






PURSES AND POISON



I went downstairs hoping Claudia would be gone when I looked outside. Maybe I could hang out with Bella and Sandy for a while, see who’d won a prize at the raffle.

But before I reached the loading dock, I heard screams from inside the store. I ran through the swinging door that opened near the customer service booth and saw a crowd of people outside the women’s restroom. The door stood open and I saw more people inside. Men and women. Everybody looked stunned. Two women were crying and somebody was still screaming.

I pushed my way inside the restroom. The crowd had broken back in a semicircle near the diaper changing station. On the floor of the handicapped stall lay Claudia Gray.

She was dead…
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Chapter 1



“I’m in love,” I swore.

“You’re in heat,” Marcie replied.

My best friend, Marcie Hanover, and I were at the South Coast Plaza, one of L.A.’s trendiest shopping centers, and I was within seconds of performing a carnal act on a display case.

“Forget it, Haley,” Marcie told me.

“But it’s a Judith Leiber,” I said, caressing the glass case with my palms. Inside was the most gorgeous evening bag I’d ever laid eyes on—and I’ve seen a lot of bags. Marcie has, too. We readily admit to our handbag addiction.

In fact, over the last couple of months the two of us had moved beyond being compulsive, crazed, white twenty-somethings obsessed with designer purses. We were no longer simply handbag whores. Now we were handbag whore businesswomen.

Or trying to be.

“You can’t get that bag,” Marcie insisted, gesturing at the display case.

“Austrian crystals,” I said—actually, I think I moaned—“elegantly handcrafted.”

“No.”

“It’s got a satin lining.”

“Walk away from the case, Haley.”

“And comes in a gorgeous box.”

“Step back. Now.”

“With a keepsake bag!”

“It’s two thousand dollars!”

Best friends can really spoil a mood sometimes.

Marcie was right, though. Marcie is almost always right. I couldn’t get the bag—right now, anyway—thanks to the new direction my life had taken.

Only a couple of months ago I, Haley Randolph, with my dark hair worthy of a salon-shampoo print-ad in Vogue, my long pageant legs, and my beauty-queen genes—even though they’re mostly recessive—had figured everything out. And not only did I know what I wanted, but I also knew how to get it. Yeah, yeah, I knew I was twenty-four now. A huge chunk of my life was gone already. But that wasn’t the point. The point was that I was going for it.

Marcie and I left the store and moved through the mall with the rest of the late morning crowd. That gorgeous evening bag had taken possession of my brain; I’d probably lie awake all night figuring a way to get it.

“Are we still going to that new club tomorrow night?” Marcie asked.

Hearing about an opportunity to party snapped me out of my Judith Leiber stupor.

“Yeah, sure,” I said.

“No homework this weekend?” Marcie asked.

Damn. Homework. I’d forgotten about it. Again.

In a startling moment of clarity worthy of a Lifetime Channel movie, I’d made the decision to forgo my career, such as it was, in accounting, and blow off a move to San Francisco to pursue a higher education. I’d wanted a real career, a profession. Something of substance, importance, where I could have a positive impact on the lives of others—plus, make a lot of money and buy great handbags, of course.

I still didn’t know exactly what sort of position that would be, and didn’t really care, as long as I could be the person in charge and everybody else had to do what I said.

Businesses wouldn’t let you make the big decisions, take over, and run things unless you had credentials—go figure—so I was now pursuing my bachelor’s degree. The college counselor, who was obviously overdue for a stint in rehab, thought that because I had every weekday free, I should take a full load. That’s six classes, or something.

But I didn’t want to overwhelm myself by taking on too much, so I cut my schedule down a little. The classes I picked were tough, though. Both of them.

So far, college seemed a lot like high school, so I didn’t understand what the fuss was all about. Plus, the instructors were taking themselves way too seriously. They expected us to complete every single assignment and actually pay attention in class. I was just there to complete the course; they seemed to think I wanted to learn something.

I wasn’t worried about my grades. English was easy—all I’d done so far was copy stuff off the Internet—and I’d be able to keep up the good grades in Health, as long as that girl who sat in front of me didn’t start covering her paper.

Marcie and I left the mall and said good-bye in the parking lot, and I took the freeway to Santa Clarita, a really great upscale area about thirty minutes north of Los Angeles. I had an apartment there, which was terrific, and a job there that wasn’t. But that’s okay, because I was on my path toward a highly successful future…somewhere, doing something.

Holt’s Department Store was seven minutes from my place—six, if I ran the light at the corner. It was a midrange store that sold clothing and shoes for the whole family, jewelry, accessories, and housewares, mostly.

The corporate buyer in charge of the clothing ought to be taken out behind one of the stores and beaten—or worse, be forced to wear Holt’s clothing. Believe me, no one lies awake at night plotting a way to purchase anything on our racks.

I had started working there last fall just before Thanksgiving as a salesclerk. It was supposed to be through the holidays, but then all sorts of crap happened. I ended up with a hundred thousand dollars in the bank and a gorgeous boyfriend.

Somehow, things hadn’t turned out exactly as I’d imagined. Having a hundred grand wasn’t as much fun as I thought it would be, and Ty Cameron, the man I thought I’d fallen in love with, well, I wasn’t sure where things stood with him.

Which was totally his fault, of course.

That’s why I desperately needed that Judith Leiber evening bag. If a beautifully boxed clutch with Austrian crystals, a satin lining, and a keepsake bag couldn’t cheer you up, was there any hope for mankind?

I pulled into the parking lot in front of the Holt’s store. It was almost empty. The store was closed until 6:00 p.m. today to get ready for “our biggest sale of the season.” That’s what the sign in the front window said. But, really, the inventory team was working inside and didn’t want to be bothered with customers.

I know exactly how they feel.

I swung around back and parked. The area outside the loading dock had been completely transformed. A big white tent-top had been erected. Latticework screens circled the tent and blocked out the view of the Dumpsters. Tables were decorated with pastels, and a runway led from a curtained platform. Another table held a couple dozen wrapped gifts. Potted green plants and blooming flowers were everywhere. One of the loading dock doors was open and I saw the caterer’s staff working inside the stockroom.

Holt’s had decided to treat us employees to a luncheon and a fashion show of the new line of spring clothing we were going to carry. They were also raffling off prizes.

I had to admit, the place looked great and the idea was a good one. I didn’t really want to admit it, though, since the whole concept was Sarah Covington’s, Holt’s vice president of marketing.

I hate Sarah Covington.

Which is all her fault, of course.

An RV was parked near the stage, and I could hear teenage girls inside, giggling and chattering. I guessed they were the models, excited about strutting the spring fashions on the makeshift catwalk.

Two of my friends were already seated at a table. Bella was tall, black, and working at Holt’s to save for beauty school. Girlfriend knew hair. I was thinking she was into an international landmark phase. Today, her hair looked like the Eiffel Tower. Next to her was Sandy. White, young, pretty, and, judging by the idiot she dated, had the word doormat tattooed across her back.

They’d saved me a seat, which was way cool, so I gave them a wave as I headed for the steps leading up to the loading dock. Then Rita planted herself in front of me and folded her arms.

“The store is off-limits,” she said. “You can’t go in there.”

Rita was the cashiers’ supervisor, though from the way she dressed—stretch pants and tops with farm animals on the front—you’d think she was the corporate clothing buyer.

Rita hated me. I hated her first. Then she took it to the next level when she jacked the purse party business idea Marcie and I came up with and stole all our customers. Now I double-hated her.

“The inventory team is working in the store,” Rita said. “Absolutely nobody is allowed inside.”

“If I throw a stick, will you leave?” I said to her.

“Nobody.” Rita sneered and leaned closer. “And that includes you, princess, no matter who you’re sleeping with.”

Rita gave me one last nasty look and stomped away.

I was pretty sure she was referring to my sort-of boyfriend, Ty Cameron. He was the fifth generation of his family to own and run the Holt’s stores.

You’d think that would entitle me to a few perks around here—I don’t think there’s anything wrong with preferential treatment as long as it benefits me—but no. I was still pulling down seven bucks an hour; plus, I had to actually wait on customers.

Contrary to what Rita and most everyone else thought, Ty and I weren’t having sex. Yet. Which was totally his fault. Okay, well, maybe some of my fault, too.

I bounded up the steps to the loading dock. The servers were bustling around getting ready to take out the first course. I recognized the caterer, Marilyn something-or-other. Everything looked and smelled great.

In the corner sat dozens of bouquets of chocolate-dipped fruit, cut into the shapes of flowers, and arranged in little terra-cotta pots. They were from Edible Elegance, my mom’s latest experiment with living in the real world.

My mom was a former beauty queen. Really. Before she married my dad and had my brother, sister, and me, Mom was prancing the runways, performing—I’m not sure what Mom’s “talent” was; she told me, but I wasn’t paying attention—and wishing for world peace.

Mom never really hung up her crown. Once a beauty queen, always a beauty queen, apparently—sort of like the marines, except the marines aren’t quite as ruthless. She was still involved with the pageant world and a coven, as I liked to think of them, of other ex-queens, though I wasn’t sure how, exactly; I wasn’t paying attention to that either.

Just where Mom got the idea of the Edible Elegance fruit bouquets I don’t know—I doubt Mom knew, either—but they’d been making a splash at L.A. events for a few months now. I helped out with the business, sometimes.

So you’d think that my mom was a hardworking, inventive, highly motivated businesswoman. Right?

No. My mom’s idea of running a business was to hire a manager, turn the whole thing over to her, and see what happened. This, of course, drove the old geezer who oversaw the trust fund Mom’s grandmother left her—along with a fabulous house in LaCanada Flintridge—absolutely crazy.

That’s my mom.

I checked out the fruit bouquets. Everything looked great. The crew Mom’s manager hired had done a terrific job. They’d added a chocolate name tag to some of the bouquets, which I hadn’t seen before, and I thought the personalization was a nice touch. I guess Mom was still coming up with some ideas after all.

Outside I heard Jeanette Avery, the store manager, on the mic welcoming everyone to the luncheon. Jeanette was in her fifties, looking to retire in a few years. She was dedicated to Holt’s. This inexplicably manifested itself in her attire. She always dressed in Holt’s clothing. Today, she had on a purple-and-yellow-striped dress. The remaining nine dresses that had been shipped to the store were on the clearance rack.

I was about to head outside and take my seat with Bella and Sandy when I noticed someone in the domestics department section of the stockroom. At first I thought it was a member of the inventory team, sent to the store for the day, then saw the gold vest, white shirt, and bow tie, and realized it was one of the servers. A girl, twenty years old, maybe, leaning heavily against the big shelving unit.

She didn’t look so good.

I walked over, and the closer I got, the worse she looked. Sweaty, yet flushed, palm on her stomach like she might throw up.

“Need some help?” I asked.

She jumped as if I startled her, and pushed herself up straight.

“No, I’m fine,” she insisted. “I’m great. Just great.”

“No offense, but you look like crap,” I said.

She gulped hard, as if she was trying to keep something down. “I’ll be okay. I—I will.”

I could tell she didn’t believe it—and I certainly didn’t believe it—so I nodded toward the food station where the salads were being plated.

“I’ll go tell them you’re sick and you need to go home.”

“No!” she said, suddenly springing toward me. “Don’t do that. You’ll get me in all sorts of trouble. I need this job. If I don’t finish out the day, I don’t get paid. And I’ll never get hired again.”

“Yeah, but if you’re sick—”

“Look, I need the money. I’ve got school and rent and everything.”

I started feeling a little queasy myself. Money problems, job problems. It all seemed eerily familiar.

But I couldn’t let this girl get sick and ruin the day. The store employees had been through a lot these past few months. They deserved a nice luncheon, a sneak peek at the spring line, and a prize raffle in a vomit-free environment.

Plus, Holt’s had gone to a lot of trouble and expense to set this up. That witch Sarah Covington—Ty thought the world revolved around her, he let her intrude on everything, and I do mean everything—had put a great deal of effort into it.

And Ty was my boyfriend. Sort of. This was his store, his luncheon, his reputation. I couldn’t just stand there and do nothing.

“I’ll serve for you,” I said.

Her eyes widened—they looked really watery. “You can’t do that—”

“I’ve done it before,” I told her, which wasn’t true, but what was the big deal? All you had to do was set plates on the table.

Besides, I knew the caterer, sort of. Marilyn whatever-her-last-name-was had catered several events I’d attended; plus, I’d seen her at my mom’s house—Mom certainly wasn’t going to cook at her own dinner party.

I was sure Marilyn didn’t know who I was, but if I mentioned Mom—something I rarely do—I knew she’d be okay with me filling in, rather than be shorthanded or have the server barf all over everything.

“It will be fine,” I told her. “Just give me your vest and tie, and take off. Nobody ever looks at the wait staff, anyway. I doubt anybody will even notice.”

I knew my friends outside would notice. But so what? I’d just tell them I’d spit in their dessert if they gave me a hard time.

“Look,” I said, “if you throw up in the food, they’ll send you home, and you won’t get paid, anyway. Plus, they won’t hire you again.”

She stewed on that for about a minute, then gave me her vest and tie, and slipped away.

I dashed up the big concrete stairs to the second floor of the stockroom, feeling pretty good about myself that I’d done something to help out that girl. And I’d probably saved the entire promotional event. Ty would surely be impressed. Sarah Covington wouldn’t have done what I was doing.

I’ll have to work that into the conversation with Ty, somehow.

In the juniors section of the stockroom I pulled a white blouse off a hanger—just why on earth Holt’s carried white blouses, I didn’t know. No one was in the stockroom—it was off-limits to employees today and the inventory team was still working in the store—so I changed into the blouse, put on the vest, which was a little big but oh well, and the bow tie, and got back downstairs in time to grab a tray of salads and head outside.

Wow, look at me go. Making the big decisions, putting them into action—and I didn’t even have my bachelor’s degree yet.

Then I froze at the top of the loading dock stairs.

Oh my God. Oh my God.

There stood Claudia Gray.

Claudia Gray. Gorgeous—and I mean gorgeous—poised, confident, beauty queen, and high fashion model Claudia Gray.

Not only did she know my mother, not only did she know all of my mother’s friends, but she was Ty’s ex-girlfriend.

Oh my God. Now I thought I might throw up.

What was she doing here? Then I saw her talking to some of the models and realized she must be their pageant coach.

I ducked back into the loading dock, nearly causing a pileup among the servers behind me.

I couldn’t go out there. I couldn’t. Claudia looked fabulous, and I had on a caterer’s uniform.

What if Claudia recognized me? What if she told my mother—and my mother’s megabitchy pack of backstabbing friends—that she saw me here? At Holt’s?

I never quite got around to telling Mom that I worked here. I never quite got around to telling Mom a lot of things. She didn’t know about all that crap I had gone through last fall: how I lost that fabulous job; how I ratted out her tennis club’s gorgeous pro; how only I and five of Drew Barrymore’s closest friends ended up with a so-hot-it-smokes red leather Notorious handbag. Mom didn’t even know I was sort-of dating Ty.

“Keep it moving, will you?” the server behind me said as he skirted past me and down the steps.

Oh my God. I had to do something.

I put down the tray and ran to the stockroom. I pulled a blond wig off a naked mannequin, twisted my hair into a knot, and yanked it on. Then I grabbed a pair of sunglasses from the accessories department section, slid them on, reclaimed my tray of salads, and started serving.

Nobody noticed me. I served the entree, the fruit bouquets, Jeanette made endless remarks, Claudia emceed the fashion show, I refilled coffee, tea, and lemonade, and nobody recognized me.

Whew! What a relief. Seemed like the day was coming off pretty well, thanks to yours truly.

The prize raffle was winding down, the caterers were packing up, and I’d had enough. My feet hurt and the mannequin’s wig was making my head itch.

Marilyn hadn’t said a word to me, and I hadn’t heard any of the servers ask about the other girl. Nobody missed her, which miffed me a bit, since I’d single-handedly saved the entire day, but oh well. Marilyn would just mail her paycheck, and nobody would be the wiser.

I’d still have to find a way to work it into a conversation with Ty, though.

I went upstairs to the juniors section of the stockroom and changed back into my sweater. The white blouse was rumpled and didn’t smell quite so fresh, so I shoved it behind the hair dryers; I’d just enter it as a return in the inventory computer when I clocked in and put the wig back later.

I went downstairs hoping Claudia would be gone when I looked outside. Maybe I could hang out with Bella and Sandy for a while, see who’d won a prize at the raffle.

But before I reached the loading dock, I heard screams from inside the store. I ran through the swinging door that opened near the customer service booth and saw a crowd of people outside the women’s restroom. The door stood open and I saw more people inside. Men and women. Everybody looked stunned. Two women were crying and somebody was still screaming.

I pushed my way inside the restroom. The crowd had broken back in a semicircle near the diaper changing station. On the floor of the handicapped stall lay Claudia Gray. Dead.








Chapter 2



For once in her life, Claudia didn’t look so good. She lay facedown on the floor, her head near the toilet. There was a big gash over her left eye. Blood had soaked her hair and puddled under her cheek, along with some other really gross-looking stuff.

I stepped into the stall just far enough to bend down and get a closer look at her. Her pupils were fixed and dilated. I touched her neck—which creeped me out big time—but didn’t feel a pulse.

Claudia was dead.

I launched into take-charge mode.

“Everybody move back,” I said, waving my arms toward the door. “Don’t touch anything.”

Slowly, everyone left the restroom, some sniffling, some white faced, others craning their necks for another look. I didn’t recognize anybody. They must have all been on the inventory team.

“You.” I pointed to a tall guy. “Keep everybody together. And make sure nobody leaves the store.”

See how I’m meant to be in charge?

I pointed to a heavyset woman wearing jeans and a man’s T-shirt. I picked her because she looked like a lesbian, and you can always count on a lesbian in a crisis.

“Stand at the door,” I told her. “Don’t let anyone go inside.”

She took up her position without a word.

I grabbed the telephone at the customer service booth and called 9-1-1, then headed into the stockroom. The police would want to question everyone who was present, so I had to keep the catering crew and the employees from leaving. I had to tell Jeanette what had happened.

My steps slowed as I approached the loading dock.

Then I’d have to call Ty and tell him his ex-girlfriend was dead.

Oh, crap.

 

Claudia would have loved all the attention—if she hadn’t been dead, of course.

Two police cars, a fire truck, and an ambulance were parked behind Holt’s, their lights flashing. Yellow crime scene tape was everywhere. Men and women in uniforms and plainclothes roamed in and out of the loading dock, talking into radios, on cell phones. Equipment was being hauled around.

The caterer’s staff, the inventory team, the Holt’s store employees, and the teenage models were corralled inside the white latticework fence under the tent-top. Some of the teen girls were crying. I stood next to Jeanette near the curtained stage, away from the loading dock but close enough to see what was happening. We both sort of stood there, not talking to each other.

I’d called Ty but he hadn’t picked up, so I left a message on his voice mail to call me right away. I hadn’t heard back from him.

Jeanette gasped—I thought for a moment she’d caught the reflection of her dress in a car windshield somewhere—but realized she’d seen the homicide detectives pull up.

Then I gasped, too. Oh my God. The same two detectives who’d been here the last time someone was murdered at Holt’s.

Detective Madison grasped the door frame and, after a couple of tries, heaved himself out of the passenger seat. He’d lost more hair since the last time I saw him—I’d like to think I was responsible for that, in some small way—and leaned back slightly to offset his basketball belly.

Beside him stood Detective Shuman. Young, kind of good looking, wearing a shirt and tie that didn’t quite go together.

Shuman and I had history.

Detective Madison spotted me. Fifty people in the crowd and it was me he homed in on. Great.

“I knew I’d find you in the middle of this,” he said, looking delighted that he might have a second chance to pin a murder on me.

“I thought you retired,” I said.

He gave me a smug look, then walked toward the loading dock. Shuman held back.

“We’ve got to stop meeting like this,” I said to him.

He pressed his lips together—I know he wanted to smile—and said, “I’ll catch up with you later.”

About a minute later, a Porsche 911 Turbo pulled up and Ty jumped out. Oh my God, he was so handsome. Tall, athletic build, light brown hair, gorgeous blue eyes. He dressed in the most incredible suits, and—and when did he get a Porsche?

Never mind. No time for that now. I was going to have to tell him about Claudia. This would be a major moment in our relationship. How should I say it?

Why can’t they cover something like this in that stupid health class I’m taking?

Or maybe they did.

Anyway, I had to handle this just right.

I’d take him aside. Yes, of course, that would be perfect. Just the two of us, out of the glare of the public eye, so I could break the upsetting news in private. I’d take his hands, look deep into his eyes, and say that Claudia had passed—I’d leave out the big gash on her forehead, the blood, and the other gross-looking stuff on her face, and the part about her lying in the handicapped stall. He’d be stunned, of course. He’d grab me. Hold me. Cling tight to my warm, living body, thankful that I was here with him, sharing this difficult time, and—

Wait. He walked right past me.

“Ty?” I hurried to catch up as he strode toward the loading dock.

He glanced at me, but kept going.

“Ty, something happened. I need to tell you about—”

“Sarah told me.”

He kept going. I stopped and watched him disappear inside.

Sarah told him? Sarah?

I’d seen Jeanette on her cell phone earlier, so she probably notified somebody at the Holt’s corporate office. Sarah must have a network of spies in the building, feeding her information so she could be the first to tell Ty everything.

See why I hate her?

By the time the cops started interviewing the teenage models, their parents had shown up, brought to the store by frantic cell phone calls from the girls. There was a lot of hugging and crying.

From what I overhead of their statements to the cops, none of the models had seen anything unusual, which didn’t surprise me. Teenage girls—particularly teenage models—don’t usually look at anything but a mirror.

They all went home with their parents, since the RV Claudia had driven them to the store in couldn’t be moved, while the cops took statements from everyone else.

Ty came down the loading dock steps looking grim. I didn’t know if the detectives let him see Claudia’s body, but I hoped not.

I didn’t know how deeply involved he had been with Claudia. They’d dated, but I didn’t know for how long—swapping stories with your new boyfriend about former lovers wasn’t usually a good idea.

Ty headed toward Jeanette and me. I walked forward and intercepted him.

“I’m so sorry about Claudia,” I said.

He looked at me and nodded.

“Has somebody notified her family?” I asked.

“They spoke with her mother.”

I flashed on my mom answering the door at her house, seeing two policemen waiting, knowing. I didn’t like that mental picture. I shook it off.

I didn’t know how things had been left between Ty and Claudia’s family after their breakup, but I couldn’t imagine that would be an issue at a time like this.

“Do you think we should go see her mom?” I asked. “We could stop by the house and—”

“I already phoned her.”

Okay, that surprised me.

“Well, then maybe we should—”

I didn’t get to finish the sentence. Ty walked away. Again. He headed across the parking lot to where a Beemer had just pulled up. Sarah Covington got out.

She looked fabulous, of course, in a Donna Karan business suit.

I have on black pants and a white sweater.

“Give me your keys.”

Bella appeared next to me, holding out her hand. Beside her stood Sandy with a blender tucked under her arm.

I glanced back at Sarah. She was talking and Ty had leaned down a little to hear her better.

“You won something in the prize raffle,” Bella said. “I’ll put it in your car.”

My spirits lifted a little. Wow, I’d won a prize? Something good had happened today?

I pulled my keys from my pants pocket. “Is it cool?” I asked.

“Did you forget where you’re working, all of a sudden?” Bella asked. “This is Holt’s.”

I gasped. “Oh my God, it’s not clothes, is it?”

Bella’s lips curled distastefully. “Let’s just say that skank ho Rita was jealous that she didn’t win it herself.”

Could today get any worse?

Bella took my keys and left.

“So, where were you?” Sandy asked. “We saved you a seat.”

I looked at Sarah again. She was still talking. Ty was still listening.

“I got sort of…tied up,” I said. No point going into the whole sick-server story.

“I won a blender,” she said, holding up the box.

Now she had my attention. “Bring it to my place. I could use a margarita.”

“My boyfriend already said I have to give it to him,” Sandy said. “He’s on this special diet that will increase his creativity and enhance his artistic talents.”

“He does tattoos.”

“It’s art, Haley,” she said.

I stole another look at Sarah. Jeez, doesn’t that bitch ever shut up?

“Couldn’t we break it in with at least one batch of margaritas?” I asked, sounding a little desperate.

“I have to take it to him tonight. Right after I pick up his roommate’s mother from the airport,” Sandy said, then gazed behind me. “Wow, who are all of those people?”

I turned and saw that two Mercedeses had pulled up alongside Sarah’s BMW and Ty’s Porsche. Two men in Armani suits got out.

I didn’t know them, but I knew their type.

“Lawyers,” I said to Sandy. I didn’t add that they were from the Pike Warner law firm because I didn’t want to have to explain how I knew that choice bit of info.

The lawyers, Sarah, and Ty formed up in a tight huddle, which kind of irked me. I wanted to be in the huddle, too. Why did I have to wait for a college degree to get in the huddle?

But I already knew what they were talking about. Liability and damage control.

You’d think they would have a plan already in place, after what had happened here last fall.

“Hi, Haley,” somebody said.

Troy walked up. He was just out of high school, worked part-time in the men’s department, and seemed to be doofing his way through life.

“Wow…” he said, sounding awestruck. “You’re the coolest.”

Apparently, word had gotten around how I’d taken charge of everything in the women’s restroom. And it was pretty cool.

Troy’s eyes were wide and his mouth hung open a little. “I never figured you’d do…that.”

Ty, Sarah, and the two lawyers were on the move now, heading toward Jeanette. I saw my chance, so I hurried over.

I wedged myself into the new huddle, anxious to take my rightful place at my sort-of boyfriend’s side, but Sarah and Jeanette beat me to it. Then I realized that Troy was standing next to me. What was he doing here?

Introductions were made, including Troy—he didn’t say anything, just stared at me, which was sort of embarrassing—and I found out the attorneys from the Pike Warner law firm were Peter McKenzie and Gabe Richards. They were mid-thirties, probably, on their way up the corporate ladder. I didn’t know either of them and, hopefully, they didn’t recognize me.

“Don’t I know you?” McKenzie asked.

Crap. The last thing I wanted to do was go into everything that had happened at Pike Warner last fall.

“We’ve never met,” I said, which was true, but it was possible he’d seen my name on documents that had circulated through the firm.

“Here’s what we’re up against,” Ty said, glancing at his wristwatch. “The store is scheduled to open in less than two hours. If that doesn’t happen—”

“It will be a media disaster,” Sarah declared.

Peter McKenzie glanced down at me and frowned. I knew he was trying to remember where he knew me from. Why wasn’t he paying attention to the huddle?

“We’ll have helicopters circling, camera crews crawling all over the place,” Sarah said. “We do not want to headline the eleven p.m. news. We have to open, as scheduled.”

Troy gulped hard right next to my ear. Why wouldn’t he go away?

“What about the inventory team?” Jeanette asked. “Their work is only half finished. They’re supposed to be out of here by six, and at the San Diego store tomorrow. If that doesn’t happen, I’ll have to reschedule them. That means closing the store another entire day, changing all of our advertising—and you know what that will do to profits, especially this time of year.”

Think, think. I had to think of something. This was a disaster, all right, a marketing and financial catastrophe. Reputation and money were on the line.

I was just as capable as anyone in the huddle—except maybe Troy, who kept breathing on me—of thinking up a solution, but I had to come up with it before Sarah.

Ty nodded toward the store. “I talked to the detectives. They can wrap up everything in a half hour.”

Everybody breathed a sigh of relief. Ty had the solution all along.

He’s so hot.

“That gives the inventory team ninety minutes to finish their work,” Ty said.

“Can they do that?” Jeanette asked.

“They’ll have to,” Ty said.

He’s so forceful, sometimes. It’s way hot.

“So, as long as the police finish up their work in the next few minutes—” Jeanette began.

“We’ll be fine,” Ty said.

Crisis averted. Reputation saved. Financial problem resolved.

I love being in the huddle.

Detective Madison waddled down the loading dock stairs, Shuman behind him.

“We’re shutting you down for the night,” Madison announced.

“What?” Sarah exclaimed.

Tension in the huddle spun up again, higher this time. Ty stepped out in front, confronting the two detectives. Troy circled around to my other side, fixated on my left cheek.

“We’ve got another possible murder victim,” Madison said.

Jeanette gasped. Gabe Richards and Sarah Covington put their heads together and started whispering.

“What the hell is a possible murder victim?” Ty demanded.

“We’ve got to take this place apart, piece by piece,” Madison said.

Sarah whipped out her cell phone and frantically pushed buttons. Richards went for his BlackBerry. McKenzie pointed at me with a big goofy grin on his face and said, “Mount Rushmore.” Troy snorted.

What a couple of idiots. They should be voted out of the huddle.

Never mind about that now. I had to do something to help Ty. His family had shepherded the Holt’s Department Store through many a crisis, dating back to the 1800s. He had five generations riding on his shoulders. I knew I could do something to help.

“We’ve got a missing person,” Detective Madison said. “Possibly a second murder victim, somewhere in the store.”

Shuman looked at his notepad. “The caterer can’t account for one of the servers.”

What?

“None of the other servers recalls seeing her since shortly after they arrived,” Shuman said. “But they report there was a server on duty that nobody recognized. And we found a disguise hidden upstairs in the stockroom.”

A disguise? Upstairs in the stockroom?

“Looks like whoever this mystery person is might have murdered the server, put on her uniform and a disguise, then murdered Claudia Gray,” Madison said.

Oh my God. Oh my God.

That’s me. I’m the one who—

Oh, crap.








Chapter 3



I had met Evelyn Croft last fall when I started working at Holt’s. She was a department manager. We were nothing alike. Evelyn was fortyish, neat, trim, and could have worked as a docent giving tours in one of those old southern mansions. And I’m, well, I’m me.

But we were connected in some weird—and not so weird—ways.

Like today. I needed retail therapy—the only way I could possibly get over what had happened yesterday—and only Evelyn could help me with that.

That’s because Evelyn had eighty grand of my money tucked away in her savings account.

I pulled up to the curb in front of her house. You wouldn’t be surprised to see Evelyn outside in a big hat and gardening gloves, cutting flowers from her garden—if she weren’t so afraid to leave her house these days.

She never talked about Holt’s. Not after the murder and all that other crap that had happened last fall. If she mentioned it at all, she simply referred to it as “the incident” caused by “that certain someone.” Which was great with me, especially today, because Holt’s was the very last thing I wanted to be reminded of.

As I walked toward the front door, I saw the blinds on the living room window move slightly. I rang the bell.

“It’s me,” I called. I knew the drill.

The security system beeped. Chains rattled. Locks turned. A lot of precautions for this quiet neighborhood of family homes.

It had taken a long time for Evelyn to recover from last fall’s physical injuries, but emotionally she wasn’t all that strong. She never had been, really, and “the incident” had only made it worse.

The door opened a little and Evelyn’s face appeared. Her gaze darted back and forth.

“It’s just me,” I said, trying to keep things light. “Just like I said on the phone.”

I’d called ahead. Everyone had to call ahead.

She gave me a hesitant smile, then opened the door. I stepped inside.

Evelyn had on a mauve sweatshirt with a ruffle collar, denim jeans that she’d ironed, and white ankle socks. Her hair was perfect.

She slammed the door behind me and made quick work of the chains, locks, and security system.

“Well, Haley.” Evelyn drew in a big breath and twisted her fingers together. “It’s good to see you.”

If it had been anyone else, I would have offered a big hug. But not with Evelyn.

I handed her the white plastic bag of groceries I’d picked up on my way over.

“Can I put these away for you?” I asked.

“Oh no, I can manage. Go have a seat. I’ll be right there,” Evelyn said, and disappeared into the kitchen.

I took my usual seat on the sofa in the living room. The place looked as if a florist had exploded in here. Floral slipcovers in pink, mint green, and white; floral arrangements; floral artwork; floral throw pillows she’d embroidered herself. Somehow, it worked in Evelyn’s home.

A moment later she came into the living room carrying a tray with a tea service and a plate of cookies, and set it on the coffee table. She passed me an envelope—reimbursement for the groceries I’d bought—and poured.

When I first started coming over, bringing her things she couldn’t have delivered, I told her that the cost was no big deal. But Evelyn had insisted, and since I didn’t want to upset her further, I rolled with it.

I knew Evelyn didn’t need financial help. I happened to be sitting across the dinner table from Ty—one of our supposed dates—when he told his attorney at Pike Warner not to negotiate, just pay all of her medical expenses and give her a half million bucks.

He’s generous and decisive like that.

Why aren’t I having sex with him?

“How are your classes?” Evelyn asked. She handed me a teacup and took the chair next to the window.

“We’re studying the nervous system in health,” I said.

We were really studying STDs, but since I wasn’t sure Evelyn had ever had sex I didn’t think it was a topic of conversation she could run with.

I ate one of the cookies. Evelyn always served the same kind. Dry, brittle, tasteless. Just once I wished she’d bust out a package of Oreos. I could do without the tea, too, but I didn’t see her cracking open a Corona, even with chilled mugs.

“I heard what happened yesterday at Holt’s,” Evelyn said softly.

I jumped, nearly spilling my tea. What? Evelyn was talking about Holt’s? I didn’t want to be reminded of what had happened yesterday. That’s why I came here today.

“That poor girl dying in the store like that.” Evelyn shook her head sadly. “It was all over the news last night—every channel.”

“Well, you know, I think the newspeople really made too much of it,” I said. “Evelyn, there was something I wanted to talk to you about while I’m—”

“And the Internet. My goodness, bloggers are going crazy. Another beauty queen, gone. And, of course, that brought up the story of that darling little girl in Colorado.”

I had to distract her. I lifted my cup. “This is great tea.”

“And what about that girl they’re calling the Missing Server?” Evelyn asked.

“Are there any more cookies?” I asked.

“They still haven’t found her. After searching the entire store for hours.”

“Did I mention that I got an A on my last English paper?”

“And now the store is closed again today,” Evelyn went on. “It must be an absolute mess in there. I hate to think of how hard all the employees are going to have to work to get it presentable.”

“It was a really hard paper, too.”

“Jeanette must be beside herself, thinking of the lost income,” Evelyn said. “This is a huge financial blow to the entire Holt’s chain.”

“I have to go now.” I popped off the couch and headed for the door.

I simply could not stay here and listen to another word about what had happened yesterday. The whole thing had turned into a nightmare—a complete nightmare. Even though anyone in my position would have done the same thing.

“You’re leaving?” Evelyn asked, sounding disappointed.

“I have to get to the store. Help with the cleanup,” I said.

“But when you phoned, you said there was something you wanted to talk to me about,” Evelyn said, putting her teacup aside.

Oh yeah. That.

I’d rehearsed my speech on the drive over, planned how I would present my case. And now, after being reminded of yesterday’s fiasco, I needed a massive dose of retail therapy more than ever.

I put on a bright smile. “I’m going to this big charity function. It’s at the Biltmore Hotel. My whole family goes every year. Dinner and dancing. Very formal.”

“Oh, it’s a ball?” Evelyn asked, with a Cinderella twinkle in her eye.

“Yeah,” I said. “A formal ball. With evening gowns and tuxedos.”

“I’ll bet you and your mom are going shopping together for dresses,” Evelyn said, looking all dreamy.

Not if I could get out of it.

But I worked up an equally dreamy smile and said, “Mom always buys my dress for the occasion, but what I really need is a new evening bag. I found one that’s perfect.”

Evelyn morphed into the evil stepmother at light-speed.

She shook her head and said, “I don’t think so.”

I’d expected some resistance, so I said, “It’s a Judith Lieber.”

“A what?”

Oh my God. How could someone not know what a Judith Lieber bag was? Only the world’s most glamorous, gorgeous evening bags ever. They transcended fashion. They were art. Sort of.

“It has Austrian crystals,” I said—actually, I think I moaned. “Elegantly handcrafted.”

“Sounds expensive.”

“And a satin lining,” I said.

Evelyn shook her head. “No, no.”

“It comes with a gorgeous box.” I was whining now.

“Out of the question.”

“And a keepsake bag!”

“No!” Evelyn said.

She picks now, of all times, to be assertive?

“I’m just following your instructions, Haley.”

I hate it when other people are right.

When I’d gotten that big chunk of money last fall, I’d paid for my college classes and books, zeroed out my credit cards, and paid my rent and car payment ahead a few months. I bought some essentials, too, like a gorgeous Louis Vuitton tote, and the fabulous Coach handbag, wallet, and cosmetic bag combo set I’d had my eye on.

And there were so many more things I could have bought.

I knew me. I knew that all that money could disappear if I didn’t do something drastic. Putting it in a savings account, or an IRA, or a mutual fund, or something boring like that was a possibility. But I knew I would suffer the financial penalty and take it out. So that left putting it in the safekeeping of a friend or family member. Money is the best way to ruin a friendship, so I didn’t entrust it to Marcie; I liked her too much for that. And there was no way I would turn it over to my mom or dad. They would have asked how I’d gotten the money and I wasn’t about to go into all of that with them.

So that left one person I could turn to. Evelyn. She was trustworthy and honest; plus, I knew that with her Holt’s settlement, she didn’t need any money so she wouldn’t take mine. I made her promise not to give me any funds unless it was for something like medical bills, rent, or school. It had all made perfect sense.

Until I spotted that Judith Leiber bag.

“Okay, okay,” I said, shaking off my disappointment. “Two thousand dollars for an evening—”

“Two thousand dollars?” Evelyn exclaimed.

“It’s a very reasonable price,” I explained. “Anyway, I’ll figure out something else.”

“You’re not upset with me, are you?” Evelyn asked, twisting her fingers together.

I really wasn’t, so I smiled. “No. Of course not. But I really do have to go.”

“Oh well, of course. I was just hoping…well, that is…I wondered if you’d mind…” She moved to the blinds and pulled them open a quarter inch. “My neighbor. I think something’s wrong.”

I went to the window and she stepped aside so I could look out.

“Across the street, on the corner,” Evelyn said.

The place looked like every other house on the block. Well-tended lawn, painted trim, clipped shrubbery.

“You want me to go over there and check on them?” I asked.

“No! Oh no!” Evelyn shook her head. “No, don’t do that. Please. It’s just that, well, I’ve known Cecil for about twenty years, ever since I’ve lived here. His wife died a few years ago. A traffic accident. Very sad. And now Cecil has a new girlfriend.”

“What’s the problem?”

Evelyn twisted her fingers together. “I think the new girlfriend killed him.”

 

Great. I had to find out what was up with Evelyn’s neighbor. Plus, I didn’t get my own money to buy that Judith Leiber evening bag.

And my day wasn’t over. Now I had to go to work. At Holt’s.

I waved good-bye to Evelyn, jumped in my car, and headed for the freeway.

I wasn’t scheduled to work until the evening, usually, but today was an exception. Everyone was coming in to get the store back in shape after the cops tore everything apart looking for the missing server.

Yeah, yeah, I know it was all my fault. But anybody in my place would have done the same thing. I mean, what choice did I have? I couldn’t announce that I was the missing server the cops were trying to find.

Everybody was standing there. Sarah couldn’t wait for me to look like an idiot—especially in front of Ty. And Ty would have been embarrassed by me. Plus, I didn’t want him to know that I’d done the whole save-the-event thing to try and impress him. I’d have looked totally desperate. And I certainly couldn’t say that I was afraid Claudia would recognize me and blab to the ex-queen’s cult that I was working as a caterer. How pathetic would that make me look?

And those attorneys from Pike Warner. They would have gone back to the firm and told the whole story to everybody. I didn’t want anything added to all the other stuff they were saying about me there.

Detective Madison couldn’t wait for me to screw up again. He would have found some way to twist the whole thing into making me a murder suspect. Again.

Once word got out, who knows who else would have found out? I would have looked like a complete idiot to absolutely everyone.

I exited the freeway, heading toward Holt’s.

It didn’t matter now, anyway. Everything had turned out okay, pretty much.

Holt’s store employees got a whole day off yesterday, and I’d heard Ty say he was paying everyone extra for the hard job of getting the entire store back into shape today. The inventory team would have to come back, but oh well, they traveled from store to store all the time. Jeanette’s quarterly bonus would suffer, but it’s not like she used her money for anything worthwhile, like decent clothes or designer handbags.

True, Holt’s had been all over the news, but there was no such thing as bad publicity; that’s what everybody says, anyway. The department store had been in business for over a hundred years and had survived worse scandals.

Anyway, it didn’t matter now that I’d stood there silently and let all that stuff happen. The whole thing was over with. The media had shone their spotlight on Holt’s for a while, but it had already moved on to the next big story. That’s just the way it was with newspeople. By the 6:00 p.m. news broadcast tonight, it would all be forgotten.

I parked in front of the Holt’s store thinking this would be an easy day here. No customers. Every day at Holt’s would be easier if it weren’t for the customers.

Big signs were up in the windows announcing that we would reopen tomorrow for our “biggest sale of the season.” Even so, I noticed a crowd of about two dozen people gathered at the corner of the building. I guess some people just couldn’t wait for a great sale.

It felt kind of good to be at the store, back to normal, back to the regular routine of life. Nobody knew what I’d done yesterday—and nobody ever would—so I was clear on that. And, aside from Claudia being murdered, everything was okay again.

Colleen—to be generous, I’ll call her “slow”—stood inside the big plate-glass doors, on guard duty. When I walked up, she pointed to the sign that said the store was closed.

“I work here,” I said to her through the glass.

She gave me an apologetic shrug and pointed to the sign again.

Colleen knew I worked here. She saw me just about every day. Plus, I had my Holt’s name tag in its lanyard hanging around my neck.

I might have to downgrade her from “slow.”

“I…work…here,” I said, pronouncing each word carefully.

Colleen shook her head again, and I screamed, “Open the damn door!”

She turned the key in the lock and jerked the door open.

“There are no customers trying to rush the store. They’re all waiting at the corner of the building,” I told her, and managed not to add “dumbass.”

“Those aren’t customers,” Colleen said, relocking the door. “That’s the volunteer search party.”

“The—the what?”

“For that girl that’s missing. The one that worked for the caterer.”

I gasped and hurried away.

How could this be happening? All of this was supposed to be forgotten. There couldn’t be a volunteer search party outside our store. Jeez, I hoped those people were just a tour group, or something.

I headed toward the back of the store.

Every department was a mess, thanks to the efforts of the police. All the mannequins had been stripped and were covered in that black fingerprint powder they show on all the TV crime dramas. Dozens of employees were busy cleaning, scrubbing, refolding, straightening, and restocking merchandise.

I spotted Bella at the shelves of T-shirts. She rolled her eyes when I walked over.

“You believe this mess?” she asked, waving her arms. “Those cops, they ought to get their butts back in here and clean this up.”

“Did you see the store on TV this morning?” Sandy asked, popping up from behind a rack of blouses. “We made the network news shows. From New York.”

The network broadcast? This morning? No, no, that couldn’t be. People were supposed to forget.

“Which show was it?” Bella asked. “The one with that crazy-ass bitch who looks like she needs to easy up on her Zoloft? Or the one with that slut who looks like a talking blowup doll?”

“They’re calling her the Missing Server,” Sandy said. “There’s a nationwide search for her.”

Oh my God. This can’t be happening.

“I’ve got to go punch in,” I said, and headed toward the break room.

Where was a sensational celebrity scandal when you needed one? Or a mass suicide? Something huge needed to happen. And soon, to distract the media.

I took a deep breath, trying to calm myself. Another salacious tragedy had to strike almost immediately for this whole Missing Server thing to be forgotten. And it would. It always does. Everything would be fine—it had to be.

Then something great happened. I spotted Ty coming out of Jeanette’s office. He looked terrific in his Armani suit. My heart did that little flip-flop and my belly felt kind of gooey, just like they did every time I saw him. I didn’t know he’d be here today, so this was a great surprise.

Ty spotted me and walked over. He looked intense, but Ty almost always looked that way. His expression would melt any second now, as soon as he got closer.

I pictured it in my head.

We’ll have a private moment. He’ll lean down and whisper in my ear—just like he did with Sarah, only not as far because I’m enviably taller—something about how great it is to see me, how he misses me, how he wants the two of us to try and recapture that really hot moment in his apartment last fall before—

“The detectives are here,” Ty said.

Hmm. Not exactly what I’d expected to hear, but that’s okay. This was a public place, after all, and we were both at work. Having an intimate conversation wouldn’t be appropriate.

I was surprised that Detectives Madison and Shuman were here again. I thought they’d completed their investigation at the store yesterday.

Ty leaned down a little and lowered his voice. “They want to talk to you. Privately.”

What?

“They think you know something about yesterday that you’re not telling them,” Ty said.

My throat constricted.

His brows drew together. “You don’t know anything that you haven’t told them, do you, Haley?”

I gulped hard, trying desperately for my innocent look.

“I know you’re nervous, but don’t worry.” Ty grasped my arm. “I’ll go with in you, and I’ll stay right beside you the entire time.”

Oh, crap.
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