been so good to you to deserve this kind of loyalty? What kind of money are they talking?”
 
   Anne grabbed her friend by the arm and moved into the aisle.  “The money’s great, but the time on the job seems to be about two weeks until you’re dead. That’s not the kind of retirement plan I’m looking for.”
 
   Marissa laughed.  “Anne, you can’t be serious. Just because you work for a company doesn’t mean you’re going to get killed.”
 
    “That’s easy for you to say. You like your job right now. I can’t stand mine. My only job offer is with a company who’s lost their last employee, cause of death murder. Then her ex-boyfriend gets killed for good measure.” Anne’s eyes looked as big as cans of shoe polish.
 
   Marissa took her friend by the arm and led her to the cosmetics office.  “What exactly is going on?”
 
   Anne slumped down in the desk chair and looked up at her friend.  “Tom and I have been fighting about money again. He wants me to work full-time after the baby is born. I want to stay home.”
 
    “Which is why part-time would be a wonderful compromise.”
 
    “Agreed. Except for the fact that this company has a murder rate that makes Detroit look like Disney World. Then there’s all that with the Paradise and the pranks around the store.”
 
    “Anne, I don’t think this case has anything to do with Paradise specifically. I mean, there isn’t a murderer running around, bumping off fragrance models. No one is that psycho.” If someone was that crazy, I would have dated them, Marissa thought. Part of her wanted to ignore her friend’s problems, but she remembered how kind Anne had been during her divorce. She had to support her while she agonized over her career.
 
    “How can you be so sure that Paradise isn’t tied up in this?” Anne looked eager again, her face breaking into a freckled smile.  “Are the police close to solving the case? Have you been helping the police with their investigation? You really do have an exciting life.”
 
   Marissa knew her friend was better if she could romanticize two murders and a sick child. Anne tended to equate stable and solid with boring.  “I don’t know what the police are doing. Last I heard they were trying to make up a psychological profile of the killer.”
 
   Anne’s mouth squeezed into a thin line.  “You need to talk to Gavin.”
 
    “There might not be a me and Gavin anymore.”
 
    “What? Why didn’t you tell me?” Anne’s expression changed from the dithering look to surprise. At least her mind was off the job situation for a minute, Marissa thought.
 
    “It only happened last night and I really don’t want to talk about it.”
 
    “That’s kind of sudden. Are you okay?”
 
   Marissa nodded.
 
    “Well, when you want to talk, let me know.”
 
   Marissa felt a black cloud settle over her like a mist of cheap perfume.  “Gavin and I had a falling out because of the murder case. He thought Shawn was guilty and now he’s trying to convince me that Dan killed Tiffany.”
 
   Anne tilted her head and looked at her friend.  “Isn’t that unethical?”
 
    “You would think, but then he had the gall to propose to me in front of Dan.”
 
    “No.” Anne stretched the word out into a paragraph.  “Doesn’t he have a clue?”
 
   Marissa shook her hair.  “Maybe I should buy him two for Valentine's Day: one for the murders and one for romance.”
 
    “So what are you going to do?” Anne’s expression had changed again to that dreamy one when she thought her friend led an exciting life. Marissa thought she could make drudgery seem more romantic than reality. Marissa yearned for the stability of her friend’s life. How like people to want what they didn't have. 
 
    “I don’t know. I’m not ready for marriage, that’s for sure. And I have a feeling that this whole case is about Tiffany Wong and little else.”
 
    “You may have something. I got the distinct impression that Carly was none too fond of her either.” Marissa saw her friend’s face change back to the worried look. Anne seemed to be playing emotional tennis, advantage worry.
 
    “It wouldn’t surprise me. Tiffany was on a money-raising spree. I know that she hit up Shawn, her brother…nothing would surprise me. If only Billy hadn’t been murdered . . . ”
 
    “What do you mean by that?”
 
    “Look at all the suspects. Billy seemed to be destined as the killer. He stalked Tiffany, threatened Dan, slit his tires. You remember how he came up to us at the hospital. It was like he knew that I was Dan’s ex-wife and wanted to let me know not to badmouth that bimbo.”
 
   Anne snickered.  “But you would have been sending an innocent man to jail.”
 
    “He was hardly innocent.”
 
    “Maybe he saw something and didn’t understand what he’d seen. I remember in this movie on TV last week . . .”
 
   Marissa sat quietly and listened to her friend’s story. Her mind drifted. Rehashed television plots were about all the intelligence she could handle at this point.  “So you think that Billy was killed because he saw Barbara Eden?” Marissa played dumb to keep her friend’s mind away from her problems. She would rather discuss the store and the murders than Anne’s employment. Anne would be talking enough about her career enough over the next few weeks.
 
    “No, but Barbara Eden knew that the woman had seen something that could be incriminating and killed her.”
 
    “A kind of preventive murder?”
 
    “Exactly. Billy saw the murderer in your office waiting or someone at the store who didn’t really need to be here.”
 
   Like Gavin buying perfume, Marissa thought. She bit her lip and tried to hide her thoughts from Anne by smiling.  “But why write my name on the desk then? If he knew who killed him, why not leave a clue? Your story would only apply if he’d written something else.”
 
    “Are you sure that Billy wrote it? Couldn’t the killer have tried to frame you? Like they did with the phone call?”
 
    “The police say he did. He lived long enough to write a few letters and then died.” Marissa still couldn’t believe that Billy had hated her enough to frame her in his dying breath. What had she ever done to him? 
 
    “Then I can’t answer that one. Maybe this week’s movie.” Anne moved closer and tried to hug her friend as much as her growing stomach would allow.  “I know what you’ve been doing and I appreciate it. I have to get back to the abyss now.”
 
   As Anne waddled away, Marissa started back to her mound of paperwork. She wasn’t sure how much she’d get done with half her mind still in need of sleep and the other half preoccupied with murder.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 18
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa was halfway through the stack of paperwork on her desk when Nicole called, requesting she meet with her boss. Cringing at the idea of another meeting with David Harper, she thought of lying by telling the secretary that Josh was still ill. Any excuse. Shawn’s revelations on top of Anne’s misery made Marissa want to avoid him at all costs. She decided to take her own medicine instead.
 
   She knocked on the door of Harper’s office and waited. Marissa wondered if the manager had lost his patience with his new secretary. Nicole hadn’t been guarding his office as she normally did. The door opened slowly and Harper’s head nearly brushed the top of the doorframe. Maybe that was how he got his bald spot.
 
    “Marissa, come in. I’ve been expecting you. I suppose Nicole told you why I wanted to see you.”
 
   Marissa walked into the room slowly, unsure what fresh hell awaited her.  “No, actually she didn’t.” She silently cursed the woman for not sparing her the minutes of agony in coming up here.
 
    “I’ve received the new sales reports from corporate. I wanted you to have them.” He motioned to an inch-high stack of paper on his desk. Marissa recognized the familiar columns of totals in the sales reports.  “I thought these might come in handy in meeting the Valentine’s Day goals that we’ve set for cosmetics.”
 
   Marissa recoiled, wondering how far off the mark the department was by now.  “Thanks. These will definitely help me with that and the inventory.”
 
   Harper sat down behind his desk and looked across the expanse of dark wood at her. From his look, he was going to give her one of his famous lectures.
 
    “How’s Josh doing?”
 
    “Much better.” Marissa tried to determine where the conversation was leading. Harper wasn’t known for small talk. His sudden concern for her son seemed out of place with his cost-cutting ways and austere office.  “He’s out of the hospital and Dan’s staying with him.”
 
    “So there’s no reason why you can’t work full days from now on?” Harper pulled a pen from the pencil holder and drummed it quickly against the wood.
 
   Marissa bit her lip to keep silent. The direction had suddenly become clear. “I don’t see why not. I’ve been out of the store on a few occasions looking into a certain matter that you seem to think I can solve.” She arched an eyebrow to remind him of the murders.
 
   Harper looked down at the stack of sales reports and cleared his throat. He rubbed his free hand against the leather armrest of the chair.  “I might have been a bit hasty in asking you to involve yourself in a police matter.”
 
    “Does that mean it’s back to perfumes for me?” The thought of being asked to spend more time with Gavin at this point didn’t appeal to her. She had devised any number of ways to avoid the police officer for the next six years or so. Telling him “no” was exactly the type of emotional ordeal she’d wanted to avoid after her divorce. The rollercoaster of her last year with Dan made her long for safety and security. Love forced you to stick your neck out, and she wasn’t sure she could do that without a neck guard. So letting things go unsaid with Gavin seemed the safest approach until now. Would Gavin lose interest without commitment?
 
   He ran a finger across his cheek. His hand dropped to his lap.  “I think that would be best. Leave the whole matter to the police. The situation has been resolved to my satisfaction.” Did he know she had already heard about his liaison with Shawn? What was he hiding?
 
    “Does this have anything to do with your acquaintance with Tiffany?” Marissa felt certain that Harper knew Dan’s late paramour and wondered what caused him to regret his demand for an investigation. She wasn’t above bluffing to find out, even if she was using her capital as favorite to find out. 
 
    “I never met the girl. I was more concerned about your performance in cosmetics. I’d have a hard time justifying your position as department head if the sales were low for one of our biggest holidays. I know you have enough to do without playing girl detective. I think you could go places in this firm.” His eyes met hers. Marissa knew from the way his nose twitched that he was lying. He’d had the same nervous tic when he told the department heads that the store would be going through some minor changes in personnel at their first staff meeting.
 
    “Woman detective. I'm a little old to be called ‘girl’. ”
 
   Harper waved his hand in the air, extending his fingers.  “As you like it.” Marissa recognized the gesture as one of Shawn’s and smiled to herself.
 
    “What about the pranks? We found Obsession in the coffee vending machine this morning.”
 
   Harper closed his eyes to slits and stared at her. Marissa remembered the incident with the Porsche, the only item here that reflected anything of his personality. Was that behind his reaction?  “What about them?”
 
    “I thought I might be able to get a clue to what’s been going on from the sales reports.” She patted the stack of paper.
 
    “If you can, tell it to the police. They know how to take care of malcontents.”
 
    “Excuse me, but the people at Westgate aren’t 'malcontents.' You’ve been pretty hard on this store with transferring everyone around and firing people.” Marissa chose each word carefully to express herself without offending Harper or provoking a tirade.
 
    “That’s what I was brought in for. Shake things up and grow sales, not make a big happy family. I won’t be here that long.” He held his head up and stuck out his chin. Marissa was reminded momentarily of a bully at Josh's day care.
 
    “I think you could be a little easier on the people here. We all try to work hard and do a good job. That should count for something.”
 
    “I think you’re applying your personal work ethic to everyone here. The first six months of this store haven’t yielded the sales that corporate set for this location. This is the only upscale mall on the entire west side of Cincinnati.” His words came out in a smooth flow and Marissa expected him to pull out viewgraphs to prove his point.
 
    “Well, the employees aren’t happy and that gets in the way of productivity. You have people pulling these kind of pranks. Rumors galore.” She raised both eyebrows and opened her eyes wide in a bad Mae West imitation.
 
    “What exactly are you getting at?” Harper’s voice came out deeper now with a sharper edge to it that made Marissa scoot back in her chair.
 
    “I’m just saying that rumors are everywhere right now, and I think we need to worry about morale as well as profit.”
 
    “I think I know what rumors you’re getting at. It’s understandable that you’d hear about them given your relationship to the police.” Marissa squirmed in her seat, thinking about the situation she’d created with Gavin. Leave it to Harper to take the offensive while answering her questions.  “I realize that it may look unprofessional to you, but my personal life is my own business. I don’t let it affect my work. I can guarantee that. I owned up to the relationship when the police arrested him.”
 
   Marissa nodded. For a minute, she hadn’t been sure if he was talking about Shawn or Tiffany. Could Harper still be mixed up in the murders?  “Gavin told me that you spent the night and had an alibi for the next morning,” she lied.
 
   He stiffened.  “I see. Well, the police, or your boyfriend, misunderstood. I had an early morning meeting with Mr. Huxley. Before work. The authorities were rather unsure about what went on at our meeting. I didn’t see it as being pertinent.”
 
   “I see. Well, the police haven’t bothered to ask me, but I think the solution to the case lies with Tiffany. She was blackmailing or trying to blackmail quite a few people. I just thought your behavior might be subject to the same treatment if Shawn wasn’t left alone.”
 
   Harper stood up.  “I’m sorry, but you’re going to have to leave. I just remembered an important meeting. Keep in mind what I told you about the murders. Let the police do their job and just keep your mind on the sales reports.” He pushed the stack of papers towards her and walked her to the door.
 
   Marissa headed down the hall and saw Nicole sitting at her desk. The blonde was linking paper clips in a chain. Marissa had an uncanny feeling that she would slip the wires over her head as a necklace when she was done. The perfect accessory for the bare-bottomed-Cupid sweater she was wearing today.
 
    “I see you met with Mr. Harper.” She hooked another paper clip onto the chain.  “What kind of mood is he in today?”
 
   Marissa shrugged.  “Who can tell? I got rushed out of his office when I started talking about Tiffany blackmailing people. You wouldn’t know anything about the murders, would you? After all, Billy Chin was killed right down the hall.”
 
   The secretary shivered.  “Isn’t that awful? That poor man murdered in Mr. Harper’s office. I'd seen him earlier in the day here, but fortunately he was out when they found the body. I can’t imagine what he would have been like if he’d found a corpse.”
 
    “Billy?” Marissa was having trouble following the conversation. Nicole jumped from point to point, like a pogo stick. 
 
    “Of course not. How could Billy find his own body? I mean, he would know where it was, now wouldn’t he?”
 
    “You mean Harper was here the morning of Billy’s murder?” Marissa moved closer to the desk. She noticed the pale pink of Nicole’s fingernails with little red hearts painted on each one. Marissa hoped that hadn’t been done in her department. 
 
   The secretary stopped linking the paper clips and clasped her hands together.  “I really don’t like this job. I want to come back to cosmetics in the worst way.”
 
    “We don’t have any openings now. Harper moved people in after you left.” Marissa tried to think of a way to steer the conversation back to Tiffany.
 
    “Too bad.”
 
   Marissa bit her lip before speaking.  “If you tell me about the fight, I'll see what I can do with Harper, okay?”
 
   Nicole nodded.  “Yup.”
 
   “Now you said that Harper was here the morning of Billy Chin’s murder? Do you realize he told the police he was with Shawn Huxley that morning?”
 
   Nicole gave her a knowing grin.  “Why would he do that when he was here?” As she finished her sentence, her eyes grew large.  “Oh, I get it.”
 
    “So you could shoot a hole as big as Harper’s ego in his alibi.” Marissa wondered why Shawn had participated in the charade. He had gotten out of jail, but Shawn could be in jeopardy if Harper was a killer who wanted to maintain his alibi. Shawn had to know the truth. He couldn’t have forgotten or mistaken an important detail like that. If Harper hadn’t been at his place, that left both of them with time that needed to be accounted for. Eddie seemed like a prince in comparison.  “Nicole, did you ever see Tiffany in the store?”
 
   The secretary’s eyes grew large and misty.  “Oh, Miss Scott. How did you find out? I didn’t tell a soul about that. Mr. Harper made me promise.”
 
    “Promise what?”
 
    “Not to tell anyone about the fight they had. It was a doozy, that’s for sure.”
 
   Marissa smiled. This would be like taking candy from a baby.  “Did you hear any of the fight?”
 
   Nicole’s mouth drooped a little as she looked at her old boss.  “Who could help it? She said such terrible things about you that it made me want to put my fingers in my ears.”
 
   Marissa’s eyes widened.  “About me?”
 
   “She called you names and told Mr. Harper to fire you or else.”
 
    “Or else what?”
 
   Nicole shrugged.  “That Bonnie really isn’t very good. Maybe I could have her job. She didn’t tell me that I could get Paradise cheaper at a yard sale.”
 
   Marissa rolled her eyes and wondered how to redirect the conversation. Nicole seemed to be on a permanent tangent.  “You can’t get Paradise at yard sales. It’s only sold in certain markets. The reps can’t be responsible for setting up booths at every yard sale in town.” Marissa shook her head. Even Nicole should know about retailing practices from her months in cosmetics.
 
   Nicole pointed a thin finger at Marissa.  “Well, I did. I returned the bottle I bought from Kantor’s, too. That won’t help your sales any.”
 
    “Bonnie does have her eye on another position. If that comes through, you can have your job back. Fair?”
 
   Nicole beamed at her.  “Thank you, Miss Scott.” She took a breath.  “Well, Tiffany was in there with Mr. Harper. She told him that he had to fire you. I couldn’t believe it because I knew all about you and Mr. Scott from working in cosmetics and here was his mistress demanding for you to be fired.”
 
   Marissa took a deep breath and said a prayer of thanks for her own alibi.  “Did she say why?”
 
   Pulling on the wire chain, she shook her head.  “She didn’t have to say. She wanted Dan and she wanted you out of the picture. Without a job, you might move back to Columbus. I thought she was jealous of you.”
 
   “Jealous of me? Dan had left me for her. What reason would she have to be jealous of me?”
 
   The blonde gave her a weak smile.  “Some people are just never happy with what they have. She took your husband so you made a new life for yourself without him. So she wanted to take away something else to make you unhappy again. Mr. Scott wasn’t enough anymore.”
 
   Marissa thought back to what Eddie Wong had said about Tiffany’s anger and frustration at not fitting in. Had she been angry at Marissa for making new friends and a new life? Even if it wasn’t true, she was amazed at Nicole’s insight. It must have come on a bubble-gum wrapper.  “How did the fight end?”
 
   “Mr. Harper told her to do her worst and threw her out. I thought that was kind of brave of him. Tiffany said she was going to talk to Mr. Grayson immediately.” 
 
   Whatever Harper’s crime, Grayson, the CEO of Kantor’s, wouldn’t appreciate any dirty laundry being aired in public. She could see his thin, genteel lips pursing up at the thought of any dirt on his employees, even a corporate favorite like Harper. Careers were ended over such improprieties. 
 
   “So that was it?”
 
   Nicole nodded.  “When she left, Tiffany flew through here like the wicked witch of the Midwest. I wasn’t surprised when someone lowered the broom.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 19
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa looked up from the stack of papers she’d been sifting through. She’d wandered the store for almost twenty minutes following her meeting with Harper and Nicole’s revelations. Even the mound of reports looked better than the prospect of telling Anne that the boss had no plans on becoming more humane or human. The news that things weren’t going to change would surely make her friend more confused about the job offer from Carly.
 
   Marissa frowned. Even though Harper had told her to stop investigating, he had ever so kindly provided her with a list of charge customers who had bought Paradise in the past two months. What message was he trying to send her? Marissa thought of all the mixed signals she’d received lately from men. His Porsche was probably important to him even if he had something to hide about the murders. She couldn’t get the thought of his fight with Tiffany out of her head. He’d lied to her about the encounter, lied about his alibi, and then asked her not to investigate. Surely he was hiding more than his harassment of Shawn.
 
   Had Nicole been mistaken? That was always a possibility if she’d gotten too involved with her paper clips or sniffed the Wite Out. Yet Marissa had to admit that Tiffany had it out for her. Another circumstance she couldn’t understand. Was the girl’s scheming vengeance against the perceived competition or was something else at stake? She shook her head again and studied the reports.
 
   Gavin’s charge purchase was listed under January 28th, five days before the murder. Had he really given the scent to Bandarra? Marissa wished she could trust him, but why hadn’t he asked her to buy a bottle at cost? His story was suspicious and too late in being pried from him. He’d been so possessive lately that Marissa wondered how far he would take his jealousy.
 
   She continued to scan the list hoping to find clues to the Paradise that had been used in the pranks. Her hopes were slim that anyone would actually charge enough perfume to pull these stunts, but she ran a finger down the list. She noted that Nicole, Anne, and Bonnie had all charged the perfume at some point over the past few weeks. She marveled at the people who paid retail instead of using their discount. She saw Nicole’s return of the scent as well. She wondered who else in the store could have paid cash for the scent?
 
   Her finger stopped on a cash purchase and skimmed back up the page. One employee discount number showed up on three different cash purchases of Paradise and one of Eternity. 01456. Marissa counted up the totals for the purchases and her mouth fell open. No one could possibly use a gallon of the stuff. With that much citrusy scent, the buyer’s face would pucker up like a lemon. The buyer would be more likely to attract fruit flies than dates. Marissa picked up the phone and called security.
 
   “Ellen, this is Marissa. Could you tell me who has a particular employee discount number?”
 
   The voice on the other end of the line huffed.  “Where have you been lately? Don’t forget the bridal show this weekend at the mall. You promised to go with me. I was thinking about fuschia for the bridesmaids' dresses. What do you think?”
 
   Marissa squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out the image of her pale skin in that color. At least Ellen hadn’t told Marissa she could wear the dress again.  “The ID number is 01456. Who does that belong to?”
 
   “That’s an old one. We’re up in the 30000 series now.” 
 
   There was a pause on the line while Marissa heard a keyboard clicking in the background.  “That belongs to Louise Cramer. Why the sudden interest in employee discounts? This wouldn’t have anything to do with the murders, would it?”
 
    “I’m not sure. I’ll let you know when I find out more.  Fuschia, huh?” Marissa had hoped Ellen would be too involved in her wedding to ask questions.
 
    “You changed the subject. I guess threats won’t get you to open up?” Ellen sighed.  “I think I’m going to have matching ties and cummerbunds for the ushers. I picked out a style of dress for you that you can wear again. You know, like maybe to a cosmetic function.”
 
   Marissa rolled her eyes. Maybe to take out the trash. Everyone at a cosmetics function would know Marissa had been in a wedding recently and was too frugal to relegate the dress to the back of the closet.  “I promise not to forget about the bridal show. I’m really behind in my paperwork though and have to get going.” She hung up the phone. Marissa remembered the hostile attitude of the gift wrapper. Louise made sense as the prankster. Why had she used her discount though? The purchases could be traced back to her through that number. Marissa remembered the World Trade Center bombers and how they had been caught by arguing over the car rental bill. Some people were more interested in getting a bargain than in covering their tracks. Psychologists would probably argue that deep down Louise wanted to get caught and let Harper know the depth of her disapproval. Otherwise, why not just steal perfume from the store?
 
   Marissa headed through the cosmetics department and up the escalator. She walked back to the gift- wrap area. Louise leaned up against the counter, smoking. The pranks might have stowed down since Billy’s murder, but her attitude still held.
 
   Louise took a long drag on her cigarette and slowly exhaled.  “Come to have another present wrapped for another man?”
 
   Marissa thought of checking for wounds. That comment had hit a little too close to the truth. As long as she concentrated on the murders, she didn’t have to think about Gavin or Dan.  “No, actually I came up here to find out about some purchases you made.”
 
   Louise blew more smoke out in her direction, a long lazy stream of bluish gray.  “What would I want in makeup? I’m a little too old to want to get fancied up for a man.”  
 
    “How about the latest perfume?” Marissa breathed in, checking for a citrusy aroma, but only smelled wrapping paper and cigarette smoke.
 
   Louise shook her head.  “Never wear it. That stuff gives me a headache.”
 
   Marissa looked around the little area. Sample boxes that would never be delivered adorned the far wall. Other than a small blue plastic chair in the corner and a radio on the counter, nothing in the gift-wrap area made the room seem homey. Just another room in another office of another store of another mall, like one of the thousands that littered the country. She sighed, wondering if she would spend the end of her workdays like this. Lifelong employment had truly become a thing of the past in the same way that “'til death do us part” had.
 
    “You must have a lot of relatives, then. Or friends.”
 
   Louise ground out the cigarette into the plastic countertop and threw the butt into the trash can.  “Do you have a point? You didn’t come up here to pay me a social call.”
 
    “I was going over the sales reports today and noticed that you’ve been buying a lot of Paradise lately. I counted almost a gallon in sales. Also you’ve been buying Eternity, and you don’t have any male relatives. Not only is that suspicious, it’s expensive.”
 
   Louise let a smile play at the corners of her lips, one side of her mouth rising higher than the other did.  “Worth every penny though.”
 
    “Then you admit it was you who did all these pranks?” Marissa leaned in closer to the counter. She couldn’t see anyone else in the vicinity, but she still felt a need for secrecy. Harper would take no prisoners when he found out who had ruined his Porsche. Inside of herself, Marissa could understand Louise’s need to strike back and take control of her world. Wasn’t that what her personal investigation was all about? Find a murderer, get Dan out of her house, and not have to see Gavin so much. 
 
    “How could I deny it?”
 
    “Are you saying you dumped perfume on Harper’s car? Not to mention the washing-machine incident and the fountain out front.”
 
   Louise smiled at the list of accomplishments and nodded.  “All me.”
 
    “Why?” Marissa spent most of her time trying to stay out of trouble, not causing more. Her happiest days would be the ones most people called boring.
 
     “I don’t have much to lose. I just wanted them to feel as sorry about this situation as I do.” She waved her arms around the little cube with the rolls of wrapping paper on the wall.  “I’ve been an executive secretary for the past twenty-five years. Now some young punk comes in here and decides I can’t do the job to suit him.”
 
   “Corporate thinks highly of him.”
 
   Louise smirked.  “Corporate would think highly of a cockroach if he could save a buck.”
 
    “You have to stop doing this. You’re going to get caught and they’ll fire you. Harper is furious about his car. He’d probably sue.”
 
    “I can make one prediction. You’ll never tell him about this. You don’t like the man any more than I do.” Louise’s words sounded strong, but Marissa could see the woman’s body deflate as she spoke. The ex-secretary looked her age. Her hands reduced to shriveled claws that clutched the scissors and marker.
 
    “I’ll make you a deal. If you stop with the pranks, I’ll keep my mouth shut about them. But you need to cut it out now.”
 
    “Why not?” Louise shrugged and leaned heavily against the counter.  “I only have six months to retirement. Then you’ll never see me in this store again. It’ll be Sears from now on for Louise Cramer.”
 
   Marissa thought shopping at Sears for the rest of her life should be punishment enough for anyone.  “It wasn’t exactly hard to figure out that you were behind this. Someone else could figure it out, too.” She paused a second and looked at the woman again.  “Tiffany knew, didn’t she? That’s why you two got so chummy.”
 
   “Maybe you should stick with Dan. You’re much too smart for the police.” Louise lit another cigarette.  “Of course, they’re too busy chasing after pretty young things like you to worry about pranks.”
 
   “How did she find out?”
 
   Louise snickered.  “She wasn’t as bright as you by half. She caught me red-handed coming out of the men’s bathroom with a couple of empty cologne bottles.” Marissa’s eyes squeezed shut. She didn’t want to get into a discussion like this with someone who might be a killer. She moved back from the counter, noticing the scissors gleam in the fluorescent light.  “So Tiffany was blackmailing you not to tell about the pranks?”
 
   “Maybe you should stay with the cop if this is all the better you can do. She offered to help me. She told me that she could get me as much of that stuff as I wanted, provided I embarrassed the store. She said that she knew a source for all the perfume she wanted.” Louise laughed a series of short barks.  “She seemed quite pleased with herself.”
 
   “She helped you? She tried to extort money from everyone else she met, but you, she tried to help.”
 
   “Why would I make that up? I have nothing to lose by telling the truth. Besides, I don’t have enough money to pay anyone.”
 
   Marissa looked at the woman. Could she be a killer as well as a vandal? The anger and bitterness existed in sufficient quantity to qualify as a motive. Marissa paused, and wondered if this was how people perceived her: jaded and unable to move past the hurt of a divorce. She tried to focus on the woman across the counter.  “There’s a big difference between what you’ve admitted and murder. No one gets the death penalty for vandalism.”
 
   The woman’s face went as white as the underside of the gift paper.  “I never killed her. Why would I? She was helping me.”
 
   “I still don’t understand why she would help you. She wanted money for some reason, lots of money.”
 
   “I don’t think someone like you could ever understand her. Tiffany wasn’t like most girls her age. She reminded me of me when I was young. Except she went after her goals, didn’t get tied down to a menial job like mine. She was intelligent. She had a good mind for figuring out how to turn things to her advantage. I was a means to embarrass the store, specifically cosmetics, so she took the chance.”
 
   Marissa took a deep breath. Her thoughts were more twisted at this point than some of the bows along the counter. Why had Tiffany hated her so much? She was the one with a grievance, not that young tramp who’d taken her husband. The situation seemed reversed. She remembered what Eddie had said about his sister lashing out at others, but why had she selected a total stranger?  “How could I have been so stupid? I can’t believe that little bimbo was running around trying to ruin my life, what’s left of it anyway, and I didn’t notice. You’d think I had a bag on my head.”
 
   “I told her that she was taking an awful risk doing this, but she wouldn’t listen. If I had to guess, she enjoyed it more than I did.”
 
   “So when did she find out?”
 
   “About three weeks ago. I had just bought the perfume to destroy Harper’s car. I returned some of it and used the stuff Tiffany brought me. That was how I got enough for the fountain too. She brought over a case of perfume to my house.”
 
   “She’s entitled to some free samples, but Carly would never give her models a case each. There’s something fishy going on around here. I wonder if she might have been dipping into the store supplies herself.” Marissa wondered about Nicole’s comments about the yard sales again. Had Tiffany resorted to stealing perfume to raise the money she’d stashed away for her trip to Los Angeles? 
 
    “She seemed to be an endless supply of Paradise.” Louise’s smile twisted further. 
 
    “Not in my book she wasn’t.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 20
 
    
 
    
 
   Later that evening, as the winter winds nudged her car across the road, Marissa wished she was home with Josh. Still gullible and nurturing, she’d promised to run some errands for Dan. His request had seemed reasonable when he made it. When Marissa drew nearer to their old home to pick up the mail and check on the house, she started to feel the familiar gnawing in the pit of her stomach. The queasy, painful burning in her gut. The fights, the long spells of not talking, and the final night when Dan didn’t come home at all had taken their toll on her digestive tract. There had been days when Marissa would cook for Josh and skip the meal, feasting instead on the flow of bile.
 
   She looked back on these things now almost through a filter. Those memories might have happened to someone else or in another life. She’d thought the pain had evaporated in the strong light of Gavin’s affection and Dan’s constant presence until she had started the drive here. This house had been theirs and Dan’s after the divorce. She purposely had stayed away from the neighborhood since their home had represented much more to her than where she had lived. Exiled in embarrassment.
 
   The associations had been easy to forget since she’d moved across town. She and Dan had lived in a newly built subdivision in the village of Wyoming, one of the more affluent areas of town with faux Tudors and English cottages. The houses in the neighborhood had all belonged to up-and-coming young families, most of them with children about Josh’s age. She’d spent her days visiting with the other Stepford wives and listening to them talk about their husbands’ latest deals and promotions.
 
   Marissa had met Anne there. Anne had plenty of free time as her husband had traveled a great deal even in the first days of their marriage. Working and without children, the redhead didn’t feel as if she fit into the social situation. The two had hit it off immediately. They had managed to stay friends through all the turmoil in Marissa’s life. Anne’s situation made her ideal for hanging around with even as a single, divorced mother. 
 
   Marissa pulled the car into the middle of the driveway. The Rabbit was leaking oil this month, but cleaning up the slick puddle from the concrete would be Dan’s responsibility. She wouldn’t have to listen to him whine. She grabbed the keys Dan had given her off the front seat and headed towards the front door.
 
   The mailbox brimmed with letters. More had fallen on the ground. Since the temperature had yet to break thirty, spending time in the snow hadn’t soaked them. Marissa bent down and picked up the envelopes. She cradled them in her arm as she worked the key into the locks. After two winters, she’d forgotten about the way the key stuck.
 
    The heat of the house blew out to greet her as she pushed open the front door. Dan had always liked it hot in the house, no matter what the electric bill. She dumped the mail on the entryway table and walked around the house. Subtle touches let Marissa know that Tiffany had lived here in the days before her death: ruby red lipstick on a glass in the sink; hairspray cans in the trash; an Offspring CD. Coming here had been a bad idea and Marissa regretted it, feeling disposable and forgotten. Her carefully conceived decorating had been plastered over by a veneer of bachelorhood, and teenaged girls. Little remained of what she’d spent months doing.
 
   She set the glass in the sink and filled it to the brim. The plants in the kitchen slumped in their pots. Marissa watered them slowly. Always the nurturer, she thought. Dan would probably let them wither away.
 
   She finished the chore and walked back to the entryway. Some of the mail had fallen to the floor. She pushed it into a pile with her foot. Slowly sorting the mail into stacks of magazines, junk mail, bills and others, she pushed the glossy digests and unpaid bills into her purse.
 
   Marissa took the junk mail to the pantry and opened the door. The thick smell of composting trash wafted out of the enclosed area and made her gag. She dumped the ads and credit-card requests on top of the garbage. Dan never remembered to take out the trash when they were married. Why would he have changed without her? At least some things are forever. She lifted the trash bag and tied it closed. She went to the garage and threw it on top of the metal trash can in the corner.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed boxes against one wall. She stepped over to them to investigate. 
 
   The cardboard boxes were labeled Paradise and Marissa saw a packing sheet for the Kantor’s Kenwood store. Why would these be here? Carly would provide employees with some samples and free gifts. Not whole cases of their new cologne. The last time she checked, Kenwood was a good twenty minutes from here.
 
   Marissa reached down and pulled on the corner of the topmost carton. The cardboard pulled back easily — she looked inside. The case was filled with the bottles of perfume just as she expected. This must be part of the stash of Paradise that Tiffany had offered Louise. Marissa thought back to Nicole’s statements about the yard sales and the perfume. Had Tiffany resorted to stealing perfume? Marissa was more than willing to think the worst of the girl. Often it was true.
 
   She looked around some more and found the complimentary gifts from the current advertising campaign. It coincided with the quantity of perfume in the garage. Marissa guessed there was about five thousand dollars in perfume here, not including gifts; that would buy a lot of plane tickets.
 
   Marissa walked back into the house and made sure the doors and windows were all locked. The phone rang. She hesitated, not knowing how to explain her presence to any of Dan’s friends or family. Most of them wouldn’t be happy to hear her voice, having heard only Dan’s side of the split. They had made it all too clear that they supported their philandering son and amigo. On the fifth ring, she picked up the phone.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   The phone line was silent, no voice and no dial tone. After ten seconds, the line went dead. The familiar buzz came to her ear. How many times had this scenario happened while they were married — the phone calls where no one would answer? She hung up the receiver and closed the door behind her.
 
   ****
 
    
 
   She didn’t have any qualms about telling Dan about the perfume or Louise or the airline ticket. The drive across town to her own two-bedroom apartment on the west side had given her sufficient time to think about all the times she’d been hung up on by the dead woman. Too many.
 
   Dan was sitting on the sofa watching Joshua play when she returned. The little boy still had his pajamas on and was pulling a train in circles on the carpet.
 
   Marissa pulled the mail from her pocket and dumped it on the coffee table. The airline ticket retrieved from the store mannequin she handed to Dan separately.
 
    “What’s this?” He looked at the envelope, turning it over in his hands.
 
   “An airline ticket. A one-way trip to Los Angeles.”
 
   “If you wanted me to leave, there are subtler ways to broach the subject, you know.” He looked up at her with sad eyes. For a moment, Marissa dreaded the impending conversation. She knew both of them had been punching bags at the school of hard knocks lately.
 
   “It’s not for you. This belongs to Tiffany. She was supposed to leave this week for an undetermined amount of time.” Marissa took off her coat and walked to the closet. She took her time with the hanger to allow Dan to process the news. He’d never been good with surprises. Except for the ones he pulled.
 
   As she walked back to the living room, he said,  “I don’t understand. Why would she want to go to California a few days before our wedding?”
 
   Marissa plopped down on the couch near Joshua and stroked his hair.  “I hate to break this to you, but there wasn’t going to be a wedding. She was getting money together any way she could and she had a one-way ticket out of here.”
 
   “But why?”
 
   “Dan, you can drive yourself crazy trying to figure that out. I almost did. You need to get past the hurt and move on.” Marissa remembered the words as some that Dan had used on her some time ago. Nothing like a bit of recycling to make the world a better place. 
 
   “That was a cheap shot.”
 
   Marissa checked his expression. She wanted answers now, not tears and recriminations.  “Hey, sometimes the truth is painful. What I really need to know is why there’s perfume in your garage.”
 
   “What are you talking about? I know the trash hasn’t gone out in a couple of weeks, but it’s cold so it shouldn’t smell too bad.”
 
   Marissa watched his face. She knew his lying expression, just as she could recognize Josh’s fibs now. He wasn’t pulling his ear or scratching his nose. So either Dan really didn’t know about the boxes, or else he’d practiced keeping a straight face in the past two years. Maybe if that hang-up meant the same thing it had during their marriage, he might have learned how to juggle even more women.  “If you really don’t know about it, there are cases of Paradise perfume and the free gifts that go with them sitting in your garage. I think they could be stolen from my store.”
 
   Dan put his head in his hands.  “I think you could tell me that she kidnapped the Lindbergh baby or hid Jimmy Hoffa in the closet and it wouldn’t surprise me anymore.” Marissa could tell that he’d given in to his doubts and that now he saw Tiffany as she really was — that was almost always the beginning of the end for a couple. No spouse could handle a large dose of reality. 
 
   “How long has it been there?” Marissa ignored the self-pity and continued. He’d chosen this one woman crime wave as his mate. 
 
   “In the garage?”
 
   Marissa nodded. She looked down at Josh. He continued to play on the floor, engrossed in making train noises. If his parents’ conversation was upsetting him, he wasn’t showing it as he ran the engine and cars around the track.
 
   “There wasn’t any perfume in the garage when I left. You know how I liked to keep it clean out there.”
 
   Marissa remembered that. She would see him sweeping out the garage as she pulled down the driveway. His tidiness ended at the door to the family room. He threw his socks and shoes when he came in, but the garage was his domain. He’d lecture her on putting things out there. She asked,  “So you’re saying that someone came over and put stolen perfume in your garage. Why?”
 
   “How should I know?” The words came out hot and fast. Marissa was surprised at his reaction. She had thought he’d want to get to the bottom of this mess and get on with his life and out of this apartment. That was her desire out of this situation. Beyond the minor matter of a killer who wanted to frame her.
 
   “Did Tiffany have a key to your house?” Marissa really didn’t want to hear the answer to this question. The clues throughout the house already told her what she needed to know.
 
   “Of course, she did. Tiff and I had been living together.” Dan looked up for a second and bent his head down again, pretending to be fascinated by his son’s engines.
 
   “Then any number of people could have taken the key from her.”
 
   “Like who?”
 
   “Dan, at least pay attention. Someone stole Tiffany’s purse which meant they had access to her keys and your house.” Marissa moved to stand directly in front of him.  “You could be charged with possession of stolen property if we can’t come up with another explanation.” She felt a small amount of pride at being able to come up with an official sounding statute, although the offense meant thinking about Gavin again. She had a sudden itch on her ring finger and tried to ignore it. Even her own body betrayed her. 
 
   Dan stood up and looked down at her. Marissa became uncomfortably aware of how close together they stood. Chest hairs peeked out from the neck of his shirt. His lightly minted breath filled her nostrils as she tried to ignore its steamy feel on her skin. She ignored his eyes and the pupils that showed every ounce of his emotions. She didn’t want to see him grieve for someone else. 
 
    “Well, I wouldn’t have to worry about that if you didn’t have a gung-ho boyfriend who wants me out of the way.”
 
   Marissa recognized the validity of his statement, but didn’t want to admit the truth to him. Gavin seemed dead set on clearing the path and putting their relationship into overdrive. He and Ellen had even persuaded Bandarra to take it easy on her by pointing out other suspects.  “That means whoever stole Tiffany’s purse could have put the perfume there or Eddie or her family or the ex-boyfriend.”
 
   “Or me.”
 
   Marissa stared at him. Was he lying now or just being difficult?  “Or you. That’s a pretty big slate.”
 
   “Why hide the perfume at all? Especially at my house.”
 
   “Lots of reasons. A murder means an investigation. Perhaps the killer didn’t want to be caught with the perfume. Or maybe to throw guilt on you.” Marissa paused, wondering again about Gavin and his behavior. Gavin's rabid dislike of Dan, the snide comments and the anger. Would he appropriate police evidence to frame Dan? Maybe, but this killer had tried to implicate Marissa and Shawn as well. Marissa couldn’t believe that he would try to frame her. At the very least, she still trusted his desire for her. Someone was trying to spread the suspicion around to confuse the police. She shivered slightly, but tried to look calm for her ex-husband.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 21
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa gritted her teeth as the first model walked down the temporary runway in front of Kantor’s. Being arrested was a snap compared to this torture. The store’s annual bridal show was officially underway with Westgate Mall as the cosponsor. A dais with mammoth floral bouquets stood directly before the store’s entrance to the mall. A runway flanked by wedding flowers. Small dressing rooms had been erected on either side of a long ramp stretching out to the brick water fountain twenty feet away.
 
   Ellen sat next to her, watching the model in rapt fascination. The head of security wore a flannel shirt and jeans. She stared longingly at an ivory-beaded dress that hugged the few curves of a pole-like model. The silky fabric was hidden behind a layer of sewn beads. Ellen sucked in her cheeks. Marissa knew that she was putting her face on those models’ bodies.  
 
   Why does every woman think that a wedding dress makes them more beautiful? Marissa wondered as she tried to pay attention. Ellen would give her a quiz at the end of the show.
 
   Marissa had been much more interested in their early morning talk about the murder. Although Bandarra had been reluctant to investigate the cases of perfume at Dan’s place, Ellen had persuaded him to take an evidence crew out to the house and look around. He thought as a fragrance model, Tiffany should be allowed to have as much of the stuff as she wanted. For some reason, Carly Spencer had agreed with his assessment of Tiffany’s perfume needs. That had only served to make him more obstinate.
 
   The crew hadn’t turned up much. The cases contained a number of fingerprints, including Marissa’s. Bandarra had speculated that in February, anyone could wear gloves without suspicion. He’d been thorough enough to test the contents. There was nothing abnormal about the perfume itself. Just rows of bottles of Paradise. Marissa still suspected that there was another more sinister motive besides Tiffany maintaining her own private stock. No one could use that much perfume in the next forty years.
 
   Had Tiffany really been behind the pranks at the store? Marissa shook her head. Not possible. She remembered the Calvin Klein in the coffee machine. That happened after Tiffany’s death. Why would she bother with Kantor’s except her grudge against Marissa? And why would Louise confess to pulling them off if she hadn’t done them? Tiffany had to be the one supplying Louise’s nasty habit.
 
   Marissa looked up. Another model charged down the runway in a lace and frill number that made her shoulders look like a linebacker’s. She spun around and Marissa thought that her butt looked more like an end zone in that dress. A handsome young man in a tuxedo strutted down the aisle to join her and they walked back behind the curtain together. Marissa swore she heard a sigh from the woman next to her.
 
   Marissa thought back on her own wedding day. She had been so happy and in love. Her mother had dragged her and her sister to every bridal show in Columbus to find the perfect gown. She smiled as she remembered it. Her mother’s dress would have sufficed, but instead they had browsed twenty stores and scanned at least that many magazines. It had been special ordered from New York with a beaded train and ruffled shoulders. Then they’d spent two more weeks finding the right veil. Her mother had consulted The Farmer's Almanac to select the sunniest day to have the wedding. Every detail had been perfect, but that didn’t stop the problems. Two cousins had had a hair-pulling fight in the bathroom. The caterer had left the green beans in the kitchen all night. No planned event is ever perfect. It defies probability and determined brides. 
 
   Maybe this ritual was a cultural thing that every woman wants, no matter how old or how unromantic she might normally seem. Yet, Marissa knew that a pretty dress wasn’t enough to hold a marriage together. She wondered how well Ellen and Bandarra would do resolving conflicts and communicating. There should be bridal shows on counseling and fidelity, she mused, not these silly dresses.
 
   Her thoughts of marriage reminded her of Dan. Funny, Marissa didn’t think about Gavin when she thought of matrimony. She’d passed the airline tickets on to Dan and as far as Marissa knew, he still had them. He hadn’t seemed interested in informing the police. She didn’t push him. Besides, Tiffany’s leaving town would make people happy, not drive them to murder. When it came to Tiffany, proximity made the heart grow murderous. Her departure didn’t provide a motive unless Billy Chin or Dan had killed her to keep her from going. Then someone else had killed her main suspect. Could there be two killers?
 
   Ellen still stared forward watching the stage for the next dress. A model came out wearing a lacy white hoopskirt and tight bodice with ruffled sleeves. She twirled a parasol as she sauntered down the aisle, looking like Scarlett O’Hara before the war. Or before Rhett Butler came to haunt her. 
 
   Ellen leaned over. “What do you think of that one?”
 
   Marissa’s eyes widened in surprise as she struggled for something tactful to say. Diplomacy came hard.  “I think it’s beautiful, but you need to think practically too. I’ve heard that hoopskirts are a real pain. You can’t sit down or fit in a bathroom stall or anything. Gone With the Wind didn’t show the less glamorous side of big dresses.” She tried to hide her horror as she thought of those romanticized Paradise posters.
 
   Before Ellen could respond, two women came out wearing brightly colored outfits. Bridesmaids’ dresses, Marissa hoped. The first had a floral skirt that billowed out around her as she walked to the end of the runway. Her companion had a short set that looked like it was silk or maybe rayon. The trousseau for the childless, Marissa thought.
 
    “Where are you going on your honeymoon?” Marissa asked.
 
    “Probably Cancun or maybe the Bahamas. That is, if Bandarra can get this case solved. You know how dogged he can get on a case.” Ellen glanced at her friend again. Marissa had been getting these hints throughout the morning. Ellen was the head of security for a reason. She’d figured out that Marissa knew more than she had told the police. Marissa wasn’t sure why she was reluctant to share more with Ellen, but she ignored the hints and turned to the stage again. Perhaps the couple’s friendship with Gavin had made her wary.
 
   A tuxedoed young man who looked too young to shave much less get married took the stage and walked to the microphone.  “Attention. Due to some technical difficulties, there will be a few minutes delay. We apologize.”
 
   Marissa checked her watch. She had hoped to be out of here by noon. Eleven-fifty already. Watching these matrimonial lemmings walk off the cliff was not her idea of a fun morning. She looked up to see Nicole heading her way. She was dressed in a solid white T-shirt covered by a red and white sweater with a jeans skirt that would never have passed muster in cosmetics. The secretary stopped at her row and pushed her way through.  “Miss Perrino, I’m sorry to bother you, but we have a situation in the back room. Could you help?”
 
   Ellen looked annoyed at having her bridal fantasy interrupted. Yet, without her job, there couldn’t be a splashy wedding. She stood up and followed Nicole toward the side of the stage. Impulsively, Marissa decided to go with them. No reason in watching any more of this if she didn’t have to.
 
   The photographer she had seen several days earlier at the store stopped Marissa. His boyish face watched her move towards the back of the stage.  “Excuse me, Ms. Arpel. What’s going on here?”
 
   Marissa squinted at him until she remembered her trick with Carly.  “My name is really Marissa Scott, and I don’t know what's going on.”
 
   He pulled out a camera and took a few quick shots of her before she could resist. Marissa started to protest. Her curiosity took over and she pushed through the door that Nicole and Ellen had just entered.
 
   The small room was thick with people in all types of formal wear. A wedding in a closet. Marissa couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen so many men in tuxedos beyond her senior prom. She pushed her way past the bustles and trains to meet up with her friend.
 
   Ellen looked up as Marissa drew near and held out a wedding dress. The dress was more modest than some of the designs she had seen so far. No drooping décolletage, dropped waists, or huge sleeves, just lots of material in a traditional pattern. Except for the big, red letter  “A” painted over one shoulder.
 
   Marissa felt the blood rush out of her face as she saw the mark. Several months ago, Dan and Tiffany had decided to wedding shop at Kantor’s in Tri-County and had come into cosmetics to show her their purchases. Marissa had been furious and had marked the young girl’s dress with a red letter  “A” in lipstick. The joke had been on her, though. Tiffany had no idea what the symbol meant, only that the happy couple had to reorder the dress.  Although Marissa had regretted her action instantly, the incident had become something of a company legend, delighting scores of Marissa’s female coworkers.
 
   Now Ellen looked at her friend with questions in her eyes.  “Tell me you don’t know anything about this, and I’ll be happy.”
 
    “Is there a problem here?” Marissa heard the gruff voice of Ellen’s fiancé and felt a desire to leave the mall from the nearest exit.
 
   Ellen held up the dress. Bandarra looked at the shoulder.  “A literate vandal. You don’t see too many of them these days.”
 
    Marissa smiled at him. For all his faults, at least no one could say that Bandarra missed a literary reference or a glaring clue. Marissa thought fast, trying to think of a reason not to tell all she knew about Louise. Had she also implicated Marissa and Shawn in the murders? What had she done to Louise to deserve this? Other than not get fired?  “I know who did this, and I think I can prove it.”
 
    Ellen’s mouth dropped open. “Is this what your phone call was about the other day?”
 
    Bandarra’s good humor faded faster than cologne on a hot day.  “You’ve been withholding evidence in a murder case? I’m not surprised. Why didn’t you tell me or Gavin as soon as you found out?”
 
     “I’m not sure that the evidence is even related to the murder. I found out who’s been pulling the pranks at the store.”
 
    Ellen pushed past one of the bridesmaids in a bright blue dress with silver threading which made the woman look like an overdressed balloon.  “And you didn’t tell me? You know how bad Harper wants the vandal caught. He threatened to fire me.”
 
   Marissa nodded. “I know that, but I also know that part of this situation is his doing. I’ve been torn. I’ve had a hard time knowing exactly what to do.”
 
   Bandarra pulled out a notebook and flipped it open.  “Just tell me the story and I’ll take care of the rest. Who is this guy?”
 
   Marissa took a deep breath.  “This guy is Louise Cramer from gift wrap who used to be the executive secretary here. Harper demoted her and she decided to turn the tables.” Marissa felt sorry for her for a second. She realized again how Louise had tried to implicate her in the pranks via the wedding dress.
 
   Marissa felt claustrophobic, but she wasn’t sure if it was from the mass of bodies squeezed into the little room or the thought of facing an angry Louise. A uniformed officer who had been standing behind Bandarra set off to find Louise, leaving a little space for the trio to breathe.
 
   Bandarra studied her. How much of their current relational situation had Gavin told him? Marissa doubted much because the men weren't good friends. They did work together frequently. As one of the models pushed between them, Marissa recognized the waif-like girl who had worn the ivory dress. She looked liked someone who had been married twenty years at this point, tired and aggrieved. She pushed some wisps of hair from her face to look at Bandarra.
 
    “How long are you going to hold us against our will?”
 
   Bandarra didn’t bother to look at the model.  “You’d better get your calendar. You could be celebrating anniversaries before you leave this place. Do you know anything about this dress?”
 
   She shook her head. More hair dislodged.  “I was waiting to go onstage when it happened. Most all of the models were.”
 
   Marissa wanted to plead her own innocence. 
 
   Louise entered the room followed by the uniformed cop. “They told me you wanted to see me.” Marissa tried to avoid her face as the gift wrapper walked up to Bandarra. 
 
   She was surprised at Louise’s demeanor towards the police. Marissa knew that if she were guilty of a crime, she would be pleading for mercy, not giving them attitude. 
 
   Bandarra flipped open his notebook.  “That’s right. We have evidence that you’re behind some of the pranks around here and we also want to talk to you about the murders of Tiffany Wong and Billy Chin.” Ellen walked over from inspecting on of the wedding dresses. Marissa took one glance at the bridesmaid's dress with the miniature cloth roses stitched across the bodice and decided to turn her full attention to the questions.
 
   Louise pulled out a cigarette and lit a match in front of Bandarra. “She told you, right?” She hiked a finger at Marissa who thought for a second that the dress might have been a better choice.
 
    “What can you tell me about the pranks? Let’s start with the washing machine full of perfume. Know anything about that?”
 
    “I did it. There’s no law against putting perfume in an appliance. Besides, no damage was done. What’s the fuss?”
 
    “I think that having to repair a 944 might qualify as some damage. Are you taking credit for that too?” 
 
   Marissa saw Bandarra’s ears get red. A vein popped out on his forehead. Gavin usually took over at a time when Bandarra starting losing his temper, but he hadn’t come to the mall today. Marissa was surprised by his absence. An opportunity to talk about weddings should have been right up his alley. Maybe he was busy picking out honeymoon trips at a travel agency instead.
 
    “I did that, too. Harper had it coming. He came in here all la-di-da like he owned the place and did things to make this store more efficient. He wouldn’t know efficiency if it bit him in the keester. He’s got some twit of a secretary who painted her fingers one day with Liquid Paper. That’s his idea of productivity in the workplace?” 
 
   Marissa turned around to see Nicole hurry out of the room. She thought about following her but wanted to hear if Louise would tell the police anything she hadn’t passed on to her.
 
    “Let’s talk about some real damage. Do you have an alibi for the murder of Tiffany Wong?”
 
   Louise lifted her wrinkled chin to look Bandarra in the eyes.  “In a manner of speaking, I do. I saw David Harper kill her.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 22
 
    
 
    
 
    “What?” Marissa, Ellen, and Bandarra sang the word out in three-part harmony: soprano, alto, and bass.
 
   All three decided to ask questions at once and kept talking. Bandarra put two fingers in his mouth and whistled. The model in the hoopskirt pivoted at the noise and almost knocked over one of the male ushers.  
 
   “Enough," Bandarra said. "I’m the officer in charge, and I’m the one asking questions. I also have a gun.” He looked at Marissa as he spoke the last words as if a weapon was the only thing that could keep her quiet.
 
   Marissa shut her mouth and tried to concentrate on the woman's words. Her thoughts moved in a million different directions. How many people had seen Tiffany murdered? Marissa had been so sure that Billy had died needlessly, because he had seen something suspicious about the murder. Now Louise claimed to have seen it, too.
 
    “The day of the Wong murder, you say that you saw Harper kill Tiffany.” Bandarra had given up on the notepad and watched the woman. His fingers had squeezed the pad of paper into a wad.
 
    “I was bored. Tiffany and I had agreed to meet in the mall so I decided to take an early lunch.”
 
    “At ten in the morning?” The words were out of Marissa’s mouth before she could stop them. Ellen punched her friend’s arm and Bandarra continued.
 
    “Why were you meeting Tiffany? What was the connection between you two?”
 
   Marissa looked down at her shoes as Bandarra spoke. Even so, she could feel Ellen’s eyes bore into her neck for not telling the police about the source of the perfume. Ellen didn’t realize the complex relationship issues with the police department Marissa had at this point. The thought of solving the case and showing up Gavin had occurred to her. Just the thing too for being involved in Shawn’s arrest.
 
    “Tiffany found out I was the store prankster and confronted me about it.” The details of the story didn’t change from before. Tiffany had decided to let her continue if the pranks could be directed at certain people and events. Even under Bandarra’s questioning Louise couldn’t provide an answer to why Tiffany had disliked the store.
 
    “You took perfume from this woman and used it to do what?” Bandarra looked confused at the thought of disliking a job enough to do this kind of thing. He had been born for police work and nothing else. Marissa guessed that he probably played cops and robbers as a child.
 
    “Put it where it would be noticed and cause a minor commotion. Like the men's toilets. All of them filled with Paradise. Tiffany said that with all that smoke, cologne, and pee, it smelled like one of those places Shawn hangs out.” Marissa watched as Louise spoke, seeing the hurt and rage bubble to the surface. The anger aged her as frown lines cut deep creases across her face until she looked well past retirement.
 
    “Where did Tiffany get access to that much perfume? You’re talking gallons here.” The vein had started to protrude again on the cop’s forehead.
 
   “How should I know? To me, it was a gift from heaven. That stuff’s expensive.” Louise twisted around to watch the dress with the scarlet  “A” on it carried past her. “Nice touch, don’t you think? I didn’t even have to come up with that one. That idea came ready-made.”
 
   Bandarra grumbled to himself for a second.  “So you were going to lunch and then what happened?” He had squeezed the notebook so hard Marissa suspected it would be pulp again soon.
 
    “I saw Harper go into Marissa’s office and come out again very fast. He was almost running and his face was as white as a sheet.” Louise grinned as she remembered the scene. Marissa couldn’t remember ever having seen the woman smile before.
 
    “So you didn’t actually see the murder?” Bandarra’s words had a sharp edge to them now. 
 
   Marissa looked around for Gavin. Still no sign of him. Knowing the way Bandarra felt about suspects who lied, he might need the calming influence of his partner. The police couldn't play  “good cop, bad cop” unless Bandarra developed multiple personalities at this point.
 
   Louise shook her head.  “That was good enough. He came out of there in a few seconds. I saw blood on his cuffs. What else did I need to know?”
 
    “Like maybe who the victim was?” Bandarra moved closer to the woman as he talked, looming over her like smog over the city. Marissa wasn’t sure if he was doing that for effect or if the crowded conditions of the models’ room forced him to move closer.
 
   Louise shook her head again.  “I assumed it was her,“ she said pointing to Marissa. “They’re always fighting. I just thought she pushed him too far. She has that effect on a lot of people.”
 
    “You don’t have to tell me.” Bandarra didn’t bother to look up.
 
   How can the suspect and the police gang up on an innocent bystander in a case? Marissa wondered. 
 
    “This might seem like a silly question to you, but why didn’t you call the police? The victim might have been alive, you could have saved us a massive investigation, not to mention manpower and cost. There’s a felony called withholding evidence. Did any of this occur to you?” A drop of sweat fell from Bandarra’s brow. It splashed against the lens of his glasses.
 
   Louise just shrugged. “Can I bum a cigarette?” She held out her hand expectantly. Marissa was amazed at the woman’s nonchalant attitude: vandal, police suspect, and witness to a murder. Nothing fazed her these days. Maybe she’d ask for a blindfold with that cigarette.
 
   Marissa felt the heat of the room squeeze her. She decided to get out of the dressing area. The police weren’t going to learn anything more from Louise. She opened the door and felt the rush of cool air against her skin. Taking a deep breath, she decided to walk in the opposite direction of Kantor’s. No reason to go there on her day off anyway.
 
   Louise’s words stuck with her as she passed the various shops and stores inside the mall. Why had the woman waited until now to tell the police about Harper? If she had come forward with the information sooner, she might have persuaded management to remove him from the store and gotten her job back. Goodness knows the CEO of Kantor’s wouldn't want to deal with murderers running a major department store. Could that have been Tiffany’s threat?
 
   Louise's story left so many unanswered questions. Who had left the message on Marissa’s answering machine? She could hear Gavin’s voice in her head telling her all gays can imitate a woman's voice. Nicole’s story about seeing Harper the morning of Billy’s murder would mean Shawn had lied to the police and to her. His whole alibi was tied up with Harper and their unromantic relationship. Didn’t he know how dangerous it was to tie your whole life to something as ephemeral as love? Marissa doubted that Harper could recognize true love if it bit him on the bald spot. Much safer to concentrate on business like Carly did.
 
   Marissa didn’t want to consider the option of suspecting Shawn. The fact remained that he had given her Tiffany’s purse after he’d had it almost a week. Was he really scared as he had said, or was it a cover?
 
   And why her office? Marissa came back to that question again and again. At first, she’d used the line as a self-pitying mantra. Now she truly wanted to know. Had someone disliked her enough to try to frame her for murder? A deeper fear ran in Shawn’s words that he had momentarily mistaken Tiffany for Marissa. Had the killer made the same error and killed the other woman who was stupid enough to agree to marry Dan? Marissa paused for a second. Something clicked in her mind as she ran down the list of questions. 
 
   What if Marissa had been mistaken for the murderer and not the victim? That would explain why Billy had written “MAR” on Harper’s desktop. He had assumed that the murderer was Marissa, but he’d been wrong. Marissa realized that he hadn’t addressed her at the hospital. Maybe he was just responding in pain to Tiffany’s name and not her relationship to the victim. She and Dan hadn’t gone out of the room much together so Billy would have no way to connect her to Tiffany’s intended.
 
   Lost in thought, she realized another misdirection. By using Marissa’s office, the police would concentrate on the frustrated ex-wife and forget to check the alibis of the other people at the seminar. Bandarra had gone as far as to time the trip from the Paradise meeting to the store. If Marissa could do make the trip in less than forty minutes, so could anyone else at the meeting place.
 
   Marissa paid attention to her surroundings again and realized she had lapped the mall and was coming up on Kantor’s. With a resignation in her step, she walked into the store. She didn’t go upstairs to security. Bandarra was probably grilling Harper now, accusing him of killing Tiffany in the office. She strolled through the cosmetics area, trying to imagine the displays as an impassive shopper might. She liked the ten counters set in a random pattern across the floor. She couldn’t remember her life before she worked. Dan and stay-at-home motherhood seemed like an eternity ago.
 
   Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Carly Spencer approaching her hauling several long cardboard tubes in her arms. Her confidence and poise made her look like an executive already. The rumored vice-president strode over to her and held out the posters.  “Here’s the new promotional material for Paradise. With the way it’s selling, I thought you’d want to have them.”
 
    “Don’t you have people to do this? You should be managing schedules and projecting sales, not dropping off posters.” Marissa sat the tubes on the counter and pulled one open. The photograph showed a man dressed in armor and a woman gazing into his eyes. Marissa looked at it a minute, studying the couple. She still didn’t understand the idea of romance in a society that didn’t bathe. Did this woman know that looking that way at a man could reduce her life expectancy to nine months from now? Besides without a can opener, she would be fairly safe from the knight’s advances.
 
    “Not right now. I swear, no one is taking care of the management details right now. Someone could back a truck in the warehouse and take as much Paradise as they wanted.” She laughed as she spoke. The strain of the job showed in the laugh lines and crinkles at the edge of her eyes and the deep grooves around her mouth. Maybe throwing everything into work had its downside too. Marissa despaired at the thought that all of Cincinnati could get enough Paradise to be involved in this case. It wouldn’t make proving a case against her suspect any easier.
 
   Marissa started back to her office and had barely reached the door when Carly called out,  “I'm sure I’m the last person you want to talk to, but I was hoping you could spare a few minutes to talk about Anne.”
 
   Marissa felt her neck and back muscles tighten as she walked into her office, pretending to ignore the woman. Those words had rung a bell. Carly had called and pretended to be Tiffany. Marissa’s mind raced at the idea of using a voiceprint against the tape even though she knew her hunch was right. Maybe that evidence would be enough proof for the police.
 
   Carly had set her up from the beginning. The future VP had invited her to the seminar and knew her office would be empty at ten o’clock. All she had to do was leave for a half-hour, stab the girl, and make the phone call. So easy and yet she’d stumped everyone.
 
   Marissa fought an urge to peer through the doorway into cosmetics to see if Carly had left. Tiffany must have figured out that Carly was skimming profits through perfume and had tried to blackmail her. Marissa knew that taking samples was a common practice amongst the models. Yet Nicole had seen the booths at yard sales with crates of cologne and makeup that sold at a fraction of the price. Marissa had heard stories of this kind of theft before and no company took it well. She’d also seen the profits made by one of those people in a day. Hundreds of dollars a day times fifty-two weekends added up to a lifestyle that even Carly couldn’t afford on her generous salary. Marissa remembered Rhonda’s words about Carlene Fite being a poor girl who had nothing.
 
   Marissa felt one of the cardboard tubes slip out of her hand and she bent down to pick it up. She noticed a pair of feet behind her and spun around as she stood up. Marissa knew better than to turn her back on Carly. The last two people to do that had turned up dead.
 
    “You know, don’t you?” Carly took a step towards her and opened her purse.
 
    Marissa saw a flash of metal under the fluorescent lights and gasped slightly. She dropped all the tubes except one, which she held like a baseball bat. Cardboard wouldn’t save her from steel. It might buy her enough time to attract attention to her office or be missed by the police.
 
    “If it’s any consolation, killing Tiffany saved you some heartache. She was after your job, and she decided to make sure you were out of the way before she claimed it. She really despised you.”
 
   Marissa tried to breathe. Her lungs felt tight and constricted as her heart pounded. She willed herself to stand straight, remembering her mothers words about being strong for the world to see.  “But Billy . . .”
 
    “Billy knew too much. He was stalking Tiffany and saw me enter your office and then leave. Even a moron like him could figure that out. He threatened me, so I killed him. He actually thought I was you and called me ‘Marissa’. That’s when I realized that I could blame you for everything and get away with it. I didn’t have to write that message on the desk. He did, thinking he was going to help the police.” Carly took a step closer and Marissa threw some folders at her. No use worrying about paperwork if she wouldn’t be alive to file it.  “I thought using your office was a stroke of genius on my part. So close to the seminar and yet a place I knew you wouldn’t be. So I could kill Tiffany without being interrupted. There are so few places without a chance of being seen these days.” 
 
   Marissa remembered Louise’s comments about Harper and had to agree. Carly dropped her purse and held the knife out in one hand now. Marissa saw the knife shake in her hand, but she didn't want to fight Carly barehanded.
 
   “So you killed him.”
 
   “Just like I’m going to kill you. It’s a shame too, just when your life is going so well.”
 
   Marissa held the stiff mailing tube out in front of her and Carly took a swipe at it with her knife. A shaving of paper flew to one side. Marissa had a frightening vision of what that blade could do to flesh.  “If I’m going to die, can you at least tell me what Tiffany had on you? It was the perfume, right? You were taking it and selling it on the side.”
 
   Carly gave her a chilling smile. “Very good. Another thing you and she had in common. Let’s see, that would be: Dan; deductions; drive; and dead.” She took a step towards Marissa, but still blocked her exit through the swinging door. Marissa picked up the phone, hurling it at the killer. It smacked against the cement wall and clattered with a ring on the floor.
 
   Marissa looked up to see the door open and Gavin walk in. “Come on, Carlene,” she taunted.
 
   “Marissa, we have to talk. I have to know what’s going on, and I have to know now.”
 
   The officer’s dramatic entrance startled Carly, and Marissa swung with the tube. She connected with the side of Carly’s head better than one of the Cincinnati Reds. The knife flew across the room under one of the metal shelves that passed for decorating in her office. Marissa took the metal end of the tube and jammed into Carly's gut. When Gavin saw the knife, he moved quickly, pinning the woman against the wall and slapping the handcuffs on her.
 
   Marissa took a deep breath and said,  “Now is not the time to talk, Gavin.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 23
 
    
 
    
 
   Marissa sat quietly in the booth at T.G.I. Friday’s on Glenway Avenue waiting for Dan to arrive. She had practiced what she was going to say to him at least twenty times on the way here. This was almost a second chance, a way to go back and relive the situation caused when he had met Tiffany two years ago. She was surprised at her feelings. She had expected to be jubilant at the chance to finally reject him as he had done to her two years ago. Instead, she found herself a little nostalgic for what had been and what wouldn’t be again. She still was awed by how far she’d come in a couple of short years.
 
   Dan came into the restaurant and she waved at him. He slipped in on the opposite side of the booth and patted her hand across the table.  “Hi, thanks for meeting me. Have you ordered?”
 
   Marissa felt her throat go dry.  “No, I’ve been waiting for you and thinking.”
 
   He pulled out a menu and looked at it.  “Really? I’ve been doing a lot of thinking too.” 
 
   Marissa studied his face, wondering how he would take her decision. He seemed more at peace than he had when he had moved back to his house last week. Then he had appeared restless and almost desperate not to be alone.
 
   Marissa took a sip of water and thought of Gavin. He hadn’t taken her decision to slow down their relationship very well. Actually, slow it down to somewhere between stop and reverse, at least for now. Gavin had kept using words liked  “dumped” and  “jilted.” 
 
   Although the rest of the world would see her as being tied down with a child, an exhausting job, and a small apartment, Marissa felt free at this point in her life; and she didn’t want to jeopardize this new sense of self with a relationship that hadn’t been thought through carefully.  Next time would be because everything about the couple worked not just something sometimes.
 
   Dan shoved the menu back behind the ketchup and slipped his hand in his coat pocket.  “Before I forget, I wanted to give you this.”
 
   Marissa cringed at the thought of a present from her ex-husband. Taking it or not taking it would add another layer of complexity to the situation that she didn't want to deal with. She watched Dan pull a piece of paper out and hand it to her. She opened it and saw a check made out for twelve thousand dollars.  “What’s this?”
 
    “Back child support with interest. Paradise decided to settle a lump sum on me and the Wong family to avoid a lawsuit since one of their employees was bumping off her underlings.”
 
   Marissa nodded.  “Anne took a job there, and she says the company’s a real mess. She just hopes that it settles down before she has to go out on maternity leave.” She looked at the check again.  “Are you sure this is for real?” Her mind raced over all the bills that could be paid with that kind of money. No more worries for a long time.
 
    “I couldn’t believe it myself, but for all their traditional ways, the Wongs were American enough to hire a lawyer to sue. I just got a windfall from the deal. Fifty thousand. All I had to do was sign a statement waiving Paradise of all liability and with what you told me, I could do that with a clean conscience.”
 
   Marissa felt an itching in her palms to go deposit this before he changed his mind. Telling Dan there was no future in their relationship could do that.  “Since she was trying to keep her theft a secret, I can believe the company didn’t know about it. She didn’t want anyone to know about it, especially being in line for that vice-presidential promotion.”
 
    “Why would she steal when she was making a lot already?” Dan looked around for a waitress, but there was none around. Maybe all this talk of murder had scared them off.
 
    “According to the police,” Marissa made sure not to mention Gavin at this moment, “she was a true obsessive shopper and ran her charges up to the limit. According to Rhonda, her family didn’t have a dime growing up, and she needed to show her money off now. It was either steal or declare bankruptcy at that point. She saw that vice president job as the answer to all her problems. She took Tiffany’s purse so she could hide the stolen perfume at your place if the police started suspecting her. Plus it gave her another chance to throw blame on Shawn for the crimes. The only thing I haven’t been able to figure out is Tiffany’s motives.”
 
   Dan's face looked strange, as if a winter storm had blown across it.  “I think I can explain that. I found a letter from Tiffany to me when I returned home. She was leaving me to start a new life. She explained some of what she’d done at the store and why she’d done it.”
 
   Marissa leaned forward.  “Are you okay with it? I’m all ears. Why did she try to ruin my career and get me fired? What had I done to her to deserve all that?”
 
   Dan’s face turned bright red. Marissa couldn’t remember him blushing this much in the time she had known him.  “She said I was still in love with you and she was jealous. She’d had an abortion because she wanted to leave town and not have any reminders of me.”
 
   Marissa’s eyes opened so wide that her mascara was the only thing keeping her lids from totally retracting.  “What?”
 
   “I think you heard me the first time.” His color started to return to normal as his voice turned exasperated.
 
   “Are you?”
 
   “Well, that’s why I wanted to talk to today.” He reached across the table and took her hand in his, stroking it gently. Marissa closed her eyes to strengthen her resolve.
 
   “I had something I wanted to say to you, Dan. Before this goes any further —”
 
   “I’m moving to Columbus.” Dan’s words took Marissa by surprise and she jerked her hand free, upsetting the pepper shaker.
 
   “What? How can you? What about Josh?” The words flowed out of her mouth without a breath.
 
   “I need to find myself. I know this is a shock to you, but you’ll be fine. You always are. And now that I’m caught up on my child support, I think you and I can arrange for some better visitations. He doesn’t see me at all now, so anything would be better than that.”
 
   Marissa bit her lip, trying not to laugh. Even today he’d beaten her to the punch. She’d certainly shown her conceit in assuming he wanted to get back together. She took a sip of water to cover her amusement. It helped her swallow her laughter.
 
    “I can tell you’re upset, but believe me, it’s best for all of us. I’m going to stay with my parents until I can find a place of my own. My company has an office in Columbus so they're going to let me transfer. It’s all set.”
 
   “How soon?” Marissa fought the urge to call Anne this instant and tell her the story.
 
   “Next week. I need to start packing and getting things ready to go. If you’d like, you can stop by and pick through the furniture and pictures and stuff.”
 
   “No.” Marissa stopped and thought for a second. It was time to stop running from the past and accept those events for what they were.  “Maybe. I’ll let you know.”
 
   They both stood up and Dan threw a dollar down. Marissa thought that was a very generous tip for no service. Dan held the door open for her and she walked outside. He waved as he stepped into his Jaguar, sticker still in the window, and Marissa headed for her Rabbit.
 
   She knocked the snow off of her boot, carefully easing herself into the car so as not to wrinkle Dan’s check and started for home.
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