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Chapter 1 – tues am
 
   “You seem especially nervous today. What’s up with you,” Katy asked.
 
   “How could I not be nervous? Veronica Knapp is coming in today to try on dresses for the fashion show. That woman is scary,” I said and laughed but I wasn’t joking. She was scary. In the way only uber wealthy women who can break your business with one well placed negative comment can be. I had a lot riding on her opinion of me and my business and I couldn’t afford for anything to go wrong.
 
   I’m Presley Thurman, thirty something average red-headand I’m the owner of Silk, an upscale boutique located in Chicago, which was also where I lived. Katy is my best friend and for now employee. Though I considered her more a partner than employee. I don’t know what I’d do without her. She was in the process of selling her hair salon in Alkon, the town where we grew up, and moved here a few months ago to help me get Silk off the ground. It had been given to me by the former owner in an uncommon act of kindness on his part but had amassed a pile of debt that I was slowly working to pay off. It had been scary to go from working in human resources, to a few other occupations, to owning my own business. It was hard work but I was loving every minute of it. I felt I’d finally reached my true calling.
 
   One of my best customers in the sense she spent a crapload of money at Silk, Veronica Knapp, had this odd love for Halloween and the last five years had organized a Halloween themed charity ball to raise money for the children’s wing of a local hospital, which just happened to be run by her husband, a world renowned pediatric surgeon. This year she’d asked me if I would organize the fashion show, supply the dresses, and she would supply the talent. It was a great opportunity for Silk to get exposure among an elite set of people who were great potential customers.
 
   “I just want this fashion show to turn out perfect, Katy. Veronica has a lot of influence and being the sponsor of this fashion show could really boost business. Having a booming holiday season would be great to help pay off this debt and ensure we have a great merchandise line up for spring.”
 
   “I know. I’m just teasing you but you really have nothing to worry about. You’ve got the dresses and coordinating jewelry pieces and you were able to get shoes from the store down the street. The looks are perfect. There’s no way she won’t love them. She’s going to be wowed and Silk’s going to explode with business.”
 
   I sighed. “I hope you’re right.”
 
   “I am, now put a smile on that face. She’s here.”
 
   I looked out the front window to see Katy was right. A black Lincoln Towncar had pulled up in front of our building and I saw Veronica getting out. A tall, thin brunette women in a black mink coat and sky high black patent leather heels, definitely designer, who wasn’t the most high maintenance customer we had here at Silk, but she wasn’t the easiest to please either. So I was a little worried about not only meeting but exceeding her expectations which is what I wanted to do. I wanted to impress not only Veronica but everyone else at the show. Success at the show could mean a lot of business for Silk and although business was picking up slowly we needed the sales more business could bring. Getting out of debt meant I could sleep easier at night. I currently felt like I was one step away from bankruptcy half the time and it wasn’t a good feeling. I’d been tight with money before, but this was on a whole different level.
 
   Veronica swept in the store with such a flourish I almost expected an entourage of people to follow her in and looked around the store haughtily before settling her gaze on me and Katy. The way she was looking at us was making me incredibly nervous. I started to have a feeling that something was wrong and I didn’t know what.
 
   “Good to see you Veronica. Can I take your coat?” I asked thinking she must be roasting in that thing. It was October in Chicago but it was in the fifties today. Not exactly mink coat weather. Though to be honest if I could afford a great coat like that I would probably wear it year round whether it made me sweat or not.
 
   She carefully took the coat off and handed it to me gingerly like she wasn’t exactly sure if she wanted to turn it over to me.
 
   “Katy can you take her to the dressing room where we have the dresses we pulled for the show while I put this up?” Turning to Veronica I said, “I think you will like what we have for you. Katy will get you started and I’ll be right back.”
 
   Veronica didn’t bother to acknowledge what I said but did follow Katy while I went and carefully put the coat in the closet in our backroom. When I came back out and went to where they were to be in the dressing room I only saw Katy. I gave her a questioning look.
 
   “She’s already trying some things on,” she whispered.
 
   “Did she seem to like what we pulled?” I whispered back.
 
   “Yeah. As much as I think she admits to liking anything. I don’t get the sense that she’s much for spreading praise.”
 
   A few seconds later Veronica stepped out in the dressing room in one of our designer evening gowns. All beaded lace, the thing had to weigh twenty pounds, and it looked amazing on her. I would kill to be that tall and thin which was the only body type that could pull off this particular gown. I started to comment when I heard all sorts of commotion. I poked my head out of the dressing room to see four of my other good customers and three people I didn’t recognize walking across the floor.
 
   “Is Ronnie here?” one of them called. I wouldn’t in a million years have thought of someone calling Veronica Knapp, Ronnie. It made me want to giggle. Just showed people weren’t always who they seemed on the surface.
 
   “Tilly, is that you,” Veronica squealed. First the nickname Ronnie, now squealing like a school girl. This was not the Veronica I knew. Maybe she wasn’t as scary as I thought.
 
   The ladies came over and started talking to Veronica completely ignoring us, whichwas normal behavior and I was quite used to it. It could be very interesting being around people who talked amongst themselves as if you weren’t even there.
 
   “Ya’ll have any champs?” One of the ladies who I didn’t know asked me. By the sound of her voice she wasn’t a native Chicagoan but rather more South Carolina or Georgia I assumed listening to her drawl.
 
   “Champagne? We don’t but we do have a nice chardonnay or a merlot if you prefer,” I said.
 
   She frowned. “I supposed that will have to do.”
 
   “I’ll go get it, Pres. You stay here with them,” Katy said smiling knowing I was as eager to escape as she wasand that she was beating me to it. I guess I needed to upgrade our wine service. You couldn’t make everyone happy.
 
   “These are the ladies walking in the show,” Veronica finally said, acknowledging my presence and made introductions. The lady with the southern drawl was from Georgia so I was right and was aptly named Belle. I stifled my amusement at the thought of the obvious comments that could be made.
 
   “I am so glad you are all here I have something I am dying to show you,” Veronica said still acting giddy, a side of her I hadn’t seen before. Her friends gathered around and she reached in her purse and pulled out a small box. I couldn’t see that well but it looked like a jewelry box. Maybe for a bracelet? She took the top off and pulled something out of the box and held it up for everyone to see. It was a brooch.A very expensive diamond encrusted brooch in the shape of a bat.
 
   “Is that a bat?” Katy whispered as she came up behind me with a couple bottles of wine and some glasses on a tray.
 
   “I believe so,” I whispered back. “Ladies here’s your wine,” I called out to get their attention. I started pouring and passing out the glasses. “Veronica that is a beautiful piece of jewelry,” I said and leaned in to get a closer look as I passed her a glass of chardonnay.
 
   She held it out so I could see it better. It was diamond encrusted bat. I knew Veronica liked Halloween but this was really over the top. “Did you have this made?”I asked, thinking there was no possible way this was a regular item in a jewelry store.
 
   “Yes. It’s a one of a kind piece. Heisleman’s on 5th avenue made it for me. I designed it myself.”
 
   That didn’t surprise me at all. An expensive piece of bat jewelry wouldn’t be my first choice but each to his own.
 
   “I am going to wear it at the show so you need to find me something that will be a good backdrop for it. That midnight blue evening dress it pretty but it’s not what I think this brooch needs.”
 
   “Ok, I’m sure we can find something.” I left the ladies to their wine and Katy keeping watch on the ladies while I went out to the sales floor to pull a few more dresses that might work to provide the appropriate back drop to the piece of jewelry. At the same time one of my best sales people, Yvette, surprised me by coming through the door.
 
   “What are you doing back here?” It was after normal business hours, I had thought it would be easier with Veronica, and her friends coming in, to not also have regular customers so we could focus all our attention on them which is what they’d expect and Yvette had left an hour ago.
 
   “I forgot to steam the dress for Mrs. Parks and she is coming in first thing tomorrow morning to pick it up. I didn’t want to leave it for someone else nor take the chance it wouldn’t be ready for her. You know how she gets.”
 
   “That’s sweet, Yvette. But you didn’t have to come all the way back in. Katy or I could have done it.”
 
   “I don’t mind,” she said and walked into the backroom, hung up her coat, and turned on the steamer. 
 
   “In that case so you give this a quick once over first. Then bring it to me in the dressing room? It’s for Veronica Knapp.”
 
   “Oh, the charity ball.”
 
   “That’s the one.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said and went back to the fitting rooms to rescue Katy but I shouldn’t have been worried. Like always she had everything under control. A few minutes later and Yvette was handing me the dress, which I slid over the door to Veronica. When she came out I breathed a sigh of relief. This was the dress. There’s no way Veronica wouldn’t think so. Silver silk with a lace overlay and crystals all over. It sparkled and shimmered but not enough to detract from the brooch Veronica had pinned on. I cringed a little to think of the probable holes in the fabric from the pin but that was a little price to pay for the exposure this event could give us and maybe I’d get lucky and Veronica would like the dress so much she’d want to buy it. My plan was to offer the ladies a deep discount on the dresses they each wore for the show.
 
   “This is perfect, Presley,” Veronica said with uncharacteristic niceness, putting my mind completely at ease about whether or not she liked the dress and I couldn’t help but grin from ear to ear I would have liked to jump up and down I was so excited but I refrained. Didn’t want them to think I was crazy.
 
   The other ladies had finished trying on their dresses and making their selection for the fashion show by this point and Katy was hanging them back on the rack. I’d picked right the first time for almost everyone and that gave me a great sense of satisfaction. I loved my job.
 
   “Ronnie, we need to hurry. Our dinner reservations are in thirty minutes and you know how Connie is when she doesn’t get dinner on time,” Belle said in her slow drawl. 
 
   “Ok, I’ll hurry. Unzip me,” she said to be turning her back so I could get to the zipper. I unzipped and unbuttoned the top button and she went in and quickly changed back in her clothes coming out and handing me the dress and putting the brooch back in the box. She started to put it in her purse when she paused. “You have a safe here don’t you?” she asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Here, take this then. I don’t want to put it in my purse and take it to dinner. It’s way too valuable to be knocking around in there. Just lock it up and I will come back to get it tomorrow.”
 
   “I don’t know…” I started to say not really keen on the idea of it knocking around in my safe either. I didn’t want to be responsible for it in case something happened.
 
   “Oh just take it,” she interrupted shoving the box in my hand. “Lock it up and I will come back tomorrow to get it. We need to talk about music for the show anyways. I have some ideas.”
 
   I’m sure she did.
 
   On that note the ladies swept out of the store chattering and I just looked at the box and looked at Katy.
 
   “How much do you think that thing is worth?” she asked.
 
   “More than either one of us can afford I’m sure. Let’s get this thing locked up. It’s making me nervous.”
 
   We walked back to the safe and I did the right-left-right thing and the door came open. I started to put it in the safe and couldn’t resist looking at it one more time so I lifted the lid. Nestled in a bed of silk in the box the bat just glistened. For a bat it was very pretty.
 
   “There must be twenty diamonds in that thing,” Katy said.
 
   “There’s a lot that’s for sure. This thing it amazing looking.” I snapped the lid shut and put it in the safe spinning the lock. “I don’t think I will sleep until she picks this up tomorrow.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 2 – wed am brooch missing
 
                 And I didn’t. Sleep that is. It probably didn’t help that I had thought making a cup of coffee before bed was a good idea. I normally would have made decaf but I had run out and I had really been craving a cup. It was my nightly routine. A cup of hazelnut, or pumpkin spice decaf when it was in season, from my trusty Keurig was comforting and helped me to relax. I needed to remember though that if I didn’t have decaf I should forgo the ritual. It wasn’t worth being up all night and I was going to pay for it this morning. Yawning, I unlocked the front door, balancing my travel coffee mug, my lunch, my purse, and my tote bag. Stepping inside I locked the door back up and quickly walked back to my office where I put it all down on my desk just as I was about to drop it. Throwing my lunch in the small refrigerator I took a swig of coffee and then bent over the safe in the corner of my office to get the money out. I started to put my hand on the dial to turn it and noticed that the tumbler was lined up on the last number. We never left the safe on the last number because then it wouldn’t be locked which kind of defeated the purpose of a safe in the first place and I knew I’d given the tumbler an extra spin last night just to be sure. My heart started racing as I touched the handle to see if the door would swing open I had a really bad feeling about this. I pulled the handle toward me and the safe easily opened. I squeezed my eyes shut, afraid to look in and see what I would find but finally opened them slowly and peered in. The register trays were there and had money in them but the thing I was worried about most I didn’t see. Shit! I grabbed the trays out and plopped them on the floor hard enough that some change bounced out, in search of the black box containing the bat brooch that Veronica had trusted me to hold on to.
 
   Oh my God it wasn’t in there. I ran my hand around the bottom of the safe thinking maybe my eyes were just playing tricks on me and the black box was blending in to the black of the safe but it wasn’t. This safe was completely empty. I leaned over and grabbed my phone out of my purse and sank to the floor. I took a deep breath, fought back tears and then called Katy.
 
   “Forget something? Good timing I was just walking out the door.”
 
   “It’s gone,” I said softly. All the energy left me when I realized the brooch wasn’t in the safe.
 
   “What’s gone?”
 
   “Veronica’s brooch. It’s not in the safe.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yeah, it’s not here and Veronica will be here this morning to get it. What am I going to do?”
 
   “Just hold tight. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”
 
   Katy got to the store about twenty minutes later and I was still sitting on the floor in the office with my head in my hands. I hadn’t been able to motivate myself to move not even to reach my coffee. 
 
   “What are you doing on the floor?” she asked, looking down at me.
 
   “Sitting here trying not to think about what’s going to happen when Veronica gets here and finds out her bat brooch isn’t, sues me, and I lose everything. Oh my God, how could this happen?”
 
   “Ok, Debbie Downer get up and let’s figure this out,” she said and held her hand out to me which I grabbed and she helped pull me up to my feet. She sat down on one of the office chairs and motioned for me to do that same. She then handed me my coffee.
 
   “See, isn’t that more comfortable than the floor?”
 
   “Yes, but it doesn’t change the fact that someone broke into our store and stole a very expensive piece of jewelry. Who could have done this? I knew I should have paid to have that alarm fixed.” I thought I might be sick I was so upset. The alarm system had broken a few weeks ago and there just hadn’t been the money to fix it yet. I should have never kept that brooch. I could kick myself for being so stupid.
 
   “Are you sure it’s not here?”
 
   “I’m positive, Katy. See for yourself. There is nothing in the safe. Just the cash drawers which I pulled out onto the floor there. The safe was unlocked and I’d bet my life on the fact it was locked last night, so someone who knew the combination must have come in here and took it. That’s what makes it even worse. It has to be one of our employees and I just can’t deal with that. Not again.”
 
   “Let’s not jump to conclusions just yet there might be other explanations.”
 
   “Like what? Because I certainly can’t think of one.”
 
   “Maybe you left the safe unlocked and someone broke in. Just a random robbery.”
 
   “No. I’m positive that I spun the cylinder back around like I always do when I close it up for the night.”
 
   Which is what I told the cops for the hundredth time an hour later when they showed up and were questioning us. I hadn’t wanted to call them but Katy insisted. She said that to file a claim with the insurance company there needed to be a police report besides the police were actually trained to investigate and solve crimes and they were our best chance at getting it back. I knew she was right I just think I just wanted to hold off because getting the police involved would just make it seem more real and I wouldn’t be able to keep it from Veronica. I wanted to live in denial a little longer.
 
   I heard the front door chime and my stomach dropped. I expected it to be Veronica any minute, thought it was still early so more likely was Yvette coming in for her shift. I looked up to instead see it was Willie, which was a pleasant surprise.
 
   “What brings you here? Did you get sent over because of the missing brooch?”
 
   Willie was a detective and I had met him a while back when the previous owner of Silk was murdered. He’d been the lead detective on the case. He’d become a good friend and had been instrumental in helping Cooper and I get back together after a recent break. I owed him.
 
   “I’m not on this case but I heard over the radio that a car was being dispatched here and I was worried. What’s going on? Why didn’t you call me?” he asked, looking concerned.
 
   I quickly filled him in and while it made me feel a little better having him here it was a short lived feeling as I saw Veronica’s town car pull up. I wasn’t ready to deal with her.
 
   “She’s here,” Katy said as if I hadn’t noticed.
 
   “I can see that. Might as well get this over with,” I said steeling myself for the explosion that was sure to come.
 
   Veronica walked in and up to me. “I’m here to pick up my brooch.”
 
    “About that …”I hesitated just a second and Willie jumped in. “Hi, I’m Detective Landon. I’m afraid there’s been a robbery.”
 
   She looked at him and at me and back at him. I was pretty sure she was already thinking it hadn’t been a few dresses that had come up missing.
 
   “Presley, tell me that it’s not my brooch that’s been stolen,” she said slowly with an edge to her voice that made me extra glad Willie was here. 
 
   “Veronica, I’m so sorry,” I said softly.
 
   “What,” she shrieked. “You let my jewelry get stolen? I trusted you!”
 
   “Veronica, it was locked in the safe. I don’t know how this happened.”
 
   Veronica took a step toward me and Willie again intervened. 
 
   “Ma’am I realize how upsetting this must be but we are looking into it and we will find out what happened.”
 
   “You better get my brooch back, Presley, or I will sue you and take everything you’ve got,” Veronica said, venom in her voice.
 
   “Veronica, I don’t know what happened.” It sounded lame but was the truth and I had no idea what else to say. I didn’t know how someone could have got into the store and into the safe or how anyone knew it was here except the people here last night and what would they have to gain? Except for me, Katy, and Yvette they were all Veronica’s friends.
 
   “You should have plenty of time to figure that out since you won’t be working on the fashion show,” she said staring at me. I could tell she was daring me to argue. But I had expected this so it was no surprise and I didn’t blame her a bit. I would do the same in her shoes. Being dropped from the fashion show was the least of my worries.
 
   “I understand,” I said and Veronica spun around and started to walk out of the store. 
 
   “Ma’am, before you leave one of the men will want to talk to you,” Willie said pointing at the police officers who were outside. They had walked back around from the back side of the building.
 
   Veronica gave him a dirty look. “Fine,” she muttered and walked outside and up to one of them. I didn’t envy them talking to her.
 
   I breathed a small sigh of relief. “That went as well as to be expected.”
 
   “Except we lost the fashion show. I’m surprised you didn’t even argue with her a little,” Katy said. “This isn’t your fault.”
 
   I held my hands up. “What did you want me to do? If I had trusted you with my custom piece of jewelry and it came up missing I’m not sure I wouldn’t kick you to the curb as well. I can’t blame her.”
 
   “I guess you’re right. It’s just disappointing. The loss of the show and not knowing what happened to her brooch.”
 
   “So how exactly did you come to have this nice lady’s piece of jewelry?” Willie asked.
 
   I briefly explained the situation to him, again wishing I had never taken it for safekeeping in the first place. 
 
   “And you have no idea who could have come in here, opened the safe, and taken it?”
 
   “None at all,” I said with a sigh. “And I know it was locked.”
 
   “Who has access to the safe besides you and Katy?”
 
   “Just one of our sales people, Yvette, who is our go to gal. She’s the only one besides us who opens and closes. But she wouldn’t steal from us.”
 
   “What makes you so sure?”
 
   I knew Willie was just doing his job but I hated thinking Yvette would steal. After everything that had happened in Silk the last time with who I thought was a trusted employee I just didn’t want to think it could happen again. Maybe I was being naïve. Maybe being too trusting is what kept getting me in these messes.
 
   “I know what you’re saying and I guess there’s no way to know for sure. God, I can’t believe this is happening. Just when I thought things were getting better.”
 
   “Things are getting better, Pres. This is just a minor setback.”
 
   “I know you’re trying to be positive and I appreciate it but right now I’m just not feeling it.”
 
   As I said that I saw the police outside had let Veronica leave. She was walking away from them anyways, and opened the door to come in. I sure hoped they could figure out what had happened or I was afraid Silk would be ruined. I wished, not for the first time since this had happened, that Cooper was here to help me figure this out.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 3 – wed pmanna back
 
   “Are you ready for me to open a bottle of wine?” Katy asked me later this evening as I was laying on the couch, my arm over my eyes, in dramatic fashion, which I felt was completely deserved. After the morning with the police and the rest of the day dealing with customers and just obsessing over what happened, I was drained. Though I guess I should be happy I had customers. News had spread about the break in and people had to come in a check out what was going on under the guise of shopping so the store had been busier than a normal weekday. Though as much as my mental state could have used a slow day we had some great fall merchandise in and the ladies were buying regardless of the reason they had come in. It had been a good day in sales that we desperately needed. Especially with loosing the great exposure the fashion show would have afforded us. I was just too depressed over the stolen brooch to be excited over a good sales day.
 
   “Do you really need to ask?” I said lifting my hands off my eyes and peering at her.
 
   “Good point.” A few minutes later she came out of the kitchen with a double bottle of Barefoot Riesling opened and hunk of Bellavitano cheese. My favorite. “You haven’t eaten all day and drinking on an empty stomach isn’t a great idea. So eat some cheese first.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said swinging my legs off the couch and sitting up I reached for a slice she had cut off. I closed my eyes, savoring the taste and the texture. This was the best cheese ever. I loved this stuff. “This is exactly what I needed. Plus the wine. Maybe they will improve my mood.”
 
   “Listen, I know this is the last thing you wanted to deal with but it’s just a setback. You need to stay positive and keep moving forward. This will work out,  you’ll see.”
 
   “You are always so positive.”
 
   “I try.”
 
   “I think what’s really bothering me is who did this and how. I feel violated. Insurance will cover the loss, or at least I think they will. I still need to call them. But who got into the store and into the safe. What’s to say they won’t come back and steal something else and I still don’t have the money to fix the alarm system.”
 
   “For what it’s worth I don’t think it’s Yvette.”
 
   “Me either. I didn’t think it before I heard her talking to the police and I definitely didn’t after. But then I thought I could trust Amy too and look what happened.” Amy had been an employee who worked at Silk when I took the store over.  I thought she had been a trusted employee who wanted to help me make the store a success and come to find out she was stealing merchandise and selling it on ebay. I had been really upset over that. I thought I was a pretty good judge of character and in that case I was completely wrong.  “I don’t necessarily trust my judgment. The thing I really don’t understand though is why didn’t whoever broke in also take the money?”
 
   “Maybe they didn’t want to be greedy,” Katy said with a smile, probably trying to make me laugh.
 
   “Ha! Funny. Really though. Whoever took it had to be after the brooch. So were they out to hurt Veronica or Silk. Or me for that matter.”
 
   Katy started to reply when there was a knock on the door. We both looked in that direction.
 
   “I wonder who that could be?” I said. It had been quite around here the last few days as Jared was in Florida on a business trip, Cooper was on a business trip, and Dirt was back in Alkon, mine and Katy’s hometown, taking care of some final things regarding the sale of Katy’s beauty salon. After years of pursuing her dream of being a successful salon owner she had decided to sell and was temporarily living in Chicago with me until she decided what her next move would be. One that would definitely include Dirt. They made a great couple and had been through a lot to get to where they were at today. I loved seeing her so happy.
 
   “Let’s open the door and find out,” Katy said and got up to do just that. The door swung open and in the doorway was a tall, beautiful blond.
 
   “Anna!” I yelled and jumped off the couch rushing to the door and giving her a huge hug. “What are you doing here? I thought you were still in Korea until after the first of the year.”
 
   “I came back early.”
 
   “You remember Katy don’t you?”
 
   “I do. Good to see you again.”
 
   “Likewise.”
 
   “Gosh, come on in. We don’t need to stand in the doorway.” I then noticed a couple suitcases sitting there and Anna saw that I’d seen them.
 
   Anna looked at me sheepishly. “I hate asking but since I wasn’t supposed to be home so early I still have sub-letters in my place. Can I stay with you until I can figure out what to do?”
 
   “Of course. The more the merrier. We have plenty of room.”
 
   Katy and I helped her carry her suitcases in and she took off her coat which I hung up in the coat closet.
 
   “Can I offer you some wine?” I asked.
 
   “I would love some.” 
 
   I poured her a glass and gave her a few minutes to take a drink before asking all the questions running through my head, “Ok, I talked to you two weeks ago and you said you were loving it over there. So what’s changed, why are you home?”
 
   Anna gave a big sigh. “There was this guy…”
 
   “A guy? That’s what made you leave in the first place,” I exclaimed. Katy gave me a look and I realized that may have come out a little harsher than I had intended. Clearly something was wrong or she wouldn’t be here. “I’m sorry, Anna. I didn’t mean it the way it sounded. I’m just surprised that’s all. I thought you loved it over there. That you felt you were making a difference. At least that’s what you were telling me every time we talked.”
 
   “I did love it there and I totally get where you’re coming from. I know my showing up on your doorstep is probably a shock. But it wasn’t a guy I was involved with that made me leave. In fact, just the opposite. It was a guy I didn’t want to be involved with and he just wouldn’t stop bothering me.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I asked.
 
   “We worked together and there was no way I wanted to date someone I worked with. Even if I had liked him in that way which I didn’t. I politely told him no, several times when he asked me out, but he continued to ask and started getting angry when I kept saying no. I finally had to go to the program director, which I hated doing but it was getting so uncomfortable for me to be around him I felt I had no other choice. The program director had a talk with him and he stopped asking me out and I thought things were going to be fine, but then weird things started happening. I couldn’t prove it was him but I knew it had to be. It was too much of a coincidence. He refused to speak to me and every time we were together he would look at me with such hate in his eyes I knew it had to be him.” She shuddered and took another drink of wine.
 
   “What kind of things was he doing?”
 
   “At first it was petty, juvenile type things, Presley. My bicycle tires were both flat for no reason, a dead snake in my backpack, paint all over one of my folders containing lesson plans which ruined them. They were more annoying than scary but then it escalated to things being taken from my apartment even though I knew I had locked the door. The whole thing started to scare me.”
 
   “Did you go to the director again,” Katy asked.
 
   “No. I couldn’t prove it and clearly telling on him just made things worse so I decided to resign and come home. I know it’s kind of the chicken’s way out but I wasn’t going to renew my contract in January anyway so coming home a few months early wasn’t that big of a sacrifice to feel comfortable again. I just don’t have a place to live for a few months,” she said and smiled. “Small price to pay I guess.”
 
   “You can stay here as long as you need to. It’ll be fun. Like we’re back in college. Bunch of girls sharing space.”
 
   “I know Katy and Dirt are staying here and I hate to crowd you all. I just didn’t have any other place to go tonight. I’d planned on a hotel but just didn’t feel like it. I wanted to be in familiar surroundings.”
 
   “I’m glad you came. We will squeeze you in. I want you to stay.”
 
   “So do I,” said Katy. “We can make it work.”
 
   Tears shone in Anna’s eyes. “Thank you. You don’t know how good that is to hear. I’m so glad to be home.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 4 – thurs am Veronica killed
 
   We’d stayed up way too late talking last night and not only was I exhausted but I’d just got off the phone with the insurance company and it was not the news I had hoped to hear or been expecting for that matter. This situation had just gone from bad to worse and I didn’t know what my next step should be. I felt like lately it was one step forward and two steps back. Anna came into the kitchen and caught me sighing into my coffee
 
   “What’s wrong?” she said as she walked over to the Keurig and started the process to make her a cup of coffee. She may have been gone almost a year but she still knew her way around my kitchen which was oddly comforting. I was so glad she was back even though I wasn’t happy she had a stalker that ran her off from a job she liked. I needed my friends right now more than ever. Especially with Cooper out of town. He’d been so busy we’d been playing phone tag since the break in happened and I hadn’t got the chance to fill him in and more importantly get his opinion. I didn’t always follow his advice but I enjoyed hearing it.
 
   “Just got off the phone with the insurance company.”
 
   “I assume by the look on your face that it wasn’t good news?”
 
    “Yeah. Since that brooch wasn’t part of our stock, nor the personal property of anyone who worked at Silk, it’s not covered for loss. That’s not at all what I expected to hear. I thought since it was in the store it’d be covered. There’s no way in hell I can come up with enough money to pay Veronica for her loss. Silk is still in a lot of debt so I couldn’t even sell the business to pay her back if I want to. Which I don’t. Sell the business I mean. I have no idea what I’m going to do now.”
 
   “I have nothing but time on my hands right now until I decide what my next steps are going to be. I can help in any way you need,” Anna said.
 
   “Do you know what you want to do now that you’re back. You know for work. Are you going to try and get your old job back?” I said, changing the subject and trying to get my mind off my problems.  Anna had been a junior executive at a pretty big advertising firm before she had left and had been on the fast track to move up. At the time she said she loved what she did just not enough to stay and she had moved half way around the world for almost two years teaching English.
 
   “I’m not sure. I thought when I came back I’d just slide right into my old life, but I don’t think I want to go back to corporate America. I don’t have that same drive to climb the ladder and deal with all the crap that I used to. I was thinking maybe starting my own PR firm,” she said this tentatively as if nervous at what my reaction would be.
 
   “That’s a great idea, Anna,” I said. “You’d be awesome at it. You always were the best executive at your firm. I bet you could even re-connect with some of your old clientele and get them to come over.”
 
   “I like the idea of having something that’s one hundred percent mine but it’s scary. I have a lot of money saved from the last two years since my room and board was paid for so I can live for a while without making an income but what if I can’t make it successful? Then I’ll be out of money and a business.”
 
   I started laughing. “I’m not laughing at you,” I quickly added when I saw her face. “What you said is just funny to me because it’s what I said to myself a million times before taking the plunge with Silk. I still think about it constantly. It’s scary to think about going into business for yourself with weekly no direct deposit going in your bank account but you’re good at what you do and smart. I have no doubts you’d be successful. Just don’t hold onto a customer’s valuables. That will get you in trouble,” I said smiling. “If we make it past this crisis, Silk can be your first client. As long as I get the friends and family discount because if not I could never afford you.”
 
   “You’ll figure out how to fix this, Pres. You always do.”
 
   If only I had the same level of confidence in my ability to fix this that Katy and Anna had but all I had in my mind were doubts right now.
 
   “I don’t think I have much choice but to figure out who took the brooch and get it back. If insurance won’t cover the loss and Veronica sues me I will lose everything. I’ve worked too hard to let that happen and I don’t see any other option.”
 
   “And how do you plan to do that?”
 
   “No idea.”
 
   I decided that one more cup of coffee was exactly what I needed to clear my head and help me figure this out. Ok, probably not really what I needed but it was the little things that got me through the day sometimes and lately they’d not been that easy. I popped in another hazel nut Kcup and hit brew. My phone started vibrating again and I looked and this time it was Cooper. Finally, something positive.
 
   “Hi, there,” I said answering with a big smile on my face. If only he were here to see it. God I wish he was here.
 
   “Hi yourself. I got your message last night but when I called back it went right to voicemail.”
 
   “Yeah, sorry about that. I forgot to put the phone on the charger when I went to bed and I didn’t realize it was dead.”
 
   “Too much wine,” he teased.
 
   “Maybe. But not without good reason. Which is why I’ve called and left you a million messages.”
 
   “I know, I know and I’m sorry. It’s been crazy but you’ve got me now.”
 
   “I know you’ve been busy, it’s OK.”
 
   “Tell me what’s going on. You sounded upset in your message.”
 
   “Remember me telling you about Veronica Knapp and the fashion show.”
 
   “Of course. I do listen to you when you tell me things.”
 
   “Well, to make a long story short she brought in a very expensive piece of jewelry when she came to try on dresses, asked me to hold on to it for her, and someone broke into Silk and stole it.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Yeah, and that’s not even the best part. Insurance won’t cover it because it wasn’t part of our stock and now I’ll probably lose everything,” I said with a sarcastic tone because if I didn’t try and pretend it wasn’t a big deal I would break down and bawl and I just couldn’t let myself do that right now. I was afraid if I let go I wouldn’t be able to pull myself back together and I had to work today. There was no calling in sick when you worked for yourself, another downside along with no direct deposit.
 
   “Are you ok?”
 
   “Not in the slightest but the show must go on.”
 
   “Do the police have any leads? You did call the police didn’t you?”
 
   I rolled my eyes, “Yes, I called the police.”
 
   “Don’t give me that tone, missy,” he said half in jest. “You have a bad habit of trying to take matters like this into your own hands.”
 
   “Ok, maybe sometimes but not this time. I did call the police, mainly because I thought I’d need their report for insurance purposes. This could kill my business, Cooper. If the cops can’t figure out who did this I could lose everything.”
 
   “Don’t think like that. The police will find out what happened. Is Willie on the case?”
 
   “Not directly but he’s keeping me in the loop.”
 
   “Well then you know he will make sure the cops are doing everything they can. Listen sweetheart, I’m really sorry but I have to run to a meeting. I’ll call you this afternoon ok.”
 
   “OK. When are you coming home?”
 
   “Hopefully in a couple days. I should know more after this meeting when I’ll be able to wrap things up.”
 
   “I’ll talk to you later then. I love you.”
 
   “Love you too, babe.”
 
   “How’s Cooper?” Anna asked when I hung up. She’d been leaning on the kitchen counter drinking her coffee while I was on the phone.
 
   “Wonderful as ever. If only he were here and not always flying off to places without me,” I grumbled. Cooper ran a security firm and represented clients all over the United States. If this meeting went well then maybe the world. He was currently in London meeting with the CEO of a software company who believed he had someone on the inside selling secrets to competitors. I used to travel with him sometimes but after buying Silk I didn’t have the flexibility to do that very often. I wouldn’t trade it, I loved my business, but I hated being away from him too.
 
   The store was hopping when I arrived. That was a positive. Though I couldn’t help but think about how many dresses it would take to pay off what that brooch cost. I had to stop obsessing. Worrying didn’t solve anything.
 
   Katy had opened the store for me so she hadn’t been home when I talked to the insurance company and I filled her in.              
 
   “How are we supposed to figure out who took the brooch?” she asked when I finally stopped talking and telling her the only solution I could come up with.
 
   “That’s the million dollar question. I don’t know if whoever took it was trying to get at Veronica, or Silk, or me, or just really likes bats and couldn’t afford their own gaudy brooch. Though it’s not like a lot of people knew we had the brooch in the safe. Just us, Yvette, Veronica, and her friends. That significantly narrows down the suspect pool.”
 
   “Surely it’s someone who wants to get at Veronica. Why would anyone want to hurt Silk or you? Besides if they were out to get you then it was coincidence the brooch was even in the safe.”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Why don’t you ask her friends?” Yvette said from behind us and Katy and I turned around.
 
   “I didn’t hear you come up,” I said.
 
   “Sorry, I didn’t mean to eavesdrop. But maybe ask her friends who might have wanted to steal the brooch or who her enemies are. People who might be out to get her.”
 
   “That’s a good idea but I’m not sure her friends would want to talk to us any more than she would want to talk to us right now. I’m sure she’s already called them and told them to boycott Silk,” I said. “They’d probably hang up if I called.”
 
   “She has a point, Presley,” Katy said. “What do we have to lose by asking? Maybe we could even have a special shopping event to get them here. If they are shopping and getting great deals maybe they would be more inclined to talk.”
 
   “That’s a great idea. We could serve wine and loosen them up a bit get them talking,” Willie said. “You might be surprised at what they might say after a few drinks.”
 
   “I’d be willing to help you put it together. I love organizing parties,” said Yvette. “How about a Halloween themed event. We have all those props and decorations we bought for the fashion show. We might as well use them instead of letting them go to waste.”
 
   “That’s brilliant! It’s already Thursday. Do you think we could pull this together for Monday? We could close an hour early and have an invitation only sale? Mondays are slow anyways so maybe we could drum up a little more business with all this great new fall merchandise,” I said.
 
   “It’ll be a lot of work but we can pull it off,” Katy said.
 
   “I’ll print off our preferred guest list, which I know Veronica and most of her friends are all on, and start making calls since there isn’t time to mail invites. Do you want to have a store wide discount or just selected merchandise?” said Yvette.
 
   “Let’s do store wide with a deeper discount on the markdowns. We need to get rid of that stuff to make way for the new merchandise that’s sitting in back or hasn’t even made it in. Might as well pull out all the stops. Even if no one shows up we can at least say we tried.”
 
   “Don’t be so negative, Presley. Things will work out. You’ll see. These women won’t be able to resist a sale. It’s in their DNA to shop,” Katy said.
 
   Yvette headed to the back to make some calls and a couple women walked in with a man following closely behind. I didn’t recognize any of them so I was excited. New shoppers. I loved it when new people came in. It made me feel I was doing something right and gave me the opportunity to win people over to regular customers. Even with the current drama surrounding the place I still got excited. Katy was right. I needed to have a positive attitude about things. Negativity didn’t get you anywhere,
 
   “Hello and welcome to Silk,” I said and then filled them in on the layout of the store. The two ladies headed back to the evening dress section while the man lingered in the front. I quickly got the feeling he wasn’t here to shop since he didn’t seem to be with the ladies as I’d first thought. I decided I might as well approach him and see what he wanted.
 
   “Can I help you find something, sir? Are you looking for a gift for someone?”
 
   The man smiled and held out his hand. “I’m Bert Tremain with Windy City Insurance. Are you Presley by chance?”
 
   My heart dropped as I shook his hand but I kept a smile plastered on my face. This couldn’t be good and just when my day was starting to look a little brighter with new customers. Windy City wasn’t my insurance company, so I could only assume it was Veronica’s. She certainly worked fast. “Yes I am.”
 
   He must have noticed the distress in my face because he quickly added, “Don’t worry dear. I’m just here to ask you a few questions about the brooch that was stolen.”
 
   That was his purpose for stopping by and he expected me not to be worried. I was confused by his demeanor.
 
   “My insurance company has the police report but I’m not yet sure what they are going to do,” I lied, not wanting to admit that they wouldn’t cover the loss and hoping he might not know that yet. I needed a little more time to think about all this, maybe find a solution, or find the brooch.
 
   “I’m not here about that exactly. I’m representing the jewelry store that gave Ms. Knapp the brooch on loan, not Ms. Knapp.”
 
   That took me by surprise. “I thought Veronica had said she had the piece custom made for her.”
 
   “She did, but it hadn’t quite been paid for yet. The store was just gracious enough to allow her to take it home before paying for it.”
 
   What kind of store let someone take an expensive piece of jewelry without paying? It seemed as if Veronica might also be in trouble over this. I couldn’t help but feel a glimmer of hope that if Veronica hadn’t paid for it, maybe she’d be accountable for the loss not me. I felt bad for even thinking that but I couldn’t help it.
 
   Bert pulled a notebook out of his pocket and looked back at me.
 
   “If you could please run down the events of how the brooch came to be in your possession?”
 
   I recounted everything from when Veronica and her friends came in the store to opening the safe the next morning to discover the brooch was missing.
 
   “And you have no idea who could have gotten into the safe?”
 
   “No,” I shook my head. “The police are of course investigating but I haven’t heard anything yet. There are only a few of us who have access and I can’t bring myself to believe it’s one of us but then that leaves me at a loss as to who could have not only got into the store but also the safe.” As I was telling him all this I started to wonder if maybe I was giving out too much information. Though the cat was out of the bag so to speak so I couldn’t take it back.
 
   “Well thank you,” he said. “I think I’ve got what I need. For now anyway.”
 
   “Really?” I couldn’t help but be surprised that’s all he asked. It didn’t seem very investigative like. But before I could say anything else he turned and quickly left before I could ask any of the million questions running through my mind.
 
   “What was that all about,” Katy asked as she walked back up to me. She had been helping customers when I was talking to Bert.
 
   “A guy from an insurance company who is representing the jewelry store. He said that brooch was out on loan. That Veronica hadn’t paid for it.”
 
   “Who let’s something that expensive out without payment?”
 
   “That’s exactly what went through my head when he told me.”
 
   “I might not have the answer to that question, Pres, but what I do know is those two ladies who just came in are definitely in the mood to drop some cash. So let’s see how much we can sell them and brighten up your day and Silk’s bank account.”
 
   As I went with Katy over to the shoppers I couldn’t help thinking about the fact Veronica hadn’t paid for the brooch. There was something not quite right about that. She was loaded. At least that’s how she portrayed herself and with all the money I knew she’d dropped at Silk in the last couple months she’d have to be rich or seriously in debt. Though maybe she was in debt and didn’t have the money to pay for it.
 
   The morning flew by, the new customers adding a healthy number to our daily sales which we sorely needed and did help my mood. Anna came in to join us for lunch and the three of us were trying to decide what to eat when the door chimed and we looked up to see it was Willie.
 
   “Willie,” I exclaimed and walked around the counter to give him a hug.
 
   “Do you remember my friend Anna?” I said, motioning to her.
 
   “Of course,” he smiled and held out his hand. “Good to see you again. You too, Katy.”
 
   “So what do we owe the pleasure?” I asked.
 
   “I was in the neighborhood and thought I’d stop by and fill you in on what we have so far about your break in.”
 
   “I thought you weren’t working on the case?”
 
   “I wasn’t but I asked Detective Braden if I could take over since I knew you so here I am. How lucky are you?”
 
   “Super lucky. We have the best detective in Chicago.”
 
   Willie smiled and I was thrilled that he had taken over this case. I felt comfortable with him and knew I could bug him with updates at any time.
 
   “Unfortunately there isn’t much to go on yet. They did find several sets of fingerprints on the safe and around the back door and we need you all to come to the station so we can eliminate your prints and see if we have anything left to go on.”
 
   “Some guy was in here this morning from Windy City Insurance. He said he represented the jeweler who made the brooch. Apparently they let Veronica take it when it wasn’t paid for,” I said.
 
   “That’s the information we got too,” Willie replied.
 
   “I can’t believe they let her take something that expensive out of the store!”
 
   “I’m sure they wished they hadn’t now,” Willie said with a small grin. “Lesson learned I suppose.”
 
   “We were just heading out to lunch. Join us?” Katy said.
 
   “I wish I could, but I’ve got to get up town. Crime never slows down. Job security I suppose. You ladies have fun though.”
 
   “Bye Willie,” I said.
 
   “He is so damn cute,” Anna said as we watched him walk out the door. Taking in what was a great view of his backside. Anna was right. Willie was very handsome. Not what you’d expect from a cop. Not that cops couldn’t be handsome, he just had a different way about him. His presence, his demeanor, just didn’t scream cop. At least not to me. He had awesome taste in clothes. Expensive suits when he was on duty as a detective and full sleeve tattoos visible when he wasn’t. He was very Wentworth Miller in Prison Break. Just the heterosexual version. I wondered whatever happened to Wentworth Miller. I hadn’t seen him in anything in the last few years and I really liked him.
 
   “So are we ready for lunch?” Katy said.
 
   “Lunch can wait. I want to go talk to the jewelry store that made that brooch,” I said, grabbing my purse from under the counter.
 
   “But I’m starving,” Anna said. “You lured me here with the promise of food,” she teased.
 
   “Me too, Presley. You must feed us!” Katy added.
 
   “We can gulp and go something on the way,” I said. I was hungry too but I was much more focused on getting more information on this brooch than I was on food. Definitely a first for me. I called goodbye to Yvette leaving her with one of our part time associates to run the store while we were gone and we headed down First Street toward the store we were looking for.
 
   “How do you guys feel about a falafel? There’s a cart right there,” I said, pointing to the corner.
 
   “Smells wonderful,” said Katy.
 
   “Fine with me,” Anna added. “I just need food.”
 
   We quickly grabbed our sandwiches and kept walking the remaining blocks to Garrett Jewelers.
 
   “Eating and walking is harder than it looks,” Katy said as I watched the sauce drip over her hand. “Thought we’re burning the calories just as quickly as we’re eating them. That’s a plus.”
 
   “You have to eat fast and have a lot of napkins,” I said, pulling a few from the handful I had stuffed in my pocket. “It’s a practiced skill us Chicagoans have.”
 
   “What are you hoping to find out from the jewelry store?” Anna asked in between bites.
 
   “I’m just going to lead with the truth and see how far that gets me.” Since I had absolutely no idea what I should say or what their reaction would be, I figured it was my only option.
 
   “And what is that exactly?” Katy asked.
 
   “That Veronica left her brooch with me and it was stolen and I want to figure out by who. It’s not like they don’t already know it was stolen from Silk.”
 
   A few more minutes and we arrived at our destination.
 
   “I don’t have any sandwich stuck in my teeth do I?” I asked Anna and Katy.
 
   “Nope,” they replied.
 
   Feeling a little nervous, I swung open the door that led into a very posh environment. By the looks of the dark wood furniture pieces that were antique even to my untrained eye and the huge crystal encrusted light fixtures, this was a very high end place.
 
   “I bet there’s not a single thing in here we could afford,” Katy whispered. “Even if we all went in on it together. This place looks like the high end of the high end.”
 
   “It sure looks that way,” I said at almost a whisper, this place was intimidating.
 
   A woman, probably mid-fifties, impeccably groomed and in a gorgeous suit that fit her so perfectly it had to be custom tailored for her svelte body, walked out of the back. She looked exactly as I’d imagined someone working here would. No more touchable than any of these high end diamonds.
 
   “Can I help you ladies?” the woman said in a smooth cultured voice. If she thought we didn’t look like her typical customers she didn’t show it.
 
   “I sure hope so,” I said a little too cheerfully. A side effect of my being nervous was sometimes being too upbeat and this wasn’t exactly an upbeat sort of place.
 
   The woman raised her eyebrows as a signal she was waiting for me to finish whatever it was what I wanted to say.
 
   “I, uh…”
 
   “I’m Katy and this is Presley and Anna.”Katy said taking over. “We run a boutique called Silk and one of our customers, Veronica Knapp had a custom ordered brooch your store made for her. Well I’m afraid to say it came up missing and we were, well, hoping you might know if anyone knew about that brooch and might want it? Enough to want to steal it?” 
 
   The woman sniffed. “You mean someone who’d want to steal it more than Veronica Knapp?”
 
   I was so amazed at how Katy had so smoothly engaged this woman that I was afraid I hadn’t heard what she’d just said correctly.
 
   “What do you mean,” I asked. “I thought Veronica had that piece on loan?”
 
   “While technically she did it’s not our normal practice to let customers take unpaid merchandise out of the store. When she came to pick it up she conveniently forgot her purse. She talked an associate into letting her take it on the promise she would call later with her credit card number. She never did of course so in my book that’s stealing. I guess she got lucky that it was miraculously stolen from you. Now I’m sure she feels she doesn’t have to pay for it. I wouldn’t be surprised if we have to sue her to get our money.”
 
   I cringed at the mention of a lawsuit.
 
   “So you think she took it, never planning on paying for it, Ms….I’m sorry I didn’t catch your name.”
 
   “Raquel Rivers. And no, I don’t think she planned on paying for it. I think she lied about forgetting her credit card just to get her hands on that thing.She’s just that type you know.”
 
   “Not really. What type is that?” I asked.
 
   “The newly rich and entitled type. She thought she should get anything she wanted whether she deserved it or not. We called her husband about payment, he’s bought things for her from us before, and he had no idea she had commissioned a piece and didn’t seem none too happy about it. He was very clear that he wouldn’t be paying for it. In fact he told me he’d cut her off. Though I didn’t ask why and why he even offered that information to me in the first place I don’t know. I don’t care to know the particulars of my customers’ finances.”
 
   “Is that why your insurance company is investigating? Because you think Veronica planned this?”
 
   Raquel furrowed her eyebrows. Thought they didn’t move that much. Botox maybe?
 
   “I haven’t called the insurance company yet. Against my advice the owner wanted to wait and give Veronica a chance to pay up. That brooch was valued at over six figures and while we want to get our money we also don’t want the negative publicity. These matters need to be handled very carefully.”
 
   “So you didn’t send someone over to my store from Windy City Insurance?” I said confused.
 
   I felt sick to my stomach. I didn’t know which was worse. Knowing how expensive that brooch really was or wondering why that guy was in the store asking questions if he hadn’t stopped by at the request of the jewelry store.
 
   “Is the associate who allowed Veronica to take the brooch working today?” Katy asked.
 
   “She may be working but it’s not here. She no longer has a job with us. Mistakes like that can’t be tolerated.”
 
   “Can we get her name?” I asked.
 
   “Angela. Angela Scott.”
 
   “Thank you, Raquel,” I said and she nodded in the way of her goodbye and the three of us walked out.
 
   ‘That’s not at all what I was expecting,” I said once we got back out to the sidewalk.
 
   “What that the jewelry store thinks Veronica is a thief?” Katy said.
 
   “Yeah that and the fact that brooch was valued at over six figures. It was a bat for goodness sake. It was sparkly but sure as hell wasn’t all that beautiful. Though Veronica sure thought so, so maybe you just have to be a fan of bats to appreciate it. I still can’t wrap my head around her not paying for that piece of jewelry and taking it anyway. Who does that.”
 
   “According to Raquel, Veronica does,” Anna said.
 
   “Maybe it’s a thrill for her. She’s bored and did it to see how long she could go without paying for it.  Just playing a game. Then unfortunately it was stolen from us which of course probably wasn’t in her original plan,” said Katy.
 
   “That doesn’t actually sound all that crazy, Pres,” Anna said.
 
   “If that were the case wouldn’t her husband have paid for it when they called him?” I said. 
 
   “Maybe she does this a lot and he’s tired of it. Who knows? You know you can never tell what’s going on inside someone else’s home.”
 
   “Good point, Katy. What bothers me more is who that Bert guy really is and why was he asking so many questions? I about died when Raquel said they hadn’t yet contacted the insurance company. I can’t believe I was so stupid to take his word for it. He showed me a business card but anyone can get any business cards made up. Hell you can print your own at home these days.”
 
   “That is a little creepy,” said Katy.
 
   “May you should call Willie and tell him,” Anna said.
 
   “I want to talk to this Angela person first. See if she can tell us anything more about how Veronica seemed when she came in to pick up the brooch. Maybe it can give us some insight as to if Veronica did it on purpose or really did forget her credit card.”
 
   “What good is that going to do?” Katy asked.
 
   I almost hated saying what I was thinking out loud. I didn’t have any reason to think this way other than my own active imagination. I hesitated.
 
   “Spill it. What are you thinking in that pretty little head of yours,” Katy demanded.
 
   “What if she had someone steal the brooch from Silk so she didn’t have to pay for it.”
 
   They both stayed silent for a few seconds.
 
   “if she did that she wouldn’t be able to wear it,” Anna said. “So what would be the point?”
 
   “None. It’s a stupid thought. I don’t even know why it popped in my head. My imagination is getting the best of me,” I said, somewhat embarrassed.
 
   Katy laughed. “If she was into playing games by not paying for things who knows what else she might do.|
 
   “Back to the store?” Anna asked.
 
   “Yep. I want to find Angela.”
 
   “How do you suppose we go about doing that?” asked Anna.
 
   “The Google of course,” I replied with a smile. You could find out anything on Google.
 
   When we got back to Silk we had an unusual afternoon rush and I didn’t have time to Google Angela Scott to see if I could find her until almost five. Not that I was complaining. Today had been great for sales. “I’m heading back to the office, Katy, yell if you need me.” She nodded and I walked to the back filling my coffee cup and adding a splash of pumpkin spice creamer.  I loved the heat and the long days of summer but looked forward to fall when I could gorge on everything pumpkin. I loved fall food. I called it the season of weight gain.
 
   I tapped the keyboard to wake up the monitor and started my search. The first place I went was Facebook. Who wasn’t on Facebook these days?  My Mom and her Junior League gardening pals even had a Facebook group these days. There were three Angela Scotts in the Chicagoland area and none of them had a private profile so it took about two minutes to see one hadn’t changed her Worked At status since getting fired and still said salesperson at Garrett Jewelers and my detective work was complete. I was able to get her email, phone number, and address, which I found a little naïve and nuts. There were too many crazies in the world who might just show up at your house thinking you were destined to be together forever before kidnapping you to keep so much personal information out there for the public to see.
 
   I stuffed the paper with the information in my purse and went back out on the sales floor to see what Katy needed help with before closing for the night. I realized how exhausted I was and immediately felt bad because Katy had been here longer than me today.
 
   I told her what I’d found out about Angela as we straightened the racks.
 
   “You really can find out just about anything on Facebook,” Katy said shaking her head. “There is no such thing as anonymity anymore. Did you try to Google that insurance guy? Bert what’s his name?”
 
   “No I was so focused on finding Angela I forgot to look. I’ll do it when I get home. I think I’m going to stop by her house on my way home.”
 
   Katy frowned. “Wouldn’t it be smarter to call or send an email or at least wait until tomorrow in the morning?”
 
   “It’s not like she’s some two hundred pound brute who is going to beat me up for stopping by. Plus I’m not the one who fired her so she’d have no reason to be mad at me. I feel that if I stop by her place she can’t hang up on me or ignore my email. I don’t want to wait for answers. I can’t wait for answers.”
 
   “Maybe I should come with you? I hate to think of you going there alone.”
 
   “I’ll be fine and you’ve had a longer day than I have so you need to go home and relax. I appreciate everything you’ve done to help and I want you to rest.”
 
   “If you’re sure. I don’t like the idea of you going alone. Why don’t you call Willie to go with you?”
 
   “I’m not going to bother him with this. I will be fine. I’ll text you before I go in and when I come put so you know she didn’t abduct me.”
 
   “That’s not funny, Pres,” Katy frowned.
 
   “Lighten up. You worry too much.”
 
   We made quick work of the remaining closing tasks and headed out. I locked the safe and the doors, double and triple checking them, I was paranoid now still having no idea as to how someone broke in. I figured anything was possible at this point. As we walked to our cars Katy asked again, “Are you sure you don’t want me to come with you? I don’t mind, really. I’m not that tired.”
 
   “Yes. I’ll be fine. Go home and have a glass of wine. Plus Anna is probably bored and you guys can hang out. I won’t be long.”
 
   “Ok, well call me if you change your mind.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 5 go to Angelas
 
    
 
   I sat in my car, plugged Angela’s address into Google maps and waited a few seconds for the directions to populate. It showed her apartment was six minutes away and this time of evening the traffic should not be too bad. At least that’s what I hoped. Sometimes you never could tell. I pulled out of the parking garage and headed down the route. Turning the radio on, volume low, as to not drown out the directions.  About thirty minutes later, traffic was much worse than I had anticipated, I pulled into an older apartment complex. It had seen better days and was sorely in need of a paint job and some weed pulling but in Chicago real estate was expensive, even to rent, and you couldn’t be too picky when it came to aesthetics. Clean and safe were the things that were important in this city. Then location and then aesthetics. Unless you were rich you didn’t have many options. It was worth it though. Chicago was an awesome place to live.
 
   I found her building number and parked. Grabbing my purse I walked up to the front door, which of course was locked. Not surprising that you had to be buzzed in. That was pretty normal. It could however be a potential obstacle for me because if she didn’t want to talk to me she didn’t have to let me in and there wasn’t much I could do about it. And then there was always the possibility she wasn’t even home. I pressed the button for her unit and a few seconds later a soft female voice answered.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   “Hi, Angela?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You don’t know me and I’m sorry to intrude, but my name is Presley Thurman. I was hoping we could chat a few minutes about the brooch Veronica Knapp took. I don’t know if you’ve heard but it was stolen and I own the store it was stolen from.”
 
   There was a long pause and I knew there was a good chance, a very good chance that she wouldn’t answer or let me in. I’m not sure I would have in her shoes and I started to think maybe this had been a bad idea. I was just about to press the button again and ask her to please talk to me when I heard the door unlock. I grabbed the handle and swung it open, walking through it and heading up to apartment number #115, which is what it had said on the mailbox. I knocked softly on the door when I arrived and hoped she hadn’t changed her mind about talking but she opened it right away.
 
   “C’mon in,” she said with a half hearted smile.
 
   I looked around her apartment as I stepped in and thought she had really good taste. Nothing expensive, my guess is a lot of it was thrift shop, but it was very eclectic and well put together. It had a very homey, comfortable feel. I wish I had her talents in decorating.
 
   “Beautiful apartment, “I told her.
 
   “Thanks,” she said softly. I wasn’t sure what she normally looked like but my guess was this wasn’t it. Mainly because her apartment was so put together and spotless it seemed out of place that she looked a mess. Not that I was judging. She had just lost her job. I’d been there. I got it. She was a stunning girl. White blond hair, definitely natural, big green eyes, and even without make up her skin was flawless, just blotchy, I could tell she’d been crying. Even so she was gorgeous and I would kill for her eye lashes. They were long and dark and made her green eyes pop. I couldn’t help but wonder if she had them tinted. If they were natural I was even more jealous. She looked like a natural blond so to have such dark eyelashes seemed odd. She was in black yoga pants and a grey t-shirt with what looked like a coffee stain on the front. From the looks of her outfit I imagined she’d slept in her clothes. Saying they were wrinkled was a bit of an understatement.
 
   “I appreciate you talking to me. I’m sorry you lost your job.”
 
   Tears welled up in her eyes.  
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said again, feeling bad. “I didn’t mean to make you cry.”
 
   “It’s ok. I’ve been crying all day, it’s not your fault.” She attempted to laugh. 
 
   “You said the brooch was stolen? I guess I don’t understand.”
 
   “I was providing dresses for a fashion show Veronica was organizing and to make a long story short I kept the brooch for safekeeping and well turns out if wasn’t very safe and someone stole it.”
 
   Angela gasped. “Oh no. Raquel must be fit to be tied.”
 
   “She certainly didn’t have many good things to say about Veronica. Which is why I came to see you.”
 
   “Did Raquel give you my address?”
 
   “No. She told me your name and I Googled you. Actually, I Facebook stalked you. You should really change your privacy settings. There are too many weirdos in the world. I’m not one of them,” I quickly assured her with a smile.
 
   She smiled back. “Wow. I can’t believe someone stole that brooch. Is it bad that I’m almost happy for the first time since getting fired? I I know it’s stupid to be this upset but I really liked that job. I was good at it. I was always in the top three in sales and was building up a large repeat clientele. I was starting to make some real money.”
 
   “So Veronica Knapp was one of your customers?”
 
   “She was really Raquel’s but for some reason a couple weeks ago Raquel told me she was giving her to me.”
 
   “Did you find that odd?”
 
   “A little. Raquel wasn’t normally that giving. Especially to someone who spent a lot of money. Mrs. Knapp was not the easiest customer to deal with so I assumed Raquel was tired of her. It’s not like she didn’t already have plenty of other rich clients. I wasn’t going to argue. It added to my pay check. She bought a lot of jewelry. A good sized piece at least once a month. I thought I was doing the right thing by letting Mrs. Knapp take the brooch. She threw such a fit when she first asked and I told her no, I let her take it.”
 
   “You didn’t ask Raquel first?”
 
   “She was on her lunch break and I was the only one in the store besides the security guard.  I thought if I didn’t let her take it I would get in trouble and I certainly didn’t want to lose her business. She’s been a customer for years. Way longer than I’ve worked there. I never thought for a million years she wouldn’t come back and pay for it. She’s spent a lot of money on jewelry and paying for it was never an issue before. How was I supposed to know this time was when she decided paying was optional.”
 
   She was probably right about that.  She could have just as easily lost her job by not letting Veronica take the brooch. Sometimes you couldn’t win for losing.
 
   “When was the brooch stolen?”
 
   “Last night.”
 
   “That’s horrible.”
 
   I nodded because she was right in that statement.
 
   “Do you know who took it?”
 
   I shook my head. “Nope. That’s why I wanted to talk to you. See if you had any idea who might have wanted to steal the brooch from Veronica.”
 
   “I don’t really know Veronica all that well except for as a customer. You don’t think it was just random? Someone breaking into your store for money and getting lucky?”
 
   “It could be that,” I said honestly. “I guess I’m being optimistic that someone had it out for Veronica. If I have to pay for that loss it’ll ruin me.”
 
   “So you’re hoping to find the person who stole it?”
 
   I nodded, figuring by this point she thought I was nuts but to her credit she didn’t comment on that fact.
 
   “Did anyone ever come in with Veronica or ask about the brooch at any time? Not many people knew the brooch was in my safe and so I’m trying to figure out if there was anyone else who might have known about it that I don’t know about.”
 
   Angela sat there for a second as if thinking.
 
   “When she came in to see what our designer had drawn up to give her approval she brought a friend with her.”
 
   “Do you know the friend’s name?”
 
   “She introduced her but I don’t remember. I’m sorry. Raquel hadn’t yet turned her over to me so I didn’t pay much attention to them.”
 
   “You mean Veronica had already commissioned that piece when Raquel gave her up?” If Raquel had done most of the work why would she turn the sale over to Angela. I’d been in sales long enough to know good sales people didn’t do that. They were too cut throat.
 
   Damn. “That’s OK. I …” A buzzing sound coming from my purse stopped me.
 
   “Excuse me a second Angela,” I said as I pulled my phone out of my purse. I saw it was a text from Katy that said call me 911. That worried me. My heart started to race with possibilities of what could have happened.
 
   “I don’t mean to be rude but do you mind if I make a quick call?”
 
   “Of course not, go ahead.”
 
   I hit the speed dial button and Katy answered on the first ring. She’d obviously been waiting for me to call.
 
   “You need to come home now,” she said frantically, not even bothering to say hello.
 
   “What’s wrong? Are you OK? Oh my God, did something happen to Cooper?”
 
   “No, no, nothing like that. I’m fine. Cooper’s fine. We’re all fine. Willie’s here and he needs to talk to you. Just come home.”
 
   “What is wrong?” I demanded. “You’re freaking me out.”
 
   “I can’t explain over the phone. Just hurry back.”
 
   “OK, leaving now.”
 
   I threw my phone back in my purse, heart racing. I couldn’t even imagine what had happened and was almost afraid to find out.
 
   “I have to go Angela.”
 
   “Is everything OK?” she said, sounding concerned.
 
   “I don’t know. If you think of Veronica’s friend’s name can you call me?” I asked, writing down my cell number on the back of a Starbucks receipt I pulled from my purse.
 
   “Sure,” she said taking the paper from me.
 
   I ran out of her apartment to my car and it was all I could do to not speed back to my condo but getting a ticket would just slow me down even more.
 
   It seemed to take forever but in reality I made good time going home. The traffic had really lessened in the last thirty minutes. Thank goodness. I’m not sure what I would have done if I’d been stuck in traffic.
 
   I soon pulled into the parking garage and rushed up the stairs to my condo, super nervous as I didn’t know what to expect.
 
   I flung open the door and Willie, Anna, and Katy were all sitting in the living room with somber looks on their faces. I went and sat in the empty chair, not even bothering to take my coat off and stared at Willie.
 
   “What is going on,” I demanded. “You have me freaked out.”
 
   “We found the brooch,” Willie said.
 
   “That’s great news!” I said excitedly before I realized that no one else seemed to think so. “Isn’t it? What aren’t you telling me?”
 
   “The police found the brooch pinned to Veronica’s dress when her dead body was discovered,” Willie said in his calm voice that I supposed was comforting to those getting bad news about their loved ones.
 
   “What do you mean found dead?” I said slowly.
 
   “It looks as if Veronica was murdered,” he said.
 
   My hands flew up to my mouth as I let out a gasp. “Oh my God. You’re kidding me.”
 
   “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “What happened?”
 
   “We’re still trying to put the pieces together but what we know so far is her housekeeper came in this evening from running errands and went to start making dinner when she found Veronica lying in the kitchen. She’d been stabbed.”
 
   “But she had the brooch?” I asked confused. Had she been the one to break in and steal it in the first place? That didn’t even make sense.
 
   “Yep. Like I said it was pinned to her shirt. So either she had it or whoever killed her left it.”
 
   “So someone stole the brooch, then killed Veronica and left it on her? But why steal it in the first place then?”
 
   “Right now I can’t answer that, Pres. Listen, I have to head back to the station and it goes without saying that you three need to keep this information to yourselves. I just felt you should know.”
 
   “Promise. Thanks, Willie for stopping by.” 
 
   I walked him to the door and hugged him goodbye, then went back to sit down with Anna and Katy.
 
   “I can’t believe it,” I said. “Who could have killed her?”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 6fri am
 
   Willie talks to her about prints
 
    
 
   I pushed the button on my Keurig to fill my travel mug with coffee before heading to working when I heard my cell phone ring in my purse. I’d had another sleepless night filled with nightmares about Veronica. It was going to be another long day at work. I reached over and grabbed the strap of my purse to pull it close enough so I could dig out my phone. It was Willie. 
 
   “Do you have news for me? Do you know who killed Veronica?” I said in a rush.
 
   “Good morning to you too,” he chuckled. “What makes you think I didn’t just call to say hi?”
 
   “Because its seven am in the morning and you don’t usually call me this early just to say hi. Not to mention there’s a lot going on right now. I’m expecting more than just a hi from you,” I said, only half joking.
 
   “Ok, you got me. I was calling to remind you about coming down to the station to be fingerprinted, not just you everyone who works at Silk, so we can eliminate your prints and see what’s left over that might give us a clue.”
 
   “I was going to try and make it down today and I’ll remind everyone else too.”
 
   “Don’t just try. Do it,” he said sternly.
 
   “Have you got any more leads on who could have killed Veronica?” I asked again.
 
   “Not yet. We still haven’t been able to locate her husband either. He’s out of town on business, according to his office, but he’s not at the hotel they thought he was at and they don’t know where he is.”
 
   “Do you think he killed her? I heard that he wasn’t happy she bought the brooch, people have killed for less.”
 
   “Who’d you hear that from?”
 
   “We visited the jewelry store the brooch came from and one of the sales people told us,” I said and brace myself for his response. I knew he wasn’t going to be too happy with me for interfering. It’s one thing him and Cooper had in common. They both thought I was too nosy and should leave well enough alone when it came to matters like this.
 
   “Presley!”
 
   And I was right. At least he didn’t disappoint.
 
   “Why are you getting involved?”
 
   “Because I’m freaked out about losing my business if I get sued for the stolen brooch. I thought if I could figure out who stole it, then problem solved.”
 
   “Well now that that’s not a concern leave it alone and let the police investigate.”
 
   “OK, OK,” I said crossing my fingers. I knew better than to make promises I might not be able to keep. The brooch might have reappeared but I couldn’t help but still wonder what happened to Veronica and who had stolen it in the first place. My curiosity was even greater now.
 
   “Someone needs me. Pres, I have to let you go but I’ll call you later. Just make sure you all to get down to the station. Today.”
 
   “Will do. Bye.”
 
   I grabbed my purse and coffee and decided against a jacket. It was cool out but I had on a sweater and wasn’t going that far outside and didn’t want the bulk. Trying to cram a bulky fisherman’s sweater like the one I had on, under a coat, was so uncomfortable. Even if it’d been colder out I probably would have chosen not to wear it with a coat. I’d rather freeze than not be able to move.
 
   It was still early enough I had some time before I had to open Silk and I wanted to talk to Angela again. It was a little early to visit someone I didn’t know that well but I wouldn’t have time until this evening so was going to take the chance she would either be up or would hear the buzzer and wake up. Now knowing that Veronica had been murdered I didn’t want to wait.
 
   I made decent time and even remembered how to get there without using my GPS. That was a big win for me. Sometimes you had to be proud of the small things and right now I’d take what I could get.
 
   I walked up to the door and rang the buzzer. I really hoped she was up. I would feel bad if I woke her.
 
   “Hello?” she answered right away and sounded awake and almost cheerful. A huge change from last night.  I couldn’t help but wonder if she’d heard about Veronica’s death, but then quickly pushed that out of my mind. Angela didn’t seem like the kind of girl who’d be cheered up from someone’s death. Even if that person had got her fired. Though if she was in a good mood, I felt a little bit better about dropping in on her.
 
   “Angela, it’s Presley. I’m so sorry to bother you this early but can I come up?”
 
   “Sure,” she said like it didn’t faze her at all I was here. The buzzer sounded and when I reached her apartment she was standing in her doorway waiting for me.
 
   “Can I get you some coffee?” she asked, smiling.
 
   “No thanks. I can’t stay too long and I apologize for drooping by unannounced so early, but I wanted to talk to you.”
 
   “That’s OK. I’m not sleeping much these days. What did you want to talk to me about?”
 
   “Did you watch the news at all last night?”
 
   “No. I went to bed right after you left. Why?”
 
   “Veronica Knapp was murdered.”
 
   “You’re not serious?”
 
   “I’m afraid I am. She was found stabbed to death in her home.”
 
   “Am I a suspect?”
 
   I don’t know what I expected as a reaction but that was not it. “Um, not that I know of. I mean I wouldn’t be surprised if the police might want to talk to you but I’m sure that’s just a formality.”
 
   “They already called. Last night after I went to bed. They left a message. I’d just finished listening to it when you buzzed me. I thought maybe the jewelry store was pressing charges against me. Oh my God. This is so much worse.”
 
   She sat there looking horrified.
 
   “How would you like a job?” I said out of the blue. As a surprise to even me.
 
   Angela’s eyes popped wide. “What?”
 
   “It’s getting close to the holiday season and I need more people and you seem like you’d be just as good selling high end clothes as jewelry.”
 
   “Really? Are you serious?”
 
   “Yeah. I realize you might not want to working in a clothing store and depending on how business goes it might just be seasonal but it’s something for now. You know, to get you back on your feet.”
 
   “I would love to. Jewelry, clothes, I love anything fashion related. The thought of job hunting was depressing me. I appreciate the offer. When do you want me to start?”
 
   “How about tomorrow?” I hadn’t planned on asking to her to come work at Silk and honestly even if it was getting into holiday season everything was so crazy right now I’m not sure if the store could afford it but she did seem like a great sales person. Sometimes you just had to take risks.
 
   “I would love to. Tell me what time and I’ll be there and ready,” she said with such enthusiasm I was glad I made the offer.
 
   “Let me call you when I get to the store and have a chance to look at the schedule.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “I also wondered if you’d remembered who it was that came in the store with Veronica that one time you told me about last night.”
 
   She shook her head. “I really racked my brain and I couldn’t remember. I wish I could. Do you really think it would be helpful to finding out who took the jewelry?”
 
   It might be more helpful than she realized now. I left her once again telling her that I’d call her later with her work schedule and headed back to the store. On the drive I couldn’t help but think about what had happened. I couldn’t figure out why someone would kill Veronica and yet leave the brooch with her. Didn’t that kind of defeat the purpose of stealing it? Maybe it was her husband and that’s why he wasn’t anywhere to be found. Unless something happened to him too. 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 7 Friday
 
                 “You what?” Katy said when I finally arrived at the store. It had taken me much longer to get there than I’d planned. Stupid traffic. “Why did you offer Angela a job? Do we even need a new sales person. Better yet can you afford someone else on payroll right now?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t know. It just happened and you should have seen the look on her face. She was so happy. Which makes me happy I brought someone a little joy today.”
 
   “Well let’s hope she’s a good sales person. Good deeds don’t pay the bills,” she said, which made me smile. Katy was the sweetest person I knew but when it came to business she was no nonsense. She didn’t mess around.
 
   “She seemed to do well at the jewelry store so I bet she’ll be fine.”
 
   “Did you stop by the police station to get fingerprinted?”
 
   “Not yet but I promised Willie I would today and to make sure you and everyone else went.”
 
    “Anna and I went down this morning. She went to keep me company, at least that’s what she said. I think she wanted to get a glimpse of the handsome detective.”
 
   “Oh really?”
 
   “He texted her this morning to remind us.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up. Now that was very interesting news. “I didn’t even know he had her number. How does he have her number?”
 
   “That’s exactly what my reaction was. I don’t know how he got it but trust me. She was happy he did. She was trying hard to play cool and not seem excited but she was.”
 
   “Maybe there’s a mutual attraction there?” I said. “That would be kind of cool. He’s such a great guy.”
 
   “I sent Yvette down to get her fingerprints and when she gets back I’ll send Melissa, which will leave only you.”
 
   “I think I should be able to make it later this afternoon. Oh crap.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “You know what I did forget? To tell Willie this morning about the insurance guy from Windy City Insurance isn’t really an insurance guy.”
 
   “You don’t know that for sure. Maybe you should see if there is a Windy City Insurance and call. Maybe Raquel was wrong. The owner of Garretts could have called them and not told Raquel.”
 
   Katy had a point. I needed to make sure the information I had was correct. It was slow so I didn’t bother heading to the back and I looked up Windy City Insurance, half expecting there not to be one, and kicking myself for not researching this right after he’d left. I wasn’t usually so gullible. I felt a little better when the company did pop up in my Google search and I tapped in the phone number to call.
 
   “Hello, Windy City Insurance. How can I help you,” a woman answered after a few rings.
 
   “May I please speak to Bert Tremain?”
 
   “I’m sorry. There is no Bert Tremain who works here.”
 
   “Are you sure,” I said, realizing as I said it how stupid it sounded. Of course she was sure. She worked there. I was the idiot who thought people told the truth.
 
   The woman didn’t seem put out because she chuckled. “I’m sure but I do know where you can reach him. Windy City Investigations. Do you have a pen handy. I can give you his number.”
 
   “That would be great,” I said, not knowing what to think. Since she didn’t seem to find it odd that I had called the wrong place looking for him. And she had his number. What was going on here?
 
   “It’s 312-555-5555.”
 
   “Thank you and sorry for the bother.”
 
   “No worries. It happens all the time.”
 
   I started to ask why but she’d already said bye and hung up.
 
   “Well …” Katy asked looking at me expectantly.
 
   “Bert Tremain doesn’t work for Windy City Insurance. He apparently works for Windy City Detective Agency.”
 
   “Does that mean he was investigating for some other reason than insurance purposes?”
 
   “I would guess. I need to tell Willie. Maybe he already knows? I’ll be right back.”
 
   I headed to the office for privacy in case we had customers come in.
 
   “I was just getting ready to call you,” he said when he answered on the first ring.
 
   “Were you calling to tell me you found Veronica’s murderer and whoever broke into Silk?”
 
   “Not exactly. One of your employees was just in here to give her fingerprints. Yvette.”
 
   “Yeah, Katy sent her down. Oh God, don’t tell me she’s got a record. That’s the last thing I need to deal with.”
 
   There was a long pause.
 
   “Please don’t tell me she’s a criminal.”
 
   “Just relax. She’s been fingerprinted before for a drug related arrest when she was sixteen and all charges were dropped. I looked through her file. The DA deemed it poor youthful judgment and let her off with a warning because she’d never been in trouble before and she’s never been in trouble since.”
 
   “Still, she should of told me.”
 
   “If if helps, she told me before we ran her prints. She was just afraid to tell you. It was years ago. I think you should cut her some slack. It’s not something you’d tell an employer. When I saw how upset she was over you knowing, I said I’d call and tell you. She seems like a nice girl.”
 
   I sighed. I’d made my share of mistakes along the way and Yvette was a great employee. I shouldn’t hold something she did years ago against her.
 
   “You’re right and normally I wouldn’t think it that big of a deal. We all make mistakes I guess. I’m just on edge.”
 
   “That’s understandable. Just don’t be too hard on her when she gets back to the store. I’ll call you if I hear anything else.”
 
   “Ok. Oh wait.”
 
   “What.”
 
   “That insurance guy who stopped by who I told you about. He’s not an insurance guy. He’s a detective.”
 
   “What’s his name. I don’t think you told me?”
 
   “I didn’t think it was important when I thought he was an insurance agent. His name is Bert Tremain. Windy City Detective Agency. Does that ring a bell?”
 
   “Hmmm. I don’t recognize it but I’ll do some checking. I’m very interested in finding out why a detective is nosing around. Let me know if he comes back or contacts you.”
 
   “Will do. Talk to you later, Willie.”
 
   Things were just getting more and more interesting around here. Never a dull moment. How I sometimes wished for a dull moment.
 
   MOVE WHERE?
 
   “Sort of. I was calling to tell you that unfortunately nothing we got from your safe matched anyone outside you all. So whoever broke in probably wore gloves.”
 
   “So we’re dealing with a half way smart crook.”
 
   “At least one who knows enough to wear gloves.”
 
   “That sucks. Why can’t it even be easy?’ I joked but was a little serious too. 
 
   “Job security for me, Presley.”
 
   “Oh, yeah. Good point. Where do we go from here? Have you located her husband yet?”
 
   “Not yet.”
 
   “Any leads on her murder?”
 
   “Not that either.”
 
   “Geez, Willie. Can’t you tell me some good news?”
 
   “Sorry, I wish I could.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 8
 
    
 
   Halloween private sale
 
   The weekend flew by in a blur. Between a busy two days of sales, which was fantastic, and trying to squeeze in planning for the Halloween sale, I hardly had any time to even think about Veronica’s murder or the brooch. Work had provided a welcome distraction.
 
   “It looks amazing in here,” Yvette said to me as she walked in to help with the final preparations for the Halloween special sale. “I feel like I’m walking into a haunted house.”
 
   “It was Anna,” I said. “She’s a whiz at decorating.”
 
   When Yvette had come back from being fingerprinted on Friday, I had told her what was in the past was past and I didn’t care about it. I honestly didn’t. I felt bad for my momentary judgment when Willie first told me but I was over reacting. She’d worked tirelessly all weekend helping to prepare for the party which just reinforced my believe she was a great employee and person.
 
   Anna had outdone herself turning Silk into a spooky palace. Fake cobwebs and spiders, witches that cackled, and pumpkins all over. Katy had made spiked cider and mulled wine and found low fat pumpkin mini cupcakes to serve. I had organized the sales floor by price point so it was easy to spot the awesome deals. I wanted to be excited and I was for potential sales, but I was also worried.
 
   “I still wonder if we should have cancelled,” I said to Anna. “Is it in bad taste to have a party so soon after Veronica’s death?”
 
   “This isn’t necessarily a party. It’s a business event.”
 
   “With the intent to lure Veronica’s friends here to try and get information. I kind of feel weird about it now.”
 
   “If they come they have the chance to get great deals. They might give us information. It’s a win-win.”
 
    “I agree with Anna and it looks and smells great. What do you need me to do?” Yvette said.
 
   “If you could finish steaming that rack of dresses I wanted to pull a few more pieces of jewelry from the back,” I said.
 
   “Sure,” Yvette said.
 
   “How many people confirmed?” I asked her as she started heading to the back.
 
   “Out of the thirty I called I got mostly voicemail and only a few people called back and said they’d try and make it,” Yvette said apologetically.
 
   My negativity returned. “People do think it’s bad timing. Maybe we should have pushed it off.”
 
   “Not necessarily,” Yvette said. “Even when given advance notice our customers don’t tend to RSVP. They just show up. I wouldn’t give up just yet.”
 
   “She’s right, Pres,” Anna agreed with her.
 
   “I’m sure we’ll get some traffic and that means potential sales. Even if we don’t get any information from Veronica’s friends,” Katy said.
 
   We all got busy putting the final preparations on the event but when I looked at the clock and saw it was thirty minutes after the event was supposed to start I got nervous.
 
   “No one is here. What if no one comes,” I said.
 
   “Then we will have a lot of spiked cider and mini cupcakes to drown our sorrows in,” Anna said.  “I don’t know about you, but I’m game for that.”
 
   “It’s still early to be fashionably late,” said Katy and she did have a point. We had several clients who didn’t feel that the event started until they got there.
 
   Another thirty minutes went by and we were almost half way through the event with no customers which drove me to imbibe two spiked ciders to calm my nerves. I hated to think all this work had gone to waste. I was about to declare it a bust and suggest we lock up and eat and drink everything ourselves when a car pulled up.
 
   “Look, Pres. Someone is here,” Yvette said from her seat by the window where she had been intently watching for customers. “I think she’s one of Veronica’s friends, I recognize her from the fashion show fitting. I just don’t remember her name.”
 
   I walked up to where Yvette was to see who she was talking about. “That’s Belle. One of Veronica’s friends. She’s not on our VIP list. I didn’t meet her until that night and I didn’t ask the ladies if they wanted to sign up. I thought that would be tacky. I wonder how she found out.”
 
   “Who cares, maybe she will buy something and that’s the important thing,” Anna said. 
 
   “Good point,” I said and opened the door to welcome her in. “Hi Belle, welcome to Silk. So glad you could make it,” I said in my sweetest voice. “Can I offer you a drink?” I asked and ran down the list of offerings.
 
   “Cider would be wonderful,” she replied and Yvette quickly placed one in her hand.
 
   “Everything is twenty percent off even sales items so pull out that credit card.”
 
   “No news on Ronnie’s brooch?” Belle asked me when I opened the fitting room door for her a few minutes later arms full of clothes to try on. She may not have been invited but I was sure glad she had come. Even if she only bought a fraction of what she had to try on right now it would make today a success.
 
   I was also surprised she was out shopping so soon after her friend’s murder and was so casually bringing up the theft as if the murder hadn’t happened. But people processed grief in different ways. I’m glad she’d brought it up though. It gave me the opening I was looking for.
 
   “No but now it doesn’t really matter. I’m sorry for your loss, Belle. I know you and Veronica were close.”
 
   Tears welled up in her eyes.  “Thank you. I just wish she would have had a chance to wear that brooch.”
 
   “I know. She loved that piece.”
 
   “She didn’t love that piece as much as she loved sticking it to her husband,” she said, her attitude completely changing and I wondered how much of the spiked cider she’d consumed while out on the sales floor. That was a pretty cold thing to say about someone who just was murdered and who was supposedly your friend and to go from tears to almost hostility within a matter of seconds... wow.
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Craig was divorcing her. He didn’t know that Ronnie already knew. The stupid paralegal at the law firm Craig was using sent over documents meant for Craig but were addressed to Ronnie.”
 
   “Oh.” I didn’t even know what to say to that which didn’t seem to matter because Belle was clearly in a mood to talk as she kept on going without any prompting from me.
 
   “Ronnie was livid. She had thought for a while he was having an affair but honestly she didn’t care so much. She had her own interests, if you know what I mean, and she liked Craig’s money enough to want to continue her life the way it was. As long as he didn’t flaunt his affair in her face it didn’t seem to bother her.”
 
   People never failed to surprise me. I don’t care how much money Cooper had if he was cheating I could never turn a blind eye. I couldn’t live that way but each to his own.
 
   “So Craig didn’t know that Veronica knew he had filed for divorce?” I asked.
 
   “Not according to the last time I talked to him.”
 
   “Oh are you friends with Craig?” I asked, thinking that seemed a little strange. Not that couples couldn’t both be friends with someone but this wasn’t the topic that I would think a guy would discuss with a women who was friends with his wife. It seemed to cross a few lines in my book.
 
   Belle paused and then resumed talking. “Not really. I just assumed by the way he acted last time I saw them together he didn’t know. Maybe he did,” she said casually.
 
   Something seemed off here. Besides the fact that her friend was just murdered and it didn’t seem to faze her all that much but she was also willing to casually gossip about Veronica’s marriage. Belle almost acted like Veronica’s murder wasn’t any big deal. It was just weird.  I saw Katy at the front of the fitting rooms motioning to me.
 
   “Let me know if you need any different sizes and I’ll be back to check on you in a few minutes.”
 
   “What is it,” I asked Katy when I reached her. “Is something wrong?”
 
   “Tilly’s here and Angela said that’s the friend who was with Veronica at the jewelry store.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up. “I like to shop just as much as the next gal but if you had just been murdered I wouldn’t be seeking out the latest sales.”
 
   “No kidding.  Anyways I thought you might want to try and talk to Tilly.”
 
   “I do but what should I say?”
 
   “She’s here, and shopping, so I wouldn’t think she’s too sensitive or fragile so just come on out and ask her whatever you wanted to ask her. What did you want to ask her by the way?”
 
   “I don’t know specifically. I guess I just want to know what she knows about Veronica’s murder or the stolen, but yet not stolen, merchandise.”
 
   “Then just ask. What have you got to lose?”
 
   “A customer?”
 
   “Your curiosity being satisfied is more important than a customer. I know that much about you,” Katy teased.
 
   “Fine. Wish me luck.”
 
   I walked over to where Tilly was looking at some dresses.
 
   “Hi Tilly.”
 
   “Hi Presley. Thank you for inviting me to your sale. I’ve had my eye on this chiffon dress since the dress fitting and I’d hoped it was part of the sale,” she said, holding out a beautiful red chiffon evening gown.
 
   “It’s twenty percent off today.”
 
   “Wonderful. I’m a size two. Please put one up at the desk for me.
 
   Size two my left leg, I thought but I wasn’t about to comment. It was her problem on how she was going to fit into that dress.
 
   “Not a problem, Tilly. By the way, I’m so sorry about Veronica. You must be devastated,” I said, even though she certainly didn’t look devastated.
 
   “I know what you must be thinking. How could I be out shopping when my friend’s just been murdered.”
 
   “No, no not at all,” I protested even though that’s exactly what I’d been thinking.
 
   “I just needed to get out of the house and forget all this negativity for a while.”
 
   “I understand. I’m sure that’s why Belle came.”
 
   Tilly stared at me with either shock or surprise, I couldn’t tell.
 
   “Belle’s here?”
 
   I nodded. Not sure what she was thinking but she was definitely thinking something.
 
   “In fact, will you excuse me for a moment so I can go check on her? She’s in the fitting room,” I explained.
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Ok, I’ll be right back.”
 
   I walked up to Belle’s fitting room door to check on her and, could hear her talking. I assumed it was on her phone since I didn’t hear two voices. I hesitated before knocking on the door. I didn’t want to interrupt.
 
   “I can’t talk now. I’ll call you later,” I heard her whisper not knowing if she heard me or just didn’t want to talk.
 
   I cleared my throat and knocked on the door. “Belle how is everything fitting? Can I get you anything?”
 
   She opened the door and handed me a handful of dresses and it was all I could do not to cringe at the fact that there were several hundred dollars worth of evening gowns all crumpled up in a wad. As she stood there in her bra and underwear clearly not at all shy about who could see her, though looking at her she had no reason too, I caught a glimpse of her cell phone sitting on the little chair in the corner of the room and saw it light up. Someone had sent her a text. 
 
   “What about that dress?” I said pointing to one on the floor and stepping into the room. I wanted to see who had sent her a text. Maybe it was the person who she’d been talking to. Though it could be anyone. I was probably reading too much into a simple phone call and text. My suspicious mind was working overtime.
 
   “That’s a no,,” she said as I reached down and grabbed it looking to my left at the chair and seeing the display on her phone said Craig Knapp. Why was Veronica’s husband texting Belle? It made me feel even more strongly that something was off about this whole situation.
 
   “Can I bring you anything else to try?”
 
   “No. I’m about done here. I have an appointment I have to get to,” she said in a hurried manner like she was all of a sudden in a rush.
 
   I walked back out and handed the dresses to Angela. “Can you out these back on the hangers and back on the floor. They might need to be steamed they got a little crumpled up.”
 
   “I’ll say,” she said, wrinkling her nose.
 
   “Thanks. Where’s Katy?”
 
   “She went to the back to look for something,” Angela said.
 
   “Thanks.” I walked to the back stockroom and found Katy looking through some boxes of new merchandise we hadn’t had time to unpack.
 
   “Do you know if that Chinese Laundry dress we ordered in deep red came in yet?” she asked me.
 
   “I don’t remember checking it in, why?”
 
   “I have a customer I think it’d look perfect on but that’s ok. I’ll just have to call her when it comes in and get her to come back. In the meantime I can sell her something else today. Did you see more people came? I told you they would come.”
 
   “Wait a minute before you go back out there,” I said stopping her as she started to walk through the door back out to the sales floor not concerned at the moment with sales.
 
   “What?”
 
   “When I was cleaning dresses out of Belle’s fitting room I saw her phone and she got a text from Craig. You know, Veronica’s husband.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Don’t you think that’s a little weird?”
 
   “Why? She was friends with Veronica so it stands to reason that she would be friends with Craig.”
 
   “I don’t know. It seems odd to me. She’s out shopping and texting her dead friend’s husband?”
 
   “I think you’re letting your imagination get the best of you.”
 
   I shook my head. “I don’t think so. I think she’s hiding something. I mean Willie said they hadn’t been able to find Craig and yet he’s texting Belle. Is she hiding the fact that she knows where he is?”
 
   “Maybe she doesn’t know where he is or maybe the police haven’t asked her. Maybe she doesn’t know the police are looking for him. Presley, there are several reasons that are plausible.”              
 
    I put my hands on my hips. “Why are you coming up with so many reasons to dispute my theory that Belle knows something,” I said playfully. 
 
   “I’m not trying to rain on your parade just trying to play devil’s advocate,” she said smiling.
 
   We walked out on the sales floor and I saw that Belle was up at the register purchasing the one dress out of the several she’d tried on and an idea popped in my head.
 
   “Hey,” I whispered to Katy. “Do you care if I leave for a bit?”
 
   “No but where are you going?”
              “I’m going to follow Belle and she were she goes from here.”
 
   “Presley! That’s insane. What if she sees you and thinks you’re a crazy stalker and calls the cops.”
 
   “She won’t see me and if she does I’ll worry about it then. I just have a feeling she knows something that can help us figure out what happened.”
 
   “The brooch has been found. Why does it matter?”
 
   “Don’t you want to know who killed her?”
 
   “Yeah, but I’m in letting the police figure it out. You should be too.”
 
   I just looked at her.
 
   Katy shook her head. “Well I know I can’t stop you when you have an idea in your head so go on.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said and ran back to get my coat. I got back up to the front just as Belle was walking out. It dawned on me that she might be driving somewhere and I was parked in a different spot than our customers and would never be able to get to my car in time to get back to the customer lot and see where she was headed. However, she turned down the block opposite to the lot so maybe I was in luck and she was going for a walk. I stayed about twenty feet behind her so she wouldn’t notice me but I honestly didn’t think there was much chance of that. She hadn’t looked back once and why would she. She’d have no reason to think someone would be following her. To be honest I was starting to feel a little foolish thinking that following her was going to tell me anything about who killed Veronica. I was just about to turn around and go back to Silk, after grabbing a coffee of course, when I saw Belle turn right into the Madison Hotel. I decided to follow her just a little bit longer. See what she was doing in the hotel. Probably meeting a friend for dinner or something completely innocent. I’d never eaten at the Madison but had heard great things about the food at their restaurant.
 
   She walked up to the hostess stand and I’m assuming told the hostess who she was meeting because the hostess grabbed a menu and started walking over to the right side of the room. I went up as close as I dared and could just barely see the table where the hostess motioned for Belle to sit down. There was already someone sitting there. Looked like a female but I couldn’t quite tell. Belle and the hostess were blocking my view. I took a couple more steps forward so I could get a better look and almost collided with a server carrying a tray full of drinks.
 
   “Sorry,” I whispered and he glared at me. I looked back to the table and gasped. The woman at the table was Raquel from the jewelry store. What was she doing having lunch with Belle. Were they friends? I wouldn’t have guessed it by the low opinion Raquel seemed to have of Veronica. I wished I could get close enough to hear what they were saying.
 
   “Can I help you,” a voice behind me made me jump and I turned around to see the hostess behind me with a not so friendly look on her face.
 
   I smiled and hoped Belle or Raquel didn’t choose this moment to look over and catch me standing here.
 
   “I thought I saw my friend come in here but I must have been mistaken. We all have our doppelgangers,” I said with a laugh, but the hostess didn’t crack a smile. She must not have a good sense of humor.
 
   “I’ll just leave now. I don’t want to be in anyone’s way.” I quickly walked toward the entrance and before exiting, turned to catch one last glimpse of the two. That was a mistake because at the same time, Raquel looked up and we locked eyes. I could tell she recognized me but she didn’t change her facial expression so maybe she didn’t think anything of it. She turned back to Belle and I made my way to the exit. I wanted a coffee and to get home. I needed to think about what I’d seen. Maybe it wasn’t anything. It just seemed odd to me that those two would be meeting.
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 9
 
   Issue with sale of katysboutiqueshe has to go back home?
 
   I walked in the condo excited to tell Katy and Anna what I’d seen and have them help me figure out what it meant but one look at Katy’s face made me temporarily forget about that for a moment.
 
   “What’s wrong? Who was that on the phone?” I asked Katy who looked upset and had her cell phone in her hand. “Nothing happened to Dirt did it?”
 
   Dirt was Katy’s boyfriend and had recently been in trouble with the law. Though not because he was a criminal, but because he’d been in love with Katy. That was behind him now but I knew Katy still worried about him. We all did. His life had taken a much different path than what he’d expected and that wasn’t always easy for him to deal with.
 
   “It’s not that. He’s fine. But I have to go back.”
 
   Disappointment flooded me. I wouldn’t have made it these last few weeks without her and to lose her during this current crisis. Ugh. But that was selfish and I couldn’t be that way as much as I might want to. “Why?”
 
   “That was the lawyer handing the sale of the salon and there’s some kind of issue.”
 
   “And you can’t take care of it over the phone?” 
 
   “No. He said it’d be easier if I came back.”
 
   “When do you have to leave?”
 
   Katy hesitated before answering me, which told me I wasn’t going to like the answer. I groaned. “Don’t tell me this week.”
 
   “Not exactly. He said I should come home now.”
 
   “As in today?”
 
   “Well tomorrow morning. He said unless I wanted to take the chance the buyers would back out I should come back as soon as I could and get this straightened out.”
 
   I wanted to cry, I didn’t know what I was going to do without her, but I didn’t want Katy to feel bad. It wasn’t her fault and I certainly didn’t want to jeopardize the sale of her salon on my account. I know how much that meant to her to be able to move on from that chapter of her life and start over.
 
   “Well you gots to do what you gots to do,” I said trying to be upbeat about it.
 
   “I’m really sorry, Presley. I hate to leave you like this.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “You have to take care of your business. I’ll be fine. Plus Anna’s back and she said she’d help me while she figured out what to do.”\
 
   “And I totally will,” Anna said.
 
   “What’s the problem with the sale?” I asked.
 
   “Something about the title on the land not being clear so I can’t sell until it’s resolved. I inherited land that from my grandmother so it has to be some sort of mix up. I’m sure I’ll get down there and it will take five minutes to fix everything and I’ll have wasted my time.”
 
   “At least you’ll be able to see Dirt.”
 
   “That’s definitely the silver lining. I miss him and I can’t wait to see him. But enough about me did your following Belle provide worthwhile or did she catch you being a crazy stalker,” she teased.
 
   “Yes it did,” I said and proceeded to recount what I had seen. “So now I want to know how she knows Raquel. Don’t you think it’s weird they’re friends?”
 
   “I don’t know. You can be friends with someone who doesn’t necessarily like one of your other friends. Oh before I forget Tilly asked me to have you call her. She wants to move forward with the fashion show in honor of Veronica’s memory.”
 
   “Funny she didn’t mention that when I was walking with her.”
 
   “She didn’t stick around long to shop after you left. And I have to say she looked much more upset over Veronica’s death than Belle.”
 
   “Hmmm. What do you think? I don’t know if I could pull it off without you and not sure I want to.”
 
   “I think you should call her and at least hear what she has to say.”
 
   “You’re probably right. I didn’t get a chance to ask her what I wanted, so I guess talking to her again couldn’t hurt.”
 
   “I brought her number home for you.”
 
   “You think I should call now?” I asked skeptically.
 
   “Sure. Why not? See what she has to say. I admit I’m curious.”
 
   “Ok, give me the number,” I sighed not really relishing the idea of talking to Tilly right now but I was also curious as to her motivation in wanting to move forward. 
 
   I took the slip of paper from Katy and dialed the number. After three rings she picked up. “Hello?”
 
   “Tilly, this is Presley. Katy said you wanted to talk to me about the fashion show?”
 
   “Presley, sweetheart. I’m so glad you called me,” Tilly said in a tone I could only think of as fake because I’d never heard her be this nice. I got the sense she was pouring on the charm to get me to do something for her which made me instantly suspicious. 
 
   “It’s not a problem, Tilly. How can I help you?”
 
   “I was thinking and I thought we should move forward with the fashion show in honor of Ronnie’s memory. The majority of it is already planned so it shouldn’t be too hard to execute. At least I don’t think so.”
 
   Did she forget Veronica had fired me? “I think that’s a great idea Tilly but are you sure you want me to help? She did fire me.”
 
   “She was just mad. I mean you did let someone steal her brooch but you already have the dresses that we picked out and it makes more sense to stay with Silk as a sponsor. Please say yes. It would mean so much to Veronica’s friends.”
 
   I was going to let the comment about letting someone steal the brooch slide and saying no would mean losing exposure for Silk. Exposure that the store sorely needed and she was right all the hard work had already been done from a purely business standpoint saying no would be a bad move.
 
   “Ok. We can still provide the dresses for the show. Are you keeping the same day, time, and place?”
 
   “Oh, Presley. I’m so thrilled and the ladies will be to. Can I stop by tomorrow to talk about details?”
 
   “Of course. I’ll be in the store all day. Just come by when convenient.”
 
   “Thanks, Presley. Talk to you soon.”
 
   “What am I getting myself into,” I said not really sure why I had a bad feeling about getting involved in the fashion show again, when I’d been so excited about it originally.
 
   “I think it’s good you’re going to do the show. It will be great exposure for Silk,” Katy said. 
 
   “It just scares me a little with you leaving.”
 
   “Hey, what am I. Chopped liver?” Anna said pretending to be offended. “I have nothing else to do right now. I’m more than happy to help. I told you that.”
 
   “Are you sure? I feel like I’m always taking advantage of my friends here. I don’t know if I could ever repay you guys.”
 
   “You don’t need to repay us. That’s what friends are for,” said Katy.
 
   “You both have gone above and beyond what friends should do and I’m very grateful.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 10
 
   “What do you mean the brooch you found with Veronica’s body is fake?” I said to Willie in a louder voice than I’d intended. I was just so shocked at what he’d just told me. It didn’t make sense.
 
   “We sent the brooch to Heislerman’s to make sure it was the right one. And it’s not. The diamonds aren’t diamonds. They are paste imitations and the setting isn’t the original either. It’s a cheap reproduction.”
 
   That’s the part that really floored me. Who would reproduce such an ugly piece of jewelry?
 
   “Do you think that someone killed Veronica and took the real one? Except she didn’t have it. The real one. Unless the person who stole it used it as leverage to get her to meet him or her and then killed her.”
 
   “We aren’t sure yet and we’re still looking for Craig.”
 
   His comment about Craig made me realize I’d forgotten to call him and tell him what I saw on Belle’s phone. I’d meant to and then following Belle andtalking to Tilly about the fashion show distracted me and I forgot. 
 
   “Speaking of Craig, have you talked to Belle? I saw a text message from Craig on her phone last night.”
 
   “How did you manage that?”
 
   “She came shopping at Silk last night and I was taking stuff out of her fitting room and her phone was sitting on the chair. I saw his name pop up. She’s clearly communicating with him.”
 
   As I was talking to Willie Katy walked into the kitchen and had her coat in her hand. I looked at the clock and realized she was about to leave for Alkon. 
 
   “Hey Willie can I call you back later? I need to say goodbye to Katy.”
 
   “Sure. Tell her bye for me.”
 
   I sat the phone on the counter and walked over to give Katy a big hug. “I wish you didn’t have to leave.”
 
   “I know but it’s just for a short while and you have Anna. I’ll be back before you know it.”
 
   “I know and I realize I’m being selfish. You have your own business to take care of. I’ve just gotten so used to you being here. I like it.”
 
   “I’m not that far away and we can still talk and text every day. I’ll come back as soon as I can.”
 
   “I know, I know.” I walked her to the door and Anna joined us. “Is that all you’re taking with you?” I said pointing to the medium sized suitcase she had with her. 
 
   “Yes. I told you I’m not going to be gone that long. Now give me another hug for the road.” I squeezed her tight and then let her go and Anna gave her a hug.
 
   “Drive safe,” I said closing the door as she walked out. I gave a big sigh and plopped down on the couch.
 
   “Cheer up, Pres. I’m still here.”
 
   “I know and I’m thrilled, trust me. There’s just so much going on I’m a bit overwhelmed.”
 
   “Then let me take the rest of the fashion show planning off your hands. You’ve got most of it done anyway, right. Just tell me what still has to be done and I’ll do it. It’ll be fun.”
 
   “Are you sure? I hate dumping my work on you.”
 
   “I’ve got nothing that I’d rather do right now than help you. It will take my mind off trying to figure out what I want to do with my life from this point.”
 
   “There was a shipment that came in when we first got here if you want to check that in there are some items in there that can come right out.”
 
   “I’m on it,” she said and headed to the back.
 
   “Here comes trouble,” Anna said under her breath and I looked up at her questioningly.
 
   “Isn’t that Tilly walking in?” she said, nodding in the direction of the front xxxxx looked over.
 
   She was right. I hoped she wasn’t right about Tilly being trouble. I wanted things to go smoothly. There had been enough drama already.
 
   “Hi Tilly.”
 
   “I’ve only got thirty minutes and I also have to get a dress for Veronica’s funeral tomorrow so we don’t have a lot of time,” she snapped and shoved her coat in my direction. I assumed because she wanted me to hang it up for her so I just accepted it without question.
 
   “Someone woke up on the wrong side of the bed today,” Anna whispered quietly in my ear as I hung up Tilly’s coat before escaping to the other side of the store. Traitor. The least she could have done was given me moral support.
 
   “I think I have a dress that would be perfect for the funeral so why don’t I show you that first and then we can talk about the show,” I said and started walking over to the rack of dresses I was thinking of. I didn’t even give her a chance to say anything. The quicker I could get her taken care and out of here the better and I was feeling a bit uncomfortable that I was helping her find a dress for Veronica’s funeral. It just felt, I don’t know, a little creepy. I couldn’t help but think she was just in here trying on her own dresses a few days ago and now her friend was shopping for her funeral.
 
   “How about this one,” I said and pulled out a black sheath dress with modest cap sleeve and a scoop neckline that was higher than most. It was a very conservative black dress and one of the few things in the store appropriate for a funeral. We didn’t have a large selection of black conservative dresses. It wasn’t what our customers normally wanted. We didn’t cater to the conservative but rather the flashy, I need a kick ass dress to outdo my friend.
 
   “Fine. I’ll take it,” she said barely looking, which was fine with me. I walked back up to the cash wrap with the dress and quickly rang it up and bagged it, then grabbed my fashion show notebook.
 
   “The only things we need to decide on, if you plan on keeping everything else the way Veronica originally planned it, is the music list and to confirm the catering menu for the appetizers to be passed. Here are the catering lists but Veronica said she had already made a custom playlist of music and she never shared it with me,” I said, putting the itemized food lists on the counter in front of her.
 
   “Whatever you think is best for the food,” she said not even looking and started rummaging around in her large Louis Vuitton tote for something. 
 
   “Ok, do you want to…”
 
   “You decide. I don’t care,” she interrupted. “Just make sure it goes off without a hitch. We are doing this in honor of Veronica. It must be perfect.”
 
   “Got it.” No sense in arguing but if she cared so much about honoring Veronica why didn’t she care about any of the details?
 
   “Ah ha. Finally. Here,” she said handing me a flash drive.
 
   “What’s this?”
 
   “It’s Veronica’s play list,” she said as if I should have known that.
 
   “Ok.” I wasn’t even going to ask her how she came to have it. All that mattered was I had it and now she could leave. I was starting to regret ever agreeing to this. I just had to keep reminding myself that it was for the good of the business.
 
   “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything. Are you and the other ladies still going to walk in the show?”
 
   “Yes. Well except for Belle. I need you to handle that too.”
 
   “Handle what?” I asked, afraid to hear the answer. I had a feeling it was going to be something I didn’t like.
 
   “Call and tell her she won’t be walking in the show.”
 
   “But…”
 
   “I’ve got to run. I’ll touch base with you next week to make sure we’re all set,” she said and with that she grabbed the dressed I’d put in a garment bag for her and left.
 
   I slumped against the counter breaking one of my rules of if you’ve got time to lean you’ve got time to clean.
 
   “She’s quite the piece of work isn’t she?” Anna said coming back up once the coast was clear.
 
   “You’ve got that right. You aren’t going to believe what she wants me to do. She wants me to call Belle and uninvited her to walk in the fashion show.”
 
   “You’re kidding me. Why?”
 
   “No idea. I’m not sure I want to know. But what am I supposed to say?”
 
   “It sucks, but I’d just throw Tilly under the bus. You’re just the messenger. Let her be pissed at Tilly.”
 
   “I know but I hate being in this kind of position. Ugh. I just need to stop whining and do it.”
 
   “What’s that?” she asked pointing to the flash drive in my hand.
 
   “The music for the show. Tilly happened to have Veronica’s play list on this drive in her purse. Veronica didn’t have it with her last time she was in. Second to last if we’re being specific, so I wonder how Tilly got her hands on it.”
 
   “Maybe Veronica asked her to drop it to you before she died or something.”
 
   “Yeah that’s probably it.”
 
   “Let’s check it out. See what kind of taste in music Veronica had?” Anna suggested.
 
   “I almost don’t want to know,” I laughed. “If it’s horrible I’ll feel bad for making fun.”
 
   “C’mon. It might cheer you up.”
 
   “Ok,” I said and put the drive into the USB slot on the front of our register, which was also a PC. The window asking if I wanted to open or download popped up and I clicked open. A folder opened with an audio file and another folder. I clicked on the other folder thinking that’s where the list of songs were, but a bunch of documents were listed. No audio files.
 
   “I think she gave you the wrong thing.”
 
   “Sure looks that way,” I said.
 
   “Open one up and see what it is?”
 
   “I can’t do that. These could be personal documents.”
 
   “She’s the one who gave it to you. It’s her fault.”
 
   “So.”
 
   “Aren’t you the least bit curious? Maybe it’s stock tips and you can earn your fortune. You don’t want to throw that chance away.”
 
   “Now you’re being ridiculous.”
 
   “If you won’t admit you’re curious I will. Move over,” Anna said and grabbed the mouse to open one of the files. It opened and we both stared.
 
   “What the hell?” I said slowly and looked at Anna before we both turned to look back at the screen. It was an email. One from Tilly to Craig that was of a very personal and graphic nature.
 
   “Oh my,” Anna said and opened another one.
 
   “What are you doing,” I exclaimed when the document opened and was more of the same.
 
   “I was hoping this one was something to erase the images in my brain from the first one.”
 
   “Well it’s not. It’s even worse. Close it.”
 
   Anna closed both the documents that were open. And we just stared at each other.
 
   “Are you thinking what I’m thinking,” Anna asked.
 
   “What? That as horrible as those two files were now I really want to see what’s on the rest.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
    We proceeded to look at the remaining ones just to find they were all emails containing evidence of a sexual relationship between Tilly and Craig.
 
   “Do we dare open the audio file?” I asked her.
 
   “I’m sure it’s more of the same and do we really want to hear what we just read?”
 
   “No but what if it’s something different. This is motive that either Craig or Tilly or both could have murdered Veronica. Maybe they wanted her out of the way so they could continue to do whatever it is they’re doing.”
 
   “Didn’t you say Craig was divorcing her? Isn’t that much less risky than murder?”
 
   “Well yeah but people murder all the time when they could just divorce. People are crazy. Open it.”
 
   “Ok, ok but let me state for the record that I’m afraid,” Anna said.
 
   A couple seconds went by before a voice came on and to my surprise it was Veronica’s.
 
   “Tilly, if you’re listening to this I’m dead so listen carefully. No one is safe as long as that brooch is in the wrong hands. You must get it back. I knew helping her was going to be a huge mistake I just hope it doesn’t cost anyone else his or her life.”
 
   “OK, now this is an official screw up. What do you think Veronica meant,” I said.
 
   “Clearly, she was afraid of something or rather someone.”
 
   “If she recorded a message like that for Tilly she must not have known about the fact that Tilly was sleeping with her husband,” I said.
 
   “But when how did these emails get on the same flash drive as the audio file,” Anna questioned.
 
   “Maybe Tilly put them on there?”
 
   “But why save illicit emails. Because you’re right. It does kind of make them look guilty. So why bring extra attention to yourself.”
 
   “I don’t know but I need to tell Willie about this.” I reached for the phone and Anna grabbed the flash drive and pulled it out.
 
   “What are you doing?”
 
   “I’m going to take this to the back and download the contents to my laptop. Just in case Tilly comes back in ten minutes and wants the drive back. I’m thinking we should pretend we never looked at it.”
 
   “That’s probably a good idea. Oh, hey Willie, it’s Pres. Give me a call when you get this. It’s kind of important.”
 
   As I hunt up a customer walked in.
 
   “Go back and copy that drive while I help this customer.”
 
   “Ok.”              
 
    
 
                 
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 11
 
   “There’s that detective. The one who lied to me and said he was an insurance agent representing Heiselman’s.”
 
   “Where?”
 
   “Three people in line ahead of us,” I said to Anna pointing him out.
 
   “What would he be doing here?”
 
   “Getting coffee it looks like.”
 
   “I gathered that smart ass. I mean at this Starbucks.”
 
   “His office is just around the corner. It’s probably convenient.”
 
   Anna turned to me and stared. “You little sneak. That’s why you wanted to come all the way over here. It wasn’t to check out that new store and then get coffee. You were hoping to run into him.”
 
   I smiled. “Maybe.”
 
   “I don’t think there was any maybe about it. So now that you see him what are we going to do about it?”
 
   “You’re going to stay in line and order our lattes,” I said handing her my debit card. “I still want my coffee. I’m going to wait until he gets his drink and pays and then follow him outside and ask him why he lied to me.”
 
   “You’re nuts, you know that?”
 
   “Maybe a little, “I grinned. “Skinny pumpkin spice latte, please.”
 
   “As if I’d forget.”
 
   Bert was paying for his drink and I held back a little until he walked out. I didn’t want to talk to him in here. It was too crowded and I didn’t want to make a scene. He stepped outside and I followed walking up and tapping him on the shoulder. He turned around, only taking a second to recognize me, then he smiled. 
 
   “You’re the young lady who owns Silk,” he said.
 
   “And you’re the detective who lied and told me he was an insurance investigator,” I said just as sweetly. To his credit his smile never faltered so either he didn’t care I had found out the truth or he was a great actor.
 
   “You caught me,” he said, not sounding like he cared at all.
 
   “Why’d you lie?”
 
   “I didn’t lie. Exactly. I do some work for Windy City Insurance. Just not this particular case.”
 
   “So why were you asking questions about the brooch?”
 
   “I was hired to find out as much as I could about it.”
 
   “By who?” I said, getting a little frustrated by his short answers.
 
   “By my client. And don’t even ask. I won’t tell you who that is.”
 
   “Here’s your coffee,” Anna said and handed it to me as she joined us.
 
   “I think Veronica hired you. I think she wanted you to find out who Craig was having an affair with. What I can’t figure out is how that would lead you to ask about the brooch after her death. Unless that’s somehow tied to her murder,” I said with what I hoped sounded like confidence. I had just made that up on the spot hoping by his reaction I’d have some indication on whether or not I was at all on the right track.
 
   Apparently I wasn’t, as he started laughing.
 
   “Good imagination but you’re way off the mark.”
 
   “Then why don’t you help me get closer to the mark.”
 
   “Good try, but I don’t talk about my clients. Now if you’ll excuse me ladies.”
 
   He walked away and I wanted to stomp my feet in frustration. Instead I took a large sip of my latte which made me feel a little better.
 
   “I guess the positive is we can eliminate Veronica having him investigate her husband and one possible theory of why he likes asking questions,” I said dryly. Not really comforted by that thought.
 
   “Look who’s being all latte half full,” Anna teased and I gave her a dirty look.
 
   “Seriously though, now what?”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “Well what other ideas do you have?”
 
   “That’s the problem. I don’t.”
 
   As I stood on the sidewalk sipping my latte I willed myself to think.
 
   “You know. We aren’t that far from Heisleman’s, maybe we go talk to Raquel again. I’d still like to know the connection between her and Belle.”
 
   “Did you call her yet?”
 
   “No. I’m procrastinating. Bad I know. I just don’t want to have this conversation.”
 
   “You just need to get it over with.”
 
   “After we visit Raquel I’ll call her.”
 
   A brisk walk of a few minutes later and we arrived at Heisleman’s. We walked in and Raquel was there helping a gentleman and she glanced up in our direction nervously. At least that’s how she seemed to me.
 
   “I’ll be right with you ladies,” she said with a strained voice. I wonder if the customer she was helping was giving her a rough time. I walked up to them while Anna hung back looking at some bracelets.
 
   “I’ll be right with you,” Raquel said again, looking at me and then back at the gentleman. He seemed to be late fifties, early sixties. Clean cut, well dressed. Seemed like a normal customer for a place like this, but I got the feeling he was making Raquel nervous. In front of her was a blue velvet tray with quite an assortment of large diamonds. I didn’t know a lot about diamonds but even I could tell those were expensive.
 
   “Go ahead and wrap those up for me. I’ll be back later to pick them up,” the gentleman finally said.
 
   “I can do that Mr. Stevenson. I’ll have them ready in about an hour.”
 
   The man walked out, smiling at me as he turned to leave, and Raquel locked the tray of diamonds back up.
 
   “And what can I do for you?” she said, sounding weary.
 
   “Is everything OK,” I asked.
 
   “Everything is fine. It’s just been a long day. Now what can I do for you.”
 
   “I was wondering how you knew Belle.”
 
   Raquel’s eyes widened in surprise but quickly recovered and said, “I don’t see how that’s any of your business.”
 
   At least she didn’t deny it. That was a positive.
 
   “It’s not. But she was a friend of Veronica’s and I’m just trying to find out more about what could have happened to her.”
 
   “I think you should mind your own business.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 12
 
   “Oh my God, Presley, come in here. Hurry,” Anna yelled from the other room. I was in the kitchen getting us some chips and salsa for a snack and then we were going to finish planning the fashion show. Since we had to find music. Surprisingly enough Tilly hadn’t come back yet demanding her illicit drive back and given us the real music so I wanted to pick some out.
 
   “What?” I said as I ran into the room with the open bag of chips in my hand wondering what was so urgent.
 
   “Belle’s been arrested. At Veronica’s funeral for her murder,” she said and pointed to the TV where a news anchor from our local NBC station was broadcasting live from what looked to be the outside of the police station.
 
   “We have just received word that a suspect in the murder of Veronica Knapp has been arrested. Belle XXXX has been accused of stabling Ms. Knapp several times in the chest. Currently she has not given any statement to the police but we’ve heard she’s retained the counsel of high profile criminal attorney Chris Grady. You may remember him from the Scott case a few years back…”
 
   Anna turned down the volume on the TV and turned to look at me. I set the chips on the coffee table and sat myself down in the chair.
 
   “Now,” was all I could manage to say.
 
   “Do you think she did it?” Anna asked me.
 
   “I have no idea. They were friends but that doesn’t mean anything.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 13
 
   “Hey Presley. Phone for you,” Anna yelled to me from the doorway separating the sales floor to the back room. I was in the office paying bills. Never a fun job.
 
                 “Who is it?”
 
                 “Chris Grady,” she said slowly and with emphasis.
 
                 “You mean the Chris Grady? As in defense attorney for Belle XXX?” I turned to completely face her.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “What could be possibly be calling me for?”
 
   “Pick up the phone and find out.”
 
   I picked up the phone and pressed the line to take if off hold.
 
   “This is Presley.”
 
   “Please hold for Chris Grady,” a woman’s voice said. He had someone to make his calls for him. I didn’t know whether to be impressed or disgusted he had that much self importance.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “Ms. Thurman, Chris Grady here.”
 
   “Please call me Presley. How can I help you Mr. Grady?”
 
   “Call me Chris. And I’m calling on behalf of my client.
 
   “Your client?”
 
   “Yes. Belle XXXX.”
 
   “I’m not sure I understand.”
 
   He chuckled. “No I don’t suppose you do. She wants to speak with you. Can you come down to the station in the morning at nine am?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “I will see you then.”
 
   I hung up the phone and Anna must have seen the light go off showing that I’d hung up because a few seconds later she was back in the office.
 
   “What did he want?”
 
   “He said Belle wants to talk to me.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “No idea. I only met her twice. I can’t imagine what she would want to talk to me for.”
 
   “Are you going?”
 
   “Yes, because I’m curious. Now I need to get back to figuring out how to stretch the money to pay these bills. I really shouldn’t have hired Angela.”
 
   “Don’t say that yet. I think she’ll more than earn her keep.”
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 14
 
   Belle and police station              
 
   I pulled up to the police station and felt nervous. I’m not sure why, it’s not like I’d never been inside a police station to talk to an alleged murdered before. The fact that was a true statement made me realize how interesting my life had been in recent years. I saw Chris Grady walking up to the front of the building and got out of my car to join him. As I approached I noticed he was better looking than he appeared on camera. And taller. I knew the camera supposedly added ten pounds but I didn’t know it also made you appear shorter. 
 
   He saw me approaching and stood holding the door open. 
 
   “Good morning. You must be Presley.” He saw my expression and started laughing. “I make it a point to know who I’m meeting,” he said noticing my confused expression. Of course I knew who he was. He was a celebrity of sorts. But I had no clue how he’d know me. Unless of course he Facebook stalked me like I did when I wanted to find out who people were. Though he probably had more sophisticated methods.
 
   “And you’re Chris Grady. Nice to meet you,” I said holding out my hand and shaking his. “So can you shed some light on why Belle wants to talk to me?”
 
   “I’ll let her tell you. It’ll just be a minute until we can get checked in.”
 
   We had to sign in and show our ID after walking through the metal detector. I was always paranoid that I’d set something off because I’d left something in my purse I shouldn’t have. That stemmed from the one time I accidently left a corkscrew in my purse and tried to get though the airport. TSA didn’t look too kindly on that. But no corkscrew or weapon like objects this time and the process was painless. Once we were cleared we were ushered into a conference room.
 
   “They’ll bring her to us in a minute,” Chris said putting his briefcase on the floor and pulling out a legal pad.
 
   It was only a couple minutes later when they brought Belle in.  She was in handcuffs, which they released when they got in the room. The dirty looking grey jumpsuit made her looked washed out. Though I’m sure no make up and being accused of murdering her friend didn’t help. I knew I would look horrendous in her shoes. I couldn’t even imagine. She sat down and smiled at me.
 
   “Thanks for coming, Presley,” she said softly.
 
   “No problem, Belle, but I must admit I don’t know why I’m here.”
 
   “I need your help.”
 
   “How can I help?”
 
   “I think Tilly killed Veronica and is trying to pin it on me.” 
 
   “Uh. Ok. I’m still not sure how I can help.”
 
   Belle looked at Chris who nodded back at her.  
 
   “I need you to help me prove my alibi.”
 
   “Why me. I mean no offense but isn’t that what your lawyer should be doing,” I said and looked at Chris who just smiled. 
 
    
 
    
 
   Anna and willie
 
   “I have a question for you, Pres,” Willie said and took a sip of his coffee.
 
   “Shoot.”
 
   “Would you mind if I asked Anna out?”
 
   My eyebrows shot up. I don’t know what I had expected him to ask me but this wasn’t it. Though they were both good looking, smart, funny, nice, so it kind of made sense.
 
   “Of course not. Why even ask?”
 
   “You’re my friend and she’s my friend and I wouldn’t want to do anything to hurt that so I wanted to make sure you didn’t mind.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 

Chapter 15 
 
   stalker shows up
 
    
 
   “Thank god you’re home,” Anna said the minute I walked through the door and I could tell by the look on her face something was wrong.
 
   “What’s wrong,” I said as I sat down my purse and hung my coat in the closet.
 
   “He found me,” she said with a shaky voice. 
 
   “Who, the guy who was harassing you in Korea?”
 
   She nodded.
 
   “He followed you all the way back to the States?” I said skeptically. Not that I didn’t believe her it just seemed, I don’t know, crazy.
 
   “I know it sounds stupid but I swear I saw him. He’s from Missouri so it’s not that far from here. Maybe he came home to visit and thought he would try to look me up.”
 
   “Where did you see him?”
 
   “I went to my apartment today to start cleaning out my storage area. After being gone this long there’s a lot of crap I know I don’t need and thought I would slowly go through it. I stopped at the Starbucks right around the corner and when I was walking out I saw him coming down the sidewalk. I ducked into a store so he didn’t see me and he walked on by and then I just came back home. I was too afraid to go to my apartment. What if he was hanging out there waiting for me?”
 
   


  
 

Chapter 16
 
   


  
 

Chapter 17
 
   


  
 

Chapter 18
 
   


  
 

Chapter 19
 
   


  
 

Chapter 20
 
   I had hoped I was wrong but as I saw Tillie scurry up to the house the door opened for her I could see Craig let her in. I grabbed my phone and dialed Willie’s number. 
 
   “Hey, Pres.”
 
   “I need you to get over to Craig Knapp’s house as soon as you can,” I whispered into the phone. Though why I was whispering I didn’t know. It’s not like anyone could hear me from inside the house. Though I hoped no neighbors came by and wondered why I was sneaking around in the shrubbery. That would be hard to explain.
 
   “Presley,” he said slowly. “Why are you at Craig Knapp’s house? What are you doing?”
 
   “Don’t worry about that right now, just get over here. I think him and Tilly killed Veronica and framed Belle for it and if you don’t hurry they’ll get away with it.” I hung up before he could ask me anymore questions and made sure my phone was on vibrate before I stuck it back in my pocket. I peeked over the bushes to see if I could see Craig and Tilly in the front windows and when I didn’t see anything decided I was going to try and get closer. I reasoned that if I couldn’t see them then they couldn’t see me either. I hung along the tree line up the side of the property, thankful they had such lush landscaping in the yard. It allowed me to make my way up and stay fairly hidden. I made my way to the side of the house when I spotted them through the dining room windows. It looked like they were arguing. My fear was they’d leave before Willie got here and then they’d disappear. I couldn’t let that happen or Belle might actually go to jail for a crime she didn’t commit. Tilly had pulled her Volvo right up close behind Craig’s Mercedes. If I let the air out of her car’s tires she wouldn’t be able to drive it and she was too close to him and he was too close to the garage door to get that car out. It might not stop them but would definitely slow them a little. Except taking off the valve stem wouldn’t flatten the tires quick enough. I needed to puncture them. I looked around for something that might work when I spotted a small, short handled spade. The gardeners must have left it lying around. I ran over and grabbed it and then went over to her car. The spade wasn’t very sharp, even though it was pointed, and I couldn’t get it to go in. I leaned all my weight against it and my hand hurt from the handle but I kept leaning. I couldn’t let them leave. I was so intent of what I was doing that I didn’t hear anyone walk up behind me until it was too late. I felt a cold metal object press against the back of my head.
 
   “Presley, whatever are you doing?” Tilly’s voice cut through the silence. “I think she’s trying to slash my tires, Craig. Shame on you. Didn’t anyone ever teach you to respect other people’s property?”
 
   I slowly stood up and turned around until I was facing her and the gun was pointed directly at my face. “Didn’t anyone ever tell you that it’s not nice to point guns at people?” I tried to keep my voice steady but I was shaking like a leaf. She’d already killed once so doing it again wouldn’t be that difficult I didn’t think.
 
   “C’mon. Let’s go inside,” Tilly said ignoring me and motioning with the gun for me to walk ahead of her. We went to the side of the garage and Craig stepped in front of us and opened the door. We walked through it and he closed it and I could hear him turn the lock. That sound made my heart race. I was no longer as worried they might get away as I was worried they might kill me. All of a sudden coming here didn’t seem like the best idea I’d ever had,
 
   “Keep walking, Pres. All the way into the house.”
 
   We made our way into the kitchen where it was all windows but all the blinds were down so no one outside could see. I’m sure they could hear a gunshot though by that point it’d be too late. I’d been dead. I had to get that gun away from Tilly. My life depended on it. But how?
 
   “Sit,” she said pointing to a kitchen chair. I sat in the one closest to me which actually prevented her and Craig from standing on the same side with the way the kitchen was configured. There wasn’t much room on my side and that might be to my advantage. Tilly stayed standing in front of me while Craig moved to the side and a little behind, and it gave me an idea. Not a great one but I didn’t have time to wait until I could think of a great one. I needed to act now before it was too late.
 
                 I started coughing. “Can I have a glass of water please?”
 
   Tilly sighed but I kept coughing. I’m sure it was annoying and I was hoping it was. “Fine. Craig can you get her some water?”
 
   “Why me,” he whined which is the first thing he’d said. C’mon Craig, I thought. Be a good boy and do as she says.
 
   “Because I have a gun in my hand,” she said exasperatedly. “Now just do it.”
 
   To get to the sink or the cupboard for that matter he had to cross in front of me and that’s what I was waiting for. As he started walking I stuck out my foot and tripped him. He fell into Tilly who was knocked to the floor and the gun went flying. 
 
   They both fell with a thud and I heard a groan from Tilly. I winced. That probably hurt. Craig was a big guy but I couldn’t worry about that now. This was my chance. I needed to get that gun and hold them here until Willie came. God I hoped he was almost here. I scanned the room not exactly sure where the gun had flown too when I saw it lying halfway under the stove. I leaped up and crossed the kitchen on a couple strides and reached the gun just as Tilly pushed Craig off her.
 
   “You idiot,” she screamed at him as she watched me pick up the gun.
 
   “Both of you stay right there,” I said. My hand was shaking. I wasn’t used to holding a gun and it was much heavier than I’d imagined. 
 
   “What are you going to do, Presley? Shoot us? You don’t exactly seem like a cold blooded killer,” Tilly said.
 
   “You’re right, Tilly. I’m not like you.”
 
   She started laughing. “You silly girl. You think everything is so black and white don’t you? Well let me tell you. Life isn’t always that easy.”
 
   “I don’t think your life was so bad. So bad to kill your friend and frame another friend for it.
 
   She laughed again. “You think I killed Veronica?”
 
   “I think you and Craig were having an affair and you wanted to get rid of Veronica and have Craig all to yourself.”
 
   “You’re not nearly as smart as I thought you were Presley. I’m disappointed. I didn’t kill Veronica. I thought Belle did. They did arrest her for it.”
 
   “Because you framed her. Why not just admit it. You killed her to get her out of the way.”
 
   “Darling, I love Craig but not in the way you think. Tell her Craig.”
 
   By this time he’d picked himself off the floor and was learning against the wall.
 
   “Tilly’s my sister.”
 
   “What?” I gasped. 
 
   “Yes. Craig and I are siblings. Half siblings to be exact.”
 
   “Then if you didn’t kill Veronica to have Craig, why did you.”
 
   “I didn’t kill Veronica,” she said exasperatedly. “And neither did Craig,” she added as she saw me look over at him.
 
   “Then why the gun and all the secrecy?”
 
   “I think that is meant for me,” a voice came from behind me and I spun around to see Raquel standing behind me. I was so caught off guard that she easily reached over and took the gun right out of my hand.
 
   “Shit,” I said under my breath. What the hell was going on here? And where the hell was Willie.
 
   “I don’t follow,” I said hoping someone would shed some light on the topic.
 
   “Go ahead Raquel. Tell her how you killed Veronica and are now after Craig and I.”
 
   “What? Why?” I asked.
 
   “Because she was a no good double crossing bitch. At least I thought she was. What can I say. Mistakes happen,” she said nonchalantly.
 
   “You killed my wife,” Craig yelled. “How can you act like it was no big deal.”
 
   “Oh for God’s sake, Craig. You were having an affair with Belle and were in the process of divorcing Veronica anyway. I made the whole process easier for you.”
 
   These people were nuts. “What do you have to do withal this?” I asked Tilly.
 
   She looked at me and then Raquel who said, “Go ahead and tell her. None of you are going to leave here alive so it doesn’t matter what you tell her. Maybe if you satisfy her curiosity she’ll shut up.”
 
   Tilly sighed and then started to explain.
 
   “Veronica knew Craig had filed for divorce and needed to get her hands on money before that happened and Craig cut her off. They had an airtight pre-nup. Her and Raquel schemed to have the brooch made and then they were going to switch out the diamonds.”
 
   “So that’s why Raquel gave her to Angela as a customer and why Veronica persuaded Angela to give the brooch to her without paying? To switch out the diamonds. But she would have eventually had to pay for it if it hadn’t been stolen.”
 
   “Exactly. The robbery was also part of the plan”
 
   It started to make more sense to me. “She arranged for the brooch to be stolen so she could sell the diamonds and never have to pay from the brooch. Leaving me to deal with the fall out.”
 
   “Pretty much,” Tilly said.
 
   “Only Tilly here thought she was smarter than us. Stupid Veronica bragged about what we were planning, thinking Tilly here was a friend.”
 
   “Wait a minute,” I said confused. “She didn’t know you two were related?”
 
   “No. Neither did we until recently. Long story,” Tilly said.
 
   I put my fingers to my temples and rubbed them. You couldn’t make this up it was so far-fetched.
 
   “So Tilly stole it from you guys?” I asked.
 
   “Tilly switched the real one for the fake while they were trying on dresses for the fashion show. The fake one went into your safe and that’s the one that was stolen. The person we paid to steal it brought it to me and I could tell right away the diamonds were fake. I thought Veronica double-crossed me and I went to her home and confronted her.”
 
   “So you killed her and Tilly has the diamonds?”
 
   “Until now. I came to get what’s mine,” Raquel said. “Give me the diamonds, Tilly.”
 
   “Why should I? You’re going to kill us regardless
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