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	Growing up, I didn’t like to read. In high school my greatest fear was that I’d be assigned Moby Dick.

	I’ve published twenty-three historical romance novels, most under the name Judith Stacy.
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	I once took second place in a Worst Dancer contest. The guy who won danced on one leg with the other behind his head.
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Good thing I had on a seatbelt. Otherwise, I might have launched myself out of my seat – not good, cruising at thirty thousand feet.

I was on an airplane and I’d just spotted the new Sinful handbag in Elle magazine. Oh my God, it was fabulous. And believe me, I know a fabulous purse when I see one.

I perked up in my seat, beyond excited, way past thrilled, bordering on crazed, and desperate to share my discovery with someone. The cabin was dark – first class passengers are so boring – and I was the only one still awake.

I hate it when that happens.

Where was my best friend, Marcie Hanover, when I needed her?

I’d call her as soon as we landed in Los Angeles. Yeah, okay, it would be after midnight by then, but she’d want to know.

Months ago Marcie and I acknowledged our true feelings about purses. We’d moved beyond being simply compulsive, obsessive, crazed designer bag lovers to being full-fledged handbag whores. Then, we’d taken it to the next level by starting our own purse party business.

My life had taken a lot of turns in the past six months. Right now I was pretty much penniless and a sort-of college student with a crappy part-time job. Not exactly the dream life for someone who’s twenty-four years old.

But 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 scored a trip to Europe, thanks to Ty Cameron. Ty was officially my boyfriend now because, after several months of sort-of dating, we’d finally slept together.

Ty was way hot, totally gorgeous. He was the fifth generation of his family to run the Holt’s Department Store chain, the fifth generation of his family to be consumed beyond all reason with business. Ty had also just opened Wallace, Inc., an upscale clothing store, and was now in negotiations for the new Holt’s International.

He’d made all sorts of promises if I’d agree to come to Europe with him. Most of those promises had been kept – but not by Ty.

‘Are we there yet?’ Ada asked.

Ada Cameron, Ty’s grandmother, was seated next to me. We were making the trip home from London together. She was in her seventies with gray hair. She dressed magnificently and acted really young. Ada was a hoot. I loved her.

Yeah, okay, I’d once mistaken her for a caterer and another time I’d suspected her of murder, but that was all behind us now. She was my new BFF.

I glanced at what I call the ‘plane channel’ featured on the video screen in front of me. The tiny airplane that tracked the progress of our flight – it felt like we’d circled both poles by way of Siberia – was superimposed over Idaho. Or maybe it was Iowa. I don’t know. My geography class wasn’t until next semester.

‘A few more hours,’ I said. ‘Want to see an awesome purse?’

‘You bet,’ Ada said, and leaned toward me.

I showed her the Sinful bag in Elle and her eyes widened.

‘Gorgeous,’ she said.

How could you not like a grandmother who loved designer handbags?

‘Do you know what I think would make this flight go quicker?’ Ada posed. ‘A good wine.’

‘I don’t think they have good wine on airplanes,’ I told her. ‘Just the cheap stuff.’

‘Even better,’ Ada declared, and rang for the attendant.

Ada was right. The wine helped. Long before we’d finished talking about clothes, handbags, shoes, and all the places we’d shopped in Europe, the plane landed at LAX. We were herded through customs by TSA agents – being a direct descendant of exiled Gestapo officers was a requirement for the job, apparently – and finally left the terminal. We’d FedEx’d everything we’d bought in Europe so, luckily, we only had a carry-on each.

‘Need a ride home?’ Ada asked as we stood on the curb.

Even at this late hour, airport traffic was heavy. Cars, busses and shuttles drove the loop, picking up and letting off passengers, fouling the cool March air with exhaust fumes and noise.

I’d ridden to the airport with Ty so I didn’t have my car here. Since it was so late, I didn’t want to call Marcie to pick me up, even though I knew she wouldn’t mind – that’s just what best friends do.

‘I’ll rent a car,’ I said.

‘Nonsense,’ Ada declared. ‘I’ll take you.’

The Cameron family was wealthy – way wealthy – so I expected a chauffeur-driven Bentley to pull up to the curb and whisk us away. Instead, Ada led the way to one of the park-and-ride shuttle stops and we took a van to their off-site facility on Century Boulevard. The attendant brought us Ada’s Mercedes, which lifted my spirits considerably.

Ada seemed to be dragging, though. I offered again to rent a car so she could go straight home.

‘My place is almost an hour past your house,’ I said. ‘If you drop me off, you’ll be really late getting to bed.’

Ada thought about it for a moment. ‘Well, maybe you’re right. Tell you what, you drop me off and take my car home with you. I’ll pick it up from you in the morning.’

‘I’ll just bring it back to you,’ I said.

Ada shook her head. ‘I have to pick up some clothing that didn’t sell from the store that’s near you. A donation to the women’s shelter. I’ll do that in the morning.’

I drove the Mercedes – which was way cool – to Ada’s house in Bel Air – which was also way cool – and helped get her things inside.

‘See you around eleven,’ Ada called as I drove away.

I figured I’d still be sleeping at eleven in the morning, but I came wide awake at eight o’clock. Guess it was the time change.

I’d been gone for about two weeks. I was glad to be home, back in my own apartment again. I loved my apartment. It was in a great upscale complex in Santa Clarita, more or less a half-hour from LA – depending on traffic – and I’d fixed it up just the way I wanted it, thanks to a really awesome run of luck with credit cards.

There were probably a thousand things I should do first thing this morning, I thought, as I scrounged through my cabinets for something to eat – such as call my mom. But no way was I doing that. Not yet, anyway.

I’d never really gotten around to telling Mom that Ty – the hottest bachelor among the descendants of Mom’s social circle – was my sort-of boyfriend. When I’d left for Europe with him, I’d sent her a quick e-mail explaining that I would be out of town for a while. No mention of Europe or Ty.

I found a package of Oreos in my kitchen cabinet and ripped them open.

Mom was an ex-beauty queen – really – with a network of informants that would rival the FBI and CIA combined. Somebody was bound to have told her about Ty and me. I wasn’t up to being grilled by her yet.

I spun the top off an Oreo cookie and licked the icing.

I desperately needed to talk to Marcie. She’d want all – and I do mean all – of the details of my trip with Ty, but she was at work. So what could I do but go shopping? Maybe I’d—

Oh my God! The Sinful handbag!

The image of the purse zapped me like a cattle prod. I had to find one. What was I doing sitting around my apartment when I could be out shopping?

I popped the rest of the Oreo into my mouth, then shoved in two more – just for the energy boost, of course – and dashed into my bedroom. I pulled on khaki capris, a red top, and sandals – not great walking shoes, but what did that matter when they looked great on me – and selected a red Coach satchel. I was almost out the door when I remembered Ada.

‘Damn …’ I muttered, standing in my living room.

She was supposed to be here at eleven o’clock to pick up her car, and it was only nine now. No way could I sit around for two hours.

What if the department store shelves were picked clean of Sinful bags while I sat here? The scene played in my head, one gorgeous handbag after another disappearing until there were none left.

I had to do something.

Then it came to me: I’d pick up the clothes from Holt’s that Ada wanted to donate to the women’s shelter myself. The store was only seven minutes away – six if I ran the light at the corner – and it would save her the trouble. Then I’d bring her the keys to the Mercedes and she could pick it up whenever she pleased. And I could zip to the malls to find the Sinful bag.

Cool.

I rushed to the parking lot of my apartment complex and another brilliant thought struck me. Maybe I’d take the Mercedes to Holt’s to pick up the clothing, then drive it back to my apartment. That way I wouldn’t have to spend time transferring the stuff from my Honda to her Mercedes, plus the Mercedes was really cool to drive. And everyone at Holt’s would see me in it and be jealous.

The Holt’s store – yes, it’s the Holt’s store Ty’s family has owned for generations which, you’d think, would get me a little more than my seven lousy dollars per hour – wasn’t open yet, so I drove around back.

All the choice spots near the building were already taken, so I had to settle for a parking slot a ways out. So many cars in the lot at this hour meant the early morning replenishment team, who restock the store daily, was inside. A truck was backed up to one of the two loading dock bays, so the truck team was there, too. A garbage truck pulled into the lot, heading for the Dumpster. A couple of guys were having a smoke. A few stragglers, late for work, were just getting out of their cars.

Nobody paid much attention when I parked the Mercedes and got out – I looked around just to be sure – which was kind of disappointing.

Never mind, though, I was on a mission. I had to pick up Ada’s clothes, drive back to my apartment, swap cars, get to Ada’s house with the keys, then get to the mall and be the first in line when the stores opened.

I hurried up the loading dock steps into the stock room. It was pretty busy in there with boxes being unloaded from the truck, the replenishment team pulling stock and loading it onto U-boats and Z-rails, the janitor getting equipment out of the cabinets, and the display team hauling mannequins around.

Sometimes, merchandise doesn’t sell. It might be damaged and unrepairable, or out of season. Or in the case of Holt’s women’s clothing, it might be just so damn ugly no one who’d so much as glanced at the cover of Vogue on a grocery store rack would touch it with a three-inch acrylic nail. The store marked it for clearance, but sometimes even that wasn’t enough to prod a customer into taking it off our hands. So Holt’s donated it to charity.

Luckily I knew where that merchandise was kept. I made my way to the huge shelving units nearest the loading dock and saw two cardboard boxes with ‘hold for pickup’ written on the side in red marker.

I was momentarily paralyzed at the sight. A hideous pink and orange print dress lay on the top. Using only my fingertips, I dug down and found nine more of them. Oh my God, someone had actually purchased one of those things. I didn’t know if I could pick up the box or not.

Then I heard my name called. I recognized the voice immediately: Cal, the store’s new assistant manager.

I hate him.

And I knew what he wanted. He’d spotted me and he wanted me to come to work today. No matter why any employee came into the store – to shop, pick up their schedule, or whatever – Cal pressured them into putting in a few hours.

No way was I working at Holt’s today.

I grabbed the two cardboard boxes and took off. I rounded the next aisle, dodging the truck and replenishment team members, and headed for the loading dock stairs. Before me, through the open door, was freedom. I hit the button on the Mercedes remote and popped the trunk.

‘Hey, Haley,’ Troy called, stepping out in front of me.

Troy worked in the men’s wear department. He was just out of high school and seemed to be dog paddling his way through life.

‘Where you been, Haley?’ he asked, his mouth gaping open slightly. ‘On a shoot?’

For some reason, Troy thought I moonlighted as the porn star Rhonda Rushmore. Honestly, I haven’t done much to discourage this because she was, after all, a top-rated porn star. But I didn’t have time for him today.

‘Catch you later,’ I called as I hurried down the loading dock stairs and wound my way through the parked cars. I tried to lift the trunk of the Mercedes but it wouldn’t budge.

‘Damn it,’ I muttered.

Frantically, I fumbled through the keys and hit the trunk release button on the remote. The trunk popped up.

I yanked it open and froze.

There was a woman inside. Dead.
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I slammed the trunk lid shut and dropped the boxes of clothing.

Oh my God. Oh my God. This was not happening. There was not a dead body in the trunk of Ty’s grandmother’s Mercedes.

Maybe I’d just imagined it. Maybe I’d suffered temporary vision impairment after my exposure to those awful pink and orange print dresses in the cardboard box. Yeah, maybe that was it.

I hit the remote. The trunk latch thunked and the lid released. Slowly, I lifted it again.

Damn.

A body was in there, all right. A woman, late twenties maybe, with bobbed bleached-out hair, dressed in shorts, T-shirt, and sandals.

And she was definitely dead. I knew that because a huge red stain had spread over the front of her white T-shirt, and her eyes were open and staring at nothing.

I slammed the trunk lid. Jeez, I’d been driving around since last night at the airport with a dead body in the trunk. How long had it been in there? Ada and I had been in Europe for a couple of weeks. Was it there all that time?

How was I going to explain this to Ty?

And the police.

Maybe I could just leave and let somebody else find the body.

I looked around. The garbage truck that had just emptied the Dumpster lumbered out of sight. The guys who had been on a smoke break were gone. Nobody milled around in the parking lot.

For a half-second I considered rushing back to the airport, taking the next flight to Paris, living in some artists’ colony somewhere. Only I didn’t really know anything about art, plus I didn’t have any actual artistic talent. But I’m really fun at a party so maybe they’d just let me hang out with them until all of this blew over.

‘Crap …’ I muttered.

I knew what I had to do.

I punched in 9-1-1 on my cell phone and gave them the info. I left the boxes of clothing at the car – maybe, if the women at the shelter were lucky, someone would steal the clothing and they wouldn’t have to wear that awful stuff – and headed back to the store.

Troy still stood where I’d left him by the loading dock stairs, his tongue sort of hanging out, and the truck and replenishment teams were still working. No sign of the janitor. We called him Bob because no one can pronounce his name. He was from Belgrade, Botswana, Berkastan – I don’t know, one of the ‘B’ places – and spoke no known language.

‘Hey, Haley,’ Troy said, ‘you want to—’

‘No,’ I said, and kept walking.

Luckily for Cal, he was nowhere in sight. If he flagged me down to ask if I wanted to put in a few hours, I might have punched him – which I don’t think I could have gotten away with, even after sleeping with the store’s owner.

I had to find Jeanette, the store manager. Jeanette was in her fifties, a little on the chunky side, and easy to spot because she always dressed in Holt’s stomachturning fashions. Don’t ask me why. She pulls down a huge salary, plus bonuses, and can afford really nice things.

The stock-room door – one of them – opened into the rear of the store next to the customer service booth, the offices and training room, the restrooms, and the employee breakroom. My friend Grace, who’s way cool, works in the customer service booth but she wasn’t there; it was too early for the sales clerks to report for work.

I passed by the door to the employee breakroom and stopped. Technically, I was performing a service for Holt’s, wasn’t I? Didn’t that mean I should be on the clock? I mean, jeez, finding a dead body in the company parking lot ought to entitle me to something, shouldn’t it?

I slipped into the breakroom, grabbed my time card, and clocked in.

I headed down the hallway to the offices. Jeanette’s door was open so I walked in, then reeled back in horror. She had on that awful pink and orange print dress.

How much should I have to endure from a crappy part-time job?

‘Haley,’ she said, ‘this is a surprise. I didn’t—oh goodness, what’s wrong?’

‘I found a dead body,’ I said.

She huffed irritably. ‘Again?’

After what happened here last fall, then again a few weeks ago, I guess Jeanette had grown a little callous. Can’t say that I blamed her.

Maybe Holt’s should start stocking orange cones and yellow crime scene tape.

‘In the back parking lot,’ I said. ‘I already called it in.’

Jeanette shot me a scathing look, then hoisted herself out of her chair and started punching buttons on her cell phone as we walked.

We waited near Ada’s Mercedes, Jeanette a discreet distance away as she spoke with someone, presumably, at the Holt’s corporate office. Half a dozen emergency vehicles roared into the lot a few minutes later, lights flashing, sirens blaring, and screeched to a halt near us. Jeanette was still on the phone so I gave them a brief rundown of what had happened, and pointed to the trunk.

Apparently, Jeanette picked this particular moment to call everyone in her address book, because she stayed on the phone, away from the crime scene, well away from me. Occasionally, she gave me a nasty look – like this was my fault or something.

I’m glad I clocked in.

Finally, she walked over. ‘I’m going to need a statement from you,’ she told me.

From her tone I figured she’d been talking to the lawyers at Pike Warner, Holt’s law firm.

‘I don’t know anything about this,’ I insisted, waving my hand toward Ada’s Mercedes. ‘I’m completely uninvolved with anything to do with murder.’

‘Hi, Haley,’ a paramedic called.

Two other guys in uniform turned and waved.

‘Hey, girl,’ one called.

‘How was your trip?’ another asked.

Okay, this was sort of embarrassing.

Jeanette’s eyes narrowed again and she stomped away, punching at her cell phone.

I’d had enough. I was going inside. I turned to leave, only to spot a plain vanilla Crown Vic roll up. Police detectives Madison and Shuman got out.

We had history.

Detective Madison was way overdue for retirement – probably hanging around until he could finally pin a murder on me – and looked every one of his sixty-plus years. He had a jelly belly, and wore a plaid sport coat and oxfords with the heels run down. There was a gravy stain on his tie.

Shuman was the younger of the two, nice-looking, somehow making his poorly matched shirt, tie, and sport coat seem endearing. Our friendship had soured because of what had happened here in January, and I hadn’t talked to him since.

He still didn’t look like he was ready to make up and play nice.

‘So, it’s déjà vu all over again, huh, Miss Randolph?’ Detective Madison said, hiking up his trousers. He gave me a snarky smile and jerked his chin toward the Mercedes. ‘You kill this one, too?’

‘You really should think about retiring,’ I told him.

Shuman walked over, pulling a little notebook from the pocket of his sport coat.

‘What can you tell me about this?’ he asked.

No hi-how-are-you, no sorry-for-the-way-things-turned-out, no thanks-for-getting-me-laid-with-the-awesome-gift-you-recommended-for-my-girlfriend. Nothing. Just business.

Jack Webb would have been proud.

I gave him the rundown: It was Ada’s car; I’d borrowed it; I’d driven here to pick up the clothing; I’d found the body.

Shuman made notes, never once looking at me.

‘Do you know the victim?’ he asked.

‘No clue,’ I said.

‘Seen her before?’

I shook my head. ‘Nope.’

Shuman snapped his notebook closed. ‘We’ll talk to you more later. Don’t leave.’

Since the only car I had access to at the moment had a dead body in it and was crawling with investigators, I had no choice but to do as Shuman said. But I didn’t want to hang around out here. I went inside.

The store had opened but only a few shoppers were on the sales floor. Mornings were usually slow. Since all the police activity was at the rear of the building and all the sales employees parked out front, nobody in the store seemed to realize what was happening out back. That suited me fine because I didn’t want to talk about it.

I went into the employee breakroom. It was crowded with tables and chairs, a microwave and refrigerator. The place always smelled like those diet meals that girl, whose name I can never remember but whom I hate because she’s lost like sixty pounds or something, ate for lunch. The walls were plastered with posters about our rights as employees, the store’s sales and credit goals, marketing plans, and other stuff Corporate seemed to think we absolutely had to know.

Nobody was in the room, which was a relief. I didn’t want to run into Rita, the sales clerks’ supervisor.

I hate Rita.

Rita hated me, too. I’m okay with that because I actually double-hated her since she and her friend jacked my purse party business idea. Now I triple-hated her because they were doing better than Marcie and me, having huge parties and selling a zillion more bags than we were.

Rita wasn’t there. I checked the schedule that hung beside the time clock and saw that she was supposed to work this morning. Luckily, I’d missed her.

The breakroom door opened and in walked Cal. Cal was a complete moron, but like so many others, didn’t know it. He was about forty, slightly balding, and he always dressed in one of three pairs of pants, a white shirt, and ties that didn’t go with anything.

‘Good to have you back with us, Haley,’ Cal said. ‘We’re shorthanded in Juniors, so I need you to—’

‘I’m not working today,’ I said, and stepped sideways so he couldn’t see my time card tucked into its slot.

‘Oh?’ He leaned right, trying to see the wall of time cards behind me.

I leaned right with him. He dodged left. So did I.

‘I’m just picking up clothing for a women’s shelter,’ I said. ‘Jeanette knows all about it.’

It was a partial lie, but so what? Those are the kind I did best.

‘Well, we could still use you in Juniors,’ Cal said. ‘We’re having our biggest sale of the season today, you know, and—’

Cal’s words turned into blah, blah, blah and I drifted off. Finally, he left.

My day really needed a boost. I dug through my Coach satchel – luckily, I’d had it with me this whole time, otherwise it might have been hauled away with the car as evidence – and came up with a ten. I fed it into the vending machine, punched the buttons for everything with chocolate in it – just to stay mentally sharp for when the detectives got to me, of course – and sat down at one of the tables. I’d only gotten through a Snickers bar and one package of M&M’s when Jeanette opened the door.

‘The detectives want to see you now,’ she said, and disappeared again.

I followed her to her office.

Detective Madison had taken the power position in the chair behind Jeanette’s desk and Shuman stood off to the side. Jeanette retreated to the corner. In that dress, she looked like a tropical sunset during a nuclear winter.

‘So,’ Madison said, rearing back in the chair, ‘you want to tell us what happened?’

That was a trick question. I knew because I’d been questioned by the police before. I’d already explained myself to Shuman and he’d, of course, passed it all on to Madison. He just wanted me to tell my story again.

Under other circumstances, I might have hesitated. But not this time. There was absolutely no way Madison could stick me with this murder. I’d simply had the misfortune of driving a car that had a dead body stuffed into the trunk at the airport. I wasn’t worried.

‘Haley, you don’t have to say anything,’ Jeanette said.

Madison looked excited, as if invoking my rights meant I was guilty of something.

‘I’m happy to cooperate,’ I said.

‘You’re entitled to have an attorney present,’ Jeanette said.

Jeanette knew I was involved with Ty, the owner of the department store chain of which she hoped to remain employed, though she’d never come right out and said anything. I’m sure she figured it out, though, the night I was leaving for Europe with Ty and he called her at home and explained I wouldn’t be at work for a couple of weeks.

Now she was just covering her bases. Jeanette wanted to make sure that during my next pillow-talk session with Ty, I told him that she’d been concerned about me during the police interview. Little did she realize that the only thing I was likely to mention was the hideous dress she had on.

Not that Ty would listen anyway.

‘I don’t need a lawyer,’ I said, smiling pleasantly, as any innocent person would. ‘The car belongs to Ada Cameron. We picked it up at the airport last night after we landed. It had been there for a couple of weeks.’

Detective Madison just stared. ‘Go on.’

I didn’t really see what else there was to explain, except maybe to give them the reason Ada and I hadn’t found the body in the trunk last night at the airport. If we’d had luggage instead of just a small carry-on, we’d have made the discovery there.

I guess I didn’t speak fast enough for Madison because he said, ‘And how did you end up here at the store with the car this morning?’

‘I dropped Ada off at home last night after we left the airport, so she wouldn’t have to be out so late. I used the car to pick up some clothing Holt’s is donating to charity.’

‘First thing this morning? What was the hurry?’ Madison asked.

‘Because I was going shopping.’

Okay, that sounded kind of lame. So what could I do but give more details?

‘I saw the new Sinful handbag in Elle last night,’ I said.

‘Elle?’ Madison asked.

‘The fashion magazine,’ I told him.

‘What does that have to do with anything?’

Jeez, what’s wrong with him? Wasn’t it obvious?

‘I wanted to get to the mall and find the handbag before they were all sold out,’ I told him.

‘Let me be sure I have this straight,’ Madison said, shifting in his chair. ‘You got up early after a grueling flight from London. First thing you wanted to do was go to the mall. You could have waited for Mrs Cameron to show up, but you didn’t. You could have taken your own car to pick up the charity donation, but you didn’t. And all of this was because of some handbag?’

When he said it like that, it did sound kind of weird, but it was the truth.

‘Yes, that’s right,’ I told him.

Everybody was staring at me now. Shuman, Madison, even Jeanette. I started to get a yucky feeling in the pit of my stomach.

‘Did you get a look at the victim in the trunk?’ Madison asked.

I was kind of relieved he’d changed direction in his questioning. Guess he understood, after all.

‘I saw her,’ I said.

‘Recognize her?’

I shook my head. ‘No.’

‘You’ve never seen her before,’ Madison said, making it a statement, rather than a question.

I got the yucky feeling again.

‘I have no idea who she is,’ I said.

‘None at all?’

Maybe I should stop talking now.

‘Look,’ I said, ‘I don’t know anything more—’

‘Well, as it turns out, we know lots more to talk about,’ Detective Madison said, and suddenly I knew exactly what the canary must have felt like the second the cat opened its mouth.

Madison leaned closer. ‘We talked to Ada Cameron. She’s telling a different story. She says that she never gave her permission for you to take her car anywhere, except to your apartment. She didn’t ask you to pick up the clothing for the shelter. In fact, she told you to stay home, she’d get the car from you at eleven this morning.’

‘Well, yeah, but I told you I wanted to go to the mall and get that—’

‘Handbag. Yeah, right,’ Madison said and grunted. ‘And when you got to the store, you didn’t park out front where you usually park, did you? You circled around to the back. You parked as far from the building as you could, without making it look obvious. And when you got out of the car, you looked around to see if anyone had seen you, didn’t you?’

‘But that was—’

‘We have witnesses,’ Madison said. ‘Don’t lie.’

‘I’m not lying!’

‘The assistant store manager said he saw you in the stock room, but you ran off, like you didn’t want him to see you and know that you were in the store,’ Madison said.

‘I didn’t want him to—’

‘And that kid back in men’s wear. What’s his name?’ Madison asked, glancing over his shoulder.

‘Troy,’ Shuman said, checking his notes.

‘Yeah, Troy. He told us you practically ran over him trying to get out of the store.’

I was not getting into the whole porn star thing with Madison. Not with Jeanette standing there.

‘And about the victim?’ Detective Madison gestured to Shuman.

‘Tiffany Markham,’ he replied.

‘Are you still claiming you don’t know her?’ Madison asked.

‘I don’t know anybody named Tif—’

Oh God.

The little yucky feeling in the pit of my stomach doubled in size.

‘Tiffany Markham,’ Madison said. ‘She’s the co-owner of a purse party business, along with that woman Rita who works right here in the store. Your arch-rival in the purse party business. The person who’s booking bigger parties than you. The person who’s selling more bags than you. The person who’s trying to ruin you. That’s who Tiffany Markham is. Isn’t she? Isn’t she?’

Oh, crap.
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There was nothing left to do but go shopping. And nothing less than finding that Sinful handbag could possibly improve my mood.

After Detective Madison had finished accusing me of murder – again – at Holt’s this morning, I’d left. Nobody tried to stop me, which was good, since that meant I wasn’t under arrest or anything.

But no one had tried to comfort me either. Jeanette definitely kept her distance, and Detective Shuman hadn’t spoken a word. After what happened a few weeks ago – the murder and all that other stuff – I figured Shuman and I would be friendly even if we weren’t friends anymore. Guess he had other ideas.

A woman on the morning replenishment team gave me a ride to my apartment complex. I jumped into my Honda and headed out.

As I cruised down the 405 freeway, Ty flashed into my mind. He knew about the murder by now. Someone from Holt’s – probably that bitch Sarah Covington – had called him.

I hate Sarah Covington.

She was Holt’s vice president of marketing, made a ton of money, and dressed in great clothes with fabulous handbags. She got a Louis Vuitton organizer before I did, which alone was reason to hate her.

With some of the lame-ass marketing ideas she came up with, I didn’t know how she kept her job, except that Ty thought she could do no wrong. He acted like the universe rotated around her. I didn’t get it.

I passed an SUV, then cut off a Beemer and sped up, more anxious than ever to complete my Sinful quest.

How would Ty react to this whole thing? He loved his grandmother. What would he say when he found out I’d embroiled her in a murder investigation?

Wait a minute, I realized as I cut across two lanes of traffic. He was my boyfriend now. Officially, since we’d finally slept together. He couldn’t be upset with me. He was obligated to be supportive, wasn’t he? I mean, that’s what boyfriends did, right?

Any minute now my cell phone would ring and it would be Ty, worried about me.

The scene played out in my mind. Him frantic, ready to abandon the crucial negotiations for Holt’s International, and jet home immediately to be at my side and comfort me during this tragedy. Then me telling him no, that I couldn’t let him walk out on the multi-billion-dollar deal just for me – that’s the kind of supportive, understanding girlfriend I am. Then Ty, overwhelmed with glee, thrilled beyond belief that he was lucky enough to have a fabulous girlfriend like me.

I exited the freeway and drove to the Beverly Center, one of LA’s best shopping centers. As I took the escalator up from the parking garage, my cell phone rang.

I yanked it from my pocket, sure it was Ty. But it was my mom, according to the readout on the caller I.D. screen. It was the sixth time she’d called today.

Believe me, it was not because she missed me and wanted me to come over so we could chat and do each other’s nails.

Obviously, the ex-beauty queen cult she belonged to had gone global, bounced satellite signals off of their tiaras, and learned that I was back from Europe. I hadn’t taken any of Mom’s calls so far, and I didn’t intend to now. I let it go to voicemail and tucked my phone away again.

One thing I knew for sure was that I didn’t have to worry about Ada being upset with me over this whole mess. We’d hit it off right from the start and, after our intense bonding experience shopping together in Europe, I knew she’d be totally cool with what happened. Even if she ended up having to buy a new Mercedes.

I headed for Nordstrom and immediately picked up the scent of the handbag department. My heart rate increased and I got a really great rush of adrenaline. Oh my God. The Sinful purse was here – I just knew it.

I dashed through the aisles, my gaze bouncing from display case to display case. Gorgeous handbags on my left, my right, behind and in front of me. But where was the Sinful bag?

I spotted a sales clerk at the register just finishing up with a customer. She was short and wide, and had on one of those boxy suits women over fifty thought they were supposed to wear. I rushed over.

‘Where are the Sinful bags?’ I asked, my breath coming in short little pants.

The clerk lowered her head and peered up at me over the top of her half-glasses.

‘I just sold our last one,’ she said, and nodded toward the woman she’d just waited on.

I gasped and whirled toward the customer walking merrily along, swinging a shopping bag on her arm.

‘No …’ I moaned. I couldn’t have missed the last bag – not by a couple of minutes.

I was in no mood.

Maybe I could buy it from her. Or just take it. She was little, one of those petite people who were always taking up valuable floor space in stores with their tiny clothes, who ought to be rounded up and marooned on a deserted island in the Pacific somewhere. And she was old, too. She’d probably snap like a day-old bread stick if I—

‘I could order you one,’ the clerk offered.

I whipped back around, ready to snap her in half – which I think she realized because she backed up a few steps – and tried to control myself.

Where was Marcie when I needed her? She could always talk me down in situations like this.

I drew in a calming breath and said, ‘Yes, that would be nice. Order me one. I’d like to pick it up tomorrow.’

The clerk backed up another few steps and frowned. ‘I’m afraid I can’t get it here that quickly. More like eight to ten weeks.’

‘Weeks?’

She backed up a little farther. ‘It’s a very popular bag. The it bag of the season. Everybody wants one.’

‘Ten weeks?’

‘Or less,’ she offered, and reached for the telephone.

I was pretty sure she was calling security and I couldn’t face yet another run-in with the law today – plus my mother would never forgive me if I was banned for life from Nordstrom – so I just said, ‘Never mind. I’ll keep looking.’

I was halfway to the door, my mind zipping through a list of stores to check out, when somebody called my name. I turned and saw a young woman in a great outfit, waving. She was about my age, with dark hair.

‘Haley, hi, it’s me,’ she said, walking over. ‘Remember? Last fall at Holt’s? I had a job interview with a recording company and you picked out the only fabulous outfit ever to grace their racks?’

‘Oh my God! Jen!’

I remembered her immediately. She’d been saddled with a gift card from Holt’s, of all places, to buy funky, hip clothes to wear to her interview. I’d put together a killer outfit for her. I hadn’t seen her since that night.

We hugged, and I said, ‘Wow, you look great! I guess you got the job?’

‘It’s a blast,’ she said, and her smile – plus the terrific clothes she had on – told me that she’d hit the job lotto. ‘Only it’s not “Jen” anymore. Everybody at the label calls me Jay Jax. You know, “Jay” because it’s my first initial and “Jax” because it’s part of my last name. Cool, huh?’

‘Yeah, really cool,’ I said.

‘So what are you doing these days?’ she asked.

I didn’t know where to start, exactly. Should I tell her that I was nearly penniless now because I’d spent my savings – translation, rent money – shopping in Europe? That I still had the crappy job at Holt’s? That I was a college student, barely able to stay awake in two boring classes? Or that I was, once again, a murder suspect?

I’ve really got to get a grip on my life.

‘Just got back from Europe,’ I said, and waved my hand like it was no big thing. Then, because I was anxious to change the subject, I nodded toward the handbag department. ‘I’m here for a Sinful bag.’

Jen’s – Jay Jax’s – face lit up. ‘Don’t you love that bag? I got mine yesterday.’

She had a Sinful bag and a cool new name, and I didn’t?

I hate my life.

‘There’s a big party coming up. You have to come,’ Jay Jax said.

A party? My mood improved immediately.

‘The record label is launching a new artist. It’s going to be fantastic. Everybody will be there. I’ll text you the details.’

We exchanged phone numbers and she said, ‘Got to run. I’m here to buy a gift for the boss’s wife – and both of his girlfriends. See you, Haley!’
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