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      The clock would strike midnight in two minutes. This was important for a few reasons, not the least of which was that the crowd of couples who filled the interior and exterior grounds of Tea Totalers, my friend Genevieve Girard’s tea-shop-turned-Parisian-nightclub, would filter down the sidewalk of Bonita Avenue and make their way toward the Waverly House for their annual stroll through the historic mansion’s gardens.

      The other reason midnight was important was that the coordinators of tonight’s event had synced every clock in our small town of San Ladrón down to the second. They were set to chime, ring, buzz, and otherwise announce the arrival of twelve a.m. It was one thing to imagine the impact of that type of alarm coordination, but it might be quite another to experience it. If the several hundred guests who sipped champagne and nibbled at petit fours and hors d’oeuvres at Tea Totalers had followed suit of the city and set their cell phones to ring, too, we could be looking at the kind of noise level that might launch missiles over Cuba.

      Genevieve approached me with a flute of champagne. “Poly, things turned out better than I had hoped! We’ve gone through almost seventeen pounds of Brie, and the crusty French bread disappears as fast as it comes out of the oven. I’ve served almost as much of my special blend of tea as I have champagne. And people are asking if I’ll cater their parties. People who have lived in San Ladrón their whole lives are telling me they wish they’d come here earlier. This idea was genius. It’s really putting me on the map.” She handed me a glass of champagne and clinked it with hers. “It’s putting you on the map, too,” she added.

      Genevieve had opened Tea Totalers a few years ago, with the help of her French husband. He was no longer in the picture, thanks to seedy business dealings with people who thought murder was an appropriate solution to a business dispute. Genevieve had been the number one suspect in her husband’s murder, and I’d been instrumental in helping clear her name. In return, she’d been instrumental in helping me open Material Girl, the fabric shop I inherited from my great-uncle several months ago. Tonight we were both reaping the benefits of hard work and creative marketing.

      Genevieve spun around her café’s interior with her arms out. The champagne in her flute spilled from the glass, but she didn’t seem to notice or care. “Can you believe it? It really does feel like we’re in Paris at midnight.”

      I followed her gaze around the newly made-over café. I’d gotten the idea to use French fabrics from my shop to build on the theme Genevieve had wanted for the interior. Long toile curtains framed out sheer panels of voile that had almost gone into the Dumpster behind my fabric shop thanks to a wicked case of mildew, but an intensive treatment with vinegar and fresh air had cleared the fabric of its musty scent and brought it back to life. The chairs had been re-covered in gingham, provençal, linen, and even more toile, and napkins, place mats, and serving trays had been trimmed with the same fabrics. That was by day.

      But tonight, for the Midnight in Paris party, I’d stepped things up a notch. Deep midnight-blue velvet covered the existing butter-yellow walls. I used a heat-set technique to create a fleur-de-lis pattern on the velvet that mirrored the pattern woven into the voile sheers, and I’d covered the chairs in luxurious velvet seat covers tied back with thick ivory grosgrain ribbon. Small tea light candles sat in clear glass votives on windowsills, tabletops, and counters inside the café.

      The organizers of the city’s part of the event—decorating the street between Tea Totalers and the Waverly House—had hung strands of tiny white twinkling lights around the exterior of the buildings and in an arch over the street, creating a blanket of stars under which people danced to the jazz quartet on the corner. The local high school had crafted a scale model of the Eiffel Tower that sat in the middle of the intersection of Bonita and San Ladrón Avenue. The roads had been closed for the night, so people could spill out into the street and enjoy the transformation of our small town.

      “Are you heading over to the Waverly House when the bells chime?” Genevieve asked. “I bet Vaughn would love to see you in that dress.”

      I blushed. Since inheriting the fabric store and moving to Ladrón, I’d spent enough time with Vaughn McMichael to get past the unfortunate first impression where I fell through a window and knocked him to the ground. We’d dined together, worked side by side, and even gone on a date. We’d also accused each other of having ulterior motives, resulting in alienation. And by we, I mean me, but I’d rather not get into that right now.

      “I don’t want to talk about Vaughn,” I said.

      “Didn’t he have that dress made for you?” Genevieve asked pointedly.

      “I don’t want to talk about that, either,” I said to her. Much like the interior of Genevieve’s shop, I’d stepped up my own appearance for the night. I usually wore black all the time, but I’d traded it for a shimmering gold gown with a sweetheart neckline, embellished on the shoulders with spirals of matte gold and silver sequins. The gown was fitted around my waist and hips and cascaded to the floor in a pool of fabric.

      “Poly, you had just as much to do with the garden stroll at the Waverly House as you did here at Tea Totalers,” Genevieve said. “You have to go.”

      I didn’t know how to explain to Genevieve that I was nervous about showing up at the Waverly House for more reasons than I could count.

      The Waverly House was the most significant historical building in the town of San Ladrón. A Victorian mansion turned museum, it had become a certified landmark years back and now boasted a restaurant, a monthly murder mystery party, and the most exquisite gardens in the town. Adelaide Brooks, the most energetic and elegant seventy-year-old I’d ever met, managed the building and the day-to-day business.

      The annual party had been the landmark’s major fundraiser for years, and the money brought in from this singular party determined their operating budget for the following year. People flocked to San Ladrón for the night to consider the Waverly House for weddings and parties. All would have been fine, except that this year, the most powerful man in San Ladrón had raised questions about zoning and put a scare into the suppliers who donated food and drink. That halted any planning that could take place. It didn’t help matters that the most powerful man in San Ladrón was Adelaide’s ex-husband.

      Or that he was Vaughn McMichael’s father.

      Only a few people knew that I’d been the one to come up with the idea of changing the location of the annual garden party to Genevieve’s newly reopened shop. Food and drink distributors had been happy to make their regular donations, and Genevieve had been thrilled at the opportunity. After applying for her liquor license (ironic in a shop called Tea Totalers), she had been pleasantly surprised by the outpouring of support from suppliers who donated food and drink for the evening, and local restaurants who loaned out employees to help.

      Ticket sales for the Midnight in Paris cocktail party still benefited the Waverly House, as did separate ticket sales to gain entrance to the exquisite gardens behind the Victorian mansion at midnight. Adelaide had sidestepped the zoning regulations by leaving the restaurant and bar open for paying customers. Landscapers had been hard at work on the grounds surrounding the landmark, and whatever it was that they were planning to debut had been kept a well-guarded secret. All Adelaide would say was, “It’s more magnificent than I ever could have expected.” The perceived success of the night would be determined to be true or false tomorrow when she would tally the money pulled in by selling tickets and subtract out any unforeseen expenses. I didn’t want credit for the idea. I wanted everyone to get what they wanted—or needed, in the case of the Waverly House—from the event.

      Bong-Bong-Bong-Ding-Bong-Chime-Buzz-Clang-Ring-Bong

      Midnight arrived, announced by a cacophony of sounds that originated from a distance of several miles. The chimes, bongs, dings, and dongs were slightly off from each other, resulting in a white noise that mixed with the various cell phone alarms that went off from the pockets of people around us. A couple of people put hands over their ears, and a few kissed like it was New Year’s Eve. Conversation became impossible.

      The drummer struck up a rhythm on the high hat, and the man playing the upright bass plucked out a note for each strike of the clock. Cheers erupted from the crowd.

      When the noise died down, I heard a voice behind me. “Let me guess. That’s your cue to turn into a pumpkin?” asked Charlie Brooks. Charlie was the resident tough girl and my closest friend in town. As a full-time mechanic with her own auto shop, Charlie favored work jeans, chambray shirts, and rock concert T-shirts, but tonight she wore a man’s tuxedo over a white fitted T-shirt. The jacket was boxy, but the T-shirt hugged her fit body. The pants sat low on her hips and broke over red Chuck Taylors. “I heard you tell Frenchy you weren’t going to the Waverly House. Good call. Wanna grab a beer at The Broadside?”

      “The Broadside’s closed. Duke and his bartenders are working for Genevieve tonight. Didn’t you notice?”

      “I just got here. This kind of thing isn’t my scene.”

      “Which part don’t you like? The free food or the free booze or the free ambiance?”

      “The raising-money-for-rich-people part.”

      Rich people who gave her up for adoption, I thought to myself, but I didn’t say out loud. Not many people knew Charlie was related to the wealthy McMichael family, and she wanted to keep it that way. I didn’t judge her for her animosity toward Vic McMichael and Adelaide Brooks, but I wondered if there would be a day when she regretted not forging a relationship with her birth parents.

      This wasn’t the first time I’d thwarted a plan of Mr. McMichael’s. When I first inherited my family’s fabric store, he tried to buy it out from under me. We’d gone toe-to-toe a couple of times since then. My ex-boyfriend, Carson Cole, was a financial analyst in Los Angeles and maintained a fantasy about becoming Mr. McMichael’s protégé, even after our breakup. When the businessman had threatened Genevieve’s tea shop, I’d called Carson to step in and save the day. Considering Vaughn was on his father’s payroll, he’d been more than a little hurt that I hadn’t asked him for help. Yet another reason I wanted to keep a low profile tonight.

      “You’re a liar,” I said.

      Charlie raised her pierced eyebrow. “Not a lot of people get away with calling me names.”

      “If you didn’t care about this thing, you wouldn’t have bothered to dress up.”

      “I’m meeting up with someone I haven’t seen for a while. Thought I’d make an effort. Besides, you’re one to talk,” she said, scanning my ensemble from top to bottom.

      Again with the dress.

      “So I’m not wearing black for one night! It’s not like it’s a religion or anything.”

      She held her hands up and backed away. “It’s a nice dress. You wouldn’t be hoping to run into anybody while wearing it, would you?”

      Before I could answer, Genevieve reappeared. “Hi, Charlie, are you coming to the Waverly House? I want to go and Poly won’t come with me.”

      Charlie crossed the interior of Tea Totalers and looked out the front door. People filled the street, laughing and carrying on. A few policemen stood on the corners, trying to remain serious but failing miserably. One lady walked up to the town’s sheriff, took his hand, and twirled like a ballerina. He let go of her hand and adjusted his hat. Charlie went inside and we followed her. A few minutes later, the front door opened and Sheriff Clark walked in.

      “Is this a closed party or can anybody join?” he asked.

      “Well, hello there, Sheriff Clark!” sang Genevieve, who might have possibly had too much champagne. She must have been thinking the same thing, because she handed her glass to him. “Help yourself to champagne. I can’t stand it anymore. I want to go see the gardens!” She hiked her dress up so the hem wouldn’t drag and ran out the front door. “Poly, lock up when you leave?”

      “Sure,” I said.

      Clark took the proffered glass and drank half. He lowered the glass and scanned me. “Nice dress,” he said. “You going to waste it by staying here in hiding?”

      “You heard Genevieve, she asked me to lock up.”

      “It takes about four seconds to lock a door.” He looked at Charlie.

      “Yo, Frenchy, wait up,” Charlie called. She ran past Sheriff Clark without an acknowledgment and went outside.

      I looked at Clark and shrugged. He shook his head and walked out front. I found Genevieve’s keys and grabbed my beaded handbag from behind the counter. Sheriff Clark waited while I locked up the doors, and said goodbye before trailing after Charlie and Genevieve.

      Sheriff Clark and Charlie had had a secret romance that fizzled over a miscommunication. It was probably just as well that they steered clear of each other. When I pictured them being a couple, I was reminded of what happened to the gingham dog and the calico cat.

      Genevieve, Charlie, and I were among the last of the people to reach the Waverly House. Volunteers from the historical society stood in front of a ten-foot-tall version of the Arc de Triomphe, fabricated for the evening by the employees of Get Hammered, the local hardware store, out of chicken wire. Green ivy and colorful flowers had been threaded through the wire. Couples walked under the arch to the luscious lawns behind the Waverly House, pointing at the gazebo, the white iron benches, and the brick pavers that had been carved with the names of each person who had made a donation when the building was in need of repair. They were trying on the location with their eyes, wondering how it would feel to celebrate a major event in the middle of all of this Victorian majesty.

      “Excuse me,” said a woman to my left. “Are you Polyester Monroe? Of the fabric shop on Bonita?”

      “Yes, but I go by Poly.”

      “What’s your shop called? Fabric Woman?”

      “Material Girl.”

      “That’s right.” She held out her hand and I shook it. “I’m Nolene Kelly. I’ve heard people say you were responsible for the transformation of the tea shop for tonight. Who knew you could transform a place with fabric,” she said.

      “I hope people will be inspired to try it themselves,” I said.

      “It’s a nice idea but it’ll be a hard sell. People around here aren’t used to making their own clothes or slipcovers or curtains.”

      “I had a lot of help,” I said modestly.

      “But it was all her idea,” Genevieve chimed in. “Wasn’t it amazing?”

      “It was very impressive. And the fabric—that was from your store?” Nolene asked. She tipped her head as she posed her question, and her dangly earrings set off a faint tinkling sound.

      “Yes.”

      “Before you moved here, you worked in a dress shop in Los Angeles, didn’t you?” It was odd to hear my recent history told to me by a stranger. “I’m afraid I’ve read up on your background. I’m the coordinator of Miss Tangorli, San Ladrón’s annual beauty pageant. Since you’re new around here, you probably don’t know much about it.”

      “You’re right, I don’t know much about the events of San Ladrón. This is my first time attending the Waverly House’s annual party.” I glanced around me. Genevieve and Charlie had migrated in separate directions: Genevieve toward the gardens, and Charlie toward a strange man who stood alone a few feet from the tea and juice station outside. He had a white ponytail and black leather blazer over a black T-shirt and black trousers.

      “Rumor has it there wouldn’t have been a party if it weren’t for you.” Nolene winked. “But I’m not here to spread rumors. I’m here to find judges. I’ve locked in two so far.”

      Immediately I felt awkward. “I don’t think I’d be qualified to judge a beauty pageant.”

      “Don’t worry about that. I have something else in mind for you.”
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      Nolene looked over my shoulder. “How about we finish this conversation at your shop tomorrow morning?”

      “Sure.” We agreed on a time and she hurried away.

      I looked around for my friends. Genevieve had been swept to the center of the crowd by people who wanted to congratulate her on her café’s contribution to the magical evening. Charlie and the strange man were huddled together alongside the building. I started to approach them. She looked my way, said something to the man, and they turned and walked the other direction.

      I closed my eyes, breathed in the night-blooming jasmine, and tried to place my great-aunt and great-uncle in the scene, as if a time-travel machine had been provided for the night. I felt a hand at my waist and heard a voice in my ear. “I was hoping to see you tonight,” Vaughn said. I opened my eyes and turned to face him.

      Vaughn was no stranger to black-tie functions. Tonight he wore a classic-cut black tuxedo with a white shirt and a gold silk bowtie that was slightly crooked. Without thinking, I reached up and straightened it. He put his hands on my hands and lowered them, then bent down and kissed me on the cheek.

      “The dress suits you,” he said.

      “What, this old thing?”

      He smiled and offered his arm. I threaded my hand through the crook of his elbow and he led me under the Arc de Triomphe to the gardens.

      “Nolene didn’t get to you, too, did she?” he asked.

      “I don’t know. She said she wants to come to the shop tomorrow to talk about a proposal. I’m kind of at a disadvantage. She knew a lot about me and I know nothing about her. What can you tell me about her?”

      “She works for Halliwell Industries, the fruit conglomerate of San Ladrón.”

      “‘Fruit conglomerate?’” I repeated. “You’re making that up.”

      “Halliwell Industries is the closest thing to one, if you ask me. Harvey Halliwell is a self-made millionaire, thanks to fruit. He brought exotic citrus to San Ladrón from China, Trinidad, and Japan. His lab is world renowned, and they’ve done some incredible genetic splicing between seeds, producing fruits that were otherwise rare in the United States.”

      “And Nolene Kelly works there.”

      “She’s the assistant to Harvey Halliwell, head fruit.” He grinned. “She mostly handles his personal business, but the annual Miss Tangorli pageant is her baby. Harvey turned the reins over to her a few years ago and she turned it into a circus. I’ve been trying to stay busy helping out tonight, but she cornered me. Next thing I knew, I’d agreed to judge her pageant.”

      I stepped away and studied his face. “You, a beauty pageant judge?”

      “I like to think I can recognize beauty when it’s in front of me.”

      I blushed, thankful for the midnight darkness, and looked away.

      “There’s a lot that I don’t know about San Ladrón,” I said. “First garden parties, now beauty pageants. And let me guess, your family has a stake in the pageant.”

      “Nope. As luck would have it, we don’t.”

      “Luck?”

      “I’m not sure what else to call it. When my dad first started investing in San Ladrón, Harvey was his business partner.”

      “When was this?”

      “In the seventies. They often didn’t see eye to eye on business decisions, and one day they flipped a coin to see if they’d stay together or dissolve the partnership. My dad won the coin toss and Harvey was out.” Vaughn flipped a coin from his own pocket into the air and caught it mid-flip. “Luck.”

      We walked along in the dark, studying the mix of orchids and hibiscus, breathing in the scent of the jasmine mingled with honeysuckle. The gardens had been tended to perfection, a gentle tangle of dark vines and long blossoms interspersed with low ground cover, and colorful patches of blossoms I couldn’t identify. Each separate patch of garden was like a story. Pinks and purples in one corner, blue and white in another.

      Most of the grass was trimmed low but interspersed with wide glass vases that had been countersunk into the ground and filled with water. Water lilies floated on them. Bright pink flowers appeared to float on the grass, and around the perimeter of the garden were tall cat-o-nine-tails, and tall purple flowers that waved in the gentle night breeze. A small white bridge had been constructed in the back of the historic mansion. It was a surreal impressionist experience, as if we were walking into a painting by Claude Monet. The gardeners who made this happen had achieved a floral wonderland I couldn’t have imagined in my wildest dreams.

      “So Harvey started the pageant?” I asked as we stepped from one lily pad paver to another.

      “Yes. A couple of winners have gone on to be Miss California, and one won Miss America.”

      “We made pageant dresses at my old job,” I said, “but it sounds like this is on a different scale.”

      “Things have been gradually getting out of control. Last year a few of the contestants dropped out because their families couldn’t afford to keep up with the expectations.”

      “That’s a little silly, isn’t it?”

      “Hard to say. The pageant brings a lot of business to San Ladrón, and it’s one of the events, like the garden party tonight, that give us press outside our own bubble. Salons are booked to capacity and dress shops can barely keep up with the demand.” For the second time that night, he glanced at my dress. “I would think a dress like that would be very popular,” he said.

      “It’s not for sale.” I smoothed my hand over the champagne silk.

      “I’m glad I had a chance to see you tonight,” Vaughn said. “The dress looks even better than I imagined it would. And before you ask, yes. I’ve imagined you in that dress.”

      He slipped his fingers down to my own fingertips and raised my arm. He twirled me like Sheriff Clark had twirled the woman on the street, then brought my arm down to my side. The couple in front of us moved and we stepped forward so as not to hold up the crowd.

      “The pageant used to be called Ms. Orange Blossom, but the city wanted to change the name because people kept confusing it with Pasadena and the Orange Bowl. The city planners wanted something that related to San Ladrón history, which meant citrus. Harvey made his first million when he brought Tangorli trees to San Ladrón, so it became the Miss Tangorli pageant.”

      “What is a Tangorli? I’ve never heard of it.”

      “It’s a tangerine-orange-lime hybrid. Harvey first brought the tangor—a tangerine-orange hybrid—here from China in the early seventies. His lab spliced the seeds with a lime to create the Tangorli. It has the sweetness of a tangerine but a hint of sour from the lime. Surprisingly refreshing. This whole town was built on the citrus trade, but most of the fields were plowed under for development. Harvey bought twenty acres of land out by San Ladrón Canyon where the original citrus fields were, turned the soil, and planted the seedlings that his botanists grew in the greenhouse. He ended up with the first crop of Tangorlis in the country.” Vaughn chuckled. “I’ve seen pictures of him from back then. He believed in his crop and wanted everybody to know him as the man who brought Tangorlis to town. He wore orange everywhere he went: his car was orange, his clothes were orange, he even dyed his hair bright orange. He made arrangements to underwrite the whole pageant if the city would rename it.”

      “And just like that, the city agreed?”

      “No. They listened to proposals from everybody who had a suggestion. You know Ladrón means ‘thief,’ right? That’s the only reason they didn’t want to go with ‘Miss San Ladrón.’ Too much risk of negativity attached to our city. Unfortunately, after the pageant boosted sales of the fruit, Harvey went from being a millionaire to a billionaire.”

      “Doesn’t sound too unfortunate for Harvey,” I said.

      “In a way it was. Rumors started that he stole the tangor seeds from China and people referred to him as a thief anyway.”

      “And you said he was your father’s first business partner?” I hadn’t known Vaughn for long, but I knew anything that pertained to his father was a touchy subject.

      He nodded. “Most people remember how my dad inherited a small sum of money and how he turned a string of good investments into his business. Some of those investments were him and Harvey.”

      “But you said they didn’t see eye to eye. What did they disagree over?”

      “What do any business partners disagree over? Money.”

      I sneaked a look at Vaughn and gauged his expression. I knew he had been raised with money. He knew I had not. It was a subject that had come up between the two of us on more than one occasion and kept me wondering if time spent with Vaughn was time wasted. I didn’t know if I’d ever fit into his world. I only knew I didn’t want to ever become so comfortable that I took money for granted.

      I changed the subject. “So, garden parties, beauty pageants, and men in orange. Anything else I need to discover about this town?”

      “Wait a couple of weeks. I’ll take you to Gnarly Waves, our very own water park.”

      “For real?”

      “For real. Independently owned and operated since 1971. Best corn dog in the state. Good onion rings, too. And the only place you can get a Tangorli Creamsicle.”

      “Sounds righteous,” I said with a laugh.

      The couple in front of us moved along the path. I started to follow them, and Vaughn’s hand shot out, grabbed my hand, and pulled me to the left under a weeping willow tree. I stumbled slightly. He reached out and caught me around the waist and pulled me closer to him.

      The hanging branches, covered in white blossoms, swayed ever so slightly in the midnight breeze. Now that we were off the path of the other partygoers, we were partially hidden. I put my hands around Vaughn’s neck. He leaned down and brushed his lips against mine. I felt exposed by his public display of affection. I looked to my left to ensure that we were alone.

      But we weren’t. On the path, also partially hidden, but this time by the blooming ground cover, was the thin man with the white ponytail Charlie had been talking to earlier. He was engaged in a heated discussion with a man with bright orange hair dressed in an orange tuxedo.

      “Do you know who that man is?” I asked.

      “That’s Harvey.”

      “No, I mean the other man.”

      “I don’t think so. A lot of people come to San Ladrón for the night. That’s how the Waverly House gets exposure to new business.”

      A silver chain hung down on the side of the ponytailed man’s pants. He lit a cigarette with a chrome lighter, then flipped it closed and tucked it into his pocket. After he inhaled, he raised the hand that held the cigarette and pointed at Harvey with his fingers, the orange tip of the cigarette—that so perfectly matched Harvey’s outfit—bouncing around in the darkness as he did so.

      “I don’t think they know we can see them,” I said.

      Harvey raised his glass to his lips and drank. The other man seemed to be waiting for a response. A few seconds passed. Harvey lowered his glass and took a step backward. He stumbled a few steps, dropped the glass, and crashed to the ground after it.

      The man with the ponytail looked stunned. He bent down and reached into Harvey’s orange tuxedo jacket.

      “He’s robbing Harvey,” I said. I stepped out from the cover of the tree. “What are you doing?” I called. The man with the ponytail looked up at me. He turned around and fled. Vaughn and I ran to Harvey. He was still on the ground, but he appeared conscious.

      “Help me,” he croaked.

      I hiked my dress up and moved to his side. “Do you have your phone?” I asked Vaughn. “Can you call the police?”

      Vaughn already had his phone out. I knelt down and felt Harvey’s wrist. His pulse was uneven, but it was there. “Sir, can you hear me? I’m Poly Monroe and we’re going to get help.” He tried to lift his head but winced in pain. “Don’t move. Don’t do anything. Can you talk? Can you tell me your name?”

      “Harvey,” he said. “Halliwell,” he finished. His fingers wrapped around my wrist and he looked at me with watery blue eyes. “He’s not far,” he said.

      “Who? The man who was talking to you?”

      He closed his eyes and was silent. I wanted to find out the identity of the man and what they’d been talking about. I wanted to tell him to check his pockets and see what was missing. But more than any of that, I wanted to make sure he was okay. If Vaughn and I hadn’t stepped off the path at that point, we might never have seen Mr. Halliwell drop to the ground. Who knew what might have happened if we hadn’t come along? Vaughn took off down the path.

      I’d been trained in basic CPR and knew it was best to keep Mr. Halliwell talking. “Sir? Can you tell me where you live?”

      “Why? So you can rob me while I’m recovering?” he said. He struggled to sit up.

      I put my hand on his orange lapels and gently pushed him back down. “Please don’t try to move. Help is on its way.”

      “I’m a tougher old coot than he thinks I am.” He pushed my hand out of the way and sat up. “Going to take more than that to get me out of the picture.”

      I looked around for someone—anyone—else, and was surprised to discover that I was alone with the injured man. Many of the attendees had migrated to the opposite end of the gardens or inside for one last glass of champagne, but the Waverly House had been planning to leave the grounds open all night. Guards and volunteers had been stationed around the exterior of the property. Adelaide would be manning the yard, greeting people, circling through, making connections with potential donors, young lovers, and families.

      So where were they all?

      Mr. Halliwell reached for a cane that I’d mistaken for a branch of the tree behind him. He held it in front of himself, pushing me backward. I was torn between restraining him—or at least trying to, since I had no idea just how tough an old coot he really was—and letting him leave. As far as I knew, there was no law against him leaving before paramedics showed up, though I didn’t know why he’d want to do such a thing.

      “That’s what happens when you let someone bring you a drink. They’re all out to get me. Me and my money. You probably are, too. Now get out of my way.”

      “Don’t you want to wait until the police arrive and fill out a statement? They’ll need it to find the person behind this.”

      “Missy, this town has been out to get me for years, and the leader of the pack is that man’s father.” He pointed the end of his cane in Vaughn’s direction. “If he ever succeeds, the joke will be on him.”

      I heard footsteps behind me and turned. Vaughn was on his way back. When I turned to face Harvey, he was gone.

      Vaughn reached me. “Where did he go?” he asked, looking around the ground.

      “He left. He said he was a tough old coot and he didn’t want to wait to make a statement.” I looked behind Vaughn. “Did you call the police?”

      “No.”

      “We have to report what we saw.”

      “What did we see, Poly? Two men having a discussion. One man fainted. He regained consciousness and left of his own volition.”

      “But the other man took something from him. Didn’t you see that?”

      “It’s dark and I don’t know what I saw. If Harvey wanted to get up and walk away, we can’t really stop him.” He ran his hand through his hair. “Besides, I don’t want to spoil my mother’s event. I went inside hoping to find Sheriff Clark.”

      “I don’t think he’s here.” I thought back to Sheriff Clark at Tea Totalers, and Charlie leaving him there. I didn’t know if Vaughn knew about that relationship. If it even was a relationship.

      “I don’t understand it. He looked so weak, and then when you went for help, he got up and left. I told him to stay so he could give the police a statement, but he didn’t want to. And he just disappeared! How could he vanish in that orange tux jacket?”

      “I don’t know.”

      I stepped back onto the lily pad pavers and walked around the gardens. The temperature had turned chilly, and with the drought we’d been experiencing, it was borderline cold. The surreal aspect of the garden stroll combined with the victim who had gotten up and walked away left me with a disoriented Alice in Wonderland feeling of having sipped from the container that said, “Drink me.”

      The grounds of the Waverly House had thinned down to almost nobody. Here and there a couple stood, arm in arm, pointing to the white trim on the restored blue-and-white Victorian house, or the gazebo that sat at the edge of the property, or the paths that were illuminated with small, battery-operated tea light candles, providing light without risk of fire hazard. The families had long gone home, and the waiters and waitresses who had woven through the crowd offering flutes of champagne had long since packed up their stations.

      Something shiny rested in the grass where Harvey had been. I bent down and found an amber pill vial. The prescription was for nitroglycerine, but the name on the label had been smudged beyond legibility.
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      I slept until eight the next morning and was showered and dressed by eight twenty. My short layered auburn hair and minimal makeup application kept my routine under thirty minutes, as did my all-black wardrobe: today a tank dress and gladiator sandals. The glorious dress from last night was still spread out on the chaise. It spoke of a side of me that I wasn’t ready to acknowledge. I tossed a throw blanket over it, fed the cats, Pins and Needles, and headed out to Lopez Donuts to grab a bite before opening the store.

      Lopez Donuts was a small shop about three blocks east of Material Girl. It was owned and operated by Big Joe Lopez, the nicest former marine I’d ever met. His wife, Maria, ran a cleaning business called Neato but kept enough of a hand in the donut business to let everyone know who really wore the pants in that family. They were the go-to destination for anyone who needed sugary glazed treats or powdered puff pastries filled with cream to start off their day. My eating habits ran toward local fare, but the way I saw it, the Lopez glazed donut ring was as local as the citrus the city had been known for. My status as a locavore would not be threatened.

      Big Joe stood behind the counter straightening a wire bin of donuts. The case was already full, and he had to maneuver the tray to fit it between the others. He looked up when I walked in and the tray tipped precariously. Parchment paper slid to the side and several donuts plopped from the tray, bounced off his pant leg, and landed on the floor. He shook his leg repeatedly, then stood up straight, set the tray on top of the counter, and shook his head.

      “Darn party made everybody sleep in,” he said. “Now I have too many donuts. Sure wish you were a family of ten.” He paused. “Not that I’m not happy to see you,” he added.

      “Tell you what. I’ll take two dozen iced with multicolored sprinkles and a carafe of coffee. I bet anybody who trickles into the fabric shop would appreciate the pick-me-up.”

      His brow furrowed. “Since when do you like iced with multicolored sprinkles?”

      “I don’t. This way I won’t eat them all by myself.”

      Big Joe assembled a pink bakery box and used the handy metal tongs to transfer the donuts from their tray. After the unfortunate donut drop that had taken place upon my entrance, I thought it best not to distract him with small talk.

      “You have fun at the party last night?” he asked as he poured fresh coffee into a black-and-silver urn.

      “Tea Totalers was so busy I didn’t have time to think about whether I was having fun. Were you and Maria there? I didn’t even see you.”

      “We had to wait until the boys were tucked in before we could leave. We missed Genevieve’s but went straight to the Waverly House.”

      “Those gardens sure were pretty, weren’t they?”

      “Not as pretty as you in that gold dress.” He flashed a broad smile, white teeth that stood out against his dark skin. “If you’d worn black like you always do, I might not have seen you in the dark. You should wear gold more often.”

      I sank into a booth and he joined me. We were the only two people in the shop and by the looks of things, it was going to remain that way for a while.

      “Did you see a man in an orange tuxedo jacket? With orange hair?”

      “Harvey Halliwell? Nope. Was he there? Makes sense, I guess. His pageant’s coming up soon, so he’d want to make an appearance. Why are you asking about him?”

      “Vaughn and I were there pretty late, and we saw Harvey pass out. But then he got up and walked away like nothing happened.”

      “Did you call the police?”

      “We tried to get help but Mr. Halliwell didn’t want it. He grabbed his cane and took off.”

      Big Joe crossed his arms over his broad chest. “You got something on your mind. Let me get us a couple of crullers and some coffee and we’ll talk.”

      He went to the counter and returned with a dark green plastic tray that held two disposable cups of coffee and two paper plates with a glazed donut on each. There wasn’t a multicolored sprinkle in sight. I took a plate and a cup, added some half-and-half to my coffee, and bit into the donut. Man-made perfection.

      “If donuts like this grew on trees like Harvey Halliwell’s fruit, you’d be a very rich man.”

      “I’m rich in the ways that count. What’s on your mind, Poly?”

      I sighed. “Do you think Mr. Halliwell is of sound mind? He seemed a little kooky.”

      “You said he passed out?”

      “Maybe he’s not well. It just seemed so strange that one minute he was talking to someone, and the next minute he was on the ground.”

      “He collapsed? Just like that?” Big Joe snapped his fingers.

      “He had a glass of orange juice, or at least that’s what it looked like. He drank it and then stumbled backward, and then he collapsed.” I pulled the amber pill vial out of my pocket. “And I found this on the ground.”

      Big Joe looked at the amber vial. “Nitroglycerine tablets. Standard for anybody who’s had a heart attack, but I don’t remember hearing anything like that about Harvey. He’s been the picture of health around these parts. Credits that darn Tangorli juice he’s always drinking. You say he dropped this?”

      “I found it on the ground where he fell. I assumed he dropped it, but maybe it wasn’t his.”

      Big Joe pursed his lips and seemed to consider this. The chimes over the door rang. Duke, another local business owner, maneuvered his wheelchair inside.

      “Hey, Big Joe,” Duke said. “Can I get four chocolate glazed?”

      “You keep packing away these chocolate glazed, you’re gonna need a bigger chair.”

      Duke wheeled himself backward and forward a few times. “Maybe I’ll trade up to the Rolls-Royce model for the Miss Tangorli pageant.”

      “You’re involved in the pageant?” I asked.

      “You’re looking at one of this year’s judges.” He looked at me and winked.

      Duke owned and operated The Broadside Tavern, which sat almost directly across the street from Material Girl. I’d been inside on more than one occasion and had determined that while they served a good burger, the regular clientele was slightly too threatening for my tastes. But despite the atmosphere of his bar, I liked Duke. He was a straight shooter like Big Joe. If I needed backup in a dark alley, these were the two men I’d call. But only if Charlie was unavailable, because I had a sneaking suspicion she had a mean left hook.

      “Polyester Monroe,” Duke said, pointing a finger at me accusingly. “You cleaned up pretty nice last night. Don’t see many dresses like that around here. What do you call those beads?”

      “Bugle beads.”

      “Yeah, those. You don’t see many bugle beads around here.” He looked at Big Joe and they both smiled. “I know one person who was happy you wore it.”

      “I don’t want to talk about Vaughn McMichael,” I said.

      “Vaughn? I’m talking about Nolene Kelly. When she heard you designed the thing, she got very excited.”

      “Why would she care about my dress?”

      “Maybe she wants you to make her one.”

      “But I didn’t make my dress,” I said. “I only designed it.”

      “Then maybe she wants to employ the birds and the mice you keep in the store who turned your sketch into reality,” Duke said.

      Men.

      “Why don’t you ask her?” he continued. “She’s been standing in front of your shop for the past twenty minutes.”

      “How do you know?” I looked out the window toward the store, though it was too far to see.

      “I passed her on my way here.”

      I stood up. “Business awaits, gentlemen.” I loaded myself down with boxes of donuts and the carafe of coffee and backed out the front door. “Big Joe, put this on my tab,” I said.

      “You got it.”

      Bonita Avenue was empty, so I cut across the middle of the street, covered the block between us, and called out a greeting to Nolene when I got to what I hoped was within hearing-range. She followed me into the store and waited while I set the box of donuts up on the wrap stand. She glanced to her left and right, scanning the shelves, and then advanced to where I stood.

      She idled by the register, picking up flyers I’d printed with coupons and craft ideas, then setting them back down. The last thing she picked up was an announcement about the Midnight in Paris party at Tea Totalers and the afterparty at the Waverly House.

      “May we sit?” she asked.

      “Sure. Follow me.” I led her to the front corner of the store where I had set up sewing tables and sewing machines. There were twelve in all. Initially, I had hoped to fill the space with women who were eager to learn how to sew, but I had yet to figure out the right time slot to try to draw in a crowd.

      I sat in one of the chairs and swiveled to the side until I faced Nolene. She tapped her square-cut fingernail against the side of the sewing machine—tap tap tap pause, tap tap tap pause—through several cycles, until finally she dropped her hands into her lap and faced me.

      “You indicated that you’re not familiar with the beauty pageant circuit, so I’ll apologize now if I tell you things you already know.”

      “I don’t think an apology is going to be necessary,” I said.

      “I’ve been involved in the planning and management of the Miss Tangorli pageant for the last twenty years. What I’ve seen appalls me. Every year the competition to outdo each other becomes more and more fierce, to the point where the young ladies who should enter the pageant don’t because they can’t afford to.”

      “How much does it cost?”

      “There are entry fees, of course, that run about five hundred dollars. That’s to be expected. But when you add on gowns, costumes, salon services, coaches, well, that number gets well into the thousands.”

      “Thousands of dollars?”

      “Yes. And that’s just the opening figure. Frankly, it’s gotten out of control.”

      I started to get the uncomfortable feeling that Nolene Kelly was inching her way around to asking me for something, though I couldn’t figure out what. She’d already said she had her judges, and Duke said something about my dress.

      “Nolene, I’m not sure how I can help you with your pageant,” I said.

      “Your fabric store is new to the area, and from what I saw last night, I can tell you’re interested in gaining exposure and trying things that are outside the box. Would you consider making dresses for the contestants?”

      “How many are we talking about?”

      “We usually get about a hundred entrants, but by the time the screening is over, we’re down to about twenty.”

      “I can’t make twenty dresses myself. Not to the level the contestants would want.” I’d left the pageant dress business behind when I quit my job at To The Nines, a cheap dress shop in downtown Los Angeles. To The Nines’ business had depended on moving inexpensive gowns quickly in order to make payroll. What Nolene suggested would have been a snap if I had the ladies of the workroom at my disposal. My job as senior concept designer had been to do just that. My great-aunt Millie had taught me about fabric at an early age. Soon after that she taught me to frequent thrift shops for damaged dresses that could be used to create patterns. It was that skill that had gotten me a scholarship to the Fashion Institute of Design + Merchandising, known as FIDM, and ultimately landed me the job at To The Nines.

      “Nolene, some people have a natural aptitude for design and others don’t. I can oversee the sewing and I can make sure a garment is crafted properly, but the dress design will be limited to the imagination of the contestant. Would that be fair?”

      “It will be more fair than allowing a contestant in a five-thousand-dollar dress go head to head with a contestant in a hundred-dollar dress. These young women are competing for a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. It is my job to make sure they each feel like they have a chance to win. Limiting the expense of the dress won’t make that much of a difference. People can easily rent, borrow, or claim hand-me-downs. Two years ago we had a scandal when one contestant wore her dress and returned it to the store when the competition was over.”

      “You should know that construction isn’t my strong suit. I can design, but I’ve always had a staff of sewers at my disposal to turn my designs into wearable garments. What if each girl got an allotment of fabric and I consulted with them on color and design? I can sketch out each concept and someone else can make the dress for them.”

      “They are young ladies, not girls,” she said as if it was a trained response. She tipped her head and looked just past me, apparently at nothing in particular, while she thought. “I see a unique learning opportunity here. You tell me what kind of workers you need to make this happen, and I’ll talk to the board about funding.”

      “The board? I thought Mr. Halliwell was in charge of the pageant.”

      She laughed. “Poly, that man hasn’t been in his right mind for years. We don’t need him to make decisions. We don’t even need him to be present. If we could convince him to give us power of attorney, we wouldn’t even need him to sign the checks.”

      “Is that a possibility? That he’d give your board the power to write checks in his name?”

      “Officially? Not that he’d ever agree to, but unofficially? I have a stack of signed checks in my desk and I’ve been using them for years. And trust me, if those ever ran out, I know his signature well enough that I could fake it in my sleep.”
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