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Tuesday

Armies of super-heroes stood guard to the left of me, while lions, tigers, and bears gathered on the right. They all watched with silent concern as I zigged around an arsenal of armaments fueled by hydrogen dioxide and various mixtures of oxygen, nitrogen, and carbon dioxide. I faced my goal, Dougal the Dragon, head-on and stalked toward him. In my arms I cradled the all-important emergency medical supplies for his injured representative at this gathering. Heaven help us all if he couldn’t be saved.

Ding dong. That was a bit of wild fantasy, but I enjoyed letting my imagination loose on this mission. The touch of whimsy provided some diversion from the noise and chaos of setting up the Games and Playthings Exhibition at the Washington D.C. Commerce and Market Center.

G&P, which was due to start the next day, was one of the largest trade shows for toys and games in the industry, and it brought the usual supply of problems and conflicts inherent in large events.

I tried to avoid being on the show floor as much as possible on set-up days. The constant banging of hammers, clanging of metal on metal, buzzing of electric screwdrivers, squeaking of dolly and cartwheels, warning chirps of the forklifts, and people shouting always induced a headache if I had to spend much time there. Not to mention having to pick my way around the pallets, crates, and boxes stacked everywhere, and dodging those squeaking dollies and chirping forklifts.

I still ended up spending more time on the floor than I would’ve liked. Territorial disputes and arguments over arrangements broke out with sadly human regularity, and a large part of my job involved keeping the peace. Trying to, anyway.

This assignment was different. I let go of the fantasy illusion as I got to the Donneywell Enterprises booth, identified myself, and explained my mission.

“Heather McNeil,” I said to the person behind the only table set up in the booth space. “Assistant to the director of the Market Center. I was told you needed a sewing kit to repair one of your displays.” I set the box down on the table where a young woman with long brown hair scraped back from her face and tied in a messy braid at the back looked up from collating and stapling pages.

She stared at me with a blank expression, glanced down at my badge, but said nothing. Her expression went from vacant to wary. 

“Can I speak to the person in charge of the booth?” I asked when the silence stretched out too long.

A voice spoke from the back. “That would be me.”

A woman in her late forties or early fifties stepped out from behind a pyramid of boxes at least a foot taller than she was. My first, none-too-kind impression of her was “overcooked.” Her blonde hair had the straw-like texture resulting from too much chemical treatment for too long a time, and the spray-tanned skin of her face had been lifted once too often already. Tight jeans and a fashionably shoulder-slit top showed off a slim figure that seemed to vibrate with contained energy. Good bones under the tight skin and lively green eyes made her attractive.

“Lorene Donneywell,” she said, holding out a hand. “I heard you say you were with the Market Center staff.” She had a strong New York accent.

“I’m the assistant to the director,” I repeated. “I handle a lot of trouble-shooting issues for her. I’ve brought the sewing supplies you requested.”

“Great. How long do you think it will take you?”

“Take me? To do what?”

“Fix the tear in Dougal.” She pointed to the eight-foot-tall display dragon I’d used to identify their booth. The creature, which must’ve been as long as it was tall, occupied nearly a third of their allotted double space. Along the side of his back, a seam had opened and leaked stuffing. Bits of cotton fluff clung to the green, plush fabric.

I hesitated, taken aback. “You requested a sewing kit, not a seamstress. I’m afraid I don’t know the first thing about sewing. Not even sure how the thread gets through the needle.”

Lorene rolled her eyes. “Why did they send you, then?”

“Because you asked for sewing equipment in a hurry. We got it as quickly as we could. We assumed you had someone on your staff who knew how to use it.”

The woman’s penciled-in eyebrows rose. “We all know what happens when you assume things.”

I kept my smile in place, despite the irritation roiling inside. I had so much experience keeping my emotions under control, I could maintain a pleasant façade with barely a thought. “Misunderstandings happen when people aren’t specific about what they need. Give me a minute and I’ll see if I can find someone to come and make the repairs.” I pulled out my phone but before I could press the button to turn it on, the girl I’d first met piped up.

“I can do it.”

We both turned toward her, but Lorene spoke first. “Why didn’t you say something sooner?”

The girl frowned at both of us. “No one asked.”

I turned to hide my grin since Lorene didn’t seem to appreciate the irony. 

The woman rolled her eyes. “Get going, then. The show opens tomorrow, and I want it fixed as soon as possible.”

I looked at her, then back at the younger woman. The latter’s name tag said she was Jessie O’Conner. She appeared to be a couple of years younger than my own age of twenty-six. 

“Would you check what we’ve got here and let me know if you need anything else?” I requested.

Jessie nodded and dug into the box, pulling out a thimble, a pair of scissors, and a package of needles. She rooted through several spools of thread and settled on one close to the color of the dragon’s green fur. “It looks like everything I need.” She turned to Lorene. “Should I do this before I finish collating the sell sheets?”

Undercurrents ran through the words. Challenge and traces of hostility for sure. Dislike perhaps. I wondered how long Jessie had worked for Lorene. She might be a temp hired for the show, though that wasn’t the norm, especially for small operations where any contact with a potential buyer was too important to leave to someone outside the company. Maybe she’d only been hired for the day.

Lorene’s expression showed only impatience as she waved an arm. “Yes. Yes. Fix Dougal. Then get back to the sell sheets. This all has to be ready to go tomorrow morning.”

Jessie snipped a length of thread and put it through the eye of the needle, managing that miracle in one try. Astonishing.

“What happened to it?” I glanced at the long, split seam on the dragon.

“Beats me.” Jessie went over to the stuffed creature, jammed cotton fluff back into it, and pushed the needle in at one end. “Maybe it happened at the factory, when they packed it.” She grimaced. “Probably whoever took it out of the shipping carton wasn’t careful with the knife.” Her tone held no curiosity or concern. 

Wouldn’t that have been either her or Lorene? And it looked like a ripped seam rather than a random knife cut. But not my problem. “My number’s here if you have any more issues.” I left my card on the table. “Good luck. Let me know if you need anything else.”

Jessie looked up and nodded before turning to glance back. Lorene had already disappeared behind the stack of boxes again, so she didn’t see the glare the younger woman directed toward her.

“You’re welcome, by the way,” I said quietly as I walked down the aisle.

While I was delivering the dragon repair kit, Janelle, the director of the D.C Commerce and Market Center and my boss, had texted two more requests that needed to be checked out on the show floor. I headed toward the twelve hundred aisle instead of going back upstairs. 

The phone buzzed again as I was settling a boundary dispute between booths. I excused myself to take the call and walked a few feet down the aisle.

“Heather?” Janelle sounded distracted. Setting up for a major show brought a lot of complaints, problems, and loose ends. The Games and Playthings show wasn’t the biggest on our schedule, but it was large enough. Opportunities for shipments to get lost, boxes of products to stray, breakage, and other minor disasters abounded.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“We’ve got a situation. Can’t tell how serious yet. Craig and Scott are both on the way, but I need you at twenty sixteen.”

My stomach lurched. At two previous shows words like those had presaged awful things happening. Things as bad as murder. Two months ago, at the Business Tech Expo, I’d witnessed a serious argument, later overheard one of the participants’ murder, and then found the body. I still hadn’t fully recovered from that trauma and the result of it, when a murderer had almost cornered me in the upstairs offices and attempted to make sure I couldn’t share what I’d figured out.

“What is it?”

“Something about a weapon on the show floor. Someone reported seeing a gun.”
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Tuesday

My stomach twisted and heart pounded even as I told myself it was probably nothing. “I’ll bet there are hundreds of toy guns laying around. I almost tripped over a crate of them earlier. Some of them look real enough to fool people.”

“I hope it’s a toy,” Janelle said. “But the person who called it in didn’t think so. We can’t take any chances. These days you can’t be too careful. We have to check it out.”

I agreed and ended the call.

I wrapped up the boundary settlement in a hurry by showing exactly where the lines were and asking a distributor of craft kits to move his boxes a few inches to the left to keep them on his side. Then I took off for the two thousand aisle. As I turned the corner there, I almost bumped into Craig Vincelli, head of security for the Market Center, and his assistant, Scott Brandon. The two contrasted starkly in appearance

Craig was a big man in his mid-fifties, dark-haired and dark-eyed, solid in more ways than one. He wasn’t always as well organized as we might hope, but in general he stayed on top of the Center’s security needs. Despite his open, affable expression, you didn’t want to mess with him. Craig had been a deputy sheriff in Maryland but quit when his doctor told him he needed a less stressful job.

By contrast, Scott Brandon was a little taller than Craig, a lot leaner, twenty-some years younger, blond with oddly light gray-green eyes. He was both sharper and harder than his boss. Scott was a former D.C. cop who refused to say why he was no longer with them. He kept his secrets close, even from me, and we’ve been dating for the last five months. But I’d also discovered his usual tensely stern expression was as deceptive as Craig’s affability

Despite the differences in appearance and attitude, they worked well together.

“Hey, what’s happening?” I asked as I recovered my balance. “Janelle said something about a gun?”

“That’s as much as we know,” Scott answered as we headed for the booth. 

“Probably a toy,” Craig added. “They make ones that look amazingly realistic these days.”

Scott grimaced. “It’s a real problem for cops on the street.”

“I imagine so.”

We got to the Margolis and Carter booth, which took up three spaces, and identified ourselves as center staff to the man who seemed to be in charge. He introduced himself as Joshua Carter. Around the area four or five younger people pulled shrink-wrapped boxes of model cars, trucks, farm equipment, and even a couple of spaceships out of cartons and stacked them in towers that stuck up four to five feet from the floor. Several bins of stuffed animals and dolls were farther back. “Over here.” The man led us toward one of the bins.

It lay in plain sight there, in a depression among the fuzzy bears, bunnies, dogs, and cats. About six inches long, matte black, and lethal looking, the pistol’s ominous darkness was relieved only by what looked like an orange plug at the opening of the barrel.

Craig let out a harsh breath. “Airsoft,” he said. “A toy.”

Scott leaned over for a closer look, his face pulled into a frown. “Not exactly.” He straightened but didn’t reach down or touch it. “Look at the markings.”

Craig checked again and swore.

I looked closer, too, and still had no idea what was bothering them. Some odd markings were engraved onto the side, including the word “Austria,” which made no sense to me. “What is it?” I asked.

“It’s not an Airsoft pistol,” Scott answered. “It may be the real thing, or it might be a really good model of a Glock 17. In either case... Heather, could you get pictures of it? From different angles, then up close, with as much detail as you can.”

“Okay.” While I took pictures from above and the sides, he pulled a pair of latex gloves from a pouch on his belt and snapped them on. 

He looked at the other people in the booth. “Does anyone have a bag I can use? Paper would be preferable but plastic will do.”

Someone found a plastic grocery bag, which Scott took before he used a gloved hand to pick up the gun. “It’s heavy.” He did something to make the slide come off and looked down the barrel from the back. “Chamber’s empty.” Another flick and a piece slid down out of the handle. “Nothing in the magazine either. But definitely not a toy. Despite that.” He pointed to the orange plug on the end.

Craig wrote in a notebook after looking around the booth. He checked his watch as well, so I assumed he was noting the details of when and where the gun had been found.

“What’s up with this? That thing’s a real gun?” Joshua Carter asked. “Where’d it come from?”

Craig stared at him. “You don’t know? You’ve never seen this before?”

“Good God, no.” His eyes widened and he leaned back from it. “I don’t own a gun. Never have. Never will. Scared to death of the things. We don’t make or distribute toy guns.”

“You didn’t see anyone drop it or leave it there?”

“No way. I’d’ve said something if I did.”

We both scanned the booth, noting the people watching us with open interest. The story would make its way around the show quickly. “Anyone else see anything or know anything about it?” Craig asked.

Every one of them either said no or shook their heads. I didn’t see any shifty looks or odd fidgets to make me think they were lying.

“Who found it?” Craig scanned the group.

A young woman slowly raised her hand. “I did. I noticed the Reiger dolls and the ComfortHouse animals were mixed together in the bin, which they shouldn’t be, so I started sorting them out. I saw that under the animals.”

“You didn’t touch it?” Scott asked.

“I might’ve nudged it when I was moving things, but I didn’t pick it up.”

Scott and Craig each asked more questions, but all we learned was no one had seen anyone put the weapon there, no one could remember seeing anyone near the bins after they’d emptied bags of toys into them a few hours before, and no one had any idea who the gun might belong to. All denied ownership of it, though one of the young men said he had several pistols at home that he used for target practice. “Not a Glock, though. They’re too expensive.”

We took the bagged gun and left. 

“What are you going to do with it?” I asked.

Scott and Craig looked at each other. “I think just lock it up upstairs for now,” Scott answered.

“You’re not going to give it to the police?” Scott had an uneasy relationship with his former employer, the Metro DC Police Department, and I wondered if that influenced his decision. “Don’t want to deal with your former employers?”

I was poking the bear, but Scott’s reticence frustrated me.

He didn’t rise to the bait. Scott looked at Craig, who was in charge of security. Craig shrugged. “If we give it to MPD right now they’ll toss it in their pile of weapons to be destroyed. I’d like to hold onto it and see if we learn anything more about it before I do that.”

“I guess it makes sense.”

“There are several peculiar things about this,” Scott added. “The orange tip on a real, live-ammo Glock, for one.”

“The orange plug thing is supposed to signal it isn’t a real gun.” That was from one of our rules—any unpackaged firearms brought in had to be marked as either disabled or a toy with a brightly colored marker. It came up occasionally at the toy show and at a science fiction convention held here later in the year.

Scott glanced into the bag again. “Depends on how you define ‘real gun.’ BB-guns and Airsoft pistols can fire pellets at speeds high enough to do significant damage, but they don’t use bullets with gunpowder so they don’t have the same deadly force. But the orange plug isn’t completely a lie either, since it’s not loaded.”

“Okay. What else is odd about it?”

“A Glock is an expensive gun. Not the kind of thing you abandon lightly.”

A horrible thought occurred to me. “Unless it’s already been used in a crime. Maybe someone needed to dispose of one. Does it have a serial number that could be traced?”

“Yes and no. It has a serial number, but there’s no easy way to trace it.”

“Isn’t there a database to look it up?”

“Not exactly. There’s actually a law against the government having a computerized gun registry.”

I was shocked. “You’re kidding. That’s crazy.”

Scott’s mouth twisted in a wry frown. “Tell me about it. There is a national center, and the staff there is amazingly good at tracing weapons used in crimes. They do it with paper records. But they’re overwhelmed. No point in submitting a weapon we don’t know anything about.”

“I guess hanging onto it for now makes the most sense. The whole thing makes me uneasy, though, and I’m not sure why.”

“Maybe that was the point,” Scott said. “To make people uncomfortable.”

“But why?”

He hesitated and took my hand for a moment. “I don’t have any more answers than you do.” Then he smiled, which erased some of the hard lines of his face and made my heart stutter. “There’s probably some ridiculously absurd, but innocent reason for why it was there. Let’s don’t manufacture trouble.”

My phone buzzed and he released my hand. “That’s probably the trouble bell ringing now.” I pulled it out of its case on my belt.

His grin broadened, showing off the deep grooves on either side of his mouth, reminding me just how damn attractive he could be. Hormones wanted to come out and play. He gave me a quick hug. “I’m taking this upstairs. Good luck with the next crisis.”
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Tuesday

I nodded as I lifted the phone to answer Janelle’s call. I had to tamp down a strong urge to throw myself at Scott and beg him to kiss me right there. Yup, that would look professional.

“Another disagreement,” Janelle said, sighing into the phone. “Something about a magazine article, as best I could tell. Called in by people at a neighboring booth. Four thirty.”

I let out a short breath as I ended the call. That aisle was clear on the other side of the exhibit floor, and even though I wore comfortable shoes, my feet were beginning to hurt. It was after four, and I’d been standing or walking almost the entire day.

Still, I hoofed it to the other end of the large hall. At least it was quieting down now as exhibitors put the final touches on their booths in preparation for the opening of the show tomorrow. Some had already finished and left. Sales meetings and rallies would enliven restaurants and hotels around the area this evening. Thank heaven, I didn’t have to be involved in any of those.

In the increasingly quiet space, I heard the raised voices before I even reached the aisle and turned toward the back. 

“...someone should know better than this. You don’t disrespect one of your best customers this way. We’ll have to consider pulling—”

The diatribe cut off abruptly as the three people standing on the edge of the magazine’s booth heard me coming and looked up. Others lingered nearby, but all were quiet, watching the contretemps.

I walked up to the group of two men and one woman and introduced myself, including my title, and waited for them to return the courtesy. The red-faced young man standing on the booth’s carpet, leaning on a small podium, looked relieved. He held out a not-quite-steady hand and said, “Daryl Hilderman, managing editor of Juvenile Retail News.”

I looked at the others. The woman extended her hand and said, “Janice Langley, Carrie Classics Product Development Manager.” I shook it. The woman was a squeezer with a strong grip, but fortunately she kept it brief. She glanced at her companion. “Sam Schmidt, president of Carrie Classics.”

Schmidt gave me a sharp, brief nod and reluctantly took my hand as well.

“Now, what seems to be the issue?” I asked. “You’re creating a disturbance on the floor.”

Schmidt launched back in with vigor and vinegar. “The issue is this idiot’s magazine ran a huge, blockbuster announcement of a major product release we’re doing and then put a competitor’s ad on the facing page instead of the one we paid for. Paid a huge amount for. We were promised that placement. It was essential. Now it looks like Vestin is a distributor of the World Traveler Dolls instead of us.”

Hilderman took advantage of the other man’s need to draw a breath. “And I’ve been trying to tell him I’m the managing editor. I have nothing, nothing, to do with ad placement. He needs to talk to his sales rep. I wasn’t responsible, and I can’t do anything about it.”

The woman, Janice Langley, watched the interchange with an odd glitter in her eyes. Anger, but something more and I couldn’t guess what the rest was. As Schmidt started to speak again, she put a hand on his arm. He stopped before the first word came out.

“We’re very frustrated,” Langley said. “It was so disappointing. Especially after— But that’s not relevant here. I think Sam just needed to blow off some steam.”

“Understandable. Who is your sales rep for the magazine?”

“Avery Masters.” Janice said it quietly, but the words dripped poison nevertheless.

“I’ll be happy to leave a message for him,” Hilderman offered. “I don’t know what he can do, but I’m sure he’ll try to make it right somehow.”

“Not much he can do now,” Schmidt said. “Other than refund what we paid for the ad. But we really wanted that placement.” Veins stood out on his neck. The combination of that with the man’s bulk, the tension displayed by his fisted hands, and his very red face made me worry about him having a stroke or heart attack.

“We did,” Janice Langley agreed. “But I guess there’s nothing we can do about it now.” Her anger was better contained than Schmidt’s, but possibly more dangerous for it.

“I understand your frustration,” I told them. And I did. The kind of opportunity offered by the article didn’t happen often. “But there’s nothing more you can do right here and right now. Tomorrow you can talk to your sales rep, but for now I’d suggest going somewhere to have a good dinner and a drink. If you need some suggestions, there are several good places nearby. I even have free drink coupons for the Fabulo Lounge, right down the street.” I pulled the coupons out of a pocket and handed two to each of the three people. This was a new thing for us. I didn’t love being a shill for a bar, but I’d already found those coupons could help mollify irritated clients. 

Schmidt and Langley both accepted them with minimal enthusiasm, but they did take them. 

“There’s nothing you can do now,” I repeated. “I’m sure someone will get in touch with you about the ad.” I looked to Daryl for confirmation. He nodded. The other two still looked aggrieved but accepted the inevitable and turned away. A few steps down the aisle, Schmidt stopped and whirled around. “We’ll expect to hear from Avery Masters very soon. Or better yet, Mark Ellisboro.” With that, he stomped off.

The editor, Daryl, gave a huge sigh of relief as they disappeared. “Thank you. I do feel badly for them. It was a big, big gaffe by someone. Heads may roll. Thank God it wasn’t me, though, and there’s nothing much I can do for them.”

“Except let them vent.”

He looked uneasy. “Yeah. But for a while I thought they might do more than vent. Schmidt looked ready to choke me. Or have a stroke. Not sure which would be worse. And that woman, Janice Langley... It was strange. It seemed like she was trying to calm him, but it really only made his anger worse. Don’t know what’s going on there.”

“Who is Ellisboro?”

“Our publisher. The big boss. I think he’s the one who courted the account, so he’ll probably need to do the damage control. Don’t envy him that.”

“I don’t either. If you’re okay, I need to go,” I said.

“Yes, thank you.  I’m glad you showed up before something bad could happen. I owe you.” 

“I’ll keep it in mind.”

He turned and began gathering up papers as I walked away.

The show floor had gotten quiet, and I checked the time. Five fifteen. Nearly everyone had left. I texted Scott to tell him I was ready to go.

Most normal days he drove me home, and we’d stop to get dinner along the way. Not that we had many normal days. It was one of the things I loved about the job. There were always new things going on and new challenges. Not all of them were good or positive, but I like that a big part of my job involved finding ways to make people happy. Or happier anyway, since I couldn’t always satisfy everyone.

I asked Scott about the gun over dinner at one of our favorite places for weeknights. On weekends, the steakhouse was too crowded and noisy, but on a Tuesday, it held just a few families. The quiet corner spot we favored was almost always open.

He took a big bite of his burger, chewed, and swallowed before answering. “I’ve put it away in a locked cabinet for now. Until someone claims it, or we have reason to worry about it, there’s not much else to do.”

“But who would’ve left it there? And why? Especially if it’s an expensive gun, it doesn’t seem like something someone would put down and forget.”

Scott took a drink of his soda and set it down. “It puzzles me, too. If we found it almost anywhere else, I’d assume someone was disposing of a weapon used in a crime. But that seems kind of absurd here. The show isn’t open to the public, and only exhibitors were there today.”

He stopped to take another bite. “I can’t think of many good reasons why it would be there. An accident is possible, but not likely. So why else? Send a message to someone?”

“A threat, you mean?”

“Probably, but there are other possibilities. The gun wasn’t loaded.”

“And it had the orange plug in it. I don’t get that either.”

“The orange plug might just have been a way to get it onto the show floor,” Scott said.

“Maybe we should ask a few questions at the booth tomorrow.”

Scott gave me a stern look. He didn’t approve of my efforts at solving crimes in the past, and I’d scared him half to death at the end of the Business Tech show when a killer had nearly strangled me. But he got points for refraining from telling me to back off. “I’ll stop by and ask questions. With it being the first day of a big show, I’m betting you’ll have your hands full.” Heading me off? Yes, he’d do that.

“I suppose you’re right.”

He reached across the table to take my hand in his. “If I learn anything interesting, you’ll know about it.”

I believed him. There were things Scott hadn’t shared with me. I didn’t totally understand why, and sometimes it frustrated me, but if he made a promise he’d keep it.

Changing the subject, he said, “I saw a booth with amazing chemistry sets this morning. I wasn’t really interested in science as a kid, but who can resist a chemistry set? His eyes lit with enthusiasm. “I had one when I was ten or twelve. Really basic, but I had fun fooling around with it. My mother worried I’d blow up the house, but the worst thing that happened was I made this inky liquid which spilled on the countertop and left weird stains. Took a lot of scrubbing to get rid of them. And I ruined a few towels in the process.”

“Did your mom make you get rid of it?”

“Nah. I did pay for new towels from my allowance. I lost interest in it after that. Too much work.”

Later, after I was home and in bed, trying to fall asleep, I kept thinking about the gun. The image crept into my dreams and brought memories of two other murder victims whose bodies I’d found. Neither of them had been shot, but they’d been dead, violently dead, and I’d never forget either as long as I lived. 

I woke up early the next morning, though that was more habit than anything else. Particularly on opening day for a show, I liked to give myself plenty of time for a stop at the coffee shop on the way to the Metro station, and then time in the office to get some things sorted out before the circus revved up.

The coffee and my inbox were both half-empty by the time Janelle arrived twenty minutes after I did. She waved at me as she passed by going to her office. I usually gave her fifteen minutes or so to get settled before I went into to discuss anything about the day we needed to cover. 

I didn’t have to wait long. She came out again after five minutes, holding her cell phone and looking concerned.

“You handled something for a Lorene Donneywell yesterday, didn’t you? The name is familiar, but I can’t place it.”

It took me a moment, too. “Dougal the Dragon. Yes, I took them a sewing kit to repair a torn stuffed dragon. Why? Is she complaining again?”

Janelle drew a breath and let it out on a long exhale. “Not likely. She was killed by a hit-and-run driver last night, going from a restaurant to her hotel.”
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​Chapter 4
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Wednesday

“Dang.” I felt as though I’d been punched in the gut. At least this time, I didn’t hear the murder and didn’t find the body. 

Wait. It was probably just an accident. Why was I even thinking otherwise? Hit-and-run accidents happened all too often in D.C.

“Where was she staying?” I asked.

“The ManorBright Hotel up the street.”

So it had happened nearby.

“What are the police saying about it? An accident or deliberate?”

Janelle gave me an odd look. “We’ve had too many murders around here in the last few months. You’re starting to see them everywhere. As far as I know, this was an unfortunate accident.”

I let out a long breath. “Of course.”

“I got a call from Pete Gilmont letting me know. It was just a courtesy call, though, since they knew she was here for the show.” I didn’t miss her expression when she mentioned the D.C. detective who’d investigated previous cases here. She’d never admitted it, but I think she had something going with him. The change was fleeting, though, turning into a tight frown. “What happened with her yesterday?”

Janelle’s expression remained fixed while I related my encounter with the Donneywell woman. “Sounds like she wasn’t a pleasant person.”

“Well, yeah.”

“And therefore a candidate for murder?”

“Point taken. I’m seeing crimes where there probably aren’t any. Do we know what’s going to happen with their booth? There was only that one other girl there yesterday, and she didn’t seem like the take-charge type.”

Janelle’s frown changed into a grin. Kind of an evil grin. It reminded me that even in her mid to late forties, she was still an attractive woman. The lines around her eyes and lips showed good humor. “Better check in with her then.”

I would, but I didn’t have to be happy about it.

“Hey,” she said. “I’ve got some good news, too. Dennis Michaelton is coming back to work tomorrow.”

“Wow, really?” The shipping manager had been out on leave for almost six months now for cancer treatment.

Janelle nodded. “The doctors say he’s in remission. He says he’s feeling pretty well recovered from the chemo and ready to get back to work.”

“The maintenance people will be glad to hear it.” They’d been having to do most of the work to cover for Dennis’s absence.

“No doubt. They’re putting up a ‘Welcome Back’ banner in the shipping area later today.” She turned toward her office and signaled for me to follow. “I’ve got a couple of other things for you to check out as well.” I took the sticky notes she picked up from her desk and held out. She pointed to a note on a lime green slip of paper. “This is an odd one. You’ll probably need to check with Andrea on it. People claiming they’re in the wrong spot.”

Andrea was the show manager for this event. Something more must be at play here since normally Janelle would’ve given the note directly to her to deal with. For some reason my boss wanted my take on the dispute or thought it was something I should handle directly.

A visit to the Donneywell Enterprises booth would be my first stop, however, after I finished the coffee and took care of some paperwork sitting on my desk. I didn’t want to go down and talk to the girl, Jessie was it? Or whoever might be in the booth now. If anyone was.

But duty called and I answered. The doors to the show floor opened at nine. I arrived a few minutes later and entered amid the throng of excited attendees. Everyone started the first day of the show with incredible enthusiasm and vigor. By late this afternoon, they’d be dragging and grumpy, tired and overloaded with information and product brochures.

Jessie sat at the table in the front of the booth, looking as glum as she had the previous day. Recognition flashed in her eyes as I approached, but that was the only response. On the show floor, I rarely took anyone’s reaction to me personally.

“Hi. I heard about Lorene. I’m so sorry. What a terrible thing.”

The girl just shrugged.

“It’s pretty shocking,” I said.

Jessie didn’t seem grief-stricken. In fact, I couldn’t detect much emotion at all. “Shocking, yeah. Didn’t expect it.” If anything, she sounded bemused and puzzled.

“You worked for her?” I asked.

“Yeah.”

“You were her assistant?”

“Yeah. Sort of.”

“Sort of?”

Jessie looked around the booth. “I did what she told me to do. She paid me for it. Not well, but she did pay.”

“The company is based in New York? You live there?”

“Actually, we have a crappy little office in Newark. Lorene keeps—kept—a post box at a place in Manhattan. Made us look classier, she said.”

“Oh. What happens now?” I felt like an attorney cross-examining a hostile witness.

“Don’t know exactly. Her nieces are on the way. Guess they’ll take care of things.”

“Do they work in the business, too?”

“One of them does. Kind of.”

I struggled to hold onto patience. “What does ‘kind of’ mean?”

“When she feels like it.” Finally, her calm broke. “The princess occasionally deigns to come into the office and putter around.” A bitter laugh interrupted her words. “I suppose she’ll actually have to do some real work now that Lorene’s gone. Or maybe she’ll dump the whole thing.” Some of the ugly sarcasm drained from her expression, leaving it looking more gloomy than angry. “That’s a crock, isn’t it? Lorene worked so hard to build this business. Struggled, lied, cheated, seduced, and deceived her way to success. For what? She dies before she even gets to see it pay off.” Another exaggerated shrug. “I guess I’ll be out of a job soon.”

“What do you mean?”

“If the niece sells the company, the new owners probably won’t need me. Even if I do know more about the business than anyone else.”

“You don’t think the niece will want to keep running it herself?”

“Doubt it. She was only interested in the money.” A hint of malice underlay Jessie’s words.
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