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Chapter One

 

I stretched and looked out at the window at the city skyline. It was just a speck in the distance.

"Good morning, Pippa!"

My dog twitched her oversized black and white ears, but she didn't move. She had never been a fan of mornings, even as a little pup.

It had been pouring rain the day I found her in an abandoned box in front of my shop. She looked up at me with her little bug eyes and too large for her head ears. I knew I couldn't just leave her there.

"Oh, you poor thing," I said, picking her up and holding her close.

She whimpered in my arms, burying herself into my coat.

"Let's get you dried and find you a little bit of kibble, Pippa."

The rest was history. We'd been inseparable since. She was my best friend and the only one who knew the real me. Everyone, and I mean everyone, thought I was this eccentric person. I liked that and did everything I could to keep that rumor going.

I swung my legs over the bed and padded my way over to my treadmill. As I pulled the clothing from it, I giggled. This was one of those odd secret things people would probably laugh about.

What's my secret? I was more able than everyone thought. I used my treadmill daily, keeping it covered in random things so if anyone came over, they would assume I didn't. Around most, I acted like a feeble old lady.

For some weird reason, this amused me.

I'd always been a little bit strange. As a child, I was the kid who lived in a hotel. But I loved the hotel, still do, but those early years it was full of secrets. The dumbwaiters had been removed in most units and covered up in others, but I would travel in them, listening to private conversations, and spying on unsuspecting guests.

The few times she'd catch me, my mother would get fierce with me.

"Dora Lee Griffen, you cannot be spying on people!" Then she'd whip me once and send me to my room. Thankfully, she'd only caught me a few times and I learned how to be even quieter.

The memory had me walking faster as I giggled.

The only thing I knew from a young age was that I loved to design clothing. I could spend hours picking fabrics, matching different textures and blending them into gowns, day dresses, or fancy coats. Whatever it was. I had finally opened my own shop. It was just down the block from my apartment.

After a thirty-minute walk, I headed to the kitchen to fill Pippa's bowl with kibble and gave her fresh water.

"Okay, Pip, I'm going to hop in the shower."

Post shower, I stood in front of my extra-large mirror looking at my reflection. I was dressed in a black and white checked tunic that came just below my knees. On a taller person it probably hit at the waist, but oh well. I wore black leggings underneath with a mustard yellow open cardigan over the tunic, my little slip-on Mary Jane shoes, and black socks.

"Whatcha think, Miss Pippa?" I asked my faithful companion.

She blinked, then did her Pippa head tilt. Her too large ears flopped over when she did. The ears are what first caught my eye when she was just an abandoned pup in a box. Her ears were almost bigger than she was back then. For the most part, she'd grown into them, but they were still eye-catchingly large.

"I'll take that as a nod of approval."

I grabbed my purse and keys. Pippa hopped and yipped at me, excited to go to the shop. She loved people watching in the front window and getting attention from the few shoppers that actually came in. Though those were becoming fewer and fewer with each passing day.

"Maybe I should retire?" I thought it numerous times a day, but as the fabrics were sewn together, buttons, zips, and clasps added and a new outfit emerged, I knew I couldn't quit yet. Not as long as this mind and these hands still worked.

I clipped Pippa's leash to her pink plaid collar, custom made with her name on it in rhinestones. Her little pink toenails clicked happily along the smooth marble tiles to the front door.

We stepped out of the penthouse of Royal Griffen Hotel, though it hadn't been a hotel in years, not since my daddy passed away in the seventies. The new owners turned it into luxury apartments, but I was part of the deal. I got to keep the south facing penthouse, the one my family called home since before I was born.

I stepped into the beautiful hallway and the smell of fresh flowers that were always placed on the table outside the elevator by the apartment staff. That was another detail I had insisted on. There must be fresh flowers in all hallways and in all common areas. That was something my mother had always ensured, even if she had to go out to the fields and cut them herself.

I hit the down button and waited. Pippa bounced from side to side.

"Almost here."

She tilted her head, then went back to bouncing from side to side.

The elevator clunked into place then the soft chime sounded its arrival.

"Oh!" I jumped slightly as the doors slid open to reveal two young men in what appeared to be a tense discussion. This was the top floor, so it normally came to this floor empty.

They quieted when they saw me.

"Are you getting off or going down?" I asked them.

"Hi Miss Dora. We're going down. We got on going the wrong direction." One of the young men shouted.

I had met him before. I'd led him to believe I was going deaf. It was another fun game I played with myself that nobody else knew I played. I loved being old.

People underestimated us, walked past us, and expected our bodies to be falling apart. I was fit as a fiddle and sharp as a tack, but that's not what people around me thought. I didn't mind keeping the stereotype going, if only to make life a little more fun for myself.

"Thank you, Evan," I said to him. "Come along, Miss Pippa."

"It's Ethan, Miss Dora Lee," he said.

"Of course. Thank you, Eric." I fought the urge to giggle.

He simply smiled, but his friend looked annoyed and crossed his arms over his chest. I noted his outfit as I shuffled into the elevator. Expensive. Well-tailored. The jacket was definitely from Viola's spring collection two years ago. I recognized the distinctive cut and the signature buttons she used that season. The boy had good taste, I'd give him that.

I just stared straight ahead as the doors closed.

Ethan turned to his friend, lowering his voice. "Milo, you need to reconsider."

"We can't talk about this now," Milo said quietly, nodding in my direction.

"She can't hear a thing unless you shout," Ethan said. "Watch. I'm going to kick your dog."

I laughed on the inside, but didn't even flinch. Pippa on the other hand turned to face him. She was a smart little thing. Ethan was a sweet boy and I knew it wasn't real.

"I'm going to kidnap your dog and eat her for dinner," Milo said.

Again, I didn't react even though I wanted to punch Milo square in his jaw. I just had a bad feeling about that boy. He had a darkness in him that was missing from his friend, an anger that simmered just below the surface.

"Okay, fine. I believe you. So, what's next then?" Milo asked.

"The current models aren't working with the designs. We need to finish those pieces and then rebook new models."

"They've been booked through their agents, contracts signed. What do I tell them?"

"Just don't say anything. Just sign new ones."

"Ethan, we can't just ghost them. They have contracts."

"With a clause in it. Book new models."

"We'll never be able to hit the deadline. The show is in a week."

"Models are a dime a dozen in this town. We'll be fine," Ethan said.

"But to find ones that meet the size requirements in that time."

This all caught my attention as I was in the fashion design business and hadn't realized that Ethan was as well. I really had to fight the urge now to let them know I was listening.

"Money has already changed hands and everything is set up. We just need to finish the work."

"I think you're a dreamer with unrealistic goals. This deadline is tight."

"It will be fine. You worry too much."

We hit the bottom floor and the elevator opened. Pippa and the boys exited, but I stood firm pretending not to notice.

"Miss Dora Lee ... um ... we reached the bottom floor," Ethan said, just as the elevator doors closed. Once the door was closed and I was out of sight, I pushed a button to go back up. Another funny thing I liked to do. Acting confused. I laughed for the entire ride up and then back down.

Pippa knew the routine and would stay in the lobby waiting for me.

The doors, once again, opened at the lobby.

"Oh, my! What happened to me?" I asked as I got off this time. "Where is my little Pippa? Pippa, where are you?"

That's when I saw Ethan rush over. His friend, Milo, was red in the face. If he was a cartoon, smoke would be coming from his ears.

"I have her, Miss Dora Lee. She's safe," Ethan said, bringing her over. He handed me her pink leash.

"Thank you so much, Ian."

"Can I walk you to your shop?" He asked.

"Oh that would be lovely." I took his arm. "Come along, Pippa."

Milo let out a heavy sigh as he shuffled behind us. Ethan chatted the entire block to my shop, talking about the weather, the neighborhood, nothing of consequence. But I listened to his tone, watched how he carried himself. Confident. Charming. Used to getting his way.

"Well thank you so much, dear." I pulled my coin purse from my purse, fishing around for just the right coin. "Here. For your troubles." I handed him a quarter.

"Um, oh, no thank you. I can't take this," Ethan said, an amazed smile on his face. "You keep it."

"I insist. Buy yourself a soda." I knew full well a soda didn't cost a quarter any longer, but it gave me a little giggle to think about.

He took it, flipping it in his hand, sharing an amused glance with Milo.

"Thank you. Have a good day."

"You too, boys!" I waved after them, then unlocked the shop and flipped on the lights. The colorful creations that welcomed me in had my heart skipping a beat. The mannequins dressed in my clothing, the racks full of yet to be sold items, and the alterations area with its piles of fabric and spools of thread waiting to become something beautiful.

My ancient sewing machines also waiting. I had patterns and swatches that I was dying to try out, but without people to buy, what was the point?

I bent down to unclip Pippa's leash and she immediately trotted over to her sleeping spot in the display window. I watched her climb onto her fluffy pink bed, do three turns, dig a little, then turn three more times before settling.

I shook my head as I laughed. She'd come a long way from that soaking wet puppy to the spoiled pooch six years later.

As I stood there watching her, someone on the street stopped to look in the shop window. She laughed when she saw Pippa there, but then she took a long look at the two dresses on display.

One was a long maxi style dress with blue and creamy white stripes running vertically. The fabric was a soft cotton. It was perfect for summer. I imagined a wide brim hat and strappy sandals, a straw tote bag full of picnic supplies.

The other was a red and black windowpane patterned dress with a peter pan collar. The kids today would call it retro but it was the first style of dress I learned to sew and was my favorite. The pattern gave it a more modern feel that I hoped would appeal to today's market.

She looked at the sign then pushed the door open.

I turned with a smile to greet her. "Hello. Welcome to Dora Lee's. I'm Miss Dora Lee. Are you looking for something specific?"

"I just love the two in the window and thought I would have a look around."

"Wonderful. All items are hand-sewn by me and if you like one, but don't see your size, I can make one specifically for you. I also do custom work."

"Thank you. I'll let you know."

With that she looked around. I didn't want to stare so I busied myself with rearranging some in-store displays and trying to decide if I should add another outfit to the window. Perhaps a jumper that I'd finished recently or maybe add different accessories?

Peeking over at the young lady who'd come in, she had a few items in her hand. I sighed with relief. I hadn't sold much lately.

I used to be a top designer. Now, I owned a dusty shop with one customer a week, if I was lucky. She was my second this week, so it was a good week.

Thank goodness for my inheritance and my past earnings. It was keeping me going.

"Do you have a dressing room?"

"Oh, yes of course." I gestured to the three stalls with curtains. "Just let me know if you need any assistance with zippers or snaps."

She nodded.

I fidgeted around as I waited. Five minutes or so passed before she came out.

"These are beautiful. I'll take these two."

"Wonderful and good choices. I'll ring you up." I was awful at small talk so I quickly finished her transaction and she was on her way.

Once she was gone, I busied myself around the shop with cleaning, rearranging and creating new displays. Then I set out a pattern, cutting the fabric, before getting to work.

It was hours later before I walked to the window to check on Pippa. She yawned and looked up at me, giving a slight wag of her tail.

"You know you are too young to be this lazy."

She laid her head back down.

Movement to the right caught my eye. It was that kid, Milo, that I'd seen earlier with Ethan. He was running away from Royal Griffen Hotel dressed in gym clothes. I glanced at the clock. Just after two o'clock. I noted it automatically, the way I'd trained myself to notice details. That same jacket from Viola's collection, the distinctive buttons catching the light even from here. The boy was devoted to her designs.

I shrugged when he rounded the corner on West Avenue.

Roughly an hour later, it was time to call it a day.

"This is what I love about running my own business, Pippa. I can set my own hours," I said as I clipped the leash to her collar.

I locked up and as we started to walk the block home, a police car whizzed by followed by another. Then an ambulance soon followed.

I looked around to see if anyone was paying attention to me. They weren't, so I changed my pace from my usual shuffle to the quicker pace I used on the treadmill. I arrived to find that many of the building's residents were standing on the street.

There were murmurs about a death, but I had no idea who and I wanted to know.

I ignored what was going on and shuffled my way into the lobby.

"Ma'am, you need to wait outside," an officer said.

Without even stopping or acknowledging him, I kept walking.

"Ma'am... ma'am?" He continued to say.

"That's Miss Dora Lee. She's old and can't hear well," Walter, the doorman, said. He caught my eye for just a moment, and I saw the hint of a smile. Walter had worked here for fifteen years. He knew exactly what I was doing.

"Yeah, she's harmless. Came with the building," the apartment manager, Chelsea, said with a slight smirk.

"Fine." The officer waved to some of the other officers before turning back to the crowd, letting me go on my merry way. I loved being underestimated.

I got to the elevator and saw the main scene appeared to be in our onsite gym.

"Oh dear!" I said. "What is all this about?"

"Um, ma'am, you aren't supposed to be over here."

"I live here and I have rights."

"I understand, but this is a crime scene," the young female officer explained. "You should go either to your apartment or wait on the street with the others."

"My family built this hotel ... er, apartments! I have rights, you know. Rights!" I shouted and acted offended. "You can't tell me where to go."

"Actually, I can, and right now, you cannot be contaminating my crime scene," she said, looking around. "Jones? Where is that guy?"

With her distracted, I ducked under the crime scene tape and made my way to the gym door. From here, I could see them in the sauna area. There was a body under a cloth.

I couldn't hear everything that was being said, but I heard something about the latch failing and him getting overheated.

That didn't seem likely as it didn't get that hot in there. Warm and steamy yes, but unless he had a medical condition. Plus, there was an emergency latch inside the sauna if the main one failed.

Suddenly there was a hand on my shoulder. I turned to find the angry face of the female officer.

"I told you not to come in here."

"Unhand me! I'm an old lady and fragile." I turned. "If you hurt me, I will sue you and everyone at city hall!"

Pippa began yipping at my side. All eyes in the place turned. I could hear Chelsea snickering.

"Just ... um, just please stand back here," she stammered as a red blush crept across her face.

"Oh, well ... okay then." I took a few steps back and ducked under the crime scene tape. "Better?"

"Yes, thank you." She started to walk away.

"Oh dear, may I ask you a question?"

"Um, sure."

"What is your name?"

"My name? Keller. Detective Keller."

"Nice to meet you. I'm Miss Dora Lee Griffen. My parents were the original owners of this hotel, now apartment complex."

"Um, okay. Should that mean something?"

"Just to say that I know everything about this building and about everyone in it, or at least I know them. If you have any questions, I am happy to assist."

That last part might not be as true as it used to be. People were much more private than they used to be. Plus, I couldn't access all the dumbwaiters any longer so I couldn't go in and out of the apartments like I used to.

"I'll keep that in mind."

She went back to work without another look at me.

"Ethan! Ethan!" A voice yelled. As the figure came into view, it was Milo, Ethan's friend from earlier. He was dressed now in different clothes, no longer in his running gear. Still Viola's designs though. He had tears streaming down his face.

Officers stopped him.

"I have to get in there. That's my friend!"

"There's nothing you can do, son."

His shoulders slumped and he fell to the ground. A raw, painful wail came from his depths. Everyone in the lobby and gym area turned to watch him, then immediately went back to work on the scene.

I waited patiently watching it all, looking for anything that looked out of place or that the police might miss. Ethan was a sweet boy, young, ambitious, and from what I could tell, healthy. After an hour, Pippa was getting fidgety and likely wanted to go for her evening walk, so we left.

I gave one last look back just in time to see Milo watching us leave. His tears had long since dried up and he was now just sitting on one of the benches near the elevator, his face blank.

Not grieving anymore. Just watching.

Calculating.


Chapter Two

 

The good thing about being my age, you don't need as much sleep. I was wide awake at 3 am. Looking over, Pippa didn't move.

Now would be the perfect time for me to go snoop around the gym area.

Some might wonder why a seventy-eight-year-old woman would care about the death of a neighbor she barely knew. The truth was, I'd spent my whole life observing people, noticing details, solving puzzles in fabric and design. A murder in my own building was just another puzzle. And besides, my days had become rather predictable lately. Shop, home, shop, home. This was interesting.

I pulled on tennis shoes and pulled an oversized cardigan over my nightgown. I'm sure I would look like a nutty old lady wandering around half dressed like this. But that was the point. Out in the hallway, I paused at the elevator. If I pushed the button to go down, it would alert the front desk. It wasn't unusual for me to creep around at this time of night. I liked to keep tabs on the comings and goings. I'd always been too nosy for my own good.

But this time, I really didn't want anyone to see me.

Being on the tenth floor made the stairs difficult, but not impossible for me. I'd done it before, many times. I made my way down quietly. Between the seventh and eighth floor, I heard voices so I froze in place.

Television. Edgar Plowman must be awake. He was another early bird like me. He was often up watching TV. We sometimes ran into each other at the coffee house across the street.

When I reached five, I paused here thinking maybe I should try to check out Ethan's apartment. What would I be looking for there? The murder didn't take place there so I wouldn't know what clues to look for. The only thing I might learn was more about who he was, but I didn't care about that. I wanted to know about the murder.

Reaching the bottom floor, I pushed the door open quietly. It was just down the hall from the gym and sauna, and far enough from the reception desk and office, that the night manager shouldn't be able to see me.

Even though this was no longer a hotel, they always had someone available for maintenance emergencies. Knowing Jerry, the night manager, he was watching television and dozing off in the office. He would never see me.

The crime tape was gone, but there were still smudges where the police had taken fingerprints and other DNA samples, at least I assumed. I examined a few of the spots but couldn't tell a thing from them. Even if I knew how to collect fingerprints, they were likely damaged from the officers' work.

I went into the sauna. The door looked to have been pried open with a crowbar or other such tool. The wood paneling was splintered and the metal frame twisted. Since I heard he'd been locked in and the latch failed, I assumed this is how they were able to get to him.

Inside the sauna, there was no blood, no sign of a fight or struggle.

Curious.

I sat on the bench and looked around the room. I hadn't been in here in years, not since I was in my twenties. It hadn't changed much.

Sitting here I tried to imagine what it would be like locked in and dying. A full body chill ran through me. Not a happy thought.

If I were stuck in here, I would have tried to claw my way out. With that thought, I went to examine the inside frame of the sauna. Sure enough there were scratch marks on the wall. It looked like they were confined to right around where the inside knob would be, if the door hadn't been ripped off by the rescue team.

I stared at them, trying to decide if this was a clue or just expected. Sighing as I decided that it wasn't enough. It was expected unless he'd been killed before realizing he was locked in.

With no sign or clue to be found, I headed back upstairs. This time I just took the elevator. Even if Jerry heard me, I would be upstairs long before he came out of the office.

When I got back to my apartment, I started my normal morning routine including walking two miles on my treadmill and ending with adding kibble to Pippa's bowl.

She finally stretched to come over and eat.

Once she was done eating, it was time to head out. Today was Wednesday which meant we would make a stop at the coffee shop. It was our routine.

The bell over the door chimed as we walked in. Martin was in his place at the counter. He nodded in my direction.

"Mornin', Miss Dora Lee," Annie, the longtime waitress said. "And good morning, Miss Pippa!"

Pippa wagged her tail then hopped into our usual booth. Annie deposited a coffee mug in front of me, then filled it to the brim.

"I heard about that kid. Shame. Did you know him?"

"Not well. Just bumped into him here and there. He seemed like a sweet kid."

Martin turned slightly, making a gruff sound, then turned back to his platter of food. That was Martin, but it sounded like he agreed with me.

"The usual, hun?" Annie asked.

"Yes, thank you, Annie dear."

"Comin' right up."

I looked out the window. From here I had a nice view of the Royal Griffen Hotel. It was a gorgeous building with its granite and sandstone exterior and pointed archways on the windows and doors. Its age was showing, but in its prime, it was stunning. I had the picture of my parents standing proudly in front of it at the ribbon cutting. My mother's round belly showed that I would soon join them in the hotel business.

Little did they know, I would take a different career. I started sewing simple patterns by the time I was six and making all my own clothing as well as my mother's by the time I was eight. People started asking me to make them items and the rest was history.

But despite that, I loved that old building. It was my only home and my favorite place in the world to be. From all the secrets I'd overheard to all the people I'd met over the years, it had over seventy years worth of memories for me.

"Here you are, ladies." Annie set my wheat toast and two eggs over medium in front of me and a plate of scrambled eggs with a small piece of bacon in front of Pippa. She topped off my coffee. "Enjoy."

I watched Pippa dig into her treat, bacon first.

I smiled as I added a dash of salt and pepper to my eggs and slathered the bread with homemade strawberry jam.

As we were wrapping up our meal, a familiar figure came in. He was on his cell phone and speaking loudly. It almost startled me as it broke the usual diner sounds, causing the dozen or so people in the diner to stare at the intruder.

It was Milo, Ethan's annoying friend.

"No, no. I don't care. He is gone and we have to push things back. I don't care what it costs." He walked to the counter. "Black coffee." He snapped at Annie.

She stared at him but then turned to grab it as he continued to argue with the person on the phone. He seemed over his heartbreak from yesterday. His outfit today appeared to be another of Viola's. The boy had a style and he stuck with it.

My style changed all the time, and not always with the times. Today I was wearing a shift dress with an avocado and burnt orange daisy pattern with black tights and combat boots. Over the dress, I wore a cable knit black open front sweater. I loved it.

Annie set the coffee in front of Milo. He tapped his card, then as he turned to leave, he saw me for the first time. He froze in place as our eyes locked, but he recovered quickly and continued out the door.

"That one is a strange kid," Annie said, coming over to drop my bill.

"You know him?"

"Comes in here a few times a week. Always on the phone. It's the same routine. Rude." She shook her head. "Never says thank you, never tips. Just barks his order and leaves."

I watched through the window as Milo disappeared down the street, still on his phone, still agitated. Annie's words echoed in my head. Rude. Always the same routine. Always on the phone.

Who did Milo talk to? Who was in his ear?

The boy wore Viola's designs exclusively. That level of devotion to a single designer usually meant more than just appreciation for the aesthetic. It meant a relationship. Connection. Perhaps even mentorship.

Viola knew everyone in the menswear world. If Milo was a customer, she'd know him. And knowing Viola, she'd have opinions about him, about Ethan, about their partnership.

I needed to hear those opinions.

Viola. I'd need to talk to Viola.

We'd known each other for over forty years, since we were both clawing our way up in the fashion world. We met on the runways and at various shows, always circling each other like chess players sizing up the competition.

People who didn't know us well called us friends. People in the industry knew better. We were rivals who'd learned to coexist. Competitors who'd developed a working relationship because it was smarter to keep tabs on each other than to pretend the other didn't exist.

She'd gone into menswear when her husband insisted, building an empire out of necessity while I'd stayed in women's fashion. Different territories, which made the arrangement easier. But I'd never quite trusted her, and I suspected the feeling was mutual. There was something calculating in the way she watched people, the way she asked questions that seemed innocent but gathered information like a spider collecting flies.

Still, she knew everyone in the industry. She heard things. And if Milo was wearing her designs exclusively, she'd have opinions about him. Viola always had opinions.

Back at the shop, I waited until mid-afternoon when I knew Viola would be between appointments. She was always easier to reach in that sweet spot after lunch meetings but before evening obligations.

I dialed her number on my old landline phone.

"Hello."

"Hi, Vi. It's Dora Lee."

"Oh, hey Dora Lee. How's it going?" Her voice was warm, friendly. Viola was always good at that. Making you feel like she genuinely cared, right up until she didn’t. “Good. Do you have time for dinner tonight?"

"Not tonight, but I could meet you tomorrow," she said.

"Okay, tomorrow at the diner."

"You and that diner." There was affection in her voice, but also something else. Amusement, maybe. Like she found my attachment to the place charmingly provincial. “You love the diner too."

"True. Okay, diner tomorrow at six?"

"Yes. See you then."

"Oh, before you go," Viola said. "I heard about that designer in your building. Ethan Kemper. Terrible thing."

"You knew him?"

"Not personally, but I knew of him. Everyone in the industry did. He was getting a lot of attention." She paused. "His partner, Milo Savage, is actually one of my best customers. Sweet boy. Very talented, but always seemed a bit overshadowed."

Perfect. I kept my voice light, casually interested. "You know Milo?"

Let her talk. Let her tell me everything.

"Oh yes. He's been buying my pieces for years. We've talked quite a bit at trunk shows and studio visits. He's got a good eye for design, very technical skill. More than Ethan, actually, though Ethan got all the glory." She sighed. "I've seen it happen so many times in this industry. The flashy one gets the attention while the one doing the actual work stays invisible."

"That must be frustrating for him."

"I'm sure it is. Though he never complained to me. Very professional. But you could see it, you know? That frustration simmering underneath." Another pause. "Why do you ask? Are you investigating or something?"

"Me? No. Just curious. He lives in my building."

"Hmm." She didn't sound entirely convinced. "Well, if you want to know more about their dynamic, I'm happy to share what I know tomorrow. I've watched Milo grow as a designer over the years. He deserved better than being Ethan's shadow."

After we hung up, I sat there holding the phone, thinking about what Viola had said. She knew Milo well. Had watched him, talked to him, understood his frustrations.

He deserved better.

Those three words kept circling in my mind. Was it just observation? Or had she said something similar to Milo himself? Had she validated those feelings? Encouraged them?

I reminded myself to be careful tomorrow. Viola was useful, but she was also dangerous in her own way. The kind of person who collected secrets and used them when the timing was right.

Keep your friends close and your enemies closer. That's how we'd survived forty years of knowing each other.

Tomorrow at dinner, I'd learn more. And I'd be very careful about what I revealed in return.


Chapter Three

 

As I was leaving for work, I noticed there was a growing memorial of flowers, cards, and stuffed animals for Ethan. The pile had doubled in size overnight. Someone had added a poster-sized photo of him at what looked like a fashion show, his smile confident and bright.

I stopped to read a few of the cards. "Too young." "Taken too soon." "The fashion world has lost a star."

A young lady stood nearby, sobbing softly. I looked at her, then fished around in my purse for a tissue.

"Here." I thrust it at her.

"Thanks," she said, then dabbed her eyes. "Did you know him?"

"Um, not well. You know him?"

"Yes. We'd gone to school together. Madison Fashion Design Institute. He was brilliant. The next Mel Tanner."

"I know Mel. Good designer but awful man. Ethan was much sweeter than Mel."

She turned and looked at me for the first time. "Oh my gosh, you're Dora Lee Griffen. I... I am a huge fan. Huge. Look!" She whipped open her coat to reveal the dress underneath. It was one of my designs. "It was a gift from my mother. I could never afford your work on my own. It's my favorite." She ran a hand down the zig-zag black and white pattern.

"It looks beautiful on you." I studied her. "I might remember selling this to her. She had brought in your measurements."

"Yes, I was in Paris attending a runway show for Lawrence Jung."

"Oh, Jung does great pieces. Look at us a relative who's who in fashion."

She gave a small laugh, the first genuine smile breaking through her tears. "I guess we are." She wiped her eyes. "You know, he has just moved to town."

"Jung?" I asked.

"Yes, he was going to be attending Ethan's first show. It was next week. Now Milo," she groaned. "He is canceling it. They are out all that money."

"So, you know Milo too?"

"Yeah, I'm his girlfriend. He is upstairs getting changed. We are meeting with Jung to discuss the changes to the show and Milo will be taking over Ethan's brand."

"Oh," I nodded and saved that bit of information for later. "Upstairs you say?"

"Yeah, he and Ethan were roommates."

The elevator chimed behind us and out strode the man in question. His eyes narrowed on me.

I took in his outfit in one quick glance. Charcoal gray suit, perfectly tailored. Single-breasted jacket with narrow lapels. The cut was distinctive, modern but with classic lines. I recognized it immediately as one of Viola's pieces from her spring collection two years ago. The same collection he'd been wearing yesterday at the diner.

It was interesting that he seemed to exclusively wear her designs.

"What are you doing here?" His voice was sharp, suspicious.
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