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Chapter 1

	 

	 As she walked back the main aisle, Marissa moved a bottle of Chanel from the Givenchy display and placed it on the correct counter. If anybody found what they were looking for today without GPS tracking, it would be a miracle.

	From the corner of her eye, she saw a group of men approaching. Even from a distance, she recognized the entourage that included the store manager and company president. She checked her appearance in one of the cosmetic mirrors, tugged on an unruly piece of dark hair and strode over to meet them.

	"Marissa, do you have everything ready for the press conference?" Zack Martin, the store manager, asked in a harsh whisper as she approached them.

	Marissa forced a smile and nodded as the rest of the group caught up to the manager. Maybe she could get some rest while everyone was gawking at the actor. Surveying the growing crowd, Marissa moaned. The three o'clock press conference marked the last event of a hectic day with actor Steve Douglas. She had attended the noon luncheon and had deliberately missed the photo shoot and autograph party in order to prepare her department for the onslaught this afternoon.

	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 tile to shine like that? Hers always looked like the mop was lost. The ten octagonal counters sparkled with their brass trim and wide glass panels. All showed the powders, lipstick, mascara, and perfume that the store hoped customers would buy to ensnare the opposite sex. As if that wasn't enough, posters of happy couples smelling each other hung across the wall, marking the middle of the store. The elevators and Marissa's office were enclosed in those walls which made an oval of the first floor of the store. On the opposite side of the walls, lingerie and accessories waited for the first day customers. To the right of cosmetics were the upscale dresses where her friend Anne supervised the chaos and the left side held men's suits so both sexes were able to find something just inside the store entrance from the mall.

	"It had better be. Kantor's is depending on this to go smoothly." As Zack spoke, Marissa drew herself up to her full height so that she could gaze over his slicked back hair and look down at the boyish face which had worked itself into a grimace. The store manager was out to impress the top echelons today in a big way and had been threatening the new department managers with every sort of torture if things went wrong. Marissa needed this job too much to snap back a one-liner. Zack ran back to the group of men and left Marissa to trail behind in her high heels.

	Zack touched Steve on the shoulder. "Steve, I'd like to introduce you to Marissa Scott. She's the head of cosmetics here at Kantor's." Steve Douglas had been a Cincinnati native before he hit it big in the movies and since he was introducing his own line of cologne, management thought the event should be combined with the addition of Kantor's as a new anchor store in Westgate Mall.

	Steve flashed a perfect row of white teeth at her. His whole appearance struck her as false. She could smell his own new cologne on him. His hair was auburn without a trace of freckles on his face, although he did look rather heated at the moment, judging from the stain under the arms of his moss green shirt. Marissa was sure that his suit cost more than her month's salary. He shifted his suit coat to his other arm and held out his hand with its baby soft skin and manicured nails. She caught a whiff of too much cologne mixed with sweat. "Hi, nice to meet you. How are you?"

	"The same as I was at lunch when we met. How are you?"

	The actor didn't respond. He seemed to be too busy leering at Marissa. "Could you be a doll and do something with my jacket?" He turned to talk to one of the men with him, who wasn't quite attractive enough to be an actor but was trying his best. "Who would have thought it would be in the seventies in November? I should have remembered that nothing is ever what it should be in Shitcinnati." He held out a tawny silk suit coat to her. "Be sure not to wrinkle it. That's a girl." He put a hand on the small of Marissa's back and gave her a push. "Hurry back, babe. I'll be waiting — for you."

	Now she had to contend with egos, monster male egos, as if she were paid for that along with decorating and putting up the displays. Why did every job seem to involve a large dose of pleasing men?

	Marissa said something under her breath and went back to the display cabinets. Unlocking an empty display, she stuffed the jacket into her oversized canvas purse and smiled at the thought of his dry cleaning bill. She felt the clamminess of the jacket on her palms and wiped them on her skirt.

	She stood up slowly, thinking about Steve Douglas. Oh yeah, a real hunk. His face was too red, and he sweat like he was in a sauna. Still, Marissa reached for the phone and dialed the number of the junior's department.

	"Anne, he's here, but you better be careful sneaking over to see him. Every boss is here too." Marissa slipped off a pump and wiggled her toes.

	Marissa swore that she heard a sigh at the other end of the line. "You are a wonderful friend, Marissa. Is he as gorgeous in person as he is on the screen?"

	"No. I don't really see the attraction. Besides, lest you forget, you're already married to a wonderful man."

	"I know Tom is a great guy, but we're talking Steve Douglas. Didn't you see his butt in Low Tide?"

	Marissa rolled her eyes. How could you get to be twenty-seven and be so naive? That was Anne all over. "Twice. Both times with you. It was a nice butt, but it's attached to one of the most egotistical men I've ever met. He called me 'babe'."

	"So who wants to talk to him?" Anne hung up the phone, and Marissa slumped against a poster of an embracing couple. Obviously those poster pair didn't have to work for a living. They didn't have kids who came along to wake you up at three in the morning to tell you they need a drink of juice.

	Marissa slipped her shoe on again and looked around. It had only been a few weeks since this place had been a shell of wires and concrete. Where did the time go? She'd only been working a year. Marissa stopped and shook her head. Now was definitely not the moment to be looking backwards.

	"Nicole, you have the bottle upside down. The brass should be at the top." The clerk gave Marissa a lopsided smile. She had not been Marissa's choice for a full-time cosmetics person, but management had overridden her decision for reasons the department head still couldn't fathom. The young clerk had blonde hair bobby-pinned into a style Marissa could only describe as a mess.

	 Walking over to the display, Marissa flipped the big cardboard cutout of Opium and moved back towards the dais where the press conference would take place.

	For the event, a large dais with a red and green skirt around it had been installed at the main entrance leading into the mall. Management had thought that the crowd would overflow out of the store without disrupting Kantor's paying customers. Instead, people milled around the racks of dresses and suits just inside the entrance. Several news people lurked around the edges of the jewelry counter. Parts of the platform blocked the aisles to cosmetics which was the department directly across from the entrance. Marissa wondered what this was going to do to sales. Christmas was their busiest time of the year, the time when they made most of their annual profits. 

	She took a place on the side of the platform so she could monitor the press conference as well as the needs of her department. Trying to train the three new permanent associates and two Christmas temps on a new computerized register was enough to run a person ragged. Not to mention the ten clerks from other stores, each one thinking that her way of doing business was the best. Add diplomat to her resume.

	The five new saleswomen in the cosmetic department were all frantically ringing up the sales of Steve's cologne. Marissa felt sorry for all the husbands and boyfriends who would be wearing that scent for no other reason than their significant others wanted to meet a movie star.

	Harold Grayson, the president of Kantor's, cleared his throat, and the sound reverberated through the department. The head of Kantor's looked terribly uncomfortable standing in the gaggle of teen-aged girls. The few strands of hair running across his head stood out to the side and his girth made him more noticeable standing next to the lean, well-built actor. In his conservatively tailored gray suit, Marissa was sure he'd rather be at a holiday function with the high society crowd, an Indian Hills tea party or a Hyde Park social. He'd be the one sipping a cocktail and telling ever so slightly off-color jokes so as not to offend, smirking into his chins. Grayson gave the impression that working for a living was a little beneath him, but never enough to quit. He didn't even shop at this store, preferring to travel to New York City for his wardrobe.

	He stood on the dais with Zack, Steve, and two other men that Marissa didn't recognize. One of them was sure to be Steve's business manager. No women had earned the privilege to be represented in the presentation. "I have the great pleasure of introducing to you a man of great talent, a man who hails from the Queen City yet took Hollywood by storm, Mr. Steve Douglas." Squeals of delight came from the crowd. Marissa shook her head and wondered if Anne had been one of the screamers. "He's here today to introduce his new cologne, Perchance. It's a scent that will drive women wild for the man who wears it."

	Marissa snickered, wondering if it smelled like picking up their dirty clothes and remembering their anniversary. This had been a long day, and she felt punchy.

	Steve stepped up to the microphone. He was perspiring heavily now, and Marissa could see the damp stains on the back of his shirt as he faced the crowd. He waved to the people.  "Thank you. It's a real honor to be back in my hometown after so many years. In a lot of ways, it feels like I've never been gone. I still remember — " Steve  grabbed the microphone stand and pulled it to the ground with him. He lay on the ground and from Marissa's vantage point, she couldn't see him breathing.

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 2

	Marissa half ran back to the cosmetics counter, falling off her high heels once as she turned to see the scene on the dais. Steve Douglas had drawn a deep breath like a sigh and started convulsing as the men around him looked on helplessly. Marissa's first thought had been publicity stunt, but now she was convinced that the actor was in serious trouble. Steve wasn't a good enough actor to pull this one off. The realization left her unable to catch her own breath.

	As she reached the counter, she held out her hand to the salesclerk. "Nicole, phone. Now. Steve Douglas needs help." Her arm trembled, and she rested her elbow on the counter to steady it.

	"I already called 911. They're on their way." Nicole smiled at her. She looked like a puppy who had just brought the master's slippers and was waiting for a pat.

	"Thanks." Marissa breathed deeply and closed her eyes for a second. A wave of nausea engulfed her, but she pressed her lips into a thin line and swallowed hard. "Stay here and take care of the customers. Try to act as if everything is under control.” Under her breath, she added, "If you can do that, you should win an Oscar." She turned around again; crowd had grown in the past few minutes. People now stood outside of the store in the mall.

	As she started back to the podium, Anne Dillon stopped her. "Marissa, what's going on? Is Steve going to be all right?"

	Marissa looked at Anne's face with its freckles and little button nose. How could she tell Anne that her idol didn't look good here? "I don't know. If he's on some kind of medication, we can't ask him about it. He's unconscious at the moment. I had an uncle with epilepsy, and this reminds me of his attacks. The paramedics are on the way. I have to try to clear some of the people out of here so they can get through."

	"I hope it's not an overdose. I just couldn't stand it if I found out he was on cocaine or something." She wiped a tear from her freckled cheek. "After all, he just got out of the alcohol treatment center last month, just in time for the opening of Winter's Eve."

	Marissa pushed through the crowd. At least, Steve would not die unloved. She stopped at the bottom of the podium and yelled to Zack Martin. "Make an announcement that we need some room for the paramedics to get through. Is he under control?"

	Zack shook his head and drew a line across his throat. Marissa thought she might be sick, but the crowd was pressed so tight against her that she didn't know where she could turn.

	As the store manager picked up the microphone and began to speak, the wail of sirens could be heard from outside the mall. People pushed tighter against the podium before they were forced to make way for the authorities. Flashbulbs and videocameras continued to capture the actor's limp form on the stage. The police and the medical technicians arrived almost simultaneously, racing through the far doors towards the podium.

	Marissa turned and saw the metal mesh gate that acted as a door to the mall come down. She was surprised that management hadn't tried this at her last store to improve sales. Zack's face turned a shade of purple that wasn't on any lipstick chart.

	The police took charge of the scene, each officer performing a function that Marissa didn't understand. One shot photos while another dumped powder over the podium where Steve had stood a few minutes before. The lifeless body lay on the floor. Marissa wished it would move again even a convulsions.

	Two burly men hefted Steve's limp body onto a gurney. One pulled the sheet up over the actor's face as several customers looked on. Marissa could see a woman crying as another took snapshots. The paramedics maneuvered Steve towards the exit, in the same manner Marissa moved cartons of perfume.

	After the stretcher with the actor's body left the store, Marissa started back to her department. Zack called out to her. "Marissa, Marissa, — wait — do you have a moment?"

	With a resigned air, she retraced her steps to the raised platform. The crowd had dissipated, but stragglers still loitered around the entrance to the store, looking longingly at the mall through the mesh fence.

	"What it is?" She leaned heavily against the edge of the stage, brushing the police tape aside.

	"The police want to question everyone in the store. Detectives are on the way, but the customers are trapped in here until they supply the police with their names and numbers. Could you please stay around here and meet the detectives? We want to call corporate and tell them what's going on here." Marissa came out of her shock to realize that Zack was entirely unaffected. Did he miss what just happened or did being in management mean he gave up his humanity? "We need to move fast if we're going to control the damage that this has done to the store. If you could stay here, we could make that call. Then you can bring them around to the offices when they're done questioning you." Marissa tried to catch her breath as the man spoke, but her lungs wouldn't co-operate. She wrapped her arms across her waist and squeezed, trying to hold in the emotions that were so close to the surface now.

	"Why are the police doing this? Wasn't it an epileptic attack or heart condition?" Marissa covered her eyes with one hand, and gave thanks for waterproof mascara as a tear rolled down her cheek.

	Zack shrugged. "I don't know. The paramedics said that it's routine for the police to investigate a case of sudden death, especially when the victim is young. I don't have time to talk to them."

	"Well, where's Adam? He's supposed to be in charge of security. I already have a job." The police pushed past her, taking more pictures.

	"Crowd control. We only had one person supervising all the rent-a-cops scheduled for today. We didn't think there would be problems like this."

	Marissa nodded and walked through her department to her office. At least, she would get to sit down for a few minutes. The metal folding chair wasn't comfortable, but it beat standing. She kept her eyes open to avoid recalling the sweat-soaked stain on the podium she had just left, now surrounded by the police tape. She stared at the pattern of the Italian tile floor and wondered who designed it. The whole store was to be a showplace for the city. 

	The police detectives arrived within a few minutes. Rhonda, one of the new cosmetic clerks, brought them to the swinging door entrance of her office. The uniformed policeman and his escorts pushed their way past the girl and looked at Marissa intently.

	She pulled herself to her feet and walked to the door, extending her hand as she approached them. "I'm Marissa Scott, the manager for the cosmetics department at Kantor's. I understand you need to ask some questions about — what happened here."

	The younger man grinned at Marissa. He had a big 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. The man cleared his throat and repeated the question. "Where did the death occur?"

	Marissa felt her face flush slightly. She was too tired to try to stop the burning in her cheeks. Joshua had been up since three and she with him. "On the podium over there. He seemed to be okay at the luncheon, but when I saw him just before the press conference, he was flushed and sweating, like he had run a race. He said a few words and then collapsed on stage. By the time we called 911, Zack told me that Steve was already dead." She escorted them out to the dais. 

	"Who's Zack?" The officer smiled again as he looked around. She noticed his straight, white teeth.

	"The store manager. He's upstairs on the phone, grieving over Steve's untimely demise."

	The older man flipped open a small notebook. Marissa was determined to pay attention this time and barely bothered to look at the cute homicide detective or the uniformed officer.  Staring at the older man, she did notice little tufts of hair growing from his ears. At least now she could concentrate on giving him a makeover. "The paramedics suspected some kind of poison or toxin, which means an unnatural death. What can you tell us about this lunch you had? Anything else Steve ingested today? Was it just the two of you?"

	"The two of us and about twenty other people, all connected with Kantor's. It was a private luncheon held upstairs in the conference room. I believe it was catered by a local company, but I'm not sure who. We all had the same food. I don't see how someone could have poisoned him. I was wondering if it could be drug-related." she said, thinking back to Anne's comments. "You know those Hollywood types. Cocaine, crack, whatever."

	The man's impassive face reminded Marissa of one of her mannequins as he asked the next question. "Who served the meal? Was it Kantor's employees or the caterers?"

	Marissa moved towards the edge of the platform until she almost touched the tape. She looked up at the younger officer and smiled. At least she knew where she stood with him. "Neither. The food was already on the plates when we arrived. Everything was on a tight schedule today so we had to hurry things along. There was a photo shoot at one and an autograph party for some radio contestant winners at two. Then he was supposed to have a press conference at three to introduce his new cologne in the cosmetics department."

	"Perchance?" The younger man couldn't keep the amusement out of his voice.

	Marissa raised her eyebrows, but bit back a tasteless one-liner. No use making a bad impression on him. Marissa laughed at her own joke, momentarily forgetting the tragedy. "Actually, most of the celebrity scents have names like that, dreamy, provocative with a hint of literary allusion. Steve's wasn’t as bad as Cat Deluxe or Sexual. The TV ads are all about whether she will or she won’t. Advertising has changed drastically — ever since Madison Avenue decided that Madonna could sell soda."

	Gavin shook his head. "I guess it's true that sex sells. What else can you tell us about him?"

	She took a deep breath. Why did everyone assume you became friends with the celebrities who passed through here? "Not much. I got the three line biography of him like every other department buyer. Born in Cincinnati, moved to California after a couple of years of college, made it big as an actor. I'm sure you've read more about him in the newspaper than I have. I don't get to read all that much these days, Detective — ."

	"Sergeant, Sergeant Gavin Tish. I just know that the Sheriff called our captain to make sure this case was high visibility and wasn't bungled in any way. I'm not much of a star follower, so I don't know much about his work."

	Marissa stepped closer to him. "Don't tell my friend, Anne, the manager of the Juniors department. She's a big fan of his, but I thought his movies were like his cologne. They had a lot of sex in them, and they smelled."

	Both men laughed and the one taking notes spoke up. "What did you have for lunch? Where did you sit in relationship to Mr. Douglas?"

	Marissa noticed the other man again. He was much older than Gavin, probably approaching fifty with salt-and-pepper hair cropped closely against his head. Marissa turned to face him. "We had baked chicken, peas, potatoes, salad and pie for dessert. I adore any meal I don't have to cook. Eggnog to drink. Trying to promote those Christmas sales with the holidays coming up and all. We had assigned seating, and I was about as far as you could get from him while still eating in the same room with him. We were at a U-shaped table, and Steve was in the center and I was at the far end of one leg."

	Sergeant Tish scratched his head. "I would have thought that Steve Douglas would have wanted a pretty woman by his side at lunch."

	Marissa smiled again, too tired to have her guard up against flattery. "Normally, the department head is included, but since this is the grand opening of the store, all the big wigs were here. So he didn't decide the seating arrangement. Kantor's management did, and they gave themselves the best seats."

	"That's the way of the world." The older man closed his notebook.

	"The store manager wanted to see you, unless you have any more questions for me." Marissa looked around at the mess in the new cosmetic department and groaned inwardly. She'd be here all night at this rate.

	As she started making a mental list of what to do, a tall man with buzzed blond hair walked by. Adam had been in the military police for five years before entering the security field. He'd moved here from Fort Irwin. Marissa knew this from Anne who had given her a complete dossier on every single man in the store. The head of security was dress in a loud print shirt and jeans. At least some people here didn't worry about impressing management. He marched past Marissa so fast that she had to yell at him to catch his attention.

	"Adam, the police need to talk to Zack. Could you take them to him?"

	The man stopped and looked upset. "C'mon, Riss, cut me some slack. I got a million things to do. Someone left a door to the parking garage open. We only kept about a hundred people in the store and most of those are press. The powers that be only put me on the security duty today with twenty off-duties who want to play Clint Eastwood. One of them had a customer in tears." He scratched his head as he spoke.

	"Can't you get more help?"

	"We called around, but no one's available. Zack promised me a new body tomorrow, but that doesn't help now. Those damn protesters too, but at least, they got locked out when everyone else got locked in. Some church group thinks Steve's movies are the work of the devil and harassing the customers as they come in, giving them tracts about Satan. One man even threw himself down in front of the doors. It's a zoo."

	As the officers waited for the head of security to stop talking, they looked puzzled as to whether to follow him. They hesitated, waiting for guidance. Marissa started back to cosmetics. "It was nice to meet you." She smiled at them again as she turned away.

	"Maybe we'll be seeing you again if this turns out to be poison." Marissa thought she heard some glee in Sergeant Tish’s voice at the prospect of a good killing.

	She made her way back to the department and looked over the mess. The counter where the new cologne had been stacked in pyramids lay bare. "Nicole, why is this counter empty? We could sell all of the Perchance we have today if the sales keep up at this rate."

	Nicole swallowed hard, making a sound loud enough to be heard. "I couldn't find any more in the stock room. I went back to look, and it wasn't there."

	Marissa sighed and picked up the phone, dialing the stock room number from memory. "Mark, this is Marissa. Could you look and find the new Steve Douglas cologne? There should be eight cases somewhere in the store room. It was by the door when I was there earlier this morning." She waited while the phone unceremoniously dropped on the other end, bouncing against the floor. Trying to stifle a yawn, she picked up a brochure for the new cologne and started reading. The adrenalin from the experience of Steve's seizures and the police questioning couldn't fight the thirteen hours of work.

	"Ms. Scott, it's not back here. Are you sure you saw it?"

	"Of course, I saw it. I ordered the stuff myself. I'll be back in a minute." Marissa headed back to the store room, wanting to murder someone personally. This had been a miserable day and it was only getting worse. She brushed the wisps of dark hair from her eyes. Why did she have to do everything herself?

	Twenty minutes later, a dirtier and more contrite Marissa Scott picked up the phone and called the store manager's office. "Zack, are the police still here? Good, I need to see them again. Eight cases of Perchance have been stolen."

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 3

	"Buy me a present, Mommy?" The little boy sitting in the car seat next to Marissa drove his metal car across the harness. She rumpled her three year old's curly head. With his red haired, fair complexion, he resembled his father more than his mother, but the strong will and easy smile had been inherited from Marissa.

	"Joshua, not even you could get me back into a mall at this point. I'll try to pick you up a new car tomorrow. How's that?" Marissa was driving from the day care center to their apartment in Western Hills, grateful for the quick ride home. The straight shot down Race Road to Glenway from the mall including a stop at the daycare to pick up Josh only took ten minutes. Besides, the ten year old white Rabbit Diesel could only handle short trips. She passed a car dealership tucked amongst the strip malls that lined Glenway Avenue. Westgate had managed to be the only mall on the western side of Cincinnati capable of competing with Cincinnati's spate of renovated malls.

	The car tires squealed slightly as she took a left at the bank and drove along the rutted street. Marissa had chosen the apartment on Parkcrest for its proximity to work, although it was a far cry from the home she had shared with Dan. The cramped two bedroom could barely hold all the furniture she had brought with her after the divorce, a temporary arrangement which had stretched into a year. She took a deep breath as she turned left into the driveway.

	She maneuvered the car into a parking space near the building and pulled herself out of the car. Taking Joshua in one arm and his diaper bag, filled with toys, trucks, and everything other than its intended purpose in the other arm, Marissa trod the now familiar stairs to her apartment. The moonlit shadow of barren maples fell across the beige carpet of the living room as Marissa wove through the room to throw her parcels in the kitchen.

	Marissa had read an article about how people shouldn't move down in dwellings after a divorce, but the author had neglected to say how to accomplish this feat. The magazine had stressed how smaller living spaces added to the post-divorce depression. She could believe that since Dan seemed to have no trouble getting on with his life, and she was still alone and too exhausted to think about moving. He still lived in their house in Wyoming, one of the nicer Cincinnati suburbs.

	In the hall, Marissa flipped on a light switch that illuminated the apartment. The shorter days of approaching winter meant staying inside after work. It was times like these that Marissa missed having a husband, someone to help manage Josh, but she never wanted Dan. There were days when the divorce seemed as fresh as yesterday. 

	Marissa stopped at the kitchen counter and remembered the day when Dan had not come home. She had tried calling his friends and family, but no one had heard from him since he had left work. She'd toyed with the idea of calling the police by the time he called her that night. He'd decided to take his own apartment in order to find himself. What he neglected to mention was that he'd already found himself a replacement spouse who was ten years younger than him. Before Marissa knew what had happened, she was divorced with virtually no assets and a son to raise on her own.

	"Mommy," The boy stretched the word into a sentence. "I'm hungry." Joshua's shout brought Marissa back to the kitchen. He ran to his room and came back with a choo choo train, pushing it across the kitchen table while Marissa looked in the refrigerator, trying to juggle nutrition and ease. The latter dominated tonight. The first bowl had mold growing in it. Marissa shoved it back into the refrigerator and tried another. "Juice, juice."

	"Hold on, honey. I'm getting something for you to drink." Marissa pulled out a pitcher of grape juice and poured a glass of the purple liquid into a small plastic cup. "I'm going to set it on the table. You can drink it when you want, but be careful."

	The little boy climbed onto a kitchen chair, still clutching his train. Marissa was inspecting the contents of a Tupperware bowl in the refrigerator when he started to cry. She spun around to see grape juice flowing across the table like Old Man River from the overturned pitcher. Joshua's shirt wore purple polka dots and his train's wheels were gummy. Marissa had been through this scenario too many times to lose her temper. Grabbing a cloth from the sink, she turned the tide on the liquid, but not before it cascaded over the edge of the table and into her purse. The canvas soaked up the juice so quickly that Marissa could almost hear it slurp.

	"Mommy, I sorry." Joshua looked at the woman with tears in his eyes. Marissa's face softened as she stroked his cheek and gave him a kiss. How could anyone as rude as her ex-husband have ever created someone so wonderful? She picked up the boy, trying to hold him at arm's length from her silk blouse as she carried him to the bathroom. She glanced at her bag again as she left the kitchen. A huge dry-cleaning bill was the last thing she needed on her salary, if she could even get it cleaned.

	"Joshua, wait here." She deposited him on the toilet lid and returned to the kitchen.

	The little boy didn't speak as Marissa ran back to the mess in the kitchen. She pulled a dish cloth from the drawer and tried to sop up the puddles of juice. The cloth grew purple as she wiped it across the floor. Three towels later the tile didn't feel like purple glue. With the floor clean, she threw her grape purse into the sink and headed back to the bathroom.

	While the water ran for his bath, she found a plastic bag for his clothes. Returning, she stripped the child and dumped him in the tub. He splashed merrily, forgetting about the grape disaster in the kitchen. He ran his train through the water, loosening the sticky mess from the wheels.

	In less than five minutes, she had the boy dried, dressed, and watching a cartoon video. She returned to the kitchen and tried to decide how best to attack the mess. "You're getting water for dinner."

	Marissa pulled the purse from the sink and opened it slowly. This probably meant buying a new wallet, too. She pulled out Steve's jacket. The afternoon seemed like a lifetime ago, and she puzzled over it a minute before remembering where the silk blazer had come from. Marissa moaned, "This will never come clean. These expensive fabrics never do. They're going to kill me."

	Joshua looked up from the television, not realizing his part. "I'm hungry, mommy."

	"I know, honey. I have dinner in the microwave." She slipped the bowl from the refrigerator into the microwave and started ripping lettuce for her salad. As she ripped, Marissa wrestled with the temptation to throw the jacket away. "Who would I give it to? The police? Only if it's really murder. Besides, it's just a jacket. His manager? Why would he want it? He's probably back in California by now. Zack? I don't want him to see that I destroyed a celebrity's property." When she saw her son standing in the doorway, Marissa realized she had started talking out loud.

	"Sorry, Josh. Mom's had a tough day." She started to move the jacket and she heard a rattle from inside the coat. Slipping her hand into the pocket, Marissa pulled out a prescription pill bottle. She turned it over in her hand, looking for some identification, but found nothing, no paper to tell her what the drug was. The bottle was slippery in her fingers as she clutched it.

	Putting the pills on a high shelf to keep them away from little hands, Marissa reached in the pocket again, but found nothing. She dipped her hand into the left pocket and another empty space. She started to lift the jacket and realized that it had inside pockets. Sliding her hand into the inner receptacle, she pulled out two pieces of paper. The first was a small scrap that had missed the flood of grape juice. Seven digits had been written across it, 4896262.

	Marissa placed it with the pills and surveyed the remains of the other piece of paper. The handwriting on this piece seemed different and more cramped. The grape juice had caused the felt-tipped ink to spread out over the paper like a spider's web and had soaked parts of a single page letter. She held up the paper to the light, but the stains had blocked any hope of seeing portions of the note.

	Marissa placed the paper on the counter as she opened the microwave and dumped the weiner and cheese concoction that Joshua liked into a bowl. She set the two bowls on the table and called to him. Waiting for the boy, she picked up the paper and started to read.

	"Steve,

	   It's important that I get a chance to talk to you while you are in Cincinnati. I know it's been a long time since we . . ." An ink blot had erased the next two lines. Marissa wondered if this was how psychologists got their start. ". . something that can't wait any longer. I think you'll want to hear what I have to say." Marissa turned the note over, but there was no signature. She placed the note on a dry paper towel and threw the wet jacket over the back of one of the unused kitchen chairs.

	Putting the day's events out of her mind, she tackled her salad. She ate quickly, amazed at how hungry she was. It was almost seven o'clock now, and she hadn't eaten since the catered lunch. Josh slipped down from his chair and went back in the living room to watch a video on television. She could hear the cartoon voices in the background. Finishing the salad, Marissa placed the dishes in the sink and picked up the phone.

	A woman's voice answered on the other end. "Anne, this is Marissa. I have a problem." Marissa quickly explained the situation about the jacket and what she had found.

	"How do you do this? The most interesting thing I had all day was this woman with a mustache who wanted me to give her a discount because her third cousin worked for Kantor's. You get to meet Steve Douglas, get his jacket, and have a possible murder in your department. What else is in his pockets?" The woman's voice radiated with excitement. Marissa would have killed for her friend's life, and here Anne envied her.

	"I don't want this kind of thrill. In case you've forgotten, I need this job desperately. I'm having enough problems just making ends meet at this point." Marissa worried without a financial safety net, especially when the courts haven't set a date for her hearing on late child support. She caught her breath, trying to stem the momentary panic she felt. "I was hoping for some advice on what to do with the jacket. I can't exactly take it to the store like this."

	Anne's voice took on its practical tone. Behind the hero worship and naiveté was an astute person who amazed Marissa sometimes. "There's a one hour dry-cleaning place in the mall. I'm not sure what they can do for it, but it's worth a try. Just drop it off there, pick it up later and give it to Zack. Before you give it all back to him, make a copy of those notes for me, please. I'll never be able to see Steve Douglas again, and this will be a last memento for me. Something for me to tell my children about one day." Marissa wondered if Anne would frame the notes along with her autographed picture of the star she had received just before his death. At least it wouldn't be as tacky as a black velvet painting of Elvis.

	Marissa chuckled. "Obviously, Tom isn't there. Where's he at tonight?"

	"Working late. Say, you could call the police. Maybe you could get your police officer to come back to the store. I saw the way he was making eyes at you. Could be there's a new romance in your future."

	Marissa was too tired to object to her friend's matchmaking. Anne had already tried to push Adam on her, but Marissa drew the line at dating someone from work. Plus the man had been a bachelor for too long to whip into shape. "I'm not interested. You're going to make someone a great mother, just not me."

	"Marissa, you can't cut every guy off because a couple of jerks haven't wanted to get involved with a single mother. You might be passing up Mr. Right without a chance. You've got to be willing to try." Anne made everything look so easy. Marry your high school sweetheart, have him support you in everything, and never suffer public rejection. It was easy for her to talk about trying. Marissa had to balance on the tight rope of baring her soul to prospective husbands and fathers while fearing another failure at relationships. Sometimes not trying was the easiest option.

	Joshua ran into the room and pulled on his mother's skirt. "Watch TV. Now."

	Marissa was glad to cut the phone conversation short and went into the living room. She stretched out on the extra-long couch, cuddled up with Joshua, and started to watch a Looney Tunes cartoons tape for about the tenth time this week. Mother and son drifted off to sleep before the first "That's All, Folks."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 4

	Marissa looked at her watch and shook her head again. Still ten minutes before the store opened. What could she have been thinking? Nothing was so important to get to work two hours before the mall opened. She couldn't even shop to kill time. Fortunately, some of the cleaning people had come in early to tidy up after yesterday's disaster.

	The newly remodeled parking garage had been empty. Marissa popped open the can of soda and started on her paperwork. After a thirteen hour day yesterday, she had planned on sleeping in since department heads didn't receive overtime pay. Hiding in her back room office seemed the easiest way to go unnoticed and be expected to do this every day. Joshua had been a chore to rouse this morning, and Marissa's mood showed it.

	The twenty-four drycleaners hadn't held out much hope for Steve's jacket. Marissa had used club soda on the juice, but it left another stain on the raw silk. The man promised to try every spot remover in the store if he had to, but he just kept shaking his head when he looked at it. They would have the sports coat ready in a few minutes, and then she could hand it over to Zack and forget about this mess. Life was complicated enough without getting involved in murder investigations.

	Marissa had also made several copies of the two sheets of paper she had found in the jacket. Technically, the copier was only to be used for business purposes, but if the head of housewares could pass out copies of his butt, Marissa felt justified in doing just about anything legal with the machine.

	She checked the perfume exhibits as she returned from the back room. Nicole was there, busily moving around the displays.

	"Mrs. Scott, what are you doing here? Did you set your alarm wrong?" Nicole's smile made Marissa bristle. She was never sure if the clerk was just slow or poking fun at her. Nicole's green blouse covered with dancing reindeer was more than Marissa could take at this hour.

	"Call me Ms. Scott, please or Marissa. Mrs. Scott was my mother. I had some paperwork that I had to finish this morning. Yesterday didn't leave me enough time to do everything that needed to be done."

	Nicole went back to adjusting the displays. "I didn't either. I thought it would be cute if all the color names were together, so I'm grouping Red with Navy." She held up a bottle of each.

	Marissa's nerves frayed. "Put them back! They're divided like that for a reason. None of the cosmetic reps want to come in and try to find a display that's been alphabetized or colorized or whatever it is you're trying to do. They're supposed to be grouped by supplier." Marissa put a hand on her forehead, inwardly cursing Nicole's enthusiasm and lack of experience. Perhaps management would like to see their choice for cosmetic clerk in action. "There's a lot of brand recognition in perfume and grouping by manufacturer makes it easier for the reps to find and work on their own displays."

	Nicole's face dropped as Marissa turned on her heel and walked to the mall entrance. Adam was talking to the man sending the mesh gate up, and Marissa took a series of deep breaths as she waited. Marissa noticed the muscles in Adam's chest through his green and yellow patterned shirt and the stiff military posture of his Nikes. At least Anne had good taste in the men she tried to interest her friend in. Marissa looked at her own high-heels and shook her head. She was definitely in the wrong field to be dressing like this.

	"Hey, Riss. I see you survived yesterday." The heavy metal mesh rose slowly as Adam spoke. He tugged on one of the belt loops of his jeans, trying to make them all stand at attention.

	"Whatever happened with the protesters?"

	"They all disappeared before the police arrived. The cops asked if I got any of their names. Like I had time to chat with anyone yesterday." Although Adam was speaking in a calm voice, his face looked as though he was in pain. Marissa wondered what emotions struggled behind that tanned exterior, but his years of experience in the military police must have taught him discretion.

	"Have you heard anything else about Steve's death?"

	Adam ran his hand through his blond hair. Marissa noticed the deep creases in his forehead. Too much sun or too many worries? "Just that it was definitely some kind of poison. The police take their own sweet time. There were a good thousand people in the mall yesterday, and any one of them could have killed that actor."

	Marissa left Adam abruptly and hurried down the mall to the drycleaning store. The man behind the counter frowned as he saw her enter. Marissa thought about just going home to bed and starting the day over tomorrow. "Bad news. I tried everything I could and I got the spot to lighten up considerably, but there's still a stain. If I were you, I'd donate it to a clothing drive. It was an expensive jacket too, such nice tailoring. It set someone back a pretty penny."

	Marissa took the jacket in its plastic covering and walked slowly back to her office. She tore the wrapping off and stuffed it along with the hanger into the trash barrel. She spent a few minutes dawdling, trying to determine what she was going to say to Kantor's management. Picking up the papers and prescription medicine, she walked upstairs to the main office. She smiled weakly to Zack Martin's secretary who could barely see over the partition and sat down in one of the lobby chairs. " Louise , is Zack in?"

	The woman nodded without looking up and pressed a button on her phone.  "Marissa Scott to see you." She turned around and started typing again as if even the Lindbergh kidnaping wouldn't faze her.

	The door opened almost immediately, and Zack burst out of the room. Marissa wondered if he had been standing just inside the door or if he was always so energetic at this time of the morning. She didn't plan on finding out. "Marissa, what can I do for you?"

	"I like to talk privately if you don't mind." She stood and walked into his office, throwing the jacket and its contents on the brown leather sofa. She gazed around the room, avoiding the man's eyes. Zack's office decor didn't match the rest of the offices. His carpet was the color of champagne unlike the industrial blue carpet that covered the other offices and conference rooms. A few stock still-lifes hung on the walls. Marissa wondered if Zack had chosen these furnishings or management provided this luxury. Sitting in the chair opposite his oversized desk, she leaned back and closed her eyes.

	"As Dorothy Parker would say, what fresh hell is this?" Zack crossed the room quickly and sat down at his desk. "I don't know how many more of your surprises I can handle. My nerves are shot, and I think I feel a migraine coming on. Another incident like yesterday and I won't be able to control my blood pressure at all."

	Marissa thought about making a crack about his feet not touching the floor, but decided against it. "I forgot to tell the police something yesterday with all the — excitement. I was rather frazzled. You'll probably want to return it to Steve's family." She pointed to the sofa while Zack stood up and investigated the jacket.

	"What happened to it? It's lavender. I don't remember this color when Steve was here yesterday. How did you get this?"

	"The pig threw it at me, called me 'doll' and asked me not to wrinkle it, because he didn't want to pay a dry-cleaning bill."

	"So you ruined it. On purpose." Zack held up the jacket. It more than covered his slight frame. "Your reputation as a troublemaker precedes you."

	"I didn't do it on purpose. I put it with my purse and took it home last night. Joshua spilled juice on it. If it's any consolation, it ruined my purse, too."

	Zack sighed, sounding skeptical. Marissa hadn't expected an easy reception. "This isn't like the time when the wedding dress of the soon-to-be second Mrs. Scott was found with a big red letter 'A' on it, is it? She caused a big fuss about that. We had to pay for another dress at another store."

	Marissa wondered if she would ever live that incident down. She'd ruined the dress and become something of a company legend in the process. Half of the employees looked at her as if she might attack them at any moment while the rest idolized her retribution on Dan. Marissa's boss at the time had even offered more suggestions on how to ruin the wedding, including altering the bridal registry.

	Now Marissa shook her head. Her bangs fell down in her eyes so that Zack couldn't see their reaction, a mixture of guilt and annoyance. "I paid for that dress, but Dan had it coming. Besides, that teeny-bopper didn't even know what it meant. They just chose the downtown store where I worked to rub it in. I didn't have anything personal against Steve other than he behaved like a jerk. If I threw grape juice on every jerk I met, I'd never get my sales reports done." She gave Zack a smile that let him know he was included.

	"So what am I supposed to do with all this stuff? Just call the police? What am I supposed to tell them?"

	"I thought you'd have a better idea about how to handle it. I wished I'd never seen the stuff, but I figured the police can use all the help they can get. I don't hold out a lot of hope that they are going to solve this."

	"And why is that, young lady?" The voice came from behind Marissa and she spun in her seat, twisting at the waist to see the speaker. Mr. Grayson, Kantor's president, wore a light gray suit that almost matched the color of his hair. His expression looked as if he had just smelled something unpleasant. Certainly not the smell of money that came with opening another store in the chain.

	Beside the stately CEO was a man Marissa had never met before, but she instantly disliked him. She wasn't sure if it was the way he let his eyes linger over her, or the just too trendy cut of his double-breasted suit, but she felt annoyed as she tried to decide on a suitable reply. "Divorce doesn't leave you a pleasant aftertaste about the legal system, and I wasn't impressed with them when the police came to question me last night. I spend a lot of time summing up customers as to whether or not they are just looking or really going to buy. The police gave me the feeling that they were just window shopping. A casual glance at the facts, not picking them up and studying them."

	Grayson cleared his throat and managed to sound like a walrus. Marissa hadn't expected such a high level reception and started feeling a little intimidated. "Ms. Scott, it is in the best interest of the store if this whole matter is cleared up as quickly as possible. It won't help our business any for customers to think that they can be killed while shopping, especially at Christmas. It seems incongruous to have peace on earth and a movie star murder in the same mall. Help the police as much as possible. To use your analogy, we don't have time to window shop. We need an impulse purchase, and since everyone knows that perfume is an impulse item, you should know how to handle this situation." Marissa wondered how far Grayson would go to make this an impulse item.

	The other man crossed the room and sat down in the chair next to Marissa. He was probably in his mid-thirties with slicked back dark hair and the beginnings of crow's feet around his dark eyes. He crossed his legs to show Marissa his dark gray snake-skinned boots. "So tell me, has anyone ever told you that you could be a model?"

	Marissa brought a hand to her throat in mock surprise. "Why, no. Has anyone ever told you that line is tired?"

	The man laughed, showing off his perfect white teeth. "Actually, they have. My name is Ray. I was Steve's business manager."

	Zack made a face that looked as if he'd just swallowed his tongue, but recovered his composure enough to make a more formal introduction. "Raymond West, Marissa Scott. Marissa is the head of our cosmetics department. She was with Steve when he — passed on."

	"Mr. West and I have just been discussing the need to downplay the publicity surrounding the murder." Grayson filled the door frame, perfectly straight and still. "The police have determined foul play was involved."

	"Disagreeing is more like it. To be frank, Steve's next movie is a real stinker, and this is just the thing to pick up box office. Not my first choice on PR techniques, but you work with what you get. Critics will have a hard time panning a dead guy." West's hand dropped to his side, dangling it so that it brushed against her leg. Marissa quietly pushed it off, causing him to almost lose his balance.

	"I'm not sure what any of this has to do with me." Marissa fidgeted in her chair, thinking of all the tasks that needed to be done in cosmetics and what Nicole was probably doing to them. Besides, she was feeling a little outnumbered.

	"I was thinking that a vivacious and attractive woman like yourself could handle the publicity surrounding the case. I thought some sex appeal might get more notice than  the dry press releases that will come out of the front office here. Plus you had a ringside seat at his death." West adjusted his tie, a loud pattern that matched his personality.

	Marissa didn't speak, feeling the weight of all three men's eyes staring at her. She didn't feel that a suitable riposte was in order. "That would entirely depend on my management. I enjoy my current position and don't want to do anything to jeopardize my job." Marissa gave herself an inward pat on the back for her tact. Next thing she knew she could be running for city council.

	Mr. Grayson coughed again. "Well said, well said. I think that it would be best for you to continue in your current position. There's no reason to give this store's opening any more bad publicity. The Christmas sales receipts will probably be down without more press releases and people talking about this. The police can catch the murderer without our involvement."

	Marissa gave Zack a wink. "I'd be delighted to stay in my current position. Is there anything else we need to discuss?"

	Ray stood up and stopped dead in his tracks. "Isn't that Steve's jacket? What's it doing here, and why does it look like —that?"

	Zack's face turned pink. For once, he stopped tapping his pen on the desk and swinging his foot and sat motionless. "Marissa just brought that in. Apparently, Steve asked her to hold the jacket, and she forgot about it in the melee."

	Ray picked it up gingerly. "Steve was like that, always going off and forgetting things. What's worse was that he used to pick up things that didn't belong to him, like that man's wallet when we were in Vail. You know, sometimes I felt more like a nanny than a business manager. I had to scramble to keep that one out of the press, but I guess that doesn't matter now. Still doesn't explain this color. Lavender and tan aren't exactly the best combo." 

	Marissa explained the situation briefly and left out her thoughts on throwing the jacket away. Grayson and West stood and listened without saying a word.

	The president looked like he was in pain. "I guess we have no choice but to call the police and ask them to take charge of this."

	Ray's face broke into a grin, showing off those perfect teeth again. "Well, all right, now we're talking. More publicity for my biggest client."

	 

	 

	 

	 


 

	 

	Chapter 5

	Nicole pushed her head through the curtains that led to the back room. "The police are out front, and they want to talk to you." Marissa had her hand in her hair, half from exhaustion and half frustration. Any morning that included Martinizing and Zack Martin could produce bride-of-Frankenstein hair. She stood up and moved towards the doorway.

	"Uh, you might want to do something with your hair. The cute one's here again. You know, the one you were flirting with." Nicole's eyebrow went up a half inch before she turned and left.

	"I wasn't flirting," Marissa said to the empty room, but she retraced her steps to the metal desk and pulled a brush from the top drawer. A cosmetic department head owed it to the store to look presentable to the public.

	When she emerged a few minutes later, Marissa's hair looked presentable, and she had applied part of a lipstick sample she had found in the desk. The two officers were standing near the empty Perchance display with a uniformed policeman. Marissa could tell the older man was in charge from his stiff posture. He wore a black trenchcoat with a suit and tie. His curly hair was almost entirely gray and his wire-rimmed glasses slid down his nose.

	Gavin stepped forward as Marissa approached. He extended his hand and shook hers gently, but for a long time. "Ms. Scott, it's nice to see you again. We just finished talking to your manager, Zack Martin. He told us about the jacket. We had a few more questions for you."

	"Please, call me Marissa."

	"Only if you call me Gavin. Now about those questions."

	The gray haired man spoke up. "You can call me sick. How about starting with why you withheld evidence from the police?" The man in the suit had a deep voice that sounded like it had been soaked in cigarettes and sarcasm. Marissa didn't have to look at him 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.

	Gavin turned a shade of red that didn't go well with his suit. "This is Sergeant Bandarra from Homicide."

	Marissa looked at each of the men in turn. "Grayson told me it was murder. What did he die of?"

	Bandarra crossed his arms over his chest. "Can we just do our jobs? I'll do mine, you do yours, and your job is to answer my questions. We want to talk about the jacket."

	"Does that mean you don't know?"

	Bandarra pushed his glasses up with his thumb and glared at her. "Some kind of poison. We're running some more tests to determine which one. Now can we talk about the jacket? We want to know how you came into possession of it and why you didn't report it to the police."

	Marissa closed her eyes for a second. She knew that hitting an officer was against the law, but she momentarily debated an upper cut. "I had a rough day yesterday. It's not every day that I help open a new store, kick off the Christmas season, which happens to be the busiest time of the year, and have the main attraction of the store opening fall dead at my feet. I forgot about the jacket."

	Gavin's face had turned a more normal shade of pink. "Congratulations on the job here. It must be exciting."

	"So how did you come to have the jacket in the first place? Did you take it as a souvenir? Are you one of those groupie types?"

	Marissa snorted. "Hardly." She told them how Douglas had shoved the garment at her during the press conference. She detected a slight smile playing on the sergeant's lips as she told the three men about rolling up the jacket and stuffing it in her purse. Marissa guessed that he had underestimated her.

	"I didn't remember the stupid thing until my son spilt his juice into my purse. By then it was too late. The jacket was ruined, and so were all of Steve's things."

	Gavin wrote something in his notebook. "How old is your little boy?"

	"Much too young to be arrested for obstructing justice. Why? Is this an official question?"

	"Tish, do you mind? We're supposed to be solving a murder, not finding you a date." Marissa waited for him to tell off the sergeant, but Gavin seemed willing to take as much as Bandarra could dish out. The uniformed officer kept writing without missing a beat. Likely he heard these two argue before and had learned to pretend it didn’t exist. 

	Gavin's looked down into his notebook and didn't speak.

	"Now, Ms. Scott," Bandarra stretched out her title as if it was foreign to him, "is this the bottle you found in Mr. Douglas' jacket?"

	Marissa took the plastic bag from the detective's burly hand and looked it over. "I guess. All these things look alike without the label. I see little purple stains along the edges so I assume it is."

	The man watched her cautiously, like a hunter assessing his prey. He was probably one of those men who were intimidated by women in positions of power.  "You have a good eye. Any idea of what's in there?"

	"Sergeant, unless it smells, I don't know anything about it. I can identify all three of your colognes, but I'm not a pharmacist. You are wearing Old Spice, which tells me that you're a very traditional man. Conservative, but knows enough to buy something to wear. Probably unmarried, but not looking. Sergeant Tish is wearing Nautica Voyage which tells me that he's into fashion somewhat, more trendy, not married, but is looking." Just maybe in the wrong places, Marissa thought. "And the other officer isn't wearing cologne which means he's allergic to it or isn't out to impress anyone."

	Snatching back the bag, he handed Marissa another plastic envelope. It contained the sheet of paper with the numbers, 4896262. "So you have a nose. Do you have any idea of what this piece of paper represents? Do you recognize the handwriting of the numbers?"

	Marissa shook her head. "Not really. Most people's numbers look similar. The paper is the stock that's provided to all the employees. So anyone with access to the store could have written it."

	"Thanks for narrowing it down. Did you recognize the handwriting of the other note? Did you get to read the whole note before you destroyed it?" Bandarra didn't bother to give her the last bag, holding it tightly in his hand as if she would finish the mutilation she had started.

	Marissa looked over the officer's shoulder at the Christmas tree in the mall and tried to remember about good will to men. Even the angels from on high would have smacked this one. "No. I didn't read the whole thing, and it's not like I did any of this to make your life harder. Although maybe I would have, if I'd known what an ass you are. Do you have any more questions, or may I get back to my job?"

	Marissa turned to leave and almost ran into Nicole who was standing directly behind her. "Excuse me, Miss Scott, have you been able to get any more of that new cologne? You know, the Steve Douglas one. People have been asking for it all morning. I know we would sell out if we could get some more in."

	Marissa frowned and shook her head slowly. "None of the other stores want to ship their stock to us. They're selling it so fast that their supply will be gone before the end of the week as it is. I'm going to have to reorder from the manufacturer."

	"What should I tell the people here?"

	Marissa smiled slowly. "Tell them to get their Perchance elsewhere or come back next week. I'll probably be in jail by then for first degree grape juice."

	Nicole just stood there with her mouth open. Marissa started to go around her when a voice said, "Ms. Scott, how about we start over? I still have a lot of questions for you."

	Marissa's shoulders slumped slightly. This was going to be another long day. "I have a lot of work to do. A store opening is not an easy thing."

	The detective's eyes squinted. "Neither is a murder. Now did Douglas have anything to eat or drink when he came down here?"

	Marissa leaned against the empty display. "I think he took a drink from the water fountain upstairs. Other than that, nothing that I know of."

	"How about at the photo shoot? Did he eat anything there?" Gavin looked into her eyes as he spoke and Marissa glanced off into the distance.

	"We were shooing ads for the Christmas cologne campaign. I wasn't there, but I doubt it. Most of the photographers I deal with are very particular about their sets and the equipment. Food can get on something and ruin the whole shoot. My guess would be that the shoot consisted of the models, the product, Steve and the photographer. No food or drinks or anything like that."

	"So that leaves the luncheon and the autograph party. How were invitations given to the party?" Bandarra asked. Marissa looked at Gavin, but his head was down, writing in the notebook in his hand.

	"I'm not sure. We contracted with one of the local radio stations. They gave them out as prizes on the air." Marissa forgot the men and ran her fingers through her dark hair, giving it a good shake.

	"So it was a random selection?" Bandarra didn't leave time for anyone else to get a word in.

	"As random as phoning a radio station. You'll have to ask them about it. I don't listen to that kind of music."

	"So about the luncheon. You were somewhat involved in planning that, correct? The store manager said something about your helping out."

	Marissa laughed. "I got stuck with the dirty work, if that's what they mean. The store management planned the menu and made the seating arrangements. All I did was show the caterers where to set up and set out the place cards. If Zack Martin could figure out a way to get department heads to clean the bathrooms, his life would be complete."

	Gavin finally looked up and shot a nasty glance to Bandarra. The uniformed officer with them snickered.

	"We're also going to need you to come down to the station some time so we can fingerprint you. We need to exclude your prints from the notes you gave us." Bandarra closed his notebook and shoved it in his pocket. "Could you show us the conference room where the luncheon took place?"

	"It's upstairs. Follow me." Marissa led the men out of cosmetics and through men's suits. She thought about stopping to help Bandarra find something that looked better, but she'd done enough damage for one day. Still, she led them through lingerie just to get a glimpse of their faces as the men brushed through the teddies and bras. The three men faced straight ahead and tried not to look at the garments.

	As Marissa stepped onto the escalator, she asked, "Have you heard anything about my cologne? You know that someone stole eight cases of Perchance from the store yesterday."

	Bandarra nodded. "We heard about it, but that's Robbery's job. I'm assigned to Homicide."

	"Don't you think the incidents might be related? How many felons do you think were at Kantor's yesterday?"

	"Miss Scott, the world is full of mixed up people." The older uniformed officer spoke for the first time and startled Marissa. His voice sounded boyish compared to Bandarra's.

	They went down the main aisle of the second floor to the back of the store. Marissa waved to the cashier clerks as she passed them and continued back into the office area.

	Marissa stopped at a pair of double doors and opened one. The room was empty, totally bare. A wide expanse of new pale blue carpeting stretched across the room to where some tables were stacked against the far wall. The dishes and chairs and all the tableware were missing. Everything that had made this the last meal of Steve Douglas had vanished. The floor had the wide marks of a vacuum across the carpeting. She pulled the doors shut quickly. Zack Martin's secretary, Louise, strolled towards them, and Marissa stopped her. "This room was supposed to be kept intact. There's nothing left here."

	Louise smiled in a motherly way and pushed Marissa aside. "No one was supposed to enter this room until the police had time to check it out. They even put police tape across the doors." She opened the door to reveal the empty room. The policemen started into the room as they saw the lack of evidence.

	Marissa held the doors open for the police. "Looks like you'd better call Robbery, Bandarra. I think we have another felon loose."

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 6

	When Marissa returned to her department the following day, she walked the cosmetics floor. "Oh honey, you look so much better today," Opal said, patting Marissa on the arm. Normally Marissa would have discouraged such behavior, but the clerk was so sincere that she accepted it gracefully. "After the past couple of days, I worried about you. Your face just looked so pale. You mustn't let yourself get run down with the holidays coming up. Christmas is always such a joy for the children." Despite being sixty, Opal was the best worker in the department, in Marissa's opinion. The woman had a sense of style and carried herself with an assured air that made her seem years younger. Opal reminded Marissa of a Norman Rockwell grandmother who took time to read Vogue. She had worked at Kantor's for the past fifteen years, and Marissa knew that her career had started with her husband's retirement. She wasn't sure if the job was a necessity or merely a desire to get out of the house.

	Marissa smiled at the matronly clerk. "I was finally able to get some sleep last night. I swear though if anything turns up missing today, I'll just lose it."

	Opal laughed.

	"Have you seen Nicole today? She was supposed to be here at ten and it's nearly eleven now." Marissa looked around, but the counters seemed to be in order, no new alphabetized system. Maybe Nicole had tired of the job and had quit. Marissa allowed herself to fantasize about the possibilities while Opal answered a customer's question. Maybe Nicole had killed Steve Douglas and was on the lam from the police. Then what would Zack think about his choice in cosmetics clerks?

	 "She called in sick. Rhonda's coming in at lunch to cover the rest of her hours." Opal turned around and gingerly leaned against the glass counter. "The poor dear sounded exhausted. I don't know if she has what it takes to work in retail. It's harder than it looks."

	"You don't have to tell me that.  I'm going to work in the back room if you need me." Marissa felt like whistling as she crossed the floor and went through the curtains into the store room that served as her office.

	The room provided a stark contrast to the glass and chrome displays out front. The marble hadn't been laid with the same care as the cosmetics floors. Tall metal shelves lined the back wall, stacked with boxes from the concrete floor to the wire-laced ceiling. A solitary metal desk stood against the near wall, and Marissa sat down at it. Nothing was too extravagant for Kantor's department heads. She took a deep breath as she pushed a stack of papers to one side.

	She pulled out the sales and inventory reports for White Shoulders. With the Perchance fiasco fresh in Zack's mind, it wouldn't do for her to run low on another perfume or cologne. Christmas sales made up a significant part of her yearly sales goals, and management was watching her closely. She pulled out a calculator and started punching in numbers. The work was slow, and she fought off the temptation to call Anne to go to lunch.

	Within an hour, most of the stack was complete. Marissa's sales figures were fairly accurate except for a few of the men's colognes that ended in 'ion'. She marked on a note pad that cases 1238858 and 1239949 of Obsession had been sold. The public was never too picky or too accurate in their buying, something to be thankful for. Marissa picked up the phone to call one of the sales reps when Opal stuck her head through the curtain.

	"Marissa honey, I know you said that you'd lose your mind if one more thing came up missing, but I don't know where something is. Could you come up front for a minute?"

	Marissa blew the dark locks out of her eyes with an exasperated sigh and stood up. She followed the woman to the Givenchy counter.

	"Honey, wasn't there a display of the latest perfume gifts in the corner here? You remember that special from Giorgio, get a free Christmas ornament when you buy the thirty-five dollar bottle of perfume. I could have sworn I saw it yesterday."

	Marissa looked at the empty corner and then around the counter. "The display was there this morning when I opened. I accidentally knocked it over when I was counting the number of gifts we had left. Do you remember seeing it any later than that?"

	The older woman shook her head. "No, I don't. I was just cleaning the counter when I noticed that it was missing. Do you think someone could have taken those bulbs?"

	Marissa twisted up her face. This had to be a conspiracy. "I'm sure of it, but I'll be damned if I'm going to call Sergeant Bandito and the macho squad. I can handle this without them. Did you notice if any of the customers today was carrying a large bag or package?"

	Opal shook her head and frowned. "I can't think of anyone like that. Only the two business women and that lady with the baby."

	"Was the woman with the baby carrying a diaper bag or carry-all?"

	The clerk's eyes opened wide. "No. How can you say that? A young mother and her child wouldn't be doing such things. It's unheard of."

	Marissa picked up the phone. "I'm a young woman with a child, and you'd be surprised at the things I do."

	"Oh, how you do go on. I really think that your bark  is much worse than your bite. I should go tell that to the nice policeman. You looked so cute together." Opal stepped out of arm's length as she spoke. Opal might be sincere, but she wasn't dumb.

	Marissa frowned and dialed the phone. "Adam can take care of this just as well as the police."

	"Security, Ellen speaking." A woman's nasal voice with an Eastern accent came through the receiver.

	"Ellen Perrino, is that you?"

	"Is that you Marisser? I haven't had a chance to call you. I was transferred over here as of yesterday. Go figure." When Marissa had started at Kantor's a year 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.

	"I can believe anything of this company. I think I have a potential shoplifter. Can you come down to cosmetics?"

	"I'll be down in a sec. Just tell me where you are in this place."

	Marissa laughed. "I can tell that you're going to be a lot of help. We're on the first floor by the main entrance, where they always put cosmetics."

	She placed the phone back on the receiver and turned to Opal. "Ellen and I trained at the downtown store together. She's a great person and a good detective. She'll be here any minute."

	Opal rubbed her eye. Weepy clerks were all that Marissa needed right now. "I don't know if I can turn in a mother on a bust. That's the term, isn't it?"

	Marissa put her arm around the woman. Add comforter to her resume. "You just need to provide Ellen with a description. She'll do the bust. You won't have to get involved."

	"A description? I don't remember all that much. I was trying to get a look at the baby and I really don't think I paid much attention to the mother."

	A nasal voice behind them whined, "Geez, I thought that the west side of Cincinnati was supposed to be known for its family values, not teaching its children how to rip-off the stores. I thought this job would be a piece of cake."

	Opal's back stiffened as she turned around to face the voice. Ellen hadn't mellowed any. "I'm sure this is all a misunderstanding. That mother is probably innocent."

	Marissa waved as she saw her friend. Ellen hadn't changed in the six months since she'd last seen her. Still the short, curly blond hair and rounded figure and the no-nonsense clothing that allowed her to wear the tools of the trade on her belt. The security officer was wearing jeans and a loose fitting blouse that looked like polyester. A walkie-talkie hung from her waist and squawked as she stood there. As the woman listened to Opal, Marissa remembered the way Ellen's make-up stopped at her chin, not blending onto her neck at all.

	Ellen bit her lip. "So what did this Madonna look like? I need to have a description of the perp if I'm going to question her."

	The clerk's face reddened. "I don't really remember. I was telling Marissa that I was concentrating on the baby and didn't really notice the mother."

	Ellen turned to Marissa and smiled. "Doesn't that make you feel good to know that people only notice Joshua and not you? How is the tyke?"

	"He's fine, and I already knew that. Why don't you take Opal with you around the store and see if you can locate this woman? I'll stay here until Rhonda gets in, and then you can go to lunch, Opal." The department was already shorthanded with Nicole gone.

	The two women left in the direction of the lingerie department, and Marissa leaned on the counter, watching the lunch crowd stroll by. Occasionally, someone would stop to look at a perfume, but there were only window-shoppers today. Marissa enjoyed the smells of the perfumes and tried on some of the new Calvin Klein as she waited.

	Rhonda walked to the counter, looking as if she'd created her own tornado to get here. Her long blonde hair was flat on one side and slightly curly on the other. Marissa felt sorry for her. The new clerk had a classic face with high cheekbones which didn't need make-up to be beautiful. Rhonda was relatively new to Cincinnati from eastern Kentucky, and the other clerks made fun of her different attitudes and country voice.

	Rhonda flipped her hair a few times and started talking to a customer. Marissa had learned in a short time that Rhonda's hair flips were a gauge to her anger. Marissa had wondered how happy the clerk would be with being called in to work on her day off. She'd already counted enough flips to know that Rhonda was pissed with good reason.

	Within seconds, Opal and Ellen were at the counter. Opal had the ornaments in her hand, carrying the bounty like an award. She rushed to the counter and handed them back to the department head. "Marissa, you're never going to believe what happened."

	"You busted someone?"

	"No, we circled around the store, through lingerie, then better dresses and childrens. Finally, I saw that woman in the juniors department. She just stuffed a dress right into the stroller as we watched. Ellen started to approach her, and she ran off like a flash! I was beside myself that she left that little baby behind just to save herself."

	Ellen spoke up. "I thought I was going to have to restrain Opal here from hunting that woman down. She took off after her like an Olympic sprinter. I didn't think the old girl had it in her."

	"Well, I was raised a certain way, and you just don't leave your baby, no matter what happens. I started off after her, and Ellen called me back. There was no baby. I've never been so surprised in my life."

	"She didn't even have the decency to fake it on her own money. It was one of our strollers with a price tag tucked inside. She must have come in, taken one of the strollers off the floor and started using it like a grocery cart. There was over $300 worth of merchandise in that thing." Ellen spoke with a certain amount of admiration for anyone with that much nerve.

	Rhonda looked at both women. "I thought you said you saw a baby."

	Opal flushed again. "That's just the thing. I would have been willing to swear in court that I saw a little baby in that stroller. Ellen says that happens all the time. People see what they want to see. She says that's why most people are terrible witnesses. They don't pay enough attention to detail."

	"Are we training a junior detective here?" Marissa was still counting Rhonda's hair flips as she spoke. Two more would set a record.

	"Are you kidding? Opal is much too trusting to make it. Not like us, right?" Ellen poked Marissa in the ribs. "Opal, would you mind if I took your boss to lunch? I know that she promised you a break, but could you hold off an hour so that two old friends can talk? We haven't seen each other in ages."

	Opal patted Ellen on the arm now and leaned towards the two women. "I was just going to suggest that. I thought I might take the time to try to calm Rhonda down. She's a little peeved at having to come in. Have fun."

	 

	 


 

	Chapter 7

	Ellen took a deep breath and softly exhaled, the blue-white smoke drifting up through her blonde curls. She smiled as she let her hand and the cigarette butt drop to her side. "You don't mind if I smoke? I can't believe you're supposed to ask that these days. Everyone here is way sensitive about this. I've been trying to quit, but honestly, this new job has frayed my last nerve."

	Marissa turned her head to breathe and tried to think of a perfume that would mask the smell of smoke, but none seemed strong enough. "It's fine. I'm probably going to start drinking at any minute so I definitely know the feeling. How did you end up here? The last I heard you were happily ensconced at Tri-County."

	Marissa returned to the mall with her friend once her cigarette dissolved to just a filter. Ruby Tuesday's had been added to the mall during its expansion. The restaurant and bar positioned movie posters around the tables and booths so that Marissa sat next to a ad for "Rebecca". Ellen took a drink of coffee and set the cup down on the table, sliding the cup into a small spill of brown liquid. She didn't seem to notice the mess as she looked directly at Marissa. "And you were downtown in cosmetics. Besides, I wasn't asked. I was told that I would be coming here to help Adam Ziegler with security. I put up a wicked fuss even though I was ready for a change. You know, new store, new people. At least the restaurants here are nicer. I couldn't stand another lunch at those damn food courts. Fast food and screaming kids aren't my idea of lunch."

	Marissa leaned back against the plastic seat. Under the table, she allowed herself the luxury of slipping off her shoes. None of her professors at Ohio State had mentioned the hours standing in heels. Although she would have had the energy for retailing at 23, she'd given it up to be a wife and mother. Dan had gotten a job in Cincinnati when they both graduated, and she'd come to the Queen City with him. Before Marissa could send out a resume, she'd discovered she was pregnant with Josh and hadn't worked until he'd left her for Tiffany. "Why is Adam having such a problem with security? You always made it look easy."

	"It's not hard once you get the hang of it. He's having personal problems. His sister just died, and he's been shuttling back and forth between here and the west coast trying to settle the estate. Zack wasn't even sure if Adam would be back for the store opening, and you know how he is about attendance."

	"I saw Adam that day. He didn't look very good."

	Ellen took a long draw from her cup of coffee and continued, "I told him I could come in and help with the opening, but he seems bent out of shape over management asking me to help out. The only thing he had to do all day was escort Steve Douglas around. It didn't seem like a tough assignment on paper. Little did we know."

	"Maybe he's just worried about the fact that he didn't do a great job of watching the star."

	"I think it might have more to do with the fact that I'm a woman." Ellen raised an unplucked eyebrow at her friend. 

	"What does that have to do with anything? You're the most qualified person for the job."

	Ellen shrugged. "You know those old-school military types. He may only be thirty-four, but he has a seventy year old mindset. Women belong at home with the kids."

	"Anne needs to check out these candidates more closely. I can't see Adam wanting an independent wife." Marissa rolled her eyes at the thought. Complain as she might about the circumstances, part of her loved this newfound sense of independence.

	"I'm not sure he wants any kind of wife. He was discharged from the army over some incident. I never heard the details, but I wondered that it might be his sexual orientation. That's when he came to Kantor's."

	"Where he can let movie stars die at his feet."

	Ellen stopped the waitress and asked for more coffee. Turning back to Marissa, she said, "That wasn't his fault. He was supposed to be a nanny, not a bodyguard. No one was expecting Douglas to get bumped off. Security's a lot like police work, not very glamorous for the most part."

	"But then there was the missing cologne. Eight cases of the stuff disappears from under our noses, pardon the pun. Then, the conference room is cleaned before the police have a chance to investigate." Marissa counted the incidents on her fingers as she spoke. Had all this really occurred in such a short time? "That's a lot for a store in three days, especially since it's only the first three days. Maybe this store is jinxed."

	Ellen sat up in her seat. She leaned towards the middle of the table. "Did I tell you what we found out about the conference room? The store janitors actually admitted to breaking down all the furniture and taking it to the store room. They said that someone called them and asked them to take care of it."

	Marissa tried to grasp the implications, but her mind wandered to the sales figures again. How could you pull in customers with a murderer running around? "Do you think they were telling the truth? I can't think why the janitors would want to cover-up the murder."

	Ellen smiled and crinkles showed up around her eyes. Marissa noticed them and thought it a shame that Ellen was growing older alone. At least Marissa had a son to keep her company now. Ellen was a little rough around the edges, a mix of Shirley Temple and Sherlock Holmes, but a sweet person who deserved happiness. Marissa shook her head in amazement. She was starting to sound like Anne. 

	"They were telling the truth. I checked their story to see if it held water. I was able to go back through the phone logs and find the call. It originated from Zack's office."

	Marissa's eyes grew wide. "What does Zack have to do with this? You don't think he killed Steve, do you?"

	Ellen pulled out a small notepad and a pencil. That woman was always prepared. "I don't know. You know what the offices are like around here. Anyone could go into any one of them and use the phone. If you get caught, you just tell the person that you were looking for someone and were going to page him. I tried it this morning in Zack's office, and no one saw me. Louise didn't even look up from her book."

	"So what do you think was so important that they wanted the room cleaned?" Marissa couldn't think of any reason to clean other than a dire emergency. Maybe these guys made house calls.

	Ellen dabbed her napkin at the coffee on the table. "For starters, it makes the police work harder."

	"Good. That ass Bandarra needs to work as hard as he can."

	Ellen's lip twitched slightly, and she turned her head. "I heard about your encounter with the police. Bandarra's not that bad once you get to know him. He's just a typical cop. You shouldn't take a lot of his crap personally. My family is full of cops, and I know how they are. They are rule-bound and by the book. Not a lot of room for gray in their lives.”

	Marissa crossed her eyes. She sometimes thought she shouldn't take life personally. "Remind me never to go to one of your family reunions. That man was — unbearable. He kept yelling at everyone, and he practically accused me of stealing Steve Douglas' coat."

	Ellen faced her lunch companion with a smile, tinged with an emotion Marissa couldn't read. "Could this have something to do with a certain law officer?"

	Marissa smacked Ellen on the arm. "How do you do that? I've never met anyone who knows so much gossip. The next thing you know, you'll be telling me his family history."

	Ellen shrugged. "I could. I went out with him a few times. Things just never seemed to click between us. A little too soft for my taste."

	"Let's just change the subject." Marissa sighed as she thought about her recent love life. "I have one man in my life, and Josh takes about all the time I have. Besides, I don't think I'm ready for another relationship. I couldn't stand to be hurt by some stupid man again. I'd rather have three more murders in my department."

	Ellen crushed the cigarette in the ashtray. "So who do you want to talk about? I do need to know about the seating arrangement for the Douglas luncheon. I'm trying to help Bandarra determine who was sitting where."

	"What's the matter? Is he afraid to question me again?" Marissa stretched out against the seat back, raising her arms over her head. She enjoyed the thought of intimidating the sergeant.

	Ellen pulled out a pen and drew a U on Marissa's napkin. "You can be a bit daunting especially when you try. Bandarra thought I'd probably do better with you than he would. So what do you know about the seating plan?"

	Marissa stopped mid-yawn and snapped to attention. "You little sneak, you acted like you didn't know about all this when I talked to you this morning."

	"You know how I am. Two days and I already know the deep dark secrets of the whole staff. How about we trade some information here?"

	The waitress stopped at the booth and filled the two coffee cups. Marissa fiddled with one of the plastic creamer containers, waiting for her to leave. When she walked to the next table, Marissa spoke. "Steve Douglas was at the middle of the U shape, since he was the guest of honor. On one side were Mr. Grayson and Zack. Then Adam and Sam Munson, the manager of the young men's department. He seems like a nice guy, but I don't know him too well. I forget who was after that. I was out on the far end with Margie, the woman from lingerie. I can tell already that she's going to be a problem. She was complaining about her job loud enough for the whole room to hear."

	Ellen started scribbling on her notepad again. "What about the other side?"

	Marissa closed her eyes and tried to picture the table again in her mind. The images were clouded by the lists of things to do and a certain boredom with the luncheon. It had been hard not to fidget when there was so much work to do. "There was the business manager, West and then Zack's secretary, Louise. Then a couple of other department people who I haven't met so I really don't remember what order they were in. With the new store, I haven't gotten around to meeting many of the other area managers."

	Ellen pushed across the table a little sketch of the table with the names written beside the seats. "Assigned seating, right? Were the seats identified in writing or did someone direct you to the places?"

	"There were little nametags at the seats, but Louise was also showing people where to sit."

	Ellen stuffed the napkin into her purse and pulled the flap shut with disgust. She picked up the lukewarm coffee and drank it. Marissa cringed as she poured a creamer into her cup.

	"I was afraid of that. We're back to the same scenario with the phone call. Anyone could have come into the room five minutes, ten minutes before the meal, dumped something in Steve's food and left. If you get caught, it's just a matter of saying that you were looking for someone."

	Marissa smiled. "You have a very suspicious mind. I knew there was a reason we're friends. Why don't you help me dig up some information on a new employee of mine? She's driving me crazy."

	Ellen frowned. "Not Opal. She seemed like such a nice woman, even if she doesn't know a shoplifter when she sees one." She slurped her coffee.

	"You don't have a dossier on her? I'm surprised. You must be slipping." Marissa raised an eyebrow at her companion.

	"So who's the employee? Some of the staff are saying that a certain young woman is in a protected status, if you know what I mean." Ellen made a crude gesture with her fingers when the waitress wasn’t looking.

	"I hope you're talking about Zack and one of the staff. The thought of Grayson doing it is enough to make me sick."

	Ellen let out a loud nasal laugh that caused some of the other patrons to turn and stare. Marissa checked to see if anyone else from Kantor's was in the restaurant, but she didn’t spot a familiar face. She already had enough trouble at the store without having people carry back tales outside of work.

	When she turned back around, Ellen had regained her composure. A wide grin still lit up her features as she tried to extract a cigarette from the pack with shaky fingers. "Whew, I'm sorry. It was just that mental image of Grayson. I was talking about Zack. Actually, I was going to suggest that if he does that as fast as he does everything else, his friend might miss the whole thing."

	Marissa covered her mouth. "Just please tell me that it wasn't Nicole Wilson. The thought of her staying in my department forever is more than I can stand."

	Ellen shook her head. "That wasn't the name I heard. In fact, I don't know anything about her."

	Marissa looked at her watch and slowly slipped her shoes back on. She tried to think of a way to torment Nicole now that she was in no danger of being chastised by Zack. Maybe she could have the clerk sort the stock by box height. "I have to get back to work. If you do hear anything about her, please let me know. The more disgusting, the better." She threw a five dollar bill down on the table to cover her part of the bill. She left Ellen heading outdoors to smoke another cigarette.

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 8

	The events of the past week hadn't been scared off shoppers. As the Saturday morning crowds passed back and forth in front of her, Marissa concentrated on the little man who stood about ten feet from the counter. "Nicole, who is that?"

	Nicole leaned up from her crossed-leg position on the floor and stuck her nose over the glass counter. She seemed to have made a miraculous recovery from the previous day. Marissa couldn't believe that a grown woman would sit like that in a skirt. What could management have been thinking in overriding her decision to not hire that girl? "He looks familiar. Do you think he's waiting for his wife?"

	Marissa watched the man as he paced in front of the cosmetic department. He looked like someone from a fifties time warp with his crew cut and bow tie. The expression on his face was one of extreme displeasure with a mouth puckered so tight that Marissa wondered if a noodle could slip between his lips. His eyes looked gray, but Marissa had a hard time telling because his lids were almost shut as he muttered to himself.

	"I don't think he's waiting for his wife. I can't imagine what she would look like, but I don't think she would be the perfume type."

	Nicole giggled and sat back down on the floor to finish arranging the bottles in the display case. "He doesn't look like something from a Obsession commercial. Maybe Drakkar Nerd. Oh!"  Nicole tugged on the hem of Marissa's red skirt and motioned her to lean forward. Marissa bent down with a sigh. She pulled at the waist of her skirt trying to adjust it from Nicole's beckoning. "He's one of the picketers that was here the other day. You know, that day, the day Steve — you know. I thought he looked familiar."

	"You mean the people who were here when Steve was killed, protesting the name of his cologne?"

	Nicole nodded. "I think he was one of the ringleaders of the group. I saw him yelling at the customers as they came in the door. Brenda from Bridal told me that he harassed her as she came in."

	Marissa stood back up, her face matching the scarlet of her clothes from bending over so long. "I'm going to talk to him and find out what he wants. Stay by the phone in case he causes a scene."

	Marissa crossed the ten feet slowly so as not to frighten the man away. He pretended not to notice her as she approached. "Hi. Is there something we can help you with — or are you just waiting for someone?"

	The man didn't turn to face her. "There shouldn't be Perchance in this store. Those ads. Carnal innuendos. You shouldn’t be selling sex in a bottle." His voice was large and bold, reminding her of a bad Charlton Heston imitation. She had expected a squeak out of him.

	"I agree. That’s why we only sell perfume.”

	The man turned to her. His lips were trembling and his face was colorless. "How dare you mock me. The Lord doesn't like it when people mock the FVC. He will call down his mighty wrath upon you."

	Marissa scratched her head in feigned confusion. "I must have missed that commandment in Sunday school. What exactly is the FVC?"

	The man's eyes held a look of disgust in them as if Marissa hadn't been able to recite her Bible verse. "FVC is the Family Values Coalition. We believe that the nation would be better off to go back to the traditional American values as exemplified in the 1950's. A time before kids on drugs, violence on the streets, and unwed mothers."

	Marissa drummed her fingers on her skirt, trying not to shove a finger in his face. "So what you're telling me is that God liked Ike? Did he tell you this personally or did you read it in the Bible?" Marissa fought off her desire to tell him about the Jim Crow laws and how stay-at-home wives had to tolerate their husbands' infidelities and Nixon as Vice-President, but telling off customers wasn't going to go over well with a management already concerned about its image. A low profile would please Zack right now.

	"You radical feminists make fun, but we are serious — deadly serious — and the people of Cincinnati agree with the FVC. Things were better back then. We don't need little girls seeing Calvin Klein ads and wearing make-up."

	Marissa took a deep breath. "That's all very nice, but that still doesn't explain why you've been standing across the aisle from the cosmetic counter for the last fifteen minutes."

	The muscles in the man's neck tightened, showing off wrinkles that told his age. He hadn't been a young man in the fifties either. "I've come to tell you to repent and stop selling that devil's cologne. You are doing the work of Satan here.”

	"That's only a fragrance, like Obsession or Old Spice. I can assure you this is not a store of ill-repute."

	Marissa watched as the man's whole body began to quiver. She stepped back from him.

	"Then you refuse to agree to stop selling this abomination?"

	"For your information, we haven't sold the cologne here since Tuesday. Our entire shipment of Perchance was stolen which I believe is covered in the Ten Commandments. You wouldn't happen to know anything about that, would you?" Marissa turned to Nicole and shrugged.

	He ignored her comments. "But you'll get more and sell it for your thirty pieces of silver, won't you?"

	"Yes. I'm expecting a shipment next week. How many bottles would you like?" As she spoke, the man pulled a crowbar from under his overcoat and started wielding it around him like a sword.

	Marissa stepped back, barely avoiding the arc of the metal pole. Retreating several more paces, she slipped on the marble tile and fell backwards into a rack of lady's slacks. Clothes and Marissa hit the floor with a crash.

	The man bashed the crowbar against the nearest counter, shattering the glass and bending the chrome frame. Nicole hit the floor and covered her head, screaming as she did. Landing on the phone, she picked it up and punched zero for the operator. When the call was connected, she screamed again.

	The man brought down the bar on the photo cut-out of Steve Douglas, creating a gash in the paper head. Marissa watched from the cuffs and hangers. Anne was never going to forgive her for that cut-out being damaged. Small slivers of glass rained on the pants as the man brought down the crowbar again. Security should be able to find the source of the problem just from Nicole's screams, Marissa thought. If Kantor's ever got rid of the girl, Nicole could always find work as a siren.

	Marissa watched as the man started to smash another counter when two large hands grabbed the bar and pushed the man to the ground. Emerging from between the racks, Marissa saw Adam Ziegler standing over the man with one foot on his back, and the crowbar held over his head.

	"What the hell is going on here, Marissa? Have you inspired a crime wave or what?" Adam's bronzed face looked haggard, and Marissa bit back her reply, remembering what Ellen had told her yesterday about Adam’s grief.

	"This man said he was from FVC, some kind of quasi-religious group that doesn't want us to sell Perchance. When I told him that we weren't selling it now, but that we expected a shipment next week, he went berserk and started tearing up everything."

	Nicole stuck her face up over one of the splintered display cases. "You should have seen his face. He looked like a bull when the man waves a red cape in his face. Maybe it was Miss Scott's red dress that set him off."

	Adam wiped his face on his sleeve. "Maybe it was Miss Scott's red tongue that set him off. I'm sure that you told him all of this in a very neutral, matter-of-face tone with none of your usual sarcasm or zingers."

	Marissa looked down at the form on the floor. "Adam, do you think he could have killed Steve? Nicole says that he was here the day of the murder. Maybe someone else from his group did it."

	A voice from the floor said, "Thou shalt not murder! Our members are upstanding citizens of this city."

	Adam stepped harder on the man's back. "And thou shalt not destroy someone else's property." Adam looked up grimly. "The police are on their way, and they can find out what he knows."

	A few minutes later, Marissa heard the sounds of the police sirens. She had gone back to the cosmetics counters to view the damage. Picking up the pieces of a sample bottle, Marissa felt somewhat maudlin. This had been her first department in a brand new store, an opportunity that didn't come around all that often in the shaky retailing industry. Now the remnants of it lay at her feet in shatters as the janitors tried to clean the shards of glass from the aisle. Even after everything was repaired, that pristine quality would still be gone. Brand new could never be recreated, only created. The feeling of first love couldn't be restored.

	Gavin Tish was one of the two officers. "Well, I should have known it was our own Bonnie Parker that was involved. What happened here this time?" Gavin gave her a smile that was more than friendly. His blue eyes sparkled. 

	"Maybe I should just set up a donut shop here so you boys would be more comfortable. For your information, I haven't committed any crimes. I have been the victim of more than my share of crimes this week, none of which have yet been solved by the police. Our security staff has been a lot more help than you have."

	Another man started taking pictures as the two uniformed officers watched.

	Gavin looked at her again, this time without a smile. "Maybe I should have called you Dorothy Parker instead." He gave her an uncertain smile. "You shouldn't have cleaned any of this up until we got here."

	Marissa shrugged her shoulders. "I'm sure Zack would be willing to throw out a few quotes for you. Better to ruin a crime scene than be sued by customers for ruining their shoes or cutting their feet. We do have a business to run here." She'd really wanted to clean up the mess to forget her loss and the near attack on her. Marissa didn't want anyone to see her own pain over the destruction.

	Starting to speak and then deciding against it, Gavin bit his lip. He turned to walk back to the smashed counters, but spun around on his heel instead. "Have I done something to offend you, or is this the way you treat everyone who's nice to you?"

	Marissa clenched her fist so hard that her nails cut into her palm. There wasn't time to get over one incident before the next occurred. "No, I think you're an okay guy. In fact, I was just telling one of the security people here how nice you are. Maybe you know her. Ellen Perrino?"

	Gavin exhaled and his shoulders hunched slightly. "So that's what this is all about? Surely, Ellen told you that there's nothing between us. Just a few dates —  nothing to get worked up about. That was all a long time ago."

	"I'm fine with it. Really." Marissa twisted her lip into a half-snarl, half-smile. She found that expression useful when she didn't want people to guess what she was really feeling, and she had perfected the look during her divorce. For some reason, she'd felt a little betrayed by Gavin's past dates with her friend.

	Marissa went back to one of the counters left intact by the FVC proponent. Several people milled around the counter, but all were more interested in the drama than the scents. Marissa still made a point of asking each of them if they needed assistance. One by one, the spectators left, feeling embarrassed. A few women made purchases as if buying something represented a ticket to the event. The pain of seeing the department in shambles was something she wanted to experience alone.

	Nicole had requested a break after the incident, and only Rhonda was left behind the crushed displays. The clerk seemed unfazed by the violence around her, spraying a woman with Chanel and trying to sell her some body lotion.

	Marissa watched as the two officers pulled the man from the floor and handcuffed him. They stood there for several minutes in serious discussion and finally, the deputy led the man towards the door. Gavin walked towards Marissa, measuring his steps carefully so as not to step in the glass.

	"We're going to take him downtown. He's not being cooperative, won't even tell us his name. We looked in his wallet though. Does the name Len Hall mean anything to you? I think he'll crack and tell all after a few hours in a cell. He did get a little white when I mentioned murder charges."

	Marissa's eyes widened. "Do you really think he killed Steve? I tend to doubt Nicole on general principles."

	Gavin shook his head. "Not really. If he had, why come back? We hadn't even given serious consideration to the protesters who were here that day because they didn't have access to Steve. Anymore, they blend into the scenery in Cincinnati. He'd have to be pretty dumb to call attention to himself like this."

	Marissa felt the small hope that had grown within her wither. No quick resolution to her problems. "So why attack us at all?"

	"Publicity. No one was paying attention to them in the parking lot, so they act out. He mentioned something about his daughter too. She'd started wearing make-up at ten, and he just found out he going to be a grandpa at an early age. The sort of thing to drive a parent a little crazy. I'm sure your son — Joshua, would provoke a similar reaction if he grew up too fast."

	Marissa felt uneasy with the mention of Josh. She'd always been wary of bringing him into any new relationship she might have for fear of confusing him even more. She didn't want him to have a parade of serial “uncles.”  "I don't think we should be standing here discussing my son. Don't you have some work to do?"

	Gavin sighed and put his sunglasses on. One of those cute ears stuck out at an angle. "Can I borrow your office? I got a call I need to return. And speaking of which, would it be all right if I called you some time?"

	"If you have some information that might help me solve this case and get things back to normal, you can call me any time."

	“Help you?”

	Marissa nodded at the smashed displays. “Didn’t he tell you? He helps her who helps herself.”

	Gavin's face reddened, and Marissa wondered if today might be the day when she pushed everybody to their breaking point. She led Gavin back to her office in silence, regretting her peevishness over the attack. This job was making her say things she really didn't mean.

	Marissa left Gavin at her desk. She walked down past the metal shelves in the room which led back to the storeroom. Gavin's voice was audible from where she stood even though he couldn't see her.

	"What? The drug in Douglas' pocket was Combivir?" His voice rang out through the small area.

	Marissa stepped out from behind the corner, and Gavin stared straight at her.

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 9

	 

	"Combivir? Isn’t that an HIV medication? Steve Douglas was HIV-positive? Oh, wait until Anne hears about this. She's going to die. This will be a bigger scandal than when Elvis died on the toilet."

	Gavin blanched as he realized what had happened. The officer sputtered a few times before he could speak. "Marissa, you can't tell anyone yet. I'll be in a ridiculous amount of trouble if anyone finds out that I told you. Even if you were eavesdropping."

	Marissa put her hand on her hip and stared at him. "Then what good is it to know this kind of story if I can't tell anybody? It's not like I'm going to tell the world. I just want to share this with Anne." Men never saw the potential for great gossip.

	Gavin made a noise in his throat that was somewhere between strangulation and the Frankenstein monster's roar. He raised his hands about ear level, causing Marissa to notice those ears again. "I can't believe that you are spying on the police. I could drag you into the station for this. You are a thoroughly exasperating woman!"

	Marissa tilted her head. "If you're trying for a date, you're going to have to come up with some better compliments. Besides, I don't want to hear about me. I want to know more about Steve. Do you think he was gay? Or a drug user?"

	"There are a lot of ways to contract HIV if he had it. Not just those. He could've just been — promiscuous." Gavin stumbled over the last word, and Marissa smiled. Nothing like these Cincinnati, west-side boys to think that women with children didn't know the first thing about sex.

	"So where do we go from here?"

	"We're not going anywhere. The first thing I'm going to do is notify the coroner to determine if he really had the disease, and if that was his medicine. Then I'm going to contact his doctor in California to see if he can share how Douglas contracted the disease and find out about his viral load. We were actually on the way here to find Douglas' manager when we got the call about the nut case."

	Marissa smirked. Gavin squirmed as she imitated the slow look Ray West had given her, staring at every inch of the officer. "I can't imagine that he's going to tell you anything that's going to help. His only job seems to be making Steve look like a saint and making a fast buck off his name."

	"Do you have any idea if he's here today?"

	"The only times I've seen him, he's been with Zack Martin. You might try his office."

	"Uh, would you mind?" Gavin's face had a sheepish grin on it. "I still haven't gotten the hang of the layout here. Could you show me where his office is?"

	Marissa knew a line when she heard one. If the police department couldn't find an office, she didn't know how they ever solved a case. They might as well write this one off now. "Aren't you going to wait for your partner? I thought you guys did everything in pairs, like women going to the bathroom."

	"No. He's took your vandal down to the station. He'll pick me up later."

	Marissa watched him carefully as she led him to the escalator without a trip through lingerie this time. She'd given enough people a hard time today, although she did want to ask this man when the two officers had decided on this division of labor and why it seemed so convenient. She wasn't a big believer in fate.

	Once upstairs, Marissa led Gavin back the main aisle and into the offices. Zack's door was open. Hearing voices inside, she paused at the door to let Gavin pass by. Zack and Ray West were in the office huddled over some papers, not noticing the pair in the doorway.

	Gavin cleared his throat. "Excuse me, Mr. Martin. I have some questions for Mr. West about Steve Douglas. Is there somewhere we could talk?"

	Zack looked up first and started. Before anyone could speak, he was up from his chair and out of the office. Marissa took her time, pushing the door most of the way closed as she left. She had only made it a few steps down the hall when she stopped to listen. Leaning over, the cosmetic buyer pretended to play with her shoe. It worked once, why not go double or nothing?

	"We need to talk about some information the police have uncovered about Steve Douglas." She recognized Gavin's deep voice and allowed herself a little smile. When she found that she had been distracted, she shook her head and concentrated. "The drug found in Douglas' pocket was Combivir. The police want to contact Steve's doctor in California to verify he was HIV-positive. Do you have his name?"

	Marissa heard a protracted, dramatic sigh. That had to be West. "If you're only interested in finding out whether Steve had the disease, I can tell you he did. He had caught it a few years back. He’d had next to no viral load for the past few years, but apparently he didn’t take his meds on a regular basis on location during his last movie. I’m not sure why. He’d shown a few symptoms and that scared him. This next movie would probably have been his last for a while, even if he hadn't been murdered. The schedules and the meds take a lot out of someone. He needed some down time.”

	"Why didn't you tell us this before? It's evidence in a murder investigation."

	Louise walked towards the office, and Marissa waved her away, shaking her head violently. The woman stopped and headed back towards her desk. Nothing could surprise a secretary who'd been at Kantor's for twenty-five years.

	 "I didn't think it important. After all, he didn't die of a disease; he was poisoned. What difference could that make? We'd been trying for months to keep it out of the papers. There was a little incident with The National Enquirer a couple of weeks ago, but I hushed that up. I didn't want to tell everyone in case it didn't need to be told."

	The roaring noise Gavin had made earlier came from the room. "So what was his doctor's name? We'll still want to verify this information."

	"Smith. I have his phone number back at the hotel if you want it." Marissa rolled her eyes. Why couldn't West at least be original in picking a name? Smith was probably the name he used to register at sleazy motels with, too.

	"That would be fine. You can call headquarters with the number today."

	"How much longer will I have to stay in this hick town? I have important work in L.A., you know?"

	"It all depends. If you keep dishing out your information in spoonfuls, you could be here til next Christmas."

	The door flew open, and Gavin almost ran into Marissa in the hall. His notepad fell to the floor, and he bent down to pick it up.

	"I thought you might need help getting back downstairs so I waited." Marissa smiled and had the courtesy to blush. If Gavin couldn't find the office by himself, maybe he wouldn't notice this was a poor attempt at a lie.

	"Thanks."

	Marissa couldn't tell what he was thinking. His blue eyes stared straight ahead, and the muscles in his jaw were clenched tight. He started marching in a way that would have made Adam proud. "Are you mad because I listened?"

	Gavin looked at her as they walked. "Well, I'm not pleased, but that's not why I'm mad. I can't get over the people around here who just neglect to tell the police valuable information. I'm so tired of hearing that people didn't think it was important enough, or they forgot. Someone died here, and we're expected to figure out who killed the man. A little help would go a long way towards solving this case."

	Marissa cocked her head slightly to look at him. "I don't understand why exactly his health is a big clue. Lots of people have diseases, but they aren't murdered."

	"That's not the clue." Gavin let her step onto the escalator first and then slid his arm down the banister so that it was behind her. Marissa stepped down to the next stair, but not before she let her hand brush against his on the rail. "The real fact there was that he wasn’t doing well lately. Why kill someone who doesn’t take their meds? We have to look for someone who had a powerful motive that couldn't wait for Steve's death of natural causes. That's the clue."

	"What if the murderer didn't know that Steve was dying?"

	"That's something we need to find out, but it would be a lot simpler if people told us what they knew."

	Marissa stepped off the escalator and started towards cosmetics. As she approached, she could see Tish's escort standing at the counter, talking to Nicole. Was her department was becoming a police dating service?

	Nicole's face looked pale and Marissa wondered if the girl was frightened by the police or upset by the latest violent outburst although both were commonplace these days. The deputies greeted each other and left for the car.

	"Nicole, could you call the janitors to come clean up the rest of this? After you're done, I'd like some help trying to salvage what's left of the display." Marissa pulled a trash can from behind the counter and started to gingerly pick up the broken bottles of perfume. As she did, the aroma of the combined scents rose and filled her nostrils, making her cough.

	Nicole kneeled down silently and started picking up bottles that had survived the attack, setting them to one side. Unfortunately, the whole bottles were outnumbered by the shards. Puddles of oily liquid covered the floor.

	"I think we could bottle up what's on the tile and sell some of it to the women who come in here." Marissa waved her hand towards Nicole to the let the scent surround her. "We could call it Overpowering."

	Nicole kept at her task, not looking up or speaking.

	Marissa waved a perfume-coated finger under the clerk's nose. "Nicole, usually you're talking a mile a minute. Are you in there? Has all this upset you? Do you need to go home?"

	Looking up, Nicole's face was ashen. "Is it true, Miss Scott about Steve Douglas — that he had a STD?"

	It was Marissa's turn to blanch. Gavin was going to kill her. No one would ever believe that she had kept her mouth shut. "Where did you hear something like that?"

	"Well, I didn't mean to, but I overheard you and Deputy Tish discussing the murder, and I thought I heard him say that. I wasn't trying to listen, honestly. I thought he might be asking you for a date. I was just hoping, that's all."

	"He asked that the information not be passed on because it hasn't been confirmed by the coroner yet, but Gavin did tell me that the medicine in Steve's pocket was Combivir which is a AIDS medication to fight HIV. Is this what upset you so much? You can't contract the virus from casual contact with Steve. You're at no risk from Steve unless you had sex or shared fluids. You were too busy ringing up sales to even see him."

	Nicole nodded. "It just seems too horrible to be true. Why would he do something like that? How could he — I mean, knowing he was and all."

	Marissa shook her head in amazement. "Could you say that again in plain English?"

	"Oh, Miss Scott, it's just awful, and I don't know what to do." Big tears started rolling down Nicole's face and splashed into the fragrances on the floor.

	Marissa sat awkwardly as the girl cried. She started to place a hand on her shoulder, but she was concerned that the alcohol in the perfumes would stain Nicole's sweater. She felt uncomfortable being Mother Confessor to someone she wanted to fire. "Why don't you tell me all about it, and maybe I can help?"

	"That's just it. I promised her I wouldn't tell anyone and that means I can't ask for your advice." Nicole sniffed loudly. "I don't know what to do."

	"I'm here. I'll listen."

	"I wish it was that easy. I can't though because I promised." The girl got up and ran to the entrance of the mall.

	Marissa started to follow when someone grabbed her arm. The janitor, an older man with glasses and a Reds cap, pulled a mop from the rolling bucket and pushed it into the puddles that covered the floor. "Excuse me, but you don't expect me to fix these cabinets today, do you?"

	"I need them as soon as you can get them replaced." Marissa tried to see Nicole, but the clerk was gone. Looking at the shattered glass that had been her beautiful new department, Marissa sighed and turned back to work.

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 10

	 

	Anne Dillon sat on the sofa with her legs crossed at the ankles, sipping a cup of coffee and trying to avoid Joshua as he ran his Tonka truck around her feet. She barely looked like the head of Juniors in her jeans and oversized sweatshirt. "So what is this big news that you had to tell me?"

	Marissa looked at her friend. Anne had been her primary support during the last year through the divorce and trying to get on with her life. They had lived in the same small community when Marissa and Dan had moved to Cincinnati, and the two women had hit it off from the start. The differences in their lives had only made their friendship stronger, instead of pulling them apart. Marissa relied on Anne's stability and common sense when she wanted to do something rash to Dan.

	"Your hero, Steve Douglas, was HIV-positive. Gavin told me yesterday at work — well, actually I just overheard it."

	Anne put the cup to her mouth and drank slowly. When she was finished, she put down the cup without blinking. "Which part of the story is the big news — the fact that Steve was HIV-positive or that a certain member of the police is spending time with you?"

	Marissa groaned and flung a throw pillow at the woman. "How can you not be surprised? The press doesn't even know about it —yet." Josh joined in on the fun, landing on top of Anne with a thud.

	Anne uncovered herself from pillow and child. "Well, I am surprised about it, but certainly not stunned. Every account I've ever read about Steve has put him with some rich socialite or budding starlet. He never seemed very particular about who he was with, if you know what I mean."

	"But there were no hints in the papers. Nothing?"

	"No. I'm sure that whoever knew would keep his secret. American women are not going to pay eight dollars to see her idol if she knows he has a sexually transmitted disease. It's hard to maintain that romantic illusion when you're hit with reality." Marissa remembered that Anne had a Master’s degree in Business Marketing. She bet her friend could give Raymond West a few pointers if she kept talking like this.

	Marissa punched one of the throw pillows and shoved it under her arm. "So you do think he got it from — well, from a woman?"

	Anne laughed. "Definitely. First, Steve had a drinking problem, not a drug problem. He was in that clinic last year for alcoholism. You remember me telling you that. It was just after he had to drop out of that remake of Days of Wine and Roses with Madonna. Talk about life imitating art."

	Marissa nodded and the other woman continued her lecture. Marissa had a certain admiration for her friend. How could anyone fill up her mind with this much trivia and still be able to function?

	"At the time, Steve did this interview with Barbara Walters, and he was quite adamant that he had never used drugs. He took a certain pleasure in that."

	Marissa rolled her eyes. "I guess there's even a pecking order among addictions. So no dirty needles. Why couldn't he have contracted it from another man?"

	"Not possible," Anne said, shaking her head. "There was that gay-bashing incident several years ago. Steve was on a talk show and made a really rude remark about homosexuals on the air. Don't you remember?"

	"No, I don't. Maybe he was a closet gay. A lot of them are the worst homophobes around."

	Anne sighed and continued to shake her head. With her freckled face and innocent air, she reminded Marissa of Josh's pre-school teacher, talking about her rambunctious pupil. Marissa thought about grabbing Anne's head in both hands to make it stop. "If he was a closet gay, why would he be sleeping around? HIV isn't passed through thinking about sex. I think you're just trying to get my goat by bad-mouthing someone I thought was attractive. Didn't you ever have a crush on a movie star?"

	"Robert Redford in The Sting, but he's into saving the environment. I don't need to bad-mouth Steve Douglas. He was an obnoxious, prejudiced, hard-drinking, rude man who made bad movies. What is so attractive about that?" Marissa paused. "Actually, he sounds an awful lot like Dan."

	"Marissa, you really need to get over that guy. He's going to marry someone else in a few months." Anne took another sip of coffee. "Obviously, he's over you. There's a nice guy waiting in the wings for you. You ought to give him a chance."

	"Thanks, Dear Abby. I'm already aware of the fact that the jerk is getting married in a matter of weeks and besides, I am over him." Marissa pushed the hair away from her face and looked at Joshua who had climbed up beside her. Bursts of filial affection weren't normal for him and Marissa paused to put a hand to his forehead.

	"Dan came into the store a few days ago." Marissa stroked Josh's hair and he stood up on the chair. "It was the weirdest thing. I didn't feel anything for him. I just looked at him like he was a stranger. It was an odd sensation, but it's definitely finished between us." Marissa turned around to check on Josh who was getting ready to jump off the reclining chair. "He's out of my heart, but not out of my life. I'm just not ready to date again. I can't stomach the thought of going back out into the singles scene at my age. Bars and bad pick-up lines and guys who think that they are the world's gift to women, no thanks. I'll just stay single."

	Anne started laughing and had to set her coffee cup down so not to spill it. "You make it all sound so terrible. Dating wasn't all bad. You could date this policeman and skip some of that."

	"Could we please change the subject? Joshua's in the room, and I don't want him to hear all about my love life. I’m not going to be one of those mothers who share everything with her kids. You came over to see the copies of the things in Steve's pockets. Let me go get them."

	Marissa wove through the furniture and went into the hallway that led to the two bedrooms in the back of the apartment. When she returned, she was carrying a small attache case with her. She sat back down on the floor and pulled out a stack of file folders. "I put them in here so no one would find them. I've developed a real paranoia about things disappearing."

	"It's no wonder —with your track record this week."

	Marissa pulled out the copy of the partial letter and handed it to her friend. Anne sat quietly, reading it through several times.

	"It's thought provoking, but hardly solid evidence. I mean, it could be from anyone. An old school friend, somebody he used to date." Anne sipped from her cup as she read.

	"The murderer. Come on, how many people who used to know Steve Douglas would bother to write him a letter like this. From the sound of him, any acquaintance would be more likely to run away."

	Anne looked at the paper again. "You could be right. There's a certain desperate ring to the note. Almost an urgency, a plea. Listen, '. . . something that can't wait any longer. I think you'll want to hear what I have to say.'." Her voice took on a melodramatic whisper.

	"Anne, this is a note. You're acting like it's a great work of literature." Marissa could barely suppress her laughter as she spoke.

	Anne sat up straight. "If you want my help, you could at least be civil about it. I don't want to spend my night out being made fun of."

	Marissa looked at the carpet, trying to remember the last time she had gone out. Probably four months ago at the Giorgio seminar and the quick drink after it. Maybe Anne was right. "Sorry. I just forget sometimes that I don't need to be in attack mode twenty-four hours a day. After seeing Dan, it's hard to let down and relax."

	Anne leaned back against the couch gently as if it might attack too. "That's okay. Most of the time I'm used to it, but once in a while —" She shrugged to make her point. "Besides, it just proves what I said before. You need to get over that man, and get on with your life."

	"What more do I need to do to show you? Marry someone else?" Marissa shoved the next piece of paper at her. "This is the other note I found in Steve's pocket. It's just a bunch of numbers."

	Anne looked at the scrap of paper briefly and handed it back. "This isn't Steve's handwriting."

	Marissa's eyes grew big with thoughts of what she could say, but she bit her tongue. "How can you know that?" she asked, pushing the words from her mouth around the one-liners. Maybe they could get Anne on Jeopardy and hope the category of dead movie actors came up.

	She held up the sheet so that Marissa could see the numbers. "Steve always dated his photos. Everything from this decade has a two in it and the one in this note is nothing like those. Steve's was more like a capital cursive Q. This is just a curve and a base."

	"Anne, how do you do this? You're incredible."

	"Do what?"

	"Come up with trivia like this. It's going to take the police days to figure this out, and you catch it in a matter of seconds." Marissa slipped the sheet back into her briefcase and started to close it.

	"Well, I've seen all his movies and read all the interviews with him. It's not like I don't know the man." Anne's eyebrows raised. "Well, have you called this number? What is it?"

	"What are you talking about?" Marissa's face remained expressionless, but her eyes were sparkling. Someone had come to the same conclusion about the paper that she had.

	"The phone number. On that piece of paper." Anne reached down to the briefcase with her free hand and pulled out the paper again.

	"You think that's a phone number, too? I wanted to ask Gavin, but I wasn't sure how to bring up the subject."

	"Of course it's a phone number. What else are seven digits on a piece of paper supposed to mean? Probably the murderer setting up a rendezvous."

	Marissa's smile grew despite Anne's raised eyebrows. "I'm sorry, but I can't help it. You made some very valid points before, but I think you're pushing it too far. First, there isn't a dash between the numbers. When was the last time you wrote your phone number without a dash?"

	"Maybe it was an idiosyncrasy of whoever gave this to Steve." Anne winced as Joshua ran a truck over her foot, Tonka dueling Nine West. "The murderer?"

	"That you don't know about? I didn't think Steve had any secrets from you. It's some sort of code or something."

	Anne stood up and took the paper with her. "I'm going to show you that I'm not crazy. I'm going to call this number and solve this crime. It's the least I can do for Steve."

	Marissa followed her friend into the kitchen and stood near the phone. "Maybe it's the number for a local neo-Nazi group or a drive-through."

	Anne waved her hand as she punched in the digits. She stood listening for a minute and hung up, smiling. "I told you that it was a phone number."

	Marissa watched her from the corner of her eye as she poured some juice for her son. She grabbed the cap to the drink quickly, remembering how the letter got blurred to begin with. "So stop acting so smug and tell me, what was it?"

	"It was a daycare center. Naturally, they were closed, but they left a message about their hours and rates."

	Marissa pushed the cap down on the cup and went into the living room again. "So a nanny killed Steve Douglas? Or maybe he's seducing the child care help."

	"Marissa!" Anne stamped her foot and mother and child turned to look at her. Joshua started crying, and Marissa bent down to pick him up.

	"I'm sorry, Anne, but I don't see the connection." The woman stroked her son's hair and kissed him gently on the cheek.

	"We've been discussing Steve Douglas and how he contracted HIV from too much sex. So what else is another result of too much sex? No, I'm not going to give you time to answer that. Babies are. So it's not a big jump to see that maybe Steve had an illegitimate child in Cincinnati. He lived here for a long time and came back to visit." Anne held out her hand to the boy and Joshua slapped it away.

	"I thought Steve never came back to Cincinnati. He hated it here. His kid would have to be eight or nine by now. That's a little old for daycare."

	"He's come back for other publicity events. Maybe it happened then."

	Marissa stroked the boy's reddish-brown hair. "Wham, bam, here's a baby, ma'am."

	"Something like that. Well, I think I need to go. Joshua looks ready for bed, and I'm not far behind him." Anne kissed the boy on his head and walked for the door, barely missing a lamp. "Just think about it. If a jerk like Dan could father this precious little guy, Steve could have had one too."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 11

	At the end of a grueling Monday, Marissa made her way to the mall entrance as the last sales rep left the department. Usually, she liked the interaction with the different cosmetic sellers, showing her the latest in scents, make-up, and little gifts while spreading the gossip about the different stores in town. Today most of the appointments were courtesy calls since the store had just opened. However, she had waited for any one of the reps to spontaneously combust or start talking a foreign language. She'd always heard that bad things come in threes, but she wondered why she was getting a bulk discount. The events of the past week had taken their toll on her, and she just wanted to get away from work for awhile.

	Fortunately, she and Joshua had made plans to go to the latest Pixar film today. Checking her watch, Marissa saw that she still had plenty of time to pick up her son and drive out to the Showcase Cinemas in Springdale. The orange construction barrels had disappeared which made highway driving possible again. She pulled her bag from under the counter and looked for Nicole.

	The blonde was on a cellphone, hunched over so that she couldn't see the woman standing at the counter. Marissa walked over to the counter and answered the shopper's questions on blusher prices while poking the clerk in the ribs.

	"Nicole, you are supposed to be working, not gabbing to your friends." Working with some of the more experienced clerks hadn't helped the girl's habits at all.

	"I'm sorry, Miss Scott, but I'm having a family problem. I hope to have it cleared up real soon." She shoved the phone in her pocket as she turned to look at her supervisor.

	Marissa didn't lose her temper, knowing she gone from this in a few minutes. "I can understand that, but don't ignore the customers while you're doing it. They do pay your salary after all."

	"Are you going somewhere?"

	"Joshua and I are going to the movies, so I won't be back today. If you have any questions, Opal can answer them for you." Anyone but me, Marissa thought as her smile grew.

	"Well, have fun. I wish I were going too."

	Marissa counted her blessings that the clerk was not and headed towards the parking garage that connected to the mall from the juniors department. She cut through women's fashions, but Anne Dillon was nowhere to be seen. Probably a fashion seminar or a downtown meeting.

	She pushed open the door leading to the garage and started towards her car. The day looked gray, and the garage smelled damp as she started the trek across the parking facility. Mall officials insisted that all store employees park in the back corner of the first level to allow the customers better access to the store. Her heels clicked loudly as she walked, and she smiled as she visualized the plush chairs of the darkened movie theater, a popcorn-infested cocoon away from her problems.

	As the sound of raindrops started on the ceiling, Marissa began to hum as she neared her car. No one at Kantor's had noticed her leaving early. Although she had put in more than her share of overtime in the past week, she didn't feel like explaining herself to management. The overcast sky made the parking lot dark enough that no one would notice her here. A sharp wind whistled through the cement rafters.

	The garage was deserted as she came to her car and leaned over to insert her key into the door lock of the VW Rabbit. Suddenly, she felt a hand clasp over her mouth and an arm reach around her throat. The force pulled her back, and she felt the heat of another human body behind her. Marissa found herself staring at the ceiling.

	She held up the purse she was still grasping. She threw it behind her so that the attacker could get his reward and run off in the other direction, but the toss had no effect on the arms. They grew tighter, and Marissa struggled for air. A sense of fear gripped Marissa as she tried to decide what this attacker wanted if not her money.

	Marissa cursed herself for not paying more attention in her self-defense class last year. She and Anne had spent more time making fun of the intensity of the instructor, laughing at the serious way she kicked and hit the punching bag. Her own practice had been awkward and infrequent.

	Marissa remembered one of the moves and brought down her heel hard. She missed the attacker's foot and only threw herself off balance. The arms dragged Marissa back toward the garage wall, causing one of her shoes to fall off. One of her jacket pockets flopped heavily against her hips as she lurched backwards. Tiny drops of rain came in through the open areas of the garage and fell against her arms.

	As the arm grew tighter around her neck, Marissa could smell cigarette smoke and a cheap cologne she didn't recognize. Trying to breathe hurt, and she felt herself getting weaker.

	Is this what death was like? She felt tears on her cheek as she realized all she would miss by being killed. Seeing Joshua grow up and become a man, holding a lover and being held again, seeing Dan get his. Joshua would go to Dan and that waif of a future wife and would probably forget about her in time. The hands grew tighter around her neck, and Marissa felt light-headed.

	She winced as the jacket pocket hit her hip again. Why was it so heavy? She slipped one of her weakening hands into the pocket, and her eyes widened as she remembered the small spray bottle of Eternity for Men tucked in the bottom of the opening, a gift from one of the sales reps that afternoon. She grasped the bottle tightly as she struggled to pull off the lid with the nails of her one free hand. The attacker was either too busy with his deadly task to notice the action, or he didn't care about the woman's feeble efforts in her pocket.

	The top fell into her jacket, and Marissa wasted only a second trying to determine where the man's face must be. In a single motion, she threw her arm over her head and started pressing the nozzle as fast as she could. Her finger pumped repeatedly until it was sore. She heard the cry of the attacker as he loosened his grip. Marissa continued to push the atomizer as she fell to the ground in a heap, one leg curling up under her body.

	She heard a hoarse cry as she landed on her ankle and was surprised that the voice was hers. The bottle still gripped tightly in her fingers, she pulled her head up and searched the garage for signs of another person. Marissa heard footsteps fading into the distance from where she had just come. Looking at her watch, she realized that only five minutes had passed since she left the store, but it felt like a ten-hour shift. What had been in her mind before this? Certainly not anything that would qualify as last-minutes-of-life material.

	Trying to stand up, Marissa felt the throbbing in her ankle. She hobbled slowly back to Kantor's, realizing that her attacker had no choice but to cut through the store. As her tears dried, she felt her anger grow. With the luck of her weapon, it wouldn't be hard to find a man in the store who had reeked of cologne. He'd smell worse than one of those short, hairy men at a pick-up bar.

	She held open the door to the store and looked around for her attacker. She didn't see anyone, but Anne spotted Marissa almost immediately and ran to her.

	"What happened to you? My God, are you okay?" Anne grabbed Marissa's arm, and Marissa allowed herself to lean heavily against her friend.

	"Someone tried to kill me in the parking lot. Grabbed me from behind." Marissa's voice still came out as a hoarse whisper, and Anne's eyes grew wide as she heard the croaking of her friend.

	"I can see the red marks on your neck. Marissa, you've got to sit down. Let me help you get to the backroom. You're going to scare the customers."

	"No." The word came out clearly, and several customers turned to look at the woman with the torn dress and the dark hair that seemed to stick out all over. "I have to find him. I sprayed him with Eternity. Did you see anyone come in the store from the garage?"

	Anne shook her head. "I just got out of a sales meeting when I saw you."

	Marissa pulled away from her friend and started to hobble again towards the center of the store and her department. She kept one hand on the racks for support as she made her way back to the cosmetics area with Anne following a few steps behind. He had to be here somewhere. Marissa felt her resolve weaken as she tried to walk through the store.

	"Marissa, how can I help? Should I call the police or security?"

	The woman turned around. "Could you pick up Joshua and bring him here? You've done it before so the daycare people won't say anything. We were supposed to go to the movies, and I told them I would pick him up early."

	Anne slipped her arm around her friend's shoulder. Marissa felt Anne shiver. "Are you sure you want Josh to see you like this? No offense, but you might scare him."

	"This might not make any sense to you, but I need him right now. I need my son." Marissa's eyes watered up, and she rubbed her sleeve over her face, not saying a word. Mascara be damned. 

	Anne nodded and started to walk back to the women's department. She turned around several times to keep Marissa in sight as the woman slowly made it back to cosmetics.

	Nicole ran to her boss as she saw Marissa approach. "I don't know what happened, Miss Scott, but I know the procedure by heart. I'll have security down here in no time."

	Marissa rested against one of the glass cases and closed her eyes. Ellen could come down and help find the attacker. Someone had to see the man re-enter the store or at least smell him. The scent had to be overwhelming and should be enough for the police to locate him. Then, this whole mess would be over, and she could concentrate on Christmas sales. Things had to get back to normal so she could concentrate on her job and her son. She tried to mentally go over the things she needed to do tomorrow, to block out the pain of what had happened. She shivered all over, and her teeth chattered loud enough to play back-up for a tango band. She couldn't blame the reaction on the falling temperatures outside.

	When Marissa looked up, a small woman with a dainty wicker basket covered with bows and colorful streamers,  was approaching her. She had blonde hair, cut in a wedge and small delicate features that were set off by an expensive strand of pearls around her neck. Marissa didn't recognize her at first. She was wearing a tailored business suit that brought Marissa out of her troubles long enough to wonder how the woman could afford it.

	"Beth, what are you doing here? I didn't think you were working at Westgate until Friday." The words came out in a gravelly whisper, and Marissa rubbed her throat again.

	"I had to change my schedule. My husband and I are heading to Freeport — the Bahamas, you know — at the end of the week, and I wanted to make sure I got my hours in. Hope you don't mind."

	Marissa let her hand drop to her side. "This may sound like a crazy question, but have you seen a man with red eyes come by smelling like Eternity?"

	Beth laughed. "Only about a million of them. In fact, every man who's come by." She opened her basket and showed Marissa hundreds of small samples of the same cologne. "That's the fragrance I'm selling today."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 12

	By the time Anne returned to Kantor's, the rain fell in sheets as the Indian summer faded into memory. The wind whipped the water all over the woman and child as they entered the store. Marissa watched as Joshua shook his head, drops of water splashing all over Anne's glasses and face. Since she was carrying the boy, she couldn't clean her glasses and nearly collided with a passing customer. A group had gathered in the cosmetics department, and Anne headed in that direction.

	Anne smiled as she approached the two officers. Marissa knew Anne was sizing up their potential as mate material for her friend. Marissa also knew she was feeling better, because she cringed at the thought of Anne's third degree of the eligible detectives.

	When Anne set Joshua down, his feet barely hit the floor before he reached his mother. "Mommy, Mommy, I want to go to the movie. Promised me candy."

	Marissa grabbed the boy and hugged him tight, not noticing his fidgets. A surge of life flowed through her as she squeezed him. "I love you, Joshua Scott." She rubbed a palm against her eyes. "I'm sorry. We'll have to go to the movies some other day. Mommy isn't feeling well right now."

	The little boy struggled, wriggling away from the maternal affection. "Put me down."

	Marissa released him and he slid to the floor. "Don't go too far. I want to be able to see you." Anne handed the boy a small truck, and he sat on the floor, running it back and forth across the tile. Anne sat down with him, folding her legs underneath her to keep her feet from becoming human speed bumps.

	The two officers had remained quiet while Joshua came in. Bandarra cleared his throat and flipped open his notebook. "So what can you tell us about the attacker? Height?"

	Marissa took a deep breath and pressed her dark curls to her head with one hand. "I've been through all this already. I don't know how tall he was. He was taller than 5'8" because that's my height. I could feel his breath on the back of my head." She shuddered as she recalled the incident, but the shivering and chattering teeth had been replaced by anger.

	"How about weight?"

	"I didn't have my scale with me. The only thing I saw were two gloved hands. Now how much can I tell you from that? He was taller than me and smelled of cheap cologne and cigarettes on him. I don't think the cologne was anything that we sell here. He never spoke, and I never got to see his face."

	Bandarra snapped his notebook shut. "That's not a lot of help. Don't you want to help catch this man? After what he did to you? We have men posted at all the doors, but we don't even know if he came back in the store."

	"He headed back to the store. His footsteps went that way, and when I looked up, the door to the store was closing. I couldn't follow him because of my ankle."

	"Well, now I can put out an APB on him. He could be anywhere by now." Bandarra's glance dared her to answer his sarcasm.

	"Don't bother. I'm not relying on the police anymore." Marissa searched out her son and watched him play on the floor. She felt her teeth start to chatter again and clenched her jaw. Bandarra wasn't going to see her cry if she could help it. "All I can tell you is right now he stinks of cologne. I sprayed almost half a bottle of that sample on him."

	Bandarra threw up his hands. "Five minutes in the washroom could fix that."

	"Fix what?" Ellen entered the group and looked around. "What exactly is going on here? I've been out. I got a message that someone was attacked in the garage. If this keeps up, we might as well close down this store."

	Marissa held up her hand and saw streaks of mascara on her palm. "You're looking at her."

	Ellen's eyebrows went up. "You? What happened? Why? You look like hell, Marisser. You need a doctor?" A look of concern crossed Ellen's normally impassive face. She came over and gave Marissa a tight squeeze.

	Marissa shrugged. "If I knew the answers to all those questions, the police would be much happier now. He didn't want my money or my body. Not exactly your average male attacker."

	"Did you use some of the moves from our self-defense class?" Anne thrust out her palm in an awkward maneuver.

	Marissa rolled her eyes. "I don't know about you, but I was more interested in the gossip here than the chance to defend myself. What did we really learn in that class other than the whole store's business?"

	Anne pulled back her hand and blushed a tone that made her freckles blend in with her new color. She sat down again to play with Josh.

	Ellen pulled Bandarra to the side and started talking to him in hushed tones. The two huddled close and gestured frequently, but without any indication of the topic. Gavin walked over slowly to where Marissa was sitting.

	"Are you going to be okay?"

	"Are you offering me police protection? I think the barn has gotten away from the horse —- you know what I mean." Marissa tried to brush some of the dirt from her dress. Maybe if she cleaned up, she could forget this ever happened.

	"I could ask for the weekend and evening detail."

	Marissa lifted her head and looked into the officer's innocent face. As cute as he was, she didn't need someone else in her life to complicate matters now. She'd tried for a year to convince herself that she was totally independent, an island fortress against the armada of men. "Gavin, are you honestly ready to get involved with a woman who has a small child? We're a package deal."

	The detective stood there with his feet planted on the tile. "I happen to like kids. I think you're using your son to keep me at a distance. That's not fair to me or him or anyone. Maybe you're the one who's hurt." Gavin shrugged, causing his badge to hang up on his pocket. He pulled roughly at the badge and Marissa thought she heard a rip in the fabric.

	"Of course I'm scared. I've just been attacked." Marissa flipped the hair out of her eyes which flashed a challenge to the officer. "Besides, this is not exactly the time to be talking about a date."

	"That's not what I meant. You can be incredibly frustrating sometimes."

	Bandarra and Ellen returned just as Marissa opened her mouth. She closed it again quickly. She decided to tell Gavin off later. Ellen and Bandarra stood side by side almost presenting a wall of security to the group.

	"I've been talking to Bandarra. We've decided on a plan. There are currently six men on duty in the store, monitoring the exits. The police are going to stay until six-thirty. Adam and I will take over at that time with the help of a few salespeople. If your attacker is still in the store, we'll find him."

	Marissa studied her friend. "Won't Adam be mad that he hasn't been informed? He seemed a little huffy about you and the shoplifter."

	Ellen shook her head. "He's been leaving everything to me lately. He's having a rough time over his sister's funeral. Most of the time, talking to him is like talking to a wall."

	"How hard can it be to find a man with a faceful of cologne? There can't be more than one. His nose will be running. He'll have red eyes. He’ll smell."

	Bandarra's face got red. "There's a thousand reasons  we could miss him. Like glasses, for instance. He might have missed most of the spray just by having glasses on. Did you ever think of that?"

	Nicole brought a can of Diet Coke over and handed it to Marissa. "Are you all right, Miss Scott? I couldn't help but notice with the police and everything here. Why would anyone want to hurt you?"

	Marissa took a swallow from the can and made a face. The cold drink felt good against her rough throat. She hadn't realized how much the man had hurt her, and she ran a hand across her neck again. "I was attacked in the parking garage. You might want to tell the other sales clerks to be careful when they leave the store tonight. Maybe go out in pairs or have someone watch from the store exit."

	"I'll tell them." Nicole made no move to leave, standing next to her boss and watching the policemen.

	Bandarra opened his notebook. "You're Nicole, right? Work in cosmetics? Have you talked to your brother today? We've learned that he was pestering Steve Douglas the day of his murder."

	The woman's eyes grew large. "No."

	"No, you're not Nicole or no, you haven't talked to your brother?" Bandarra glared at her as if she was trying to outsmart him.

	Nicole stood up straight and matched his stare. "My name is Nicole Wilson. My employee number is 6430. I know my rights, and that's all I have to tell you."

	Gavin put a hand to his face, trying to cover the growing grin. "Ms. Wilson, we just have a few questions. We're not accusing you of anything."

	The blonde shook her head. "I haven't seen my brother, and I won't tell you about anything else with Mr. Douglas. I promised her I wouldn't tell anyone. She made me promise to keep my mouth shut, in front of everyone. She didn't really trust me, called me a blabbermouth."

	"Huh?" Ellen and Bandarra raised their eyebrows in unison.

	"I've seen Starsky and Hutch. I know how you police work. You want me to break my promise. That's not fair."

	Marissa sighed and took another swig from the can. She wasn't in the mood to translate from ditz to English. "Nicole, who are you talking about?"

	"Brenda, from Bridal. You've met her."

	Marissa remembered the tiny brunette with the too-tight skirts and unbuttoned blouses. Brenda would have only lasted a few minutes in Marissa's department without some new attire. "What about her?"

	Ellen's eyes grew big. "She and —".

	"She and Steve Douglas had sex between events here," Nicole blurted out. "That's why I was so upset when I found out that he was HIV-positive. Did he know? I mean, now she's going to have to get tested and she’ll have to take lots of medications and he can't tell her because he's dead and I don't want to tell her because how do you tell someone something like that? It's just too awful." The girl bowed her head and started to sob. Strands of blonde hair fell across her face.

	Bandarra slipped the notebook into his pocket and rubbed both hands against his temples. "Could we start over from the beginning? This Brenda from bridal had sex with Steve Douglas here? In the store? On the day he was killed?"

	Nicole nodded. Marissa watched the reactions of the group as she sat quietly in her chair. Gavin refused to meet her gaze again as if sex were something she shouldn't know about. Ellen pulled at her frizzy blond curls trying to hide a smirk, while Bandarra stood there with his mouth hanging open. Anne looked up from playing with Joshua to shoot Marissa a knowing glance. She mouthed the words "baby" and "daycare center."

	Ellen recovered first although she still had her hand in her hair. "Where was Adam during this time? He was supposed to be watching Steve all day, guiding him around the store and such. 'Roll in the hay' was definitely not on the agenda."

	"He had to deal with that group of protesters downstairs, the ones who didn't like Steve Douglas. One of them laid down in front of the entrance, and Adam went down to talk to them and make them leave peacefully."

	"When was this?"

	Nicole tugged on a string on her blouse, still avoiding all their eyes. "After lunch. We went up to watch the photo shoot. We found Steve waiting alone in the conference room across from the luncheon room. He was all by himself, and he invited us in to talk to him."

	Bandarra sputtered as he tried to form a question. "How many of you were there?"

	Nicole paused for a few seconds. "Four. Brenda, me and Shannon, and Chris."

	"How many of you had sex with him?"

	Nicole's eyes welled up again. "Only Brenda. He seemed to pick her out right away. They hit it off. After a few minutes, they were making out in the corner. You know, hugging and kissing. Then they stopped for a minute, and Steve asked us to leave them alone for awhile."

	"I can't believe it." Ellen's eyes squinted at the clerk. "Right in the store, in the conference room. Some people have no shame."

	"So where did the three of you go from there?" Bandarra jaw muscles showed under his skin and stubble. Marissa noticed a nervous twitch behind the glasses.

	"We waited outside the room in the hall. I wanted to leave, but the other two wanted to stay to make sure that no one found Brenda like that. So they kept a watch. She could have been fired, you know."

	"So did anyone come to the conference room while you were watching out for your friend?"

	"Only Steve's business manager and the photographer. One of the girls explained to Mr. West what was going on, and he just smiled. He acted like it was something that happened all the time."

	Ellen leaned against one of the glass cases and lit a cigarette. Marissa could see the cigarette shake as she tried to light it. "It probably did." She blew the smoke out slowly. Marissa was too stunned by the events to even comment, though a few passersby shot nasty glances at Ellen.

	"Well, after a while, maybe twenty minutes or so, the door opened, and Steve and Brenda came out. Mr. West let us stick around and watch the photo shoot."

	Marissa leaned forward in her chair. "Was all this when you were supposed to be working?"

	Bandarra waved away the comment. "How did Steve seem after that? Did you notice anything unusual?"

	Nicole swallowed hard. "Not really. I mean, Brenda said later that she hadn't noticed anything wrong with him when they were — you know. She did say he was good." Marissa thought she heard Anne sigh in the background. Only a truly naive person could romanticize unsafe sex involving an STD.

	"Did they have anything to eat or drink?"

	Nicole shrugged. "Brenda didn't tell us those kind of details. She just went around all day, saying what a wonderful lover he was."

	Bandarra looked at his watch. "Is Brenda here now? I want to talk to her and find out any details."

	"You can't. I mean, she'll know that I told you. She'll kill me."

	"Ms. Wilson, this is a murder investigation, not a high school romance. We appreciate your honesty in this matter, and we won't bring your name into our questioning, but we need answers now. This is no time for subtlety."

	Ellen put her hand on Marissa's shoulder and squeezed. "If you're okay, I'm going to go upstairs with the police. Someone needs to be involved from the store. We're beginning to need a full-time person just for damage control."

	Anne turned around on the floor. "I'll take her and Joshua home. You just find out who's doing these things."

	Ellen trotted off with the two men and Anne, Marissa and her son were left alone. Nicole had slipped off while no one was looking.

	Marissa dragged herself out of the chair with an effort and folded it against the wall. Her limbs were stiff from the attack, and she felt a pain in her shoulder as she moved the chair. She picked up the bag of toys and followed her friend. Joshua was busy explaining the different Thomas the Tank-Engine trains he owned to Anne and barely noticed Marissa behind them.

	Fortunately, she was able to avoid the parking garage since Anne had parked outside. Marissa let the cold rain run down her face and didn't hurry to the car. She was asleep within seconds of her head touching the head rest.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 13

	When Marissa arrived at work late the next morning, the police had already announced their presence. Anne and Tom had returned her car to her apartment last night as an excuse to check up on Marissa. Now she pulled her car next to one of the patrol cars in the open lot, feeling a bit safer as she opened her car door. Tired and worn out from her dreams of death, Marissa pulled herself from the car with effort. She caught herself looking over her shoulder as she entered the store. She tried to shake it off, but her mind refused, playing the scene over and over when she wasn’t otherwise occupied. 

	She didn't notice any uniformed officers as she made her way through the few early shoppers to the cosmetic department. The only man in her domain looked much too old in his tennis shoes and sweatsuit to be undercover, more likely a mall-walker browsing.

	"Don't the police ever go home? Or are they planning to open a branch office here in the store?" Marissa asked Rhonda as she walked towards the back room. She hung up her coat and went back out to the counter to see the crime of the day.

	"So what exactly is going on here? Did the police find out anything last night after I left?"

	Rhonda shook her long blonde hair. Today she had it curled into corkscrews around her classic cheekbones. "Not a thing. The police stayed for a bit, and then Ellen and Adam watched the exits without any more luck. Whoever attacked you got clean away."

	"Not clean away because they would need a bath after all the cologne I sprayed on them."

	Rhonda laughed. "Not necessarily. I've often found them in the bars on Second Street with bottles of the stuff on. Their eyes light up when they hear what I do for a living. I think they're figuring up the discount they could get from me."

	"So what are the police doing back here? They couldn't think that this person stayed here overnight." Marissa straightened the Oscar de la Renta display as she talked, moving the little bottles across the counter. Rhonda was one of the store's best salespeople, selling scent and glamour to everyone by taking the time to make sure that the look suited them; however, she didn't bother to clean or straighten anything. When she was done with a sale, she just left the remnants where she finished.

	"I'm not really sure. Ellen came by this morning to see if you were here. She said that the police were coming by because they got a tip this morning."

	Marissa looked up from the display bottles. "Did she say who gave them the tip?"

	"No one knows, but it came from Zack Martin's office phone again. Ellen was hopping mad. Anyway, the police came here and took Sam Munson and Adam Ziegler with them into one of the offices upstairs."

	"Adam's here two days in a row? Is that a record?" Marissa wrapped a green and red bow around one of the gold gift-wrapped boxes and set it on the counter under one of the Christmas trees. The firs were very decorative, but fell over constantly. "Not that he was much help yesterday when someone tried to kill me."

	"He’s here, but he looks terrible. His face was so sad." Rhonda was resting her elbows against the counter as she spoke. "I almost didn't recognize him. He'd lost a contact and had on his glasses."

	Marissa handed her some Christmas bows to put on various perfumes around the department. The department head felt a need to keep busy to occupy her mind. "His sister just died. He is having a very hard time dealing with it."

	Rhonda nodded, making the curls look like slinkies. "That can be tough. I had a beau whose brother died young, and the whole family was never the same. I think death can be like that — I mean, end more than one life, kill a whole bunch of folks at once. Do you think Steve's family is going through that right now?"

	Marissa stopped rearranging the boxes and turn to face the girl. Maybe she had underestimated the Appalachian girl's depth. "You know, I'd never really given Steve's family much thought. I imagine they'd still live in Cincinnati. I'll ask Gavin about it."

	"He stopped by this morning on the way to question Tom. He looked around, but he didn't say nothing."

	"Maybe he was just looking for cologne." Marissa busied herself with the display, bending over to study the words on the display bottle.

	She looked up to see the police approaching. The manager of the young men's department followed in the distance with Zack following closely behind him. Gavin smiled as he walked into the cosmetics area.

	"Hi. I stopped by earlier, but I didn't see you around. How are you feeling today?"

	Marissa rubbed her neck slowly. She had noticed the mottled purple bruises around her throat this morning and had tried to cover them with concealer and powder. "I'm doing okay. I avoided the garage today, though. I was up for hours last night trying to figure out who would want to kill me, but I couldn't come up with anything."

	"Was the list that long?" Gavin drew a circle with his finger on the glass display case.

	Marissa watched him and then brushed his hand from the case. Didn't men realize that someone had to clean this? "No. Except for a certain ex-spouse and a few disgruntled co-workers, I couldn't think of a soul."

	"Well, if you think of anyone else, just let me know."

	Marissa rolled her eyes. The police seemed to have no focus, drifting from suspect to suspect without a plan. They reminded her of the time she'd been in the hospital a few months after Joshua had been born, and no one knew what was wrong with her abdomen. She had been sure that the doctors had a chart listing her vital organs, and the hospital tested each one until they found her problem. The doctors had finally called it a muscle strain, gave her some Motrin and sent her home. "What exactly does Sam from young men's have to do with the murder or my attack for that matter? I barely know Tom. We hadn't said two words to each other."

	Gavin pulled her aside and stared at her. She could feel his fingers press into the flesh on her arm and she shook him loose. The thought of someone grabbing her made Marissa go cold inside. Not today, not again. Any contact was too much at this point. "Then you shouldn't be too upset about us questioning him. Why don't you just put it on the loud speaker? As a matter of fact, we had a good reason to question Munson. He went to high school with the deceased, a fact he chose not to tell us when we talked to him."

	"So what? I'm sure that hundreds of people went to school with Steve, and you haven't pulled any of them out of their jobs for questioning." Marissa turned her head to the side and checked her arm. Was there a bruise from Gavin's grip or was that left over from yesterday's ordeal?

	Gavin's eyes surveyed the department store and whispered, "We got a tip this morning. It seems that Sam and Steve were on the same high school basketball team. They both were in line for a big scholarship from the University of Kentucky. Steve ended up getting the scholarship, and Sam didn't."

	Marissa rubbed her arm and turned away from the police officer. She twisted a beaded necklace in her fingers. "So Sam held a grudge for fifteen years over a scholarship and bumps off Steve because he was a better basketball player than him?" She raised an eyebrow, in mock appraisal. "It's a pretty slim motive."

	"It gets better. Because Steve got the scholarship, Sam couldn't go to college and started work here where he's climbed up the ranks. After his sophomore year, Steve quit the team over some sex scandal in the dorm and dropped out to go to Hollywood."

	"There have been days where I'd kill because I have to work at this place, but it's pretty flimsy." Marissa smirked at her own joke. "I don't see Sam as the killing type. The 'whining about it to everyone' type, but not a murderer."

	Gavin slapped a hand to his forehead. "Thank you, Dr. Fraud. Since when did you become an expert on criminal psychology?"

	She threw the necklace on the counter and turned around. "In a way, we're all victims of this murder, not just Steve Douglas. I think it stinks that you question all these people, dragging them out of their jobs, making them nervous and causing their co-workers to speculate on their innocence. Whatever happened to innocent until proven guilty?"

	Gavin stood there with his arms folded across his chest and his head down. "Are you about finished? If we don't question people, how do you think we're ever going to solve this case? People don't exactly come running up to the police and say that they have vital information about the murder to share with us. How long do you think Nicole would have kept that story about Brenda to herself if we hadn't started to question her? Or West about the Combivir? Or the mysterious Dr. Smith from Los Angeles who still hasn't returned our calls?"

	"Nicole can't keep a secret to save her life. Another day or two and she would have had a core meltdown. Brenda would have done better to call The Cincinnati Enquirer. Besides, you don't know that his sexual habits had anything to do with the murder."

	Gavin pushed his hands far into his pockets, making his change clink. "It certainly helps explain the mention in the medical report that states he had sexual intercourse in the last twelve hours of his life. Didn't you think we would wonder about that?"

	Marissa's eyes widened as she pushed her dark bangs out of her eyes. The police did have something on the ball. Maybe this case would be solved after all. She longed to feel safe again. "You have the autopsy back. Why didn't you tell me? What did he die of? Was it something he ate? Was it something we all ate at lunch? Why didn't we all get sick? I've wondered if they don't put something in the food here."

	Gavin stroked his chin, pulling at the small cleft. "I can't tell you what's in the report. It won't be made public until tomorrow when we release the information to the press."

	Marissa stepped closer to the man and could feel the warmth of his body. She felt a tingling and remembered her desire to hold and be held from yesterday. "Please, for me. After all, I am very involved in this case. I was attacked yesterday. My cologne was stolen. Don't I deserve to know why someone tried to kill me?"

	Gavin twisted his mouth. Marissa could tell he was wavering and moved closer. He sighed, "I already told you about the Combivir, and Bandarra almost had my head for it. Couldn't we change the subject? Nice weather we're having."

	Marissa struck him lightly on the arm. "Gavin, it's rained for almost twenty hours, and the temperature has dropped thirty degrees since yesterday. If we're going to change subjects, tell me about Steve's parents. How did they take the news about their son?"

	Gavin wrinkled his brow and took a step back. "They didn't have much to say. They've been dead for the past seven or eight years. Where did that come from?"

	"Rhonda and I were talking about losing relatives, and we wondered about Steve's family." Marissa pointed out the blonde who seemed to be arguing with a woman holding a bottle of Nautica. She took back all the nice thoughts about Rhonda's intelligence and sales as the customer stormed away. "Didn't he have any brothers or sisters?"

	"He was an only child, born late in life to his parents. No siblings, no cousins, not a single relative that we can find. We've tried contacting his attorney, but he hasn't returned our calls either. So we don't know yet who profits by his death."

	"I thought Ray West was a lawyer. Didn't he write up the will?"

	Gavin shook his head. "Lawyers are as bad as doctors these days — each has his own specialty. West only does entertainment law. He said he wouldn't touch anything as mundane as a will, his words exactly."

	Marissa squinted at the officer. "Why don't you question that sleazeball some more? He's a more likely suspect than poor Sam Munson."

	"He doesn't smoke." Even as the words left his mouth, Gavin turned red and closed his eyes. Marissa could see his chest move as he took several deep breaths.

	Marissa stood up to her full 5'8". "Smoke? What precisely does smoking have to do with anything?"

	Gavin looked around, pausing to notice Bandarra standing about twenty yards away with Ellen Perrino. "I'm such an idiot. Since I've already blown it, I might as well tell you it all. Steve died from nicotine poisoning. The coroner wasn't sure how it got into his system, but he's sure nicotine killed him. That's why we tied the crimes together when you were attacked yesterday. You said that your attacker smelled like cigarette smoke and cologne."

	"So how do you get nicotine poisoning? Smoke too many cigarettes in a hurry?" Marissa whispered, leaning closer to the policeman.

	Gavin assumed the attitude of a teacher with a not too bright child. Marissa stepped back about a foot. Condescension was not her favorite attitude. "Fortunately, the public doesn't know about this, but you can get a solution of nicotine by soaking cigarettes in water and distilling it. A little bit of nicotine goes a long way in killing someone. Depending on whether it's taken orally or applied to the skin, nicotine can kill a person in anywhere from five minutes to four hours. With Steve, it took about two and a half hours, assuming oral ingestion."

	"So you think a smoker did this? Why couldn't a non-smoker just buy a pack and soak them?"

	Gavin gazed down at her and smiled. Marissa had an urge to wipe the smile from his face. "That's where psychology comes in. A smoker would be more likely to think of killing his enemy with nicotine than someone who wasn't around cigarettes all the time."

	"There can't be very many smokers here. This is a smoke-free building. They all have to go outside and huddle over the ashcans like panhandlers. It's almost sad to watch them indulge their vice."

	Gavin laughed. "We've only come up with five of them. Two women and three men."

	"The women we can scratch because I was definitely attacked by a man." Could a large woman have tried to strangle her? The natural assumption screamed male aggressor. Marissa let her hand stray to her neck and touch the bruises. "Who besides Ellen smokes? Oh, Louise does." Marissa remembered the woman's yellow-stained fingers typing.

	"Right. Can you guess the men? This way I can tell Bandarra that I didn't tell you all this information."

	"Yeah. We'd hate to offend the Cro-Magnon police sergeant. Obviously, Sam is a suspect so he must be a smoker. I don't think I know any others. The only way I knew about Louise is that I've caught her puffing in the women's room like some high school student."

	Gavin looked over his shoulder again at his superior. "Tom, Zack Martin and Mr. Grayson."

	Marissa sputtered. "Grayson? I'm positive it couldn't be him. He seems much too genteel for something like that. I can't imagine him puffing imported cigarettes at the ashcan." Marissa shivered as she recalled the attack. She felt vulnerable all over again and wondered if she should have stayed home.

	"He doesn't. Neither does Zack. They can do it in the privacy of their offices. Enclosed offices are exempt from the no-smoking policy. Something about special ventilation."

	"Rank has its privileges, right? Speaking of which, Bandarra is making arm motions like he wants to go. I promise not to mention this to another living soul. Don't worry about me. My lips are sealed."

	The man walked off toward the door with the sergeant swinging his arms in wide circles, pausing occasionally to push his glasses up his nose. Marissa watched Gavin until he was out the door and then she stepped back to the cosmetics area. Pulling the phone out from under the counter, she punched in a few digits.

	"Hello, Anne. You're never going to believe what I just found out."

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 14

	Marissa shook her head as she hung up the phone. "The whole store is under investigation! I wish they would just solve this and get out of my life."

	As Opal walked by, the older woman stopped and looked at her boss. "I'm sorry. Were you talking to me, dear?"

	Marissa looked up and noticed a Christmas pin on Opal's sweater which would have looked gaudy on most people with its lilac design and pearl buttons but the trinket seemed to fit the clerk. "I'm the one who should be sorry, Opal. Just venting. It just seems like everywhere I turn, the police have found another motive for someone to kill Steve Douglas."

	"From all that I've heard, he seemed like a rather rude and difficult young man. You certainly didn't think death would improve him any, did you?" As she spoke, Opal worked on a pull in her sweater, fingers deftly manipulating the threads.

	"But did everyone in Cincinnati have to have a motive for killing him? It's really starting to bother me that all these people are being accused of a crime only one person committed. At least, no one has accused you of killing him — yet."

	Opal opened her mouth to speak, but Adam Ziegler stepped to the Caliente display and started sniffing. "Do I smell someone getting frustrated here?" He flashed a big smile that crinkled his eyes, but didn't reach the rest of his face. Under the fading remnants of a California tan, he had dark circles under his eyes, and his mouth quickly faded into a frown. His body drooped like a month old pine wreath.

	Marissa gave him a weak smile. She wished that she could cheer him up or offer some support. Yet she didn't feel strong enough to carry any more problems at this point. Even if he wasn't the dream date Anne made him out to be, he still was a nice guy. "Is there something I can help you with?"

	"Not much. Have either of you seen Ellen? I thought we were supposed to meet at ten, but I haven't been able to find her anywhere. I just thought she might be with you, Riss. One of those six hour lunches of yours."

	"She went off somewhere with Bandarra. You'd think she was joined at the hip with the police these days. Did she forget a big meeting, or is it something I can help you with?"

	Adam shook his head slowly, but his blond hair didn't move. "I don't think so. We have to review the personnel folders."

	"Looking for more smokers?" Marissa pushed her dark hair out of her eyes and glared at him.

	Adam's eyes widened, and he puckered his lips in a silent whisper. "Exactly how much do you know about this?"

	"Enough. Don't you ever get worn out from being suspicious of everyone here?" Marissa looked out across the store and tried to remember a happier holiday season. Would there be an end to all of this? She fought an urge to leave and not come back. Maybe things were more peaceful at the North Pole. With her luck, the Clauses would be having marital trouble, and one of the elves would turn up dead.

	Adam pointed at her. "Maybe if you were a little more suspicious of everyone and a little more careful about what you say, you wouldn't have been attacked yesterday."

	Marissa stuck out her finger so that it almost touched his, a Kantor's version of the Sistine Chapel. If he was Adam, that made her in charge, but she couldn't see him taking orders from a woman. "If someone were out to kill all the gossips in the store, they wouldn't start with me. Is that what the police think? Do they really think that someone tried to kill me because I said something?"

	“Said something or know something.” Adam shrugged. "You're the one that seems to be tight with the police. Why don't you ask them?"

	"Don't be rude, Adam. They've just shared a little information about the murder, because I happen to be involved."

	"Yeah, right." The security man smirked. Marissa felt her sympathy dry up as he continued talking. "If you were a man, they wouldn't give you the time of day. Listen, if you do see Ellen, tell her I'm up in personnel with the files."

	Marissa clenched her fists as the man strode off. Opal had remained silent during the interchange, her eyes following the participants like a tennis match.

	 "I can't stand that attitude. Everyone is guilty until proven innocent around here."

	Opal patted her boss's shoulder. The though was soft as a pillow. The woman smelled of powder and violets. "They're just trying to do their job, dear. Besides, they have years of experience with people lying to them or not telling the whole truth. They get jaded."

	Marissa looked up and smiled at the woman. "At least you are above suspicion. I have one person in my department I know won't fall into the police dragnet. It's a small comfort."

	Opal didn't look at Marissa. She seemed to be looking for customers for several seconds. "Do you have a minute? I need to tell you something, but in private, not out here in the open."

	Marissa's eyes closed to slits. Had she overlooked being Mother Confessor to twelve women in her job description? "You make it sound serious. Why don't we go in the back room? Nicole should be able to handle the customers for a few minutes. It doesn't take much effort for her to ignore them." Marissa led the way past the counters to the door leading to the store room and her office. The door swung shut behind them and Marissa sat on top of the desk, motioning for Opal to take the desk chair.

	"So what is this very private story that you want to tell me?"

	Opal pulled at the fabric of her slacks that had bunched up in her lap. Her eyes did not meet Marissa’s. "Well, I just felt guilty when you kept saying that I didn't have a motive to kill that boy. I had a very good motive. I thought maybe you could tell the police if you think that it's necessary, but if it's all the same to you, I'd like to keep it private."

	Marissa sat on the desk, with her mouth hanging open. "You have a motive? I just can't believe it. Did this guy steal from widows and orphans, too? I haven't met a soul who really cared for him."

	Opal looked up, with her mouth pressed into a thin pink line. "I didn't know him as a man. We knew him as a boy, and he was very unlikable then. He almost destroyed my husband."

	Marissa raised an eyebrow. "Did you know when he was growing up that he would become an actor or something like that? Was he dramatic?"

	Opal paused. "There was a certain presence about him. You couldn't help but notice him when he was in a room, but I just put that down to his attitude more than something special."

	Marissa shifted on the desk, looking down at her ankles and crossing them slowly. "I still don't see why you didn't tell the police. Just knowing Steve Douglas doesn't make you an automatic suspect."

	The woman folded her spotted hands in her ample lap. "I have a very good motive for wanting that man dead. I told you that he ruined our lives."

	Marissa looked up quickly. "You and your husband's lives?"

	"That's right. I'm working right now because of that man." Her little jeweled fingers tightened as she spoke. "It's ironic that I could be a suspect, because I work where he was killed when he was the one who made me work in the first place."

	"I don't understand." Marissa's brow furrowed under her bangs. "What did he do to make you work?"

	The older woman looked away. Marissa thought she saw tears in her dreamy eyes. "My husband used to be a teacher at one of the local high schools. He taught English literature and was the head of the drama department. Steve Douglas was a student there."

	"Did you know Sam Munson?"

	Opal shook her head. "No, I didn't know all of the students. I met a few through the drama events, but that was about it."

	"Go on." Marissa leaned forward crossing her arms on her lap. "I'm sorry I interrupted."

	Opal took time to straighten her pin. "That's fine, dear. It gives me time to collect my thoughts. Steve was up for the part of Romeo in the school play, but he lost out to another student. My husband wasn't overly impressed with Steve's acting ability, and I think his movies bear out his opinion."

	"So Steve was mad about losing the part."

	"Furious. I remember my husband coming home and telling me about the temper tantrum he had thrown in class, cursing and vowing that my husband would pay for this. The next day Larry, that's my husband, was called to the principal's office. Steve had gone to one of the counselors that morning and told them that Larry had made some unwanted sexual advances towards him."

	Marissa brought her hand down on the desk, and the small area rang with the sound. "That principal should have been here last week for Steve's appearance here. Doing it in the conference room and calling me 'Babe'. Then he would have known about sexual advances."

	Opal sighed. "Well, they didn't see that. The principal believed Larry, but Steve threatened to take his story to the press unless something was done immediately. So the school let Larry go. All the other schools wanted to know why someone with twenty years in one school system was fired during the middle of a term. He couldn't find another position, so Larry had to retire. We could have sued, but the whole thing would have come out in the open, and that would have killed Larry. He was only forty-seven, and we didn't have enough money to live. Larry was able to make a little money acting in local productions, and I had to get a job here."

	"That's a terrible story. Steve just got away with it. No one was able to stop him?"

	A strange look came over Opal's face, a mixture of loathing and humor. "The worst part of the story is that Steve got the part of Romeo. The new drama coach was so afraid of what might happen that he let Steve have the lead in every production until his graduation."

	"A star was born."

	Opal rolled her eyes. "Is it possible that we could keep this between the two of us? I know you are close to the police and Ellen, but —"

	Marissa let out a noise between a squeal and a roar that made Opal jump. Enough was enough. What had Adam said about gossip? "I am not close to the police. I think that half the store has me married to Gavin Tish. I wouldn't be surprised to find my name registered in Bridal."

	"Well, I do think it fair to warn you that we’ve discussed it in the department. Do you realize that if you marry him that your last name would be Scott-Tish? Scottish. We had a good laugh over that." The odd look was replaced with a genuine smile on Opal's face, and Marissa wondered if she had imagined the expression.

	"That's enough to make me not date him right there. Seriously though, I don't see why anyone else needs to know. The police are looking for a large man who smokes. You don't fit the category."

	Opal closed her eyes. "No, but my husband does. Why are they looking for a smoker?"

	"I smelled smoke on my attacker yesterday. The police in their infinite wisdom assume that the two crimes are related." Close enough to the truth without divulging what she’d learned. 

	The older woman reached over and patted Marissa on the knee. "No matter how I felt about that boy, I would never attack you or let my husband hurt you in any way, dear. You've been very kind to me."

	"It's a matter of self-preservation. You're the best worker I have. Unless it proves to be critical to the murder, I'll keep this to myself. Besides, Nicole has her own motives for the killing," Marissa patted the woman's hand in return.

	They sat there for a moment when there was a small sound in the distance. Marissa slid down from the desk and walked carefully in the direction of the noise. She passed through the hallway behind the cosmetics department, searching the aisles of merchandise as she did. The tall metal shelves cast a deep shadow across the cement floors. Opal followed a few steps behind.

	"Do you think someone was eavesdropping? How much of that story do you think they heard?" The old woman picked up a sample bottle of perfume and held it in front of herself.

	"No telling. It might have been mice." Marissa felt her hands tingling as she continued to walk toward the far end of the storage room. Yesterday seemed very real again. The smell of smoke filled the air, and Marissa remembered dangling from her attacker's hold. She took a deep breath to calm herself, but she still smelled tobacco burning. "I'm sure it was just a mouse."

	Opal stopped in her tracks. "Not unless mice smoke." She picked up a cigarette butt that sat smoldering on the edge of one of the metal shelves. The ashes still lay on the shelf in a cylindrical form, and the end glowed a dull red. Opal crushed the cigarette into the shelf until only the butt was visible. On the floor, a small piece of rectangular cellophane glistened. Marissa turned quickly and walked back towards her office.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 15

	That night, Marissa slept poorly, her dreams filled with people who weren't what they seemed. Steve Douglas made an entrance, dressed as Romeo and called her "Juliet". Marissa's arms stayed motionless at her side no matter how she willed them to move. She was glad to wake at six o'clock and hear the gentle patter of rain against the window. Another gray winter day in Cincinnati. Not exactly the thoughts of a white Christmas to put shoppers in a mood to stock up on early presents, but dreary rain was as close as this city usually got to a winter wonderland.

	 By the time she arrived at work, the night's troubled sleep had caught up with her. She stifled another yawn as she entered the department.

	Nicole greeted her the moment she step foot in the cosmetics area. "Miss Scott, it's here. The new shipment of that cologne is here."

	"Where is it?" Marissa searched the counters, expecting to see the display case full of the cologne. "Has it sold out already?" Wait until Leslie downtown hears about this, she thought. Finally, a break from bad luck.

	"I hid it. I was afraid someone might steal it or come at it with a crowbar, so I put all the cases in the stock room."

	Marissa took a deep breath. At least the clerk was exactly what she seemed. No subterfuge lurked beneath the surface. "Nicole, that's where it was stolen from. Anyone could be back there taking it right now."

	"No, they couldn't. I've been back there with it ever since we opened."

	Marissa stormed to the back room, happy to know that the merchandise was safe even if no sales could have been made by the clerk guarding the cologne. She threw her coat on the metal desk and strode over to the boxes. There were eight new cardboard boxes, like the missing shipment. Each box stood about a foot high and two feet long. Marissa grabbed the top of one of the boxes and pulled. The cardboard gave way and she gazed at the contents, rows of cologne bottles.

	With her mind reeling over what needed to be done, she found the phone under her coat and paged a stockboy. Mark, a former football player at Elder and the biggest of the clerks, came almost immediately. He slid the dolly under one side of the stack and tilted the four boxes. Marissa followed him out to the barren display cases which had been replaced since the crow bar attack and slowly started transferring the cologne to the counter.

	"Can I help?" Nicole came up behind her and made Marissa jump, fumbling the bottle.

	"Why don't you take care of the customer over at the Givenchy display?" Marissa put her head down, not wanting to watch the girl's sales tactics.

	She finished the display in record time, stacking pyramids of little boxes across the counter and putting the rest underneath in the display case. The lifesize cut-out of Steve Douglas went back out front, gashed head and all, with a small sign that announced the return of the cologne.

	Marissa broke down the boxes and carried them back to the store room. She wished she had dressed more appropriately, surveying the wrinkles in her sky blue, silk blouse and the dirt smears on her skirt. She propped the boxes against one wall and slid into her chair.

	Picking up the phone, she dialed security. Maybe this was going to be a good day even without any sleep. "Ellen, this is your favorite crime wave. The new shipment of Perchance came in this morning. I thought you might like to know so you can anticipate all the trouble it's going to cause."

	"You certainly have been wickedly pessimistic lately, you know." Ellen's voice chuckled in the receiver.

	"I have every reason to be. Murphy and the devil combined couldn't have thought up this much trouble."

	"Not to worry, girl. The police have a firm grip on the matter. Bandarra seems to think that the case will break soon."

	"My hero." Marissa twirled her pen and her eyes. She still wanted to look up the penalty for slugging a cop. "I have to go and persuade management to spend some money now. Talk to you later."

	Marissa hung up the phone and walked past the young men's department. She searched for Sam Munson, but didn't see him. She hoped he wasn't with the police again. He had been at the luncheon, but wouldn't Adam or the rest of the guests have seen him put anything in Steve's food? She hadn't found a chance to get that close to the actor. He had been surrounded by star-struck store managers. She rode the escalator to the second floor lost in thought and walked back to the main offices.

	Louise sat at her desk, typing. The smell of smoke was strong here, and Marissa wondered what her blouse had done to deserve all this abuse. "Is Zack in?"

	Louise shook her head without stopping her fingers. "He's with Mr. Grayson. That West person is in Mr. Martin's office if you want to wait."

	Marissa frowned, remembering the leers and pick-up lines. "Thanks, but no thanks. Will you just leave him a note that I got the new shipment of Perchance in? I want to talk to him about some publicity and advertising, as if we really need any more around here."

	Louise stopped typing and scribbled a few words on a pink piece of paper. "Will do."

	Marissa made her way downstairs again, humming as she passed two customers buying Steve's cologne, and walked to the back room. She set the cardboard boxes against her desk and carefully began to copy the box numbers onto the shipping documents. The police wouldn't be necessary if she kept a close eye on this cologne. 4892220, 4892230, 4892240. The key rec order number printed on each case went on to her list. An accurate record of all the cologne was in order.

	As she wrote the numbers on the paper, Marissa stopped and held her breath. The numbers on the piece of paper in Steve's pocket had to be a case number of Perchance. It wasn't a phone number at all and certainly not a daycare center. Marissa pulled her purse out of the drawer and started rummaging for the copy of the number.

	Not finding it, she dumped the contents of the bag onto the desk. She was positive that she had pushed the copies in here after she showed Anne. Marissa tried to think of the last time she had seen the paper. The harder she thought, the more elusive her memory became. Grabbing the phone book, she searched the childcare numbers until she found the one Anne had dialed from the apartment.

	4896262. That was the number that had been found in Steve's pocket and here were eight cases of the cologne that just happened to coincide with that number. Marissa shook off the idea of random chance and wondered why the actor had the stock number of his own cologne in his jacket. He could get the stuff for free if he wanted or at least discounted. Why would he want Kantor's stock and go to all the trouble of stealing it? He couldn't have known that his own death would make this stuff a collector's item. Nobody would go that far for PR. Either Steve had wanted that case for a particular reason, or someone wanted it after his death for publicity.

	Marissa smacked herself on the forehead and stood up. She strode past the cosmetics department, up the escalator and back to the offices.

	"Louise, Mr. West still in Zack's office?"

	The secretary nodded and picked up the telephone. Marissa opened the door to the store manager's office and went in. The publicist was stretched out on the brown leather sofa that filled one wall, his bare feet propped up on a pillow. Marissa walked over and kicked the edge of the couch.

	"Wake up, West. We need to talk."

	He opened his eyes one at a time, squinting. West pulled himself up to a sitting position. "What's this all about? Where's the fire?"

	"We need to talk. I've figured out a few things. Like who took the cases of Perchance from the stockroom." Marissa perched on the far end of the sofa and watched the man as he tried to wake up. The back of his hair stood up in little curls.

	"Will you slow down a minute so I can think?" He stood up and crossed the room to a small kitchenette, scratching himself as he walked. West turned on the tap and splashed water on his face. Grabbing a napkin from the counter, he wiped the water drops from his nose and came back to the couch. He sat closer to Marissa than he had been, and let his eyes follow the line of her legs.

	"Are you ready to think yet, or would a slap across the face help you any?" Marissa found herself tugging at her skirt hem and inwardly cursed. Why should she feel uncomfortable just because this man was practically drooling over her? It was his problem, not hers.

	"I'm fine. So what are these oh-so-important conclusions of yours that wouldn't wait for a poor publicist to get some sleep? I've been working my butt off to keep a wrap on his HIV status rumor. It's not easy."

	"We just received a new shipment of Perchance this morning, and I wanted to know if you'd like any of it to put with your stash."

	"Why would I want any of that stuff?" The man shifted his gaze from her legs to her face, watching her expressions and moves. Marissa noticed his gray eyes scanning her face. Was he wondering if she was a good poker player?

	"When I received this shipment, I noticed a similarity between the piece of paper in Steve's pocket and the stock numbers of the new cases. I started wondering why Steve would be interested in cases of Perchance. He was provided with as much as he wanted, although why anyone would want that stuff is beyond me. Why would he want Kantor's supply?"

	West laughed. "He wouldn't. It's that simple."

	"Maybe he wouldn't, but you might. You're his business manager, and you're supposed to help with publicity. What would be bigger press than the theft of Steve's cologne by some love-sick fan? Perhaps now it might show up and be auctioned off." Marissa stood up and sat down in the chair opposite the man.

	He held out his wrists and laughed. "You got me. It's the worst logic I think I've ever heard, but damned if your conclusions aren't on the money."

	Marissa's mouth fell open. "You mean that you're confessing?"  This was too easy. Why did the police complain about their jobs?

	"Confessing?" West dropped his arms across his lap. "Let's just call this a conversation, babe. No need to involve your boyfriend, the cop."

	"Not a problem." Marissa felt the color rise in her face. Why should a mention of Gavin affect her like this? She tried to put him out of her thoughts. "I'm only interested in the cologne."

	"Whatever you say, your sex life is none of my business, but we don't need to tell the police, okay?"

	Marissa nodded and leaned forward with a anxious glance to the door. A shadow passed across the partially open frame and continued. She didn't want an interruption yet, not when she was this close.

	"I took the cases of cologne. It hadn't been selling all that well during our publicity tour —we practically bombed in St. Louis. I was hoping that some good PR might boost sales. You don't have to tell me this stuff stinks, but Steve wanted a cologne. He was an egotistical SOB. So after lunch when Steve was busy ringing up a sale with one of your clerks, I had the limo pull around.  The driver helped me load the boxes into the trunk. Most everyone was still at lunch. The other salespeople were busy out front."

	Marissa wrinkled her brow as she looked at the man. Was he telling the truth? "So why did Steve have that case number in his pocket? You make it sound like he didn't know anything about the theft."

	"First, it wasn't a theft. You're implying that there was a crime. This was no crime. My contract says I'm entitled to four cases of that stuff every three months though what I'm supposed to do with that much cologne I'll never know. So I'm only taking six months of my contract. It's not stealing."

	"Is there any provision about where your supply comes from?"

	"Nope, but if you think Steve was involved in that, you didn't know him very well. It was just like him to be screwing some girl while I was attending to business. He thought everything should be handed to him on a silver platter. He would never stoop to help in his own publicity. He'd consider it beneath him, but not beneath me."

	"How could you have let him touch that girl when you knew he was HIV-positive? He could have infected her."

	"Look, babe. I didn't own him. He wasn't my pet. He was an adult, and I tried on more than one occasion to make him stop, but it didn't work. He was a perpetual teenager with the same set of hormones. Did you ever try to make someone do something that he didn't want to do? It ain't easy. I needed the job, so I gave up trying." He casually brushed lint off his pants.

	Marissa thought of her unhappy marriage and nodded. She'd tried to make Dan into a loving husband, but her best efforts had failed. Nagging, being more loving, cooking, romantic nights out had all come up to the same thing. Dan was Dan, and she had also given up trying.

	"It would have been easier to make the rain fall sideways or make snow warm. So I didn't make his value judgments. I just took care of the travel arrangements and the tour publicity. I had to do business with him, but I didn't have to be his friend, so I kept out of his personal life."

	"So where did Steve get that stock number from?"

	West shrugged. Marissa wondered if those were his shoulders or pads. "He probably thought it was someone's phone number and picked it up. Women were always leaving him presents like phone numbers and underwear. He wouldn't think twice about getting a phone number shoved at him."

	"So where are the cases now?"

	He grinned. "On their way back to Hollywood, where I intend to sell them at auction and bring in some money. After all, I just lost my biggest client, and I can't milk his sterling reputation forever. The very cases of cologne from the store where Steve died."

	Ray's words penetrated Marissa's thoughts and tripped a memory. She sat quietly for a minute until the thought came back to her. "You pretended to be Zack and called the maintenance team to clean up the conference room. You wanted to drag this whole thing out as much as possible so you can keep on making money off Steve's name."

	"Boyfriend or no boyfriend, You missed your calling. That's absolutely right, and this time you didn't go the wrong way around the block to get there." West shrugged. He jumped to his feet and started walking around the office, gesturing as he spoke. "I have absolutely no interest in solving this murder. I told Grayson that, and I'll tell you the same thing. Probably some jealous husband killed Steve or a spurned woman, but there's no mystery or excitement in the truth. But the unsolved crime, the perpetual riddle — lives on forever. It would be great to have a couple of true crime books written about Steve. I could have one ghosted about my final days with Steve, call it 'The Scent of Murder' or something like that. Maybe Oliver Stone could do a conspiracy movie on it. The whole store was in on the murder. You forget all the pilots whose bodies were found, but you remember Amelia Earhart. Most people can't name the current head of any union, but everyone's heard of Hoffa. The air of mystery makes them immortal." He pointed his finger at Marissa to make the point.

	"Justice, thy name is Raymond West." Marissa leaned back away from his hand. "The thought of hearing about Steve Douglas until the day I die is reason enough for me to help the police."

	"Very funny. If there were any justice, I wouldn't be sitting around this one-horse town waiting for the police to figure out that I didn't kill my meal ticket. Steve wasn't my friend or even someone I really liked. He was a business associate. I'm sure that you wouldn't really care if your sales clerks were murdered."

	Marissa gave a silent prayer that nothing else would happen in cosmetics. "If you didn't care about Steve, why did you leave an anonymous tip with the police about Sam Munson?"

	"Who says I did?"

	"Someone called from the same phone you did and left a message like you did. Someone told the police that Sam and Steve went to high school together." Marissa explained the story in a few sentences while watching him closely. He seemed to be uninterested, yawning as she spoke. Not even her legs kept him attentive at this point.

	West stood up and crossed to the door. "I'm going to leave now while you're still batting six-sixty. I didn't know where Steve went to school nor did I really care. I believe your story because it sounds like the kind of thing that Steve would do, but it's the first time I've heard it."

	As Ray grabbed the knob, the door swung open, and Zack barged into the room. "I'm in no mood to talk. If you want to continue this chat, go to the conference room. That's what it's there for," Zack said as he sat down at his desk and turned around in the oversized leather chair.

	Marissa found herself alone in the hall and wondering what to do with all this new-found information.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 16

	The next morning, Marissa found an extra eight cases of Perchance in the stockroom with a bright red bow perched between the top two cases. A large smiley face decorated the side of one of the cardboard boxes. Marissa allowed her own face to break into a grin as she took out a pen and added the case numbers to her documents. She slipped the papers in a folder and locked them in her filing cabinet.

	Marissa looked in the desk drawers again for the missing copies of the papers from Steve's pockets. Opening several folders, she found a finger-painting from Joshua's daycare and a note to herself about an appointment with a sales rep. No letter and no number.

	She frowned as she stood up. The case number, 4896262, was not among the cartons in the stockroom. That must have been the case that was used for promotions and the original display. A small piece of paper stuck out from between the boxes and Marissa pulled it out and opened it.

	The handwritten note read, "Thanks for not telling anyone about my stunt. HINT, HINT. Police don't understand the rules of publicity like we do." There was no signature. Marissa stuffed the note into her pocket and walked out to the cosmetic counters. A lone picketer walked along the aisle in front of Steve Douglas' photo, carrying a placard. His banner read, "Sex sells you to hell."

	Nicole stood at the counter, leaning heavily against the glass and watching the passing customers. "Hi, Miss Scott. What's up?"

	"Did you see when the shipment of Perchance came in? I wasn't expecting this second batch. And when did we get the protesters again? Have they said anything?" Marissa pushed the clerk's elbows from the case; Nicole wasn't likely to clean the glass after smudging it.

	Nicole shook her head. "It was here at ten. Those people got here shortly after that. It was almost like they knew we had the stuff. You don't really think that God talks to them, do you?"

	Marissa narrowed her eyes so that only a slit of green showed. "I wouldn't be at all surprised if they thought She did. We have several people in this store who like all the publicity they can get. Have they tried to stop customers from buying or threatened anyone?"

	"Hardly. The way this stuff is selling, we're going to need eight more cases. I've had to restock the display case twice since I've been in, and I'm just exhausted." Nicole brushed some imaginary sweat from her brow. How hot could someone get leaning against the counter?

	"You'll get over it. I have to meet with Zack for a bit if anyone needs me." Marissa walked off to the escalators before the girl could answer.

	Marissa took the moving steps two at a time and headed back to the offices. She could hardly wait to tell Zack that she had recovered the stolen cologne. The look on his face would be almost as good as the one on Bandarra's. Marissa smiled as she tried to picture the police detective, red and sputtering. Maybe there was some justice in the world. Barely slowing down in the office suite, she waved at Louise and walked down the hall.

	Marissa raised a hand to knock and stopped her knuckles inches from the door. She heard voices in the office, one female and crying. The door was open a crack, and Marissa leaned back against the wall to listen, wondering if eavesdropping was an innate talent or an acquired skill. She tried to look as if she was studying the Monet reprint on the wall opposite the office. Just like Zack to choose a copy instead of an original, although the framed print was much nicer than the stupid motivational posters found in the department heads' offices.

	"Crying isn't going to do you any good. It isn't going to do either of us any good. I could be dying right now. Do you realize that? Do you? My body could be wasting away as we speak." Marissa recognized Zack's voice, but it was louder than normal and high-pitched. She wondered if years of moving too fast had taken their toll. His voice sounded as if it might crack, and so did he.

	The other voice was muffled and still sobbing. Marissa heard the word, "Sorry". She tried moving around the opening in the door, but her view was limited to the wall and nothing else.

	Zack sighed loudly. "'Sorry' won't cut it if we get caught. I still can't believe this situation. It's a nightmare. Don't you have any brains at all?"

	A woman's voice shot back. "You never expressed an interest in my brains before." Marissa furrowed her brow as she tried to determine the speaker's voice which sounded vaguely familiar. She definitely approved of the way the speaker stood up to Zack. He had a tendency to mow down people who didn't agree with him.

	Marissa heard steps and the woman spoke again. "Zack, stop it. You're hurting me." The sound of glass breaking filled the air and Marissa hurried back to Louise's desk.

	"Louise, I don't know what the heck is going on in Zack's office, but it sounds like he's hurting the woman in there with him. I'm going to call Adam." Marissa picked up the phone and dialed security.

	Louise looked at her when she hung up the phone. "You'd better make yourself scarce for a little bit, honey. If Zack finds out that you've listened at his door and called security, he's likely to fire you or worse. Why don't you come back in a few minutes and act like you just got here? I'll handle things from here on out."

	"But I need to talk to Adam, too. The protesters are back, and I don't want to have to get new display cases again."

	Louise rolled her eyes. She made little waving motions to shoo Marissa back into the store. "You give new meaning to high maintenance. Come back in five minutes. Everything should be settled by then."

	Marissa left the offices and walked back the long aisle to the bridal department. She strolled through the rows of china, watching the entrance closely. Adam went in the office area, and Marissa went back to her browsing. She winced as she saw the pattern that she and Dan had picked out when they were happily engaged. She wanted more out of her life than just making a spouse happy these days. Once upon a time, she'd been content to stay at home and cook for Dan when he came home from work. Now she'd experienced work and deadlines and the thrill of her own paycheck. She didn't want to give up those things just to be married again.

	Marissa took a deep breath and walked back to the office, measuring her steps slowly. Louise still sat at the desk, typing. "He's alone now. You can go on back."

	"You don't seem very upset. Does this happen all the time and I've just missed it?" Marissa slid her fingers over Louise's keys.

	"Don't. I'd prefer not to say anything. I like working here, and I really need the money." She pushed at Marissa's hand with her own stubby yellow fingers. Marissa had never noticed the tobacco stains before. Another smoker, but one too short to have attacked her in the garage.

	Marissa sighed as went back to the office. She was getting as suspicious as the police. Zack Martin stood behind his desk, looking out the window.

	"Nice view of the grocery store." Marissa slipped into the office and closed the door behind her.

	"Is this necessary? I'm not feeling well."

	"I'd like to think so. First, I wanted to tell you that I need to expand the advertising budget for the Perchance promotion. We got another shipment in yesterday, and I want people to know that we have it. Westgate is at a disadvantage since all the other stores have had it in stock since the murder. I spoke with Shelly at Tri-County, and they've sold over thirty cases in the past week. So, I was thinking of some print ads, maybe a quarter sheet in The Enquirer for ten days. Would that be all right with you?" Marissa paused to take a breath in the speech she had prepared last night.

	 Zack didn't turn around. "Sure, that's fine. Just tell Louise, and she'll take care of all the details."

	She had never dreamed that Zack would be so uninterested. Usually, he was all questions, challenging assumptions, and fascinated with every details. "How much can we spend? I'm worried about the Christmas sales figures with all this — mess going on." Marissa stuck her tongue out at her boss, since he wasn't looking. The solution to one of the problems in cosmetics had filled her with childish glee. "We have the potential to be number one in the district, but that's only if we don't scare the customers away."

	"A full page ad for two days in the newspaper and then eight days of the quarter page. If that's all . . ."

	"Actually, it isn't. I found the missing cases of Perchance this morning."

	"What?" Zack turned around slowly. His face was colorless except for a red hand-shaped print across his left cheek. His eyes were dull, and she couldn't read any expression in them. Marissa shuddered as she watched him. "You found it? That means we called the police and alerted the media for nothing."

	"Maybe 'found' was the wrong word. The cases were returned with an unsigned note. Nicole was working this morning, but she didn't notice the cases being returned, which isn't surprising. “

	"Nicole is a great employee, but that's not the point. Why would someone go to all the trouble of stealing eight cases of cologne only to return them?"

	Marissa shrugged and averted her gaze from Zack's lifeless eyes. She noticed a small red stain on his collar, lipstick perhaps? She tried to keep her mind from running over the possibilities of Zack's guest and on the conversation. "Maybe they got scared. The police think that the thief and the killer are the same person. Maybe the thief returned the goods to stop the police from investigating further."

	Zack's head drooped. "Whatever. At least we have the stock back. You might want to notify the police, especially since you seem to be on very good terms with them."

	The hair on the back of her neck stood up, but she didn't speak for a minute. "The protesters are back again today. How should I handle it?"

	"Call security. I don't want a repeat of the other day. We have enough problems. Get them out of here no matter what it takes. You're right about scaring customers. You're going to have to excuse me now." Zack turned around to face the window again.

	Marissa stood up quietly and left the room, keeping the door ajar as she did.

	She stopped at the secretary's desk. "Louise, you better keep an eye on Zack. Something is definitely not right with him. He's scary." Marissa related the details of the promotional budget to the woman. 

	Louise stopped typing and looked up, her gray eyes watching Marissa. "I already know the details, but I'm not going to tell you anything. So don't even ask."

	"Well, I have to ask. I need to talk to security. Is Adam around?" Marissa watched the woman's eyebrows go up. "The protesters are back. I want to have someone watch them or run them out of the store or something. I have visions of one of those nuts attacking my display cases again."

	"Then you'd better get down there, and stop asking me questions. I can call security and see if they can't send someone down."

	Marissa gave the woman a forced smile and walked towards the escalator. She slowed her steps as she puzzled over this development. What was so important that everyone was covering for Zack? After being the center of attention for days, Marissa felt neglected. No one even seemed to care about the return of the cologne or the picketers in her department. She almost tripped as the escalator cascaded into stairs and her foot dropped to the lower step.

	Nicole was still watching the men with the placards when Marissa returned. "I'm glad to see you. Isn't that the same guy who almost killed us with the crowbar?"

	Marissa craned to look. "No. This guy is blond and skinny with ears like an airplane ready to taxi down a runway. Mr. Crowbar was dark and stocky with little tiny ears. Has anyone from security been here yet?"

	Nicole pulled apart a piece of register tape, leaving the little paper remnants on the counter. "No, but I wish they would."

	"It'll probably be Ellen. Adam dragged someone from Zack's office, and from what I can piece together, he must have taken her home although Louise was no help at all."

	"Did you see who it was?" Nicole's eyes were open so wide that Marissa noticed the red veins around the outside.

	"It was a woman, but I never got to see who."

	"Oh, I see." Nicole turned around quickly and started to wipe the confetti from the counter.

	"Nicole, who was it? I can tell that you know something. Spill the beans." As Marissa put a hand on the clerk's shoulder, she felt Nicole's body stiffen.

	"Please, don't make me tell. I'm already in trouble with Brenda. I don't want more trouble between us." The girl's lip trembled as she faced Marissa.

	Ellen Perrino appeared and started talking to one of the protesters. The three men shuffled away from the counter and towards the door. Ellen rubbed her palms together and walked towards the counter. "Another crisis averted. You seem to have more than your share, you know?"

	Marissa smiled. "What exactly did you say to them to make them leave like so fast? Maybe I could use it on unwanted suitors."

	"I told them that if they didn't leave, I was going to get one of the sales reps to start applying Perchance samples to them until they did, that simple. It's hard to have righteous indignation and smell like citrus. So how about some lunch?"

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 17

	"Okay, so spill it. What's going on around here?" Marissa looked at her friend across the table.

	Ellen gently set her fork down in the four-way chili piled high on a white china dish. "Marisser, never tell me to spill something when I'm eating chili. Especially when I'm wearing white silk." She caressed the fabric of her blouse. Ellen also wore a navy blue pleated skirt that made her look trimmer. Marissa wondered what the occasion was. "I can't believe I eat this stuff now. When I first got here from Boston, I hated this place. Now I'm here once or twice a week."

	The pair sat in the Skyline Chili restaurant in the mall. The small eatery was filled with shoppers who ate the combinations of chili, cheese, and spaghetti first made by a Greek immigrant who had come to Cincinnati in the 1940s. His recipe for chili was more closely guarded than the secrets of eternal youth.

	"I think it kind of grows on you. Some things in this town are easier to take than others. Besides, you should have ordered the coneys like I did. They're a little neater. You learn these things as a mother." Marissa took a bite of the chili-covered hot dog. "You're trying to change the subject. Exactly what did I walk in on in Zack's office this morning, and why is everyone covering for him?"

	Ellen cut a small pile of cheese and spaghetti and quickly moved it to her mouth. "I can't tell you everything that goes on around here, especially stories about the boss. Security is supposed to keep things discreet, not make things worse."

	Marissa wiped off her mouth and threw the napkin on the table, knocking an oyster cracker from the plastic bowl. "Why is everyone so afraid of Zack? Is it because of his temper? I'd never seen him react like he did today. I was trying to talk to him about the department, and it took everything he had to hold in whatever was bothering him."

	"It's not fear, it's pity. He's having a rough time right now." Ellen stuffed some more chili spaghetti in her mouth before Marissa could ask another question.

	"He gets mad, abuses some woman that's having an affair with him, and you feel sorry for him. I bet you had a pity party for Jack the Ripper, too. What's going on here?"

	Ellen's head pivoted quickly to both sides and then leaned over the table. "The woman you heard was Brenda. The girl from Bridal."

	Marissa's napkin fluttered to the floor unnoticed as her eyes widened. Was everyone having secret affairs around the store except for her? Kantor's was the original gossip factory. How could she have missed a rumor like that? "The one who screwed Steve Douglas in the conference room. She sure has been busy. So has Zack contracted HIV from her?"

	Ellen rolled her eyes. "Why don't you go ask him? 'Excuse me, Zack, but did you and the sleaze from bridal sleep together before or after she slept with someone else who just happened to be HIV-positive?' After he fires you, he might give you a honest answer."

	"Okay, so maybe you or Adam can't ask, but what about the police?" Marissa leaned forward and whispered. "This gives Zack a great motive for killing Steve."

	Ellen used her fork to cut more spaghetti. She seemed to spend more time than necessary studying her plate. "Motive? When did you get to be a junior detective? In case you've forgotten, a murderer also needs means and opportunity."

	"I don't have to be Nancy Drew to figure out that Steve was not a well-liked individual. Now we have to consider Zack as a serious suspect. He has a motive for killing Steve, and he smokes."

	"He only has a motive if he knew before Steve was killed that Brenda had messed around with him and that Steve was HIV-positive. Zack would have to be a real moron to admit that. In fact, judging from his reaction today, I don't think he knew about the incident at all."

	Marissa pointed an oyster cracker at her friend. "He could be acting. He has plenty of experience at hypochondria. I mean this is murder. We're talking death sentence or life imprisonment if he gets caught."

	Ellen smiled. "If he got HIV from Brenda, he won’t know for weeks. There is no immediate test for it, though a doctor can prescribe some antivirals in the meantime. Besides, when did you get to be so suspicious? I seem to remember you complaining about the police's attitude. 'Is everyone guilty until proven innocent around here?'"

	"I've had plenty of experience with lying men. You'd be surprised at how easily they can fake it. Trust me." Marissa popped the cracker into her mouth.

	"Even if Zack was lying, why? Brenda didn't get intimate with Steve until after lunch, just before the photo shoot. So how could Zack have known to poison him at lunch?"

	Marissa shrugged her shoulders. "I don't know. Maybe he had a hunch. Brenda doesn't look like the faithful type." She arched her back and stuck out her chest to mimic the clerk.

	"Be serious. The police have been looking into people who knew Steve when he lived in Cincinnati. Those people are about the only suspects who could have prepared the nicotine and given it to Steve during his visit to Kantor's. This wasn't a spur of the moment crime. Whoever killed Steve Douglas planned this out carefully and that included the time to come up with nicotine as the method for murder and a way to stump the police as to how it was done."

	Marissa took a sip from her water glass and looked carefully at it. "Did the police ever figure out how Steve got the poison?"

	"They never got the chance to analyze his food and drink. Someone had the room cleared before the police had time to investigate."

	"Oh." Marissa stared harder at her water glass, pretending to watch the ice melt. Sometimes she just had to go that extra step and get herself in trouble. When would she learn to keep her mouth shut? "Do the police still think that the murderer called maintenance to clean the room?"

	Ellen's head snapped up. "Why the sudden interest? What exactly do you know about this?"

	Marissa sighed and set down her glass, not meeting Ellen's glance. She played with a piece of shredded cheese on the table while she weighed her options here. She wouldn't learn the benefit of silence today. "Ray West, Steve's manager, called maintenance to clean the room. He also took the cases of Perchance from the stockroom. I figured it out when I logged the new shipment of cologne — I decided to record the numbers from the boxes. The case numbers matched the number in Steve's jacket pocket. Anne thought it was a phone number, and so did I, but it turned out to be a case of Perchance. So when I saw that Steve knew the order numbers of the cases of cologne, I knew that he or his manager had to be the one who took it."

	Ellen reached across the table and slapped Marissa on the arm. Marissa looked down to inspect the red spot. "That's part congratulations and part annoyance. When were you going to tell me?"

	"I told Zack this morning, but he didn't care. I only figured it out last night. After that, I wasn't sure who to tell."

	"How about the police? They've only been asking questions for a week now. This is a high profile murder case, the kind of case careers are made of. It's not some back-alley stabbing that can be pushed aside in a few weeks. This case will have to be solved, or heads are going to roll down at the station. Kantor's might decide to get new security at the store."

	Marissa shrugged. "They wouldn't do that. You weren't even here when Steve was killed. I don't want to help Bandarra. I want to see him squirm. If he doesn't know who killed Steve, I'm happy."

	"You seem pretty certain that West didn't do it. How can you be so sure?"

	Marissa thought she saw something cross her friend's face, but she couldn't be sure. The expression had evaporated faster than cheap hairspray on a rainy day. "He was so — open about his part in the whole thing. He's trying to drag out the investigation so he can make more money. I don't think he's going to kill off his star client. West likes money too much for that."

	Ellen led Marissa to a panel of doors and headed outside. She opened her purse and pulled out a cigarette. She lit it and inhaled deeply. "You'd be surprised at what people do. When I worked in Boston, the store manager used to go out after work and dress in casual clothes. It turns out that he was taking the clothes from the store and wearing them out. The bag he brought in every morning was empty. The store was out thousands of dollars, but nothing could be proved because it was done a small amount at a time."

	Marissa wrinkled up her nose. "What are you trying to say? You think Ray killed him, because he was stealing from Steve and Steve found out about it and was going to fire him?"

	"I don't know. I'm just trying to tell you not to rely on intuition or feelings. You need to concentrate on the facts to solve a crime." Ellen knocked the ashes from her cigarette into the tinfoil ashtray.

	"The facts are that someone fed some nicotine to Steve, and he died. How are you going to solve a crime from that?" Marissa popped more crackers in her mouth. Was it her imagination, or was Ellen making fun of her?

	"There's a lot more to this case than that one particular fact. There's the note to Steve, the fact that everyone ate the same food and drank the same drink." Ellen set her cigarette down to tick off her fingers. The smoke rose in tendrils that tickled Marissa's nose. "Don't forget the missing cases of Perchance, Steve's rendezvous with Brenda in the conference room when Adam was supposed to be watching him, and the attack on you."

	"All right. I've heard enough." Marissa's words came out so loud that an elderly couple at the next table turned to look at her. "You're giving me a headache."

	Ellen picked up her cigarette again. "You're still shaken up about the attack, aren't you? I would think it would've scared you off detective work for good. You must be getting close to scare the murderer into making a move. You need to be more careful."

	Marissa folded her arms across her chest. "It hasn't. I'm more determined to find this person so I can feel safe again. So who do you think did it?"

	"I don't know." Ellen smiled. "There are some people around the store who think you're guilty."

	"Me? How could they say that? I didn't even know the jerk. Do they think that I attacked myself as well?" Marissa's face grew redder as she spoke.

	"Marisser, I hate to say this, but you have been a little manic lately. Zack was pretty pissed about you transferring here after the wedding dress incident, and rumor has it that you paid someone in bridal to show Dan and his new fiancée’s registry as all bought out."

	"You'd be mad if your ex-husband brought the woman he left you for into your place of business and proceeded to plan their wedding. My boss did the registry trick. She did it to her ex- when he came in the store to register." Marissa brushed the hair from her watery green eyes.

	Ellen stubbed out her cigarette and reached in her purse to offer Marissa a tissue. "I realize that, but I think that you could have handled the situation a little — a little more maturely. Adam was sure that you had killed Steve Douglas, because he looked at you wrong or something. Adam's intimidated by you."

	"This whole wedding thing has just brought up all the emotions I went through with the divorce. I thought it was behind me, but I was wrong. I can't imagine what it'll be like by February when they actually get married. When you add the stress of starting a new job and trying to manage the Christmas rush, it's trying. Not to even mention raising a son on my own and trying to get by on the measly salary I get here." She dabbed at her eyes and set the tissue down. Even Ellen's tissues smelled like smoke.

	"Is that why you've been so hard on Gavin? He really likes you."

	Marissa groaned. " I barely know him. I've only had a few conversations with him, and the whole store thinks we're an item. To be honest, I'm scared about getting involved again. I want to go very slowly if there is a next time."

	"The whole store, as you put it, only wants what's best for you. They see that you're upset and want to see you happy again."

	"Gavin Tish will never be the answer to all my problems."

	"You could give him a chance. We —" Ellen stopped suddenly and looked down in her purse.

	"What is it?" Marissa craned over the table to look in Ellen's lap. The purse was open and the contents looked normal; a wallet, some tissues, and keys.

	Ellen gulped air and looked up. "Nothing."

	"Ellen, you were going to say something, and then you stopped. Was it about the murder?"

	"No. Change the subject. Why can't we discuss things like normal women?"

	 "Like what? We're not dating anyone, so we can't complain about men. I think that Zack killed Steve Douglas." Marissa tried to focus, still wanting to know what Ellen was hiding. Could it be related to the murder?

	"Well, don't go saying that too loud. Someone might hear you." Ellen pulled another cigarette from her purse and lit up. "Marissa, are you going to beat this to death? Just because he smokes and has a motive doesn't mean that he killed anyone. I can think of ten other people who could have killed Steve. How about Nicole, her brother, Mr. Grayson, Sam Munson, me?"

	Marissa turned around, watching her friend's face. What was Ellen hiding? What had come over her? "Don't be silly. It couldn't have been you. A man attacked me. I would have recognized you. And what's this about Nicole's brother?"

	"He was bothering Steve the day of the murder. He had some screenplay he wanted read. Steve told him to get lost, but Nick kept coming around. Then he left his office when Bandarra showed up to ask questions. It just looked suspicious."

	"Does he smoke?" Marissa leaned closer to listen to her friend's story.

	"Your attack was only linked to the murder by the smell of smoke and cheap cologne on the man. Millions of people smoke, and they aren't killers."

	Marissa pulled the cigarette from Ellen hand and held it at arm's length, smiling. "Well, there is second-hand smoke."

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter 18

	Marissa walked back to her department in silence, taking in all that Ellen had told her. She still wasn’t satisfied. Something in the tilt of Ellen’s head or the way that her eyes dropped to the table every time Marissa looked her way suggested that Ellen was holding out on her. Ellen knew something or suspected something more. Marissa had no idea what Ellen knew or if it was relevant to the case, but she did know more. 

	The cosmetics area was nearly empty by the time she came back, expected at 2pm when lunch shoppers had hurried back to work, and the after school crowd was another hours from descending on the mall. Time to do some paperwork and see what else needed to be done. She needed the job, even more so now that Steve had died here. Marissa didn’t want cosmetics to be known as the department where stars come to die. 

	Nicole breezed past her, walking quickly to another counter in the department. The girl carried a few file folders and a small box of perfume. She seemed to be making her way to unseen customers, but Marissa decided to merely observe. What could the girl be doing that was so urgent? 

	Nicole looked around again, and not seeing Marissa, who had stepped back a few steps behind the display of make-up kits gaily wrapped with big red bows, she slid the folders under the stock inside the cabinet. She dusted off her slacks and headed back to another counter. Marissa knew the counter without a second glance. It was one of the slower moving scents, away from the main entrance, the impulse buys and last minute shoppers. It might be a month or more until the boxes would be empty and the folders discovered. Marissa wondered if the papers were related to the stock that Raymond West had taken and later returned. 

	Walking casually to the counter, Marissa stooped down and pulled out the folders. Just as quickly as Nicole had, she marched off in the opposite direction, but heading off to her office where she could study the papers in piece. 

	She took a deep breath as she sat down in her metal desk, adjusting her seat for comfort. The stack of papers was thick and smelled slightly of some sort of alcohol. Marissa crinkled up her nose and turned the page. It was a title page with “The Uninvited Guest by Nicholas Wilson” typed across it. A screenplay. This must be the work that Nicole’s brother, Nick, had been trying to get Steve Douglas to read. 

	She turned another page and read the transitional instructions. Marissa stopped reading and closed the folder. No wonder Nicole had wanted to hide this. The screenplay started in a department store and its opening scenes played remarkably like the day that Steve had been in the store. 

	Marissa knew that she’d need to read the entire screenplay before turning it over to the police. She checked her watch. It was 2:15 now. The after-school rush would start soon, and then she’d be swamped until 8pm between work and Josh. She didn’t want a repeat of the episode with Steve’s jacket. 

	Marissa calmly walked through the cosmetics area, took the escalators to the next floor, and went to the copier in the administrative office. One of the joys of a new building was that the copier wasn’t 10 years old and in need of constant repair. She fed the stack of papers into the copier and had returned to her office in less than five minutes. The copy went into her purse, and the originals went back into the folder. Marissa walked out to the counter and stooped over to return the folders when she heard a voice behind her. “Oh, Mrs. Scott. Please don’t do that. You don’t know what trouble it will start if you show that to the police.”

	She didn’t need to stand up to recognize the voice, but she stood up slowly, folder still in hand. Nicole’s eyes are doe-like and wide, looking nearly as large as ornaments. “If you don’t want people to look at it, then put it somewhere safe –and personal. I don’t want any more investigations or inquires or police here.  Enough is enough.”

	“It belongs to my brother, and he didn’t want to keep it at his place. The police have been very suspicious. He’s afraid they’re going to get a search warrant and look for evidence.”

	“Is there any?” Marissa was interested now. Nicole had never managed to put together two coherent, much less interesting, statements since the mall opened, and now she had information on an open murder case. 

	“No! I mean, I don’t think so.” Nicole took a deep breath. “Nick is the nicest guy in the whole wide world. He wouldn’t hurt anyone.” 

	Marissa rolled her eyes, in her best imitation of a high school student. “Please. Are you going to tell me that nothing would set him off?”

	Nicole swallowed loud enough for others to hear her. “Well, I don’t think so. He’s normally very quiet and very polite, but if someone makes fun of him, he gets mad, I mean like real mad.”

	Marissa saw the face of the actor again, leering and sneering as he had done before his untimely death. She could easily imagine Steve’s response to an amateur screenplay. He’d angered her, and she was used to dealing with customers all day. A sensitive person with a temper would be like throwing a match on the Riverfest fireworks. “Didn’t you ask him what happened?”

	“Of course I did, but we were interrupted. He stopped by here and dropped off the screenplay. He didn’t want the police to find it, and he said he’d be gone for a few days. I didn’t ask him, because I wasn’t sure I wanted to know the answer. Sometimes ignorance can make you happier.”

	Marissa sighed. She had a new admiration for the police when suspects behaved worse than mall customers. Bright lights and rubber hoses could help around here at Christmas. “So what did your brother tell you exactly? Try to quote him.” 

	Nicole rolled her eyes up into her head. Marissa assumed that this was her way of concentrating and didn’t speak. “He came by Kantor’s. He had a backpack on and was carrying this.” She held up the folder.

	“Okay, so what did he have to say about the folder?” 

	“He said that it could get him in big trouble, and he couldn’t be seen with it after what happened the day Steve Douglas was killed.”

	“He said ‘killed’?” Marissa thought of the copy in her purse and praised new copy machines again. It had to be a time bomb. 

	Nicole drummed a finger on the folder. “No, he said ‘died.’”

	Marissa nodded. “Go on. What did he say next?”

	“He said that he’d caught Steve coming out of the banquet room. I’d texted Nick and told him where Steve was.”

	Marissa tried to check the time by letting her arms drop to her sides and craning her neck to one side. The after school crowd would be here shortly. “What happened after that? What did Steve say about the screenplay?”

	Nicole shook her head. “He didn’t. Nick didn’t even get far enough into the introduction before Steve laughed at him. He said that he didn’t review unagented manuscripts, and he didn’t have time to read what would be a box office stinker. He actually used the word ‘stinker.’ I was surprised about that, because it doesn’t sound like something Hollywood.” 

	“So what did Nick do?”

	Nicole sighed and shrugged. “That’s where we were interrupted. I don’t know what happened. Steve came downstairs, and Nick left. I don’t know if he could have poisoned him or not.”

	Marissa bit her lip and pondered the discussion. Unless Nick had come prepared with a nicotine solution, he couldn’t have possibly made up the solution and come back to poison Steve in the time before Steve died. It didn’t fit. This crime was too premeditated to fit. If Steve had taken Nick’s screenplay, then there would be no reason to poison him. 

	“You still need to tell the police. If they find out and then learn that –“

	Marissa heard a voice behind her. “Tell the police what? Are you hiding something again?” She knew that voice and her Christmas cheer evaporated. 

	“Sergeant Bandarra, we were just getting ready to call you.” She looked at Nicole, whose eyes had widened again. 

	“I bet. What is it this time?”

	“You’d been asking some questions about Nick Wilson. He’d asked his sister, Nicole, to watch after a screenplay that he’d offered to Steve Douglas. I thought perhaps you’d want to see it.” Marissa gently pried the folder out of Nicole’s hands and handed it over to the officer. Gavin didn’t seem to be anywhere around, and Marissa felt relief at the thought. She furrowed her brow, thinking that perhaps this was the best indicator of how she felt. No pressure and no men. 

	Bandarra flipped through the pages, turning too fast to read what was written. He pulled a cell phone from his pocket and barked out a few commands. From what Marissa overheard, he wanted Nick picked up and brought in for questioning. He’d become more than a person of interest. He’d become the last person to see Steve Douglas alive, although only one of many with a motive. 

	Before she could say a word, Nicole had burst into tears and run from the department. Marissa knew that the girl wore flats, and she stood no chance against the girl’s youth or footwear. She’d just have to try to think like Nicole and decide where she would hide in a time of turmoil. 

	 

	Chapter 19

	 Marissa had just put the phone down for the second time, trying to page Nicole to her office. Either the girl was not responding or had left the building. For the girl’s sake, Marissa hoped she hadn’t left the building. Kantor’s would be all about docking her pay if she’d gone, and Nicole would every penny to mount a defense for her brother.

	She turned and gave a small start. Gavin stood in the doorway, watching her. She hadn’t heard him enter the area and hadn’t even noticed his cologne in the small space. She couldn’t get too focused on the murder case to let her guard down. Other things were at stake here too. 

	She drew a deep breath, tried to center herself and asked, “Can I help you?”

	Gavin took a few steps into the room and then stopped. His tentative move only served to block Marissa from moving around him. She wasn’t sure if this was his intent or if he’d lost his nerve to move towards her. 

	“I wanted to talk – if you have a minute.”

	“Barely. Your sergeant took Nick Wilson into custody, and Nicole is missing now. I want to find her and help her do what’s right here.”

	“And what would that be?”

	“Get a lawyer, talk to the news, help her brother.” Marissa shrugged. Now that she heard the words, the futility of the efforts started to sink in. What could one woman do against the Hamilton County police?

	“What if he’s guilty?” Gavin asked, trying not to meet her gaze. He was being very evasive. Marissa tried to determine the reasons why; there were always more than one reason. However, she realized that she didn’t know him all that well. 

	“Then the legal system will sort that out. I just need to calm her down and get her back to work. If not, then I need to call in another person and explain to management why I had to pay overtime to someone.”

	“So it’s nothing personal?” He looked up and his eyes sparkled a little, like the twinkling lights in the displays in her area. 

	“Not really, other than it’s one more thing that I don’t really need right now. So what did you want? Are you just checking to see about the work you’re causing around here?”

	Gavin flushed a little, bringing his complexion in line with the holiday. “Actually, I wanted to know if you’d go out to dinner sometime. I can’t really date a witness, but the case appears to be about over. After that, well, I thought that we could grab a bite to eat sometime.”

	Marissa gave him a hard look. “Are you sure that you want to try this at this time of year? What if we get along? You’ll have to buy me a present, and you won’t know how much to spend or what to buy. You can’t buy jewelry or clothes, but you have to buy something. Then there are the holiday meals, invite her or not invite her. It’s all a bit much.”

	He hung his head for a second, and Marissa saw those cute little ears again. They looked sad, if that was somehow possible. She thought back to her last date; what had that been, six month ago? She ranked it as a disaster, because she’d expected too much. She’d wanted the closeness that comes from getting to know someone, but he’d only seen her as a sure thing. At least Gavin wouldn’t see her that way, she hoped. He’d seen her brain in action. 

	“So if I said yes, you realize that there’s still a big problem.”

	Gavin looked up. “Christmas still or something else?”

	“The murder case. Nick didn’t do it.”

	Gavin trained his eyes on her and openly stared. No demure looks now. “You can’t know that.”

	“I do know it. This was a premeditated crime. Someone had to know that Steve was coming here, soak the cigarettes, prepare the liquid and administer it somehow without being noticed. Nick Wilson isn’t that man. He came to the store to get an endorsement. Unless he knew that his screenplay stunk bad and from what Nicole said, he didn’t, then it makes no sense for him to come prepared to kill Steve Douglas.”

	Gavin pulled out his notebook and scribbled down a few things. “It’s all about the screenplay then?”

	“What else would it have been?”

	Gavin sighed and pushed the notebook back into his pocket. “Maybe threatening Douglas for seducing Nicole. Douglas had a few letters back in LA from families of women he’d slept with on this tour. Someone’s going to have to follow up and tell these girls to get tested, but that won’t be my job, and I’m damned glad about that.”

	“Does Brenda have any brothers? Have you asked about that?”

	“Same argument as you just gave me. How could they prep the nicotine and have it ready in less than two hours? It’s not possible.”

	“So we’re back to the people who had an old grudge against him. Trust me, fifteen minutes with him, and I hated him. Weeks or months and I can see anyone having a motive for murder. He wasn’t easy to deal with.” Marissa held up a finger. She dialed the operator again and tried to page Nicole. She hung up, resignedly knowing that her efforts were futile. Nicole was not going to make this easy for her. 

	“Care to stroll the store with me to find my wayward employee?” Marissa gave him a tentative smile, not wanting to encourage him too much. She’d given him a “maybe” today; she didn’t want to overdo matters. 

	“We need to talk to her. I want more information on the screenplay and what her brother said.”

	“That’s rather cold.” Marissa looked at him with a new appreciation that he wasn’t all emotions and smiles. 

	“There’s no confidentiality among relatives other than a spouse. She has to tell us what she knows.”

	“Good luck with that. Nicole is like dumping the trash out on the table. You have to pick through what she says to come out with anything of value. It’s a chore to practice listening to her chatter.” 

	Gavin smiled. “You’d be amazed at what we get that’s supposed to pass for answers. She can’t be much worse than that.”

	Marissa walked in silence with him as they searched the various departments of the store, going from the first floor methodically to the second floor merchandise areas to the administrative offices. When she was able to push the thought that they were hunting down a murder suspect’s sister and the likely cause of her overtime budget overrun, she enjoyed the mindless prattle that passed for conversation. 

	When Marissa pushed open the door to the banquet room, she knew that their time was over for today. Nicole sat on the floor in the corner, legs pulled up tight against her body and crying. She looked up as the pair entered, mascara running, foundation ruined. “I want to be alone.”

	“Sorry, Nicole, but the police have some questions for you. I’m going to clock you out at,” Marissa checked her watch, “4 pm. Rhonda will be in soon, and she can cover for you this evening.”

	Gavin walked over and helped the woman to her feet. She didn’t speak a word to him, and Marissa was surprised. She could barely get a word in with Nicole, but she’d shut up tighter than a shrink wrap. 

	“We need to notify Adam that Nicole is leaving with you. He’s supposed to be informed of any police efforts in the building.” Marissa proffered a tissue to Nicole who just stared at it. “For your face?”

	Nicole nodded and started smearing the stains across her face. She was about to draw a mustache on herself when Marissa intervened. She pulled a jar of cold cream from her pocket and put a touch on her fingers before applying it to Nicole’s face. She rubbed it around and wiped it off with the tissue Nicole had in her hand. At least, she’d be presentable when the time came to go to the police station. 

	“Adam’s not here,” she said quietly. “He’s gone already.”

	“Ellen?” Marissa thought that dealing with her friend might be preferable to Adam’s moods these days.

	Nicole nodded. 

	Marissa tried to dislodge a bit of cold cream from under her fingernail without much luck. The chunk fell from her hand onto her shoe. Marissa stared at it, lost in thought for a moment. Gavin touched her arm and she jumped. 

	“Are you okay?” he asked looking more pensive than he had a right to at this point. 

	“I figured part of it out.” Marissa furrowed her brow, still trying to put the pieces together. She had the outline, but not the killer yet. “The poison. It came from a bottle of Perchance. They encouraged Steve to put some on for the photo shoot just before the announcement on the dais.”

	“How do you know this?”

	“I smelled it on him when he came downstairs. He hadn’t put any on at lunch. The marketing people thought it would put him in the proper frame of mind to wear it during the shoot. It had to be that. He sprayed out some on his skin. No one else has to touch it or be at risk. People rarely touch other people’s cosmetics. It isn’t done.”

	“How many people had access to the cologne? What’s opportunity look like?”

	“All of cosmetics. Anyone from the store. Raymond West. Pretty much everyone you already suspect, but Nick couldn’t have done it. No way.”

	Nicole piped up. “I could have.”

	Marissa shook her head. Out of the frying pan and into interrogation. Was Nicole savvy enough to know that she was setting herself up as a suspect, or was she just offering her usual helpful information?

	“Now we really need to find Ellen, and let her know what’s going on. This is the second person we’re taking down to the station today who might have killed Douglas. We need a break soon before we look like idiots.” 

	Marissa was surprised that Gavin didn’t cuff Nicole, but he merely took her elbow and guided them back the way that they had come. Marissa didn’t see Ellen anywhere, and by the time they arrived back at Marissa’s office, she’d grown concerned, thinking of her own close experience with the killer. Had Ellen known something she should have told? It would certainly explain her evasiveness over the past week, her unwillingness to show her hand to her friend.

	Gavin seemed to hone in on her own fears for he parked Nicole in a brown metal folding chair and motioned to Marissa. “Have the operator page Ellen and then we’re going to look around.”

	 

	Chapter 20

	The pair headed upstairs again, but the security office was empty. No signs of Adam. Ellen’s desk was rummaged through. Papers littered the floors around the filing cabinets, like leaves fallen from a tree. Marissa had no way of knowing what was had been taken from her desk. What had spawned this attack on the room? Her fears grew as Gavin’s face grimaced. If he thought it was bad, then it was probably something she didn’t want to think about. 

	They started to leave, and Marissa turned back into the room. Ellen had taught her one trick about personal safety when they worked downtown. She went to the side of the desk closest to the wall and slid her hand back in the space. She nearly wept when the cool leather touched her fingertips. Ellen’s purse was still here, tucked into the small space where rip-off artists wouldn’t find it. Ellen wouldn’t have left the store without it. 

	Marissa paused for a second, thinking how she’d resent someone taking her purse, but in that instant, she damned the consequences. She felt those hands around her throat again and knew what she had to do. 

	Gavin pulled out his cellphone and hit one button. Marissa guessed that it had to be the police, and most likely Bandarra. Even though she despised him, Bandarra would not be afraid to do what was needed to find Ellen and stop the – Marissa halted. She refused to even think of Ellen as dead. She was too smart for that and too needed. 

	She hadn’t been paying attention to Gavin’s conversation with Bandarra. It had seemed rude to eavesdrop again, even if her friend was in jeopardy, but something in the policeman’s manner made her perk up her ears. Gavin’s voice was soft and soothing, not at all what she would have expected from an impending manhunt.

	“We’ll be expecting you.” Gavin hung up the phone and turned away for a second. Marissa wondered what was going on. He certainly couldn’t behave this way with all of cases he worked. He’d be a mess. He turned to look at her. “Where first?”

	Marissa headed for the phone, but Gavin stopped her before she picked up the handset. “Use the phone at the register. Prints.” She nodded and went out to make an all call for Ellen. If management wondered why she needed to speak to so many people today, they hadn’t asked about it yet. She waited by the phone, watching the second tick off on her Chanel watch, a gift from one of the perfume shows she’d attended. No calls and a few minutes passed. 

	She started back to the Security office, but met Gavin halfway there. He had changed somehow. His jaw was clenched, and his eyes focused on the horizon. The hangdog look she’d gotten used to was gone. Funny how little she actually knew about him, despite his best efforts to try to introduce himself to her. 

	“Where to? Where would Ellen likely be?” Gavin scanned every part of the store from where he stood, but Marissa knew that Ellen’s short stature would make her hard to spot amongst the racks. 

	“If she’s not here, she’d be on the floor. But she’s not on the floor, or she would have answered the page. She always answers my page, even if it’s just for lunch. So that means she’s gone, been taken or –“ Marissa stopped and rubbed a hand across her throat. “Out there.”

	“Are you up for it?” Gavin had already taken four steps in the direction of the parking garage before he’d turned to ask. 

	Marissa nodded. She felt an emotion surge inside of her that she recognized immediately. She was pissed. She was tired of being the victim here and knew what she had to do. She took off running, despite the heels, and had nearly made it to the doors before Gavin in his surprise caught up to her. 

	“We need a plan. We just can’t run around outside looking for her. There are hundreds of cars out there.” 

	“This is the most likely level for her to be on. No way someone is going to lure her or drag her down the escalators or into the elevator. It wouldn’t happen. If she came out this way, it was through these doors and this walkway.”

	Gavin nodded and opened the door for her. Chivalrous even in crime solving. She braced herself for the cold November wind that blew through her dress and left her shivering. She threw Ellen’s purse down by a car at the top of the closest row and walked part of the way down the slope.

	Marissa started walking slowly down the row, bending over while trying to hold her skirt in place. It was awkward, but she found a rhythm and moved as fast as she could down one side and then back up the other. “You’ll need to look under the cars or around them. Ellen’s not tall enough to be seen with all the SUVs and trucks here.”

	Gavin got down on his knees and began moving up the adjacent row. Marissa couldn’t see his head anymore and felt a small twinge of fear shoot up her, but she knew that she wouldn’t stop. Too much was at stake. 

	She stopped momentarily when a car came up the slope. She looked up long enough to see that that it was Bandarra. She pointed in the direction of Gavin’s row, but didn’t stop. The car moved away, and she continued up the side. She’d just turned the corner to the row leading up to the next level when she saw what looked like a foot under the muffler of a beater. 

	“Over here,” she shouted, surprised at the strength of her own voice as tears started down her face. Damn it, she wanted to be strong, but she couldn’t help it. Ellen was her friend, and the foot hadn’t moved since she’d been staring at it. She fought the impulse to run up and check Ellen’s pulse, but she knew the police would want to preserve the scene, and she wanted nothing more than to catch whoever had done this. 

	Gavin came up first, and he slid behind the car and bent down. Within seconds, Marissa heard his voice. “She’s alive. Someone hit her on the back of the head and left her here. She’s cold, but we can warm her back up.” Gavin stood and took off his coat and then his shirt. Marissa allowed herself an instance to check out his muscular and smooth upper body before resuming her concern for her friend. Bandarra did the same but she had no desire to look at him. 

	With the clothing covering Ellen, Gavin stood again and reached into his pocket for a cellphone. He dialed and demanded an ambulance immediately, identifying himself as police and informing the person on the other end that she was a relative of an officer. 

	Marissa furrowed her brow. She knew that Ellen had police in the family; she was proud of that, but would Boston officers carry any weight with the local EMTs?

	She bit her lip, trying to make sense of that when she heard a sound. She turned to look at Bandarra, who was crying worse than she was. Men still had it easier, because the lasting effects of tears were not visible to anyone walking by, but big tears rolled down his scrunched-up face. What was happening here?

	Gavin came back out from behind the car and looked towards Marissa. “Get him a tissue, will you?” 

	“But what?” Marissa started back to find Ellen’s purse. 

	“You’d be crying too, if your fiancé was found assaulted out in the cold. Now move.”

	Marissa heard the words and moved. Fiancé, had he just said fiancé? Ellen had been hiding something, but Marissa would not have guessed an engagement to Bandarra. Her friend was engaged to the police officer that she’d so publicly trashed. No wonder Ellen hesitated. If – no, when – this was over, she’d throw Ellen a bridal shower. She tried to occupy her mind with the details of the shower as she fumbled through the purse, looking for tissues. Ellen’s bag made hers look tidy. She pulled a handful of papers out of the bag and held them pressed between her palm and the purse, looking for something to pass as a tissue. 

	She found one lonely piece of Kleenex at the bottom of the bag, bearing lipstick stains in a shade Marissa had never seen Ellen use. She shook the puzzlement out of her eyes. There was so much about Ellen she apparently didn’t know. 

	She started to push the stack of papers back into the purse, when she stopped. Marissa recognized them as the grape-juiced stain notes she’d found in Steve’s jacket the day of the murder. She wondered why Ellen still had them. She opened them, glanced them over and pushed them one at a time back inside. The last page was a note from Adam, giving Ellen instructions on what to do this week while he was away. Marissa stared, not because the words were important, but the script was. Adam had written that note to Steve.

	 

	Chapter 21

	Marissa stood there and gawked at the note for a few seconds, her brain spinning around trying to make sense of it. Adam had killed Steve, nearly killed her and had dumped Ellen outside to freeze. The cold was not making it easy to think, and she moved into the wan sunlight. From her vantage point, she could see Gavin standing there in the cold, and she was certain that Bandarra had long since wiped his nose on something, since his sleeves were covering Ellen’s cold body. 

	Adam was the killer. He certainly had a working knowledge of how to poison someone. Barring Ellen, he was the most likely person to know how to extract nicotine and apply it to a victim. His family had a background in law enforcement, and he’d spent years in security. Some of that knowledge had to wear off. 

	Marissa tried to figure out the motive. She wanted to keep her mind occupied, trying not to hover over the still unmoving figure of her friend. The first responders had arrived and were performing some unseen routines on Ellen. Gavin appeared worried, but Marissa couldn’t go near. At this distance, she could maintain her hope that everything would work out. If someone told her differently at this point, she knew that she would crumble and likely Adam would get away with this. 

	She went back again to motive. Raymond West had been certain that the motive was sexual in nature; either Steve had knocked up or infected some girl and been forced to pay the price by them or an unhappy family member. Adam had been grief stricken lately by the death of his sister, who had lived somewhere out west. Marissa knew that she would have to get confirmation from Gavin and the police, but it seemed like a working theory for the moment. 

	The solution satisfied her, but at the same time, she saw the tissue paper thinness of the entire case. She’d deduced the entire thing from a sheet of paper and a half a note that she’d accidentally destroyed. It wouldn’t stand up in court; she wasn’t even sure that she could get Gavin to listen to her deductions. 

	Thanking the Heavens for purses, Marissa rummaged around in Ellen’s bag again and pulled out Ellen’s iPhone. Gavin had come up the incline to within a few feet of her and she held up a finger to indicate that he should wait. 

	She pressed a few numbers, knowing that Ellen’s password was HI50 for the television series, and then quickly dialed a number. 

	Adam’s voice came on the line, tentative and quiet. “Yeah?”

	Stepping into the wind so that the whistle of air across the mouthpiece muffled her voice some, Marissa gave her best Ellen impression, making the r’s sound more like a’s and adding “er” to the ends of her words. She wouldn’t win any Oscar, but she needed to convince a frightened man that he’d screwed up.  “It’s me. I’m tougher than you thought. We need to talk about by the car where you left me. Bring some cold hard cash.” Marissa thought that sounded appropriately threatening as Gavin stood there with his mouth open.

	“What the hell are you doing? What was that about?”

	“I’m solving this case, here and now.” She had switched back to the crisp consonance of her r’s. 

	Before Gavin could ask more, she motioned him and Bandarra inside. She hurried both of the shirtless men into her office where Nicole still sat, vacantly staring at the blank wall above Marissa’s desk. 

	Gavin’s chest, which had looked nice at first glance, was now mottled and reddened from the wind and cold. She assumed that Bandarra’s was the same. Marissa was still struggling to understand how Ellen could go out with him. 

	She left the unlikely trio there and quickly walked to the men’s department. She gave Sam a friendly wave and without ceremony, stripped two of the mannequins to the waist. She was out of the department before Sam even had a chance to respond. 

	She gave both men clothes, and from Bandarra’s face, Marissa deduced that Gavin had told him what she’d done. Under the sadness, she detected a bit of frustration and what she hoped was a small amount of grudging respect. 

	She’d figured that the trip would take Adam about 20 minutes, the average time from any place to any other place in Cincinnati, barring Milford.  At the 15 minute mark, she stood up, put on her coat and motioned to the detectives. If Gavin had figured out who was behind the attacks, he hadn’t told her. She didn’t care. In a few minutes, they’d all be on the same page. 

	She walked over the bridge to the parking garage and waited for the head of security’s arrival. Her police escort stood inside the walkway, out of sight but within earshot of her position. She felt flush and thought again of Ellen’s cold, bluish face. The memory gave her strength as she saw Adam’s SUV pull into a spot. 

	He jumped out of the car. “Have you seen Ellen? I need to talk to her immediately.” He looked around the empty parking garage and then again at Marissa. “This doesn’t seem very safe for you. I mean, after all, you were attacked out here a few days ago.”

	Marissa looked up into his face and narrowed her eyes at him. “You should know.”

	Adam stiffened. Marissa knew it wasn’t from the cold wind that whistled past them. “What do you mean by that? You have no idea how hard it’s been to try to keep things normal while all of this mess has been going on here. It’s a zoo.”

	“Really? That’s like asking me to feel sorry for the Menendez boys because they’re orphans now. It’s a mess of your own making.”

	“What are you talking about? I don’t have time for this.”

	Marissa hiked her thumb towards the wall. “She’s over there by the parked cars,” she said using the over-exaggerated accent again. She made her point by holding up Ellen’s phone. 

	Adam took in the words and the sight of the phone for only a second before he lunged, but Marissa hit the phone’s alarm app button, which shrilled and echoed against the cement walls of the parking garage. The two officers made it to her before Adam was able to get his hands firmly around her throat. 

	Marissa looked at Gavin and Bandarra and nodded. “Now I have to get back to work, and I want those clothes dry-cleaned before you return them.”

	 

	Work getting back to normal so quickly had been merely wishful thinking. Within 20 minutes, Marissa had been corralled by Zack Martin and brought back to her office. They’d been joined by Nicole, Gavin, Anne, Tom and a few others. It felt like an impromptu celebration without festivity. Bandarra had left with Adam. He planned to book him and head down to Christ Hospital, having already been assured that Ellen would live. 

	“What is going on around here?” Zack had asked upon seeing everyone. 

	“The murder has been solved. The police have the killer, and I’m trying to sell perfume and cosmetics.” She had hoped that her deductions would have made management more sanguine about her work, but apparently that had been more wishful thinking.  Maybe the feeling came from the instant hot chocolate someone had shoved into her hands during the confusion. The hint of peppermint schnapps in it made her overcome her fears of poisoning. 

	Gavin sat next to her, watching her face as she spoke. Marissa had to admit that he looked good. The color in his face had returned to normal and the dark coat she’d pulled off the mannequin went well with his hair color. She had excellent taste even in times of crisis. “So what exactly led you to believe Adam was behind this?”

	“Two things made me sure. The first was the whole incident with Nicole and the cold cream. I figured out that the best way to apply the nicotine was to put it in something that touched the skin. People are most likely to put cosmetics on their skin, especially for a photo shoot. I doubted that anyone could have known Steve’s colors to match foundations. He was a ginger, but one that could pass for light brown and with freckles. I doubt that I could have guessed the right colors, but the cologne was available and one size fits all. It also could have been prepared in advance which was in keeping with what we knew about the killer.” Marissa stopped talking long enough to take another sip of chocolate.

	“So then I had to look at the people at the photo shoot. Security, radio people and some fans who’d won a chance to meet Steve. So most of the store was immediately excluded. I had been getting things ready, and most of the staff was trying to fit in some work between photo ops.

	The second clue was the note in Adam’s handwriting and the threatening note. The anonymous note told me that the killer knew he would have a chance to see Steve in Cincinnati. I’d already excluded most of the store and that certainty removed the fans who’d been invited. Those invitations went out after the note. So I was left with only the radio people and security. I ruled out Ellen, because I knew her too well, and then she was attacked. Finding the note by Adam only proved to me that he was the only one who had access and could plan in advance, knowing that he would have the chance to see Steve.”

	Gavin looked in her direction. “But why attack you and Ellen and in the same way?”

	“I was becoming a nuisance, hard as that is to believe. I’d started looking into this, and I’d learned a few things. Since the delivery system was cologne, the person most likely to stumble across that would be the head of cosmetics. He hadn’t counted on my own use of cologne as a self-defense technique.”

	“And Ellen?”

	“People are creatures of habit. Once he stumbled upon the idea of the parking garage, he used it again. Those things are twice as lonely as a downtown alley and twice as dangerous. Ellen had the two documents side by side in her purse. The note from Adam and the unsigned threat. How long until she noticed and notified her fiancé?” Marissa stumbled over the word, but continued. “He had to stop her before she noticed.

	“By the time I called him, he was so stressed out that he didn’t even think to question why Ellen would have called him and not the police. He just knew he had to stop the threat before it became public.”

	Zach Martin cleared his throat. “And you did this on company time?”

	Marissa took a long sip of the hot chocolate. “To save the store unwanted publicity and to get our sales back on target. The police took Adam away without any press here. That’s about as low-key as you’ll get for this.”

	Zack sighed and looked aggrieved, but at least he held his tongue. He gave another look at Gavin’s outfit, but decided to leave the room without a word. Anne gave her friend a huge hug that lasted about ten seconds too long in Marissa’s estimation, but it too ended, and she left. Soon it was down to just Gavin and Marissa.

	She stood up and felt the warm of the schnapps in her as she smiled at the detective. “Well, I guess this is good-bye. Remember about the clothes.”

	Gavin smiled back at her. “We’d talked about a date? Maybe sometime soon we could get dinner?”

	Marissa cleared her throat and squared her shoulders. “Well. Yes and no. After Christmas, call me or stop by, but for the next four weeks, I need to focus on my new job. Like I said, starting to date at the holidays is a mess. Let’s skip that and start the New Year with a date.”

	Gavin paused for a second and then bowed formally, which looked silly in his over-sized jacket and said, “Until then.”

	 

	More books by…

	The Ambush of My Name – The first in the US Grant mystery series. When Grant returns to his boyhood home of Georgetown, Ohio, he gets more than he bargained for when he finds a very dead body in his hotel room. Now he and his wife, Julia, must solve the murder before he becomes the next victim. http://tinyurl.com/8f3l4oa

	 

	A Good Soldier – The second book in the US Grant mystery series takes place immediately following The Ambush of My Name. Grant comes to Bethel, Ohio in time for the funeral of a friend from his youth. While there, he discovers clues that his friend might have discovered the lost Confederate gold before his suspicious death. Who else knows about the gold and who could have wanted him dead? http://tinyurl.com/93d39zu

	 

	Some Hidden Thunder – The third book in the US Grant series takes place in Cincinnati. While Grant is being feted by the elite of this river city, he sees the ghost of a soaking wet freedman. Grant fears that others might think he’s drinking, and quietly begins to investigate his apparition, a task that takes him to the upper echelons and the lowest ghettos in search of answers. http://tinyurl.com/9aszn9k

	 

	The Scent of Murder – Marissa Scott, recent divorcee and mother of one, values her new job. However, the personal and professional mix when the body of her ex-husband’s fiancée is discovered at Marissa’s office desk. Even with an alibi, Marissa feels a need to clear her name and get her ex-husband out of her life. http://tinyurl.com/8taba89

	 

	A question for the author

	You can reach me at queries@jeffreymarks.com

	Want to learn more about book promotions?

	You can join MurderMustAdvertise at www.murdermustadvertise.com 

	 

	One Last Thing

	When you turn the page, Kindle will give you the opportunity to rate the book and share your thoughts on Facebook and Twitter. If you believe the book is worth sharing, would you take a few seconds to let your friends know about it?

	All the best, 

	Jeff Marks
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