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      When an over-the-top collection of vintage Hollywood costumes comes to Samantha Kidd’s hometown, it brings a hat box full of hype. Close friend Eddie is in charge of the exhibit, but when hype turns to homicide, he turns to Samantha for help.

Brimming with good intentions, she loops in the cops, but after one too many cloche calls, she’s soon in over her head. If she can tear the lid off the investigation, it might mean a feather in her fedora. And if she can’t? She might get capped. 
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1
It was hard not to overhear the argument. Two deep male voices shouted at each other from the office of the art museum. I stood at the back entrance of the Ribbon Museum of Art by a rotating exhibit of influential fashions. I wasn’t sure if I should continue inside or pretend I hadn’t arrived yet. 
Across the exposed concrete floor was a flight of stairs that led to the main display space. I could cross the floor, get up the stairs, and pretend I’d been there all along. If I didn’t need to check in with someone in the office, I would have tried to do just that. 
“I don’t care how much publicity it will bring. I’m not doing it!” one voice said.
“You might own your own store, but you forget who’s in charge here,” a second said. 
I took a tentative step onto the concrete. 
“I’m here because of my experience and connections. You want them, you let me do things the way I see fit.”
“That wasn’t the arrangement.”
“If you’d been up front about the arrangement from the beginning, we wouldn’t be having this conversation.”
Had there been clothing on the naked mannequins that stood like sentries around the cavernous gallery, the sound might have been muffled. Instead, the voices reverberated off the walls and magnified like a conversation yelled across the Grand Canyon. 
“You don’t need to know everything I have planned.”
“You’re right. I don’t need to know anything you have planned. I quit.”
The man who stormed out of the office was red in the face, an unfortunate color combination with the royal blue glasses he’d probably chosen as a fashion statement. He was bald but had a sculpted white mustache and beard, and he looked like a patriotic ad for blood pressure medicine, or at least the “before” photo for someone who might need an intervention. He wore a black suit with a T-shirt underneath, no socks, and shiny black wingtips. The leather soles of his shoes made a snappy clicking sound as he crossed the marble foyer. He pushed both palms on the inside of the entrance doors, but it was Monday and the museum was closed to the public. The doors flexed outward a few inches and then, bound by the heavy chain and padlock, snapped back toward the man, knocking him in the head.
“Are you okay?” I rushed to him, my sandals making their own staccato clicks and clacks across the floor.
He appeared not to notice me. He cursed and slammed his balled-up fist into the back of the door. It looked like it hurt. 
“Who are you? My replacement?” he asked over his shoulder while massaging his hand.
Since I wasn’t sure what my role at the museum was other than showing up to help a friend, I answered with an introduction. “I’m Samantha Kidd. I’m here to help with an exhibit of vintage movie costumes. Is your head okay? The doors whacked you pretty hard.” 
He fanned his fingers out and looked at the back of his hand, and then touched his forehead where the doors had whacked him. A red bump was already forming. 
“That man is an idiot.”
Before I could answer, the bald man’s cell phone rang. He scowled at the display and let it ring several times. On the sixth ring, he tapped the answer button and held the phone out to me. 
I put my hands up and shook my head, but he nodded and held it closer. 
Before I decided to take—or not take—the phone, a voice came through. “Engle? You there?” Pause. “I want you and your stuff out of here by midnight tonight.”
The bald man grabbed the phone. “Midnight is too late for me. I’m out of here now.” He shoved the phone into his pocket without hanging up. He looked at me. “If you want to help, tell your friend to get as far away from this exhibit as he can.” 
He left me standing by the locked front entrance and strode off in an angry path to the back door. 
I counted to ten before realizing I had to approach the man in the office, and then I continued counting to twenty-seven. When no other angry people appeared, I click-clacked my way to the office and tapped on the door. There was no answer. The door was cracked and I pushed it open.
“Hello?” I called. The office was empty. “I’m Samantha Kidd and I’m here to help with the exhibit. Hello? I need a museum pass.” 
I stepped inside and looked behind the door and behind the desk. As far as offices went, it was bigger than I would have imagined. A row of white bookshelves filled with hardback tomes about costume design, fashion history, famous designers, and art covered the back wall. A steel desk sat in front of the bookcases, and an olive green ergonomic chair was pushed away from it like someone had stood up quickly.
“What are you doing in here?” a voice behind me asked.
I spun around and faced a thin black man. He pushed past me to the desk. A silver plaque bearing the name Thad Thomas sat by the back of the computer monitor. Like the angry man earlier, this man was bald, though I could tell his was a style choice, not an inherited trait. His bright green eyes were trained on me. I’d never seen eyes so green before. My money was on colored contacts. 
“I’m Samantha Kidd,” I said for the second time that morning. “I’m here to help with the exhibit.”
“The exhibit is upstairs.”
“I was told to check in with someone in this office.”
As he looked past me to the desk and around the office, presumably to see if I’d pocketed anything while in the office alone, I took in his outfit. Blue and white checkered shirt with a yellow bowtie. Dark denim jeans. Frye boots. 
Frye boots?
“Why didn’t I hear you?” I asked.
“What?”
“Your boots. They should have made noise on the marble floor. Why didn’t I hear you?”
“Rubber soles.” 
“Frye boots don’t come with rubber soles.” He stood straighter and focused on me. For the briefest second I regretted my black strapless jumpsuit, my silver leather blazer, and my lime green obi belt. The pink shoes I stood by. 
“Tell me again why you’re here?” he asked once his full-body scan was complete. 
“Eddie Adams asked me to help with the exhibit.”
“You’re here to help Eddie? He’s upstairs. I’ll get you a pass this afternoon.” 
He pushed me backward and went behind the desk. I got the awkward feeling that I had been dismissed but wasn’t sure. After a couple of seconds, I left the office and climbed the concrete stairs. 
The Ribbon Museum of Art had been part of the city’s history since the late twenties. As a child growing up in Ribbon, I’d been on more than one field trip to the imposing building during elementary school. I discovered “Jazz Under the Stars” during my teens and had a few dates at the planetarium across the parking lot. 
The building was one of my favorite places in Ribbon. A spacious foyer, with admissions on the left and the gift shop on the right, gave way to a flight of wide marble stairs. Ten steps up was a landing, above which was a massive window that looked out over the impeccably groomed grounds. The staircase split into two additional flights, one to the left and one to the right, both leading to the upstairs gallery space where I found Eddie. 
Eddie Adams, visual manager for the local retailer Tradava and the extender of the invitation to come to the museum to work for no pay, was knee-deep in Styrofoam peanuts and Bubble Wrap. His hands were wrapped around a white mannequin he was trying unsuccessfully to anchor on a brushed-chrome pole base. Behind him stood an army of similar mannequins in various poses, some missing arms or legs. At least two were headless. 
“Hey, Dude,” Eddie called out to me. Beads of sweat had broken out on Eddie’s forehead. His bleached-blond hair, left uncut for the past several months, was tucked behind his ears. He planted his black and white checkered Vans on either side of the mannequin and tipped it to the side. 
“Hey. This place smells like garlic and moth balls,” I said, wrinkling my nose. 
“Can you help me out with this, please?”
I waved my hand in front of my nose to dull the smell and walked to where he stood. I picked up a long white leg and snapped it onto the torso and then tipped the chrome pole and poked around under the butt of the mannequin until the pole slid into the opening. All in all, it was an embarrassing display of, well, visual display. 
As the base slid into the figure, Eddie shifted the weight of the mannequin toward me. I wrapped my arms around her slight waist, and my strapless jumpsuit dropped a couple of inches, threatening to expose my chest. I dropped the mannequin and hoisted up my neckline. 
Eddie grabbed the torso and staggered backward under the weight of the prop. He then pushed it back to a standing position. 
“Dude?” he asked. 
“I had to adjust.”
He scanned my outfit. “I told you to dress appropriately.”
“What’s inappropriate about my outfit?” I turned away and faced the mirror that was propped against the wall. Any regrets I’d momentarily thought when the man downstairs had given me the once over had vanished. The jumpsuit had been left over from my J.Lo phase in the early millennium. I’d cinched it all with a lime green belt, buckled into pink, patent-leather ankle-wrap sandals, popped a wide silver cuff on my left wrist, and topped it all with a silver leather jacket. Every piece had been rediscovered through a recent attempted closet purge, which resulted more in a rediscovery of treasures I’d forgotten about than any actual purging. 
I grabbed the base of the column, helped Eddie move it a few feet to the left, and then backed away as he righted it and lined the straight edge of the base to a perfect parallel with the wall behind him. 
“How’s the job search going?” he asked.
“How much do you think I could get for a dozen satin cargo pants from the mid nineties?”
“That well, huh?” Eddie flopped down on a pile of Bubble Wrap. A burst of popping sounds shot from under his tush while he rearranged his legs in front of him. He let out an exaggerated sigh. 
“The main problem is my recent work history. I was a buyer at Bentley’s for ten years, which was great, but it feels like another lifetime ago. After that I moved here and worked at Tradava for a week. Six months later I worked at Heist for something like that too. So basically my resume makes me look like a flake.”
“I might have a lead for you. That’s why I wanted your help. I can’t pay you, but I thought I could be a reference. Give you something to fill in the gap in your employment until you find a job.” He kicked his feet out in front of him. “But it doesn’t really matter, I guess. This whole project has been trouble from the start. You showing up looking like an extra in a hip-hop video is just the icing on the cake.”
I ignored his dig. “Why would my outfit have anything to do with your project?”
“Because my project could very easily become your project.”
“I’m not following.”
“Your major was the history of fashion, right? This exhibit encompasses that. We’re getting loans from some of the best private collections of clothing in the tri-state area, along with a couple of local hat stores and one designer from Hollywood.”
I leaned forward. “The museum’s putting on an exhibit on the history of fashion? Here, in Ribbon? You’re in charge of it? The whole thing? I would love to be involved with something like this, but my experience is in retail buying, not visual.”
“That’s where the opportunity comes in. I’m in charge of the installation. I’m giving you a foot back inside the door.”
“So why’s my outfit a problem?”
“I need you to be my liaison with the sponsor.”
“Who’s the sponsor?”
“Tradava.”
Tradava. The local department store that had promised me a job but delivered a homicide investigation—and then sent me a very polite letter that said they were dismantling the very department I’d been hired to work in. 
As soon as I heard the name of the store, I tensed. I turned away from Eddie and pushed my fingers into my long brown hair, boosting the roots, while delivering a mental pep talk at the same time. Tradava would be lucky to get me back. 
“You’re the curator?”
“Guest curator. More like exhibit merchandiser. Last year the museum sponsored a visual competition between a few different retailers. Tradava won. The prize was the chance to guest curate an exhibit. It took a while for the board of directors to agree on the exhibit concept and for the director to obtain loans from collectors, but once they green-lighted it, I’ve been on an almost impossible deadline. If you’re looking for something to tear you away from your job search, I could use your help coordinating the exhibit.”
 “Maybe I should forget about Tradava. Maybe what happened is a sign that I shouldn’t work for them.”
“Sign-schmign. You need a job. They’re hiring. Sounds like a match to me.”
“You don’t believe in signs?”
“I believe in stop signs and sale signs. Everything else is woo-woo.”
“Oh yeah?” I asked, turning to face him, my hands on my hips. 
His eyes went wide. I looked down to make sure I hadn’t accidentally lowered my neckline with my stance.
“Dude! Move!” he cried out. He jumped out of the chair and came at me with the force of a cannon, catching me off guard and knocking us into a shipping container of Styrofoam peanuts. A crash sounded behind him. I lifted my head and looked at where I’d stood. A beam of track lighting had fallen from the ceiling, landing on the white mannequin Eddie and I had assembled. She lay crushed on the floor, a pile of broken limbs. 
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The box collapsed under our weight. Eddie rolled off me to the floor and looked behind him. I yanked up the top of my jumpsuit. 
The thin black man from the office scaled the staircase. “What happened?” he asked. His eyes went from the light fixture in the middle of the room, to me in the middle of a shipping container of Styrofoam peanuts, to Eddie. 
I struggled to get out of the box with little success and even less decorum. “The light fixture fell.” 
Eddie and Frye Boots looked at the ceiling. Eddie’s arms dangled by his sides. Frye Boots crossed his over his chest. They studied the mess on the floor. The track sat, bent at an unfortunate angle, on the exact space where I’d been standing. The head of the mannequin rolled back and forth. Eddie put his sneaker against its cheek to make it stop. 
With a little momentum I flipped the box onto its side and rolled out. I got on all fours and pushed myself up to a standing position, dusting residual Styrofoam bits off my tush. 
“I’m okay, thanks for asking,” I said.
“Let’s try a formal introduction here,” Eddie said. “Thad Thomas, meet Samantha Kidd. Samantha’s here to help with the exhibit. Sam, Thad’s the assistant to the museum director.”
“We met downstairs,” he said, ignoring my outstretched hand.
Thad turned to Eddie. Afternoon light from the museum windows glistened off his almond-colored, clean-shaven cheeks. “Milo Delaney is on his way with the collection. You’ll have time to unpack everything and start setting up today.” 
He handed Eddie a janitor-sized key ring on a lime green D-clamp, which Eddie fastened to the waistband of his already-low jeans. “Keep working as long as you like. Drop the keys off in my office before you go.” He turned his back to us and left down the grand staircase without saying goodbye.
“Is everybody around here so rude?” I asked.
“Never mind him. Are you okay?” 
“I think so.” I looked at the lamp and then up. “Has that ever happened before? A light fixture falling from the ceiling?”
“Not as far as I know.”
We stared at the ceiling for a few more seconds. 
He tapped the ring of keys so they bounced against the palm of his hand. “Remind me to put these in the admissions office before we leave tonight.” 
“I don’t think there’s much of a chance of you forgetting, considering they’re compromising the waistband of your pants.”
He looked down. A band of elastic with Joe Boxer stamped on it rested under his washboard stomach, his loose pants a good two inches below on the right-hand side thanks to the weight of the keys. He tucked his index fingers into the belt loops and hiked them back up. As soon as he let go, they fell again. 
“Who’s the extra in a hip hop video now?” I asked under my breath. 
He made a face at me and let the keys dangle. “The engineers were trying to figure out a way to remove the track lighting yesterday. Maybe they started the job and nobody told me, which is possible since I’m not even supposed to be here right now. Either way, until somebody moves this thing, I’m at a standstill.”
I bent down, wrapped my hands under the steel track of the light fixture, and then lifted with my back the way most chiropractors tell you not to do. The beam lifted a few inches, but I was able to do little more than move it to the left. 
“This is not good.” He leaned down with his head between his knees. His hands were on his head, and after sitting there for upward of a minute, he mussed up his hair and pushed his hands out front. I joined him on the pile of Bubble Wrap.
“I get the feeling the light fixture is only part of the problem,” I said. “Do you want to talk about it?” 
“What’s there to talk about, really? Tradava has been trying to build their reputation as an affordable fashion retailer. Somebody on the board thought it would be a good idea to start hosting events every market week, to give the city of Ribbon something ‘fashiony’ to participate in and connect back to the store. I’m working with the head of the history of fashion curriculum at I-FAD and the director of the Ribbon Museum of Art to put together an exhibit that Tradava’s sponsoring.”
I-FAD was Philadelphia’s answer to Parsons, FIT, and FIDM. If you couldn’t afford the move to New York or Los Angeles but wanted a creative background to help break into the fashion industry, I-FAD was your college. Half the buyers at Tradava graduated from there.
“You really think my helping you will lead to a job?”
“Who knows? I heard they’re putting the trend department back together. You could get that job you moved here for.”
That job was trend specialist, a job I could do with both hands tied behind my back with last year’s must-have scarf. I wanted—no, needed—a job. Since moving back to Ribbon into the house I’d grown up in, I’d burned through two job opportunities and the majority of my savings account. I’d moved to Ribbon for a chance to change my life. Well, to change my life and buy the house my parents vacated. And an overwhelming need to establish my own identity and prove I was a grownup. And—
“Earth to Sam,” Eddie said, snapping his fingers in front of my face.
“What?” I asked again.
“Pay attention.”
I looked around the open gallery at the naked mannequins and the boxes and the Bubble Wrap. “Unless the trend has something to do with the Emperor’s New Clothes, it seems you’re missing a vital element of this fashion exhibit.” I used the first two fingers on each hand to make air quotes around “fashion exhibit,” just in case Eddie missed the sarcasm in my voice. 
“That’s the thing. With the current interest in all things retro, Tradava wanted the exhibit to be both art and merchandise. The head of fashion merchandising from I-FAD is connected to some Main Line money. Apparently the closets in some of those houses are better than the archives at the Met.”
“So the entire exhibit is on loan?”
“Most of it. Tradava signed a licensing agreement to produce an accessories collection. We’ll showcase the originals in the exhibit and have knockoffs for sale in the store and here the day after the exhibit opens.”
“Whose idea was this? It doesn’t sound like the kind of exhibit the museum usually puts together.”
“Christian Jhanes, the guy from I-FAD, arranged it. There’s a curator in charge of the whole exhibit, but Tradava wanted me to work with him to make sure the store’s visual stamp was on the final display. Make the new clothes look as good as the vintage accessories, so people will flock to the store to buy them. And then when we get the accessories, I can set up the visual standards at Tradava in the same way.”
“The guy from I-FAD, I think I met him. Bald guy, glasses, suit, T-shirt?”
“No, that’s Dirk Engle. He’s the hotshot curator.”
“He was the hotshot curator. The way he stormed out of here proclaiming he quit makes me think he isn’t coming back.”
“He quit?” Eddie asked. 
“Even if he changes his mind, some other guy told him to be gone by midnight.”
Eddie’s head went back into his hands. 
“Believe in signs yet?” I asked the top of his head.
As he sat there staring at the floor under the soles of his Vans, I stood and wandered around the gallery space. Small pedestals, flashlights, wire, and a large plastic bag filled with mannequin limbs sat along the back wall. The flatbed with the lamp that had crashed to the floor and the trail of Styrofoam peanuts occupied the center. I knocked a few peanuts to the right with my instep. 
“Fine. I’ll help you.”
He looked up. 
“Tell me what I need to know about the exhibit, and I don’t just mean what you already told me. Tell me everything.”
He adopted a stuffy tone of voice and spoke down his nose. “The exhibit is being pitched as ‘a juxtaposition of film and fashion.’ The general manager told me if this was a success, there’s as promotion in it for me. Director of visual merchandising.”
If I were the sort to whistle, it would have been a good place to do so. Tradava had very few directors, and a promotion like that would put Eddie squarely in a place others liked to call sitting pretty.
“Apparently Tradava invested a lot of money in a licensing agreement with Hedy London. She’s a noir actress who started collecting costumes when she retired—”
“I know who Hedy London is,” I said. 
“Fine. Her accessories are being sent here. Gloves, belts, stoles, and hats. That’s the category the store’s basing their projection on: the hats.”
“Hats?” 
“Hats. The guy you saw this morning, Dirk Engle, owns a second-generation hat store in Philadelphia.” Eddie picked up a white thumb that had broken off the mannequin and tossed it across the floor like he was skipping stones on a lake. “Figures he’d bail on this thing. Now what am I going to do?”
“Why does that figure? You mean Thad was hostile toward him too?”
“Thad? He’s not hostile. He’s under a lot of pressure right now.”
“Yeah, but pressure doesn’t excuse the need for manners.”
I looked around and for the first time noticed a row of Bubble-Wrapped heads sitting on the outskirts of the room. “Why would Tradava bring in a hat store owner to curate the exhibit? Especially if they want to get all the retail credit. You would think that’s some kind of conflict of interest.”
“Rumor has it they wanted him for more than his ability to merchandise millinery. He boasts the largest client list of hat collectors in the country, if you can believe it. I’m pretty sure that client list is what Tradava thought they were buying when they offered him the position.”
“Do I know his store?” I asked.
“What’s On Your Mind.”
“Nothing’s on my mind except the name of the store.”
“What’s On Your Mind.”
“Stop it! What’s the name of the store?”
“Who’s on first?” Eddie doubled over with laughter. 
“And What’s on second, and I Don’t Know is on third. Why are we doing a baseball sketch?”
“‘What’s On Your Mind’ is the name of the hat store.” This time Eddie used air quotes. “Christian made Dirk sign a nondisclosure agreement. I can’t imagine what he was offered to make that happen.”
“Maybe he made him an offer he couldn’t refuse. Still, this is a pretty outside-the-box concept. I don’t remember the Tradava executives being such forward thinkers.” 
I looked around at the building. It was bare-bones, the kind of blown-out interior that lacked architectural elements or character. The only thing it had going for it was that it was big. I hoped Eddie had access to lots of merchandise; otherwise the exhibit would be dwarfed by the cavernous concrete shell.
“You were a buyer,” Eddie said, referring to my past. “You know how all that stuff works better than I do. But you’d have to be living under some kind of rock not to notice that every celebrity out there is wearing some kind of hat these days. Even if they don’t know the difference between a fedora and a Hamburg, hats are the last accessory to get the pop-culture treatment. They were all over the runways this season. It’s a high-margin business, and apparently there’s not a lot of competition. Even with the economical issues, Engle’s store keeps posting increases and is getting national exposure.”
A pretty woman climbed the stairs. She had platinum-blonde hair and the eyebrows to match, framing a porcelain complexion half-hidden behind square black glasses. Edith Head meets Lisa Loeb. The paleness of her face contrasted starkly with her black mock-turtleneck, tucked into boxy, hip-slung pants. And despite the low rise of her trousers, there was nary a muffin top in sight. If it weren’t for ridiculously unstylish square-toed loafers on her feet, I would have been jealous. 
“Hat exhibit, heads up!” she said, and giggled at her joke. “There’s a delivery for you downstairs.”
“I thought the mail already came. What is it?” Eddie asked.
“A bunch of boxes. About a dozen, I think.”
“The hats!” Eddie hopped up and jogged down the stairs two at a time. 
“Hi, I’m Samantha,” I said to the woman.
“I’m Rebecca,” she answered with a smile. “I work in the gift shop downstairs. Are you part of Tradava’s team?”
“You could say that,” I said. I didn’t add that it would sort-of be a lie. 
The elevator bell rang less than a minute later, and Eddie exited with a cart piled high with matching brown boxes, each secured with packing tape. The corners were numbered. I spied two, five, and eleven and assumed the rest filled in the gaps. Number two had a crushed corner. Rebecca helped him maneuver the cart to the center of the room and then said goodbye.
“She’s a perky one,” I said after the elevator doors shut.
“Tell me about it. She’s here before me, and even after I’ve had three cups of coffee she’s still got me beat.”
“Exactly how much coffee do you drink?”
He ignored the question and grabbed the box numbered five. “Help me open these.” He waved a sweeping hand past the boxes. 
I picked one up, expecting it to be heavier than it was. I sliced through the packing tape and extracted a long piece of Bubble Wrap. I pulled it from the box, revealing nothing. 
“This box is empty.”
Eddie slid the blade from his Swiss Army knife through the brown tape. “This one too.”
We made it through half the boxes and had turned up little more than a hodgepodge of mismatched Bubble Wrap. When I picked up box number seven and shook it, something inside rattled. 
“Give me your pocket knife,” I said. I sliced through the packing tape, folded the flaps back, and then pulled out an object wrapped in a long strip of the clear Bubble Wrap. I sliced through the tape that secured the plastic and unwound it, revealing a forest green felt fedora stabbed through the middle with a knife. 
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I dropped the hat. Eddie snatched it from the floor and put it back in the box. He reached for a tape gun and started to seal the container.
“What are you doing?”
“I’m not in charge, and that wasn’t intended for me. I’m going to pretend I never saw it, and I’m going to tell Christian the hats are missing.”
“Did I hear you correctly, Mr. Adams? Did you say the Hedy London hats are missing?” The dialect was very proper and befitting the person to whom it belonged. And as weird as that sounds, he was a “to whom” kind of guy.
Eddie dropped the tape gun. It clattered against the marble. I turned to face the man who had entered the gallery space. 
“I don’t believe we’ve met. Christian Jhanes, museum director.”
“Samantha Kidd.” 
He turned his gaze to me and held out a hand that flashed with a silver ring. A spark of electricity bounced between our fingers when I grasped his hand. 
No denying it, there was an electric air around Christian Jhanes. Steely blue eyes glowed from a tanned face that was framed by highlighted, golden-brown hair. He wore a wrinkled white shirt with bold purple, black, and green stripes down the left side, dark jeans with wide cuffs, and black crocodile shoes that were both expensive and well cared for. 
I tried my best to channel my old professional self. I brushed my loose brown hair back from my face and stood my full five feet, seven inches, but truth be told his name had been an announcement; my name had been more of a mumble. I shrank under his head-to-toe sweep of my strapless jumpsuit, even though I’d defended its style integrity earlier.
His attention turned back to Eddie, who was paler than usual under his tan. 
I stepped forward. “I think there was a mix-up with the shipment. These boxes are empty.”
Christian’s forehead wrinkled. He reached over for an open box and checked the label. “Where did these come from?”
“I don’t know. Rebecca said there was a shipment for the exhibit. I assumed it was the hats.”
“Have you gone through all the boxes?”
“No, only about half.”
“Then I suggest you go through the rest before making an assertion of phantom hats, Mr. Adams.” A smile tugged at the corners of his mouth. Whatever response I’d expected, a smile wasn’t one of them. 
“Maybe there are more downstairs. I’ll go check,” I said. I punched the first-floor button on the elevator and headed to the gift outpost. I called Rebecca’s name when I didn’t see her and wandered past the long narrow counter that served as both display case and barrier between customer and the back wall of more expensive merchandise. A spinning metal rack that held paper doll books featuring decades and designers stood by the end of the counter. I spun the rack and hovered my hand by Fashions of the Seventies. 
“Were you looking for me?” a voice from somewhere behind the glass counter asked. 
I stepped closer and saw Rebecca kneeling behind the case, adjusting a tray of scarves. She refolded one of the Mondrian silk squares with right-angle precision befitting the De Stijl movement.
“Hi,” I said. “I’m looking for the rest of the boxes. Are they down here?”
“There are no other boxes. Those were the only ones the woman dropped off.”
“They were dropped off? Not delivered through the mail?” 
“No. I mean yes. I mean, they were dropped off.”
“By a woman, you said? Did you catch her name?”
Rebecca looked at me funny, like I was asking too many questions, which I was. “Is something wrong?”
“No, well, I guess I don’t know. Christian said there should be more hats.”
“Christian—oh, you mean Dr. Jhanes. Yes, he’s been anxious about the arrival of the hats. The woman who dropped them off works at a hat store. The boxes all say Hat Exhibit. I figured some delivery guy took them to her store instead of here. It was probably just a mix up. I have a feeling you’re curious about more than where the hats came from.” 
She started to climb a ladder behind her. On the third rung up, she reached out to a shelf filled with twelve-inch replicas of Rodin’s The Thinker and adjusted their positions.
“Busted,” I said. “Actually, Christian’s upstairs with Eddie, and I needed an escape.”
“Take your time. I’m still putting out the newest shipment. Lorraine’s sixth-grade class came through today, and I didn’t have time for anything but them. I didn’t think they were ever going to leave!”
“Sounds like you’re as busy as Eddie,” I joked. 
“Not usually, but with the attention surrounding this exhibit, we’re all on our toes a little bit more. I don’t know why, though. Dr. Jhanes is a genius. If everybody does what he asks, this’ll be great.”
“I thought he was new?”
“He’s new to the museum. For the past seventeen years he’s been the chairman of the history of fashion curriculum at I-FAD.” 
“Eddie said something about him working at I-FAD. You mean he left there and works here now?”
“Dr. Jhanes is going to shake things up around Ribbon. He’s been busy hobnobbing with the donors and members of the board. He’s supposed to be collaborating with the former director, but he’s not interested in the way things used to be done. He’s high energy, fast thinking. The last director was a dud. I don’t think they see eye to eye.”
“I thought Dr. Daum was the museum director,” I said. 
She bit her lower lip before nodding and then turned her attention back to the Mondrian scarves. I didn’t think she had been expecting me to know the name of the man she’d just insulted. “Dr. Daum retired. He still comes around a couple times a week.”
“That’s too bad. I would have liked to say hello.” 
I knew Dr. Daum well. I’d volunteered at the museum one day a week during my summers off from college. I did research, typed up labels, wrote grant proposals. Most of the people at the museum had titles like “education coordinator” or “docent team leader.” Dr. Daum was the only person who wanted to walk around the museum with me and talk about the garments displayed in the rotating collections. Fortuny, Pierot, Norma Kamali. I spent the better part of my day in the basement updating files or working on the computer, but I’d spend my lunches walking around with him learning about the collections.
Dr. Daum had written one of my two letters of recommendation to Bentley’s New York department store, helping me land a job in their training program. 
After I’d been promoted to senior shoe buyer for them, he’d occasionally send me magazine clippings of shoes with notes in the margin. “Were you responsible for this?” he’d write, or sometimes, “Not my fave.” 
My favorite was after I’d had a particularly tough season because the rest of the world didn’t believe as strongly as I did that riding boots were just as fabulous in mauve as they’d been in black, brown, and tan. I’d taken a bloodbath on markdowns to liquidate the inventory and questioned my risk-taker instincts. A clipping from our catalog arrived in the store’s mail along with a page from a glossy celebrity magazine that showed a young it-girl in the boots. Dr. Daum’s comment said, “Everybody should own a pair of mauve riding boots.” Despite the poor performance of the inventory, I agreed. 
“I think Dr. Jhanes is going in a different direction than Dr. Daum was taking the museum. Some days, it’s a little tense.”
“I don’t care how much of a mover and shaker Christian Jhanes is,” I said, “if he doesn’t appreciate Dr. Daum’s experience, he’s an idiot.”
Rebecca’s eyes grew wide and she stared behind me from her perch halfway up the rolling ladder. 
“Ms. Kidd,” Christian said from behind me. 
I turned around. My hands fingered a pair of turquoise beaded moccasins from a large cylindrical container next to the register. It was more for distraction than necessity. 
Christian ran a manicured hand through his golden-brown locks, and I was struck by how long it had been since I saw buffed nails on a man’s hand. Yet despite his highlights and pinky ring and expensive taste in shoes, there was a clear sexual energy about him. 
Rebecca lost her balance on the ladder and her knuckles went white as she caught her own fall and reestablished her footing. Slowly she stepped on the rungs until her clunky loafer connected with the rubber mat behind the glass counter. 
“What were you doing, Rebecca?” he asked. 
“I was organizing the back stock of Thinkers,” she said. 
“You shouldn’t waste your time on anything above eye level. Nobody looks up in a store. But your cases, your bookshelves, your displays that relate to the rotating collections should be immaculate. And always, always full.”
“Of course, Dr. Jhanes.”
“This isn’t a formal environment. Call me Christian.” 
“Of course, Christian,” she said in the voice of a child who’s been reprimanded. 
“Come down to my office this evening, after you close the shop. I have a special project for you.”
Rebecca flushed. “Okay,” she said. 
Christian paused and rested his hand on the spinning metal rack of paper dolls. “And should your friend Samantha decide she wants the moccasins she’s eyeing, give her a 30 percent discount. She’s been helping with the exhibit and should get something for her troubles.”
I stiffened at the use of my full name. He’d heard it once, when I introduced myself to him. Using it now was less a formality than his way of letting me know he’d been paying attention. The air crackled with electricity, and I wanted to get back to Eddie. 
“Speaking of the exhibit, I should be going,” I said. I set my credit card on the counter. Christian stared again at the turquoise moccasins and left. I gave him a solid thirty-second lead and left the shop with the shoes tucked under my arm. 
The elevator doors opened to a scowling Eddie juggling two large metal stands. He set them down and tugged at the bottom of his Frankie Tee. “It’s been, like, forty-five minutes. Where have you been?” 
“What is your major malfunction?”
“‘Major malfunction?’ What is this, a bad eighties movie? Did you find any of the hat samples?”
“No. Rebecca said some woman dropped off the packages. They were sent to the hat store by mistake. You don’t think—”
“That Dirk Engle’s screwing the exhibit by not delivering the merchandise? I don’t know what to think. Maybe he’ll cool down tonight and show back up tomorrow.”
“So what now?”
“New plan. We’ll keep working for a couple of hours, give Christian time to leave. Take pictures of everything. I want proof of what I’m doing here. Next, research and copywriting. Go to the computer and look up whatever you can find on Hedy London. And make it good. Rumor has it Christian’s trying to get her to come to the gala.”
“She’s coming? Here? To Ribbon, Pennsylvania?”
“That’s what Christian says.”
“Sounds like a publicity stunt. She’ll probably cancel at the last minute. Good word of mouth, get people talking. Big letdown the night of the show, though.”
“That’s why we’re not supposed to say anything until Christian confirms it. I got the feeling he knows her personally. All I heard is that she’s got something big in the works, and Tradava’s been hoping he can nail her down for a public appearance.”
“What kind of something big?”
“She’s working with an up-and-coming designer to produce a collection of hats based on her personal collection. Tradava got the whole thing as an exclusive. Supposed to be huge.”
“A licensing deal? Hedy London accessories?”
“Just hats. She signed an agreement for her name to be used—”
“I know how a licensing deal works,” I said. “Somebody puts her name on the product and somebody else makes it. The perfect storm is to get a good name and good merchandise.”
It was one thing to have Hedy London’s name on the collection of merchandise that would be sold by Tradava. But if she showed up at the opening of the gala? It would put this collection on the map. Hedy London was no mere actress. She was a legend, with the likes of Janet Leigh and Eva Marie Saint. The thing was, Hedy London didn’t show up until thirty years after them.
 “Well, the name is Hedy London and the merchandise is a limited-edition collection of hats based on the styles she wore in her most famous movie.”
“The Reaper Wears Red?”
“No, the other one.”
“Murder After Midnight?”
He nodded. 
“What’s in it for her?”
“Money, publicity, something like that. You know who she is because you like old movies. I know who she is because of this exhibit. Christian and Thad know who she is because they’re cultured people. But if you asked most people, they probably wouldn’t remember her.”
“Give people a little credit. Hedy London was huge in the seventies. She was credited for bringing back the neo-noir.”
“The seventies were a long time ago.”
“Maybe they were, but Hedy London was bigger than the seventies.”
“For the sake of this exhibit, I hope you’re right,” he said.
“So say she’s doing it for publicity. What about Tradava? It’s a big gamble for them. I doubt her name comes cheap. If it doesn’t work, they’ll be taking a bloodbath in markdowns, and it’ll be hard to land another licensing deal in the future. People like a sure thing. Just about the only person who isn’t taking a big risk is the designer who she’s collaborating with. A lot of designers get their start that way. Design under a known label, and if the collection’s a success, then come out from behind the velvet curtain and take a bow for your incredible talent. If the collection doesn’t sell, you’re just a no-name designer who claims to have done what someone else told you to do.”
“I don’t want you going off on one of your tangents here,” Eddie said. “Research. Hedy London. Hats. Go.” 
I dropped into the chair by the desk and cued up a search engine, making notes of any relevant information. I made a list from IMDb of Hedy’s better-known movies and added five of them to my Netflix queue. I watched several trailers on YouTube, joined the Facebook page for her fans, and learned about her background from Wikipedia. 
Hours passed. The museum lights shut off automatically at eight o’clock. Once we were in the dark, the eerie quiet of our surroundings became evident. The only illumination came from an assortment of flashlights Eddie had scattered across the floor. 
I shut down the computer. “You ready to go?”
“Sure. Can you give me a ride home? I rode my skateboard today.”
I looked around for other signs that it was 1985. “Fine.”

“Let me drop off the keys and we can get out of here.”

I waited by the back doors while Eddie headed to the admissions office. When he didn’t return quickly, I went looking for him. I found him standing in the doorway, his back to me. I crossed the vestibule. A ray of light from the office sliced through the otherwise dark museum foyer. 
“What’s taking you so long? Can we go now?”
He didn’t answer. I shuffled closer and saw that he was as white as a sheet of notepaper. I’m pretty sure I matched his shade when I saw the body behind the desk. 
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A man’s body lay on the floor. A piece of Bubble Wrap covered his bald head, distorting his features. A large pomegranate-colored stain pressed against the plastic. His vacant eyes stared through the pockets of air. His torso was wrapped in Bubble Wrap, and his arms were secured by his sides. 
“Is he dead?” I asked, approaching the body. 
I dropped to my knees and put my hand on his wrist. There was no pulse, no nothing. The temperature of his skin was cool, like a chicken breast that had been left on the counter to defrost. 
I shivered and looked around the office. The air conditioner was on high even though it was October. On the floor by the base of the air conditioning unit sat a pair of royal blue reading glasses. 
“This is Dirk Engle,” I said, standing too quickly. I tipped forward at a dangerous angle and caught myself on the corner of the desk. The window was pushed open and a breeze snapped the shades against the frame. A small lamp on the bookcase behind the desk was on, a single bulb shedding light on the scene. 
I wasn’t sure how Eddie reacted to dead bodies, but I had to get out of there. I couldn’t stomach the smell of copper and acid. I gave him a few seconds while I dealt with my own racing heart and squeezed my eyes shut to block the image. I turned in a small semicircle so I wasn’t facing the body.
“I need air,” I said.
Eddie didn’t move. “Look.” He pointed inside the room, and I turned back around. 
The forest green felt fedora from the shipment of otherwise empty boxes lay upside down on the floor next to the body. It looked more out of place than a brunette starring in a Hitchcock movie. 
A breeze blew the shade on the window away from the window, and moonlight glistened off the jewels on the hatpin. A thin trail of blood had escaped the Bubble Wrap covering Dirk Engle’s head, and made a slow but steady path toward the hat. 
“Is that hat from Hedy London’s private collection?” I asked. 
Eddie didn’t answer, but it didn’t matter. We both knew it was. Earlier that night, that hat had been between the layers of Bubble Wrap, stabbed with a knife. And here it was, sitting in the admissions office of the museum, next to a dead body wrapped in pocketed plastic instead.
Before I could stop him, Eddie reached down and picked up the hat. He turned it over in his hands and then dropped it. He squatted, his breathing heavy. “I’m responsible for this. I’m responsible for the hats and the exhibit. What am I going to do?”
“You’re going to call the police.”
Eddie looked as surprised as I felt by the voice of reason coming from my mouth. What I didn’t tell him was the steady stream of thoughts that had led to that statement: No gloves, dead body, stolen memorabilia, wrong place, wrong time. I might be a lot of things, but I never said I was normal.
Eddie crossed the room to the phone and dialed 911. I heard the words “museum, emergency. Dead body.” He hung up, and a door slammed at the back of the building. 
“Who else is here?” Until I’d heard that door shut, I hadn’t stopped to think the murderer might still be around. 
Eddie’s eyes went wide and his shoulders raised. “I thought it was just us.”
“Me too. How long until the cops get here?” 
“Soon, I hope.”
Sirens wailed in the distance like alley cats on the prowl in the middle of the night. There was nothing for us to do but wait. 
Soon a mêlée of cars, ambulances, and crime scene investigators arrived. Eddie unlocked the back doors and doubled over by the flowerbeds. I looked in the other direction and tried not to think about the image in the office.
A stout man with a short buzz cut got out of a brown sedan and spoke to the female officer who had first arrived on the scene. He dropped his head down, cupping his ear to hear her better. She pointed a finger at me. 
He looked up and his face expression soured. 
It had to figure that there was one homicide detective in Ribbon. Detective Loncar. He was tough and gruff, and the last time I’d seen him he’d been losing the battle with the buttons that kept his shirt closed. Detective Loncar and I had a spotty relationship that had started when I discovered my boss dead on my first day at Tradava, and continued through a second homicide investigation at a different retailer in Ribbon. Before moving back to my old hometown, I’d researched the weather, the number of sandwich shops in the area, and the assortment of outlet shopping. It hadn’t occurred to me to notice that the crime rate was on the rise. 
Tonight he wore a black suit and tie with a white button-down collar shirt. I wondered if his wife had started shopping for him. The shirt was still too tight, the tie was too wide, and the pants were too short. Still, I applauded the effort. 
He flipped through a small notepad and approached me. “Ms. Kidd. What are you doing here?”
“I’m helping Eddie with the exhibit.”
“Who’s Eddie?”
“Eddie Adams. Visual manager for Tradava. It was my idea for him to call you,” I said, like I was trying to score brownie points with one of my parents by tattling on my sister. 
He made a note in his notepad. “Is he around?”
“He’s fertilizing the rosebushes.”
The detective glanced at the back of the building to Eddie, who was bent at the waist. Both of his hands were on the building for support. Lights blazed in the background. The parking lot was a collection of black and white cars parked at angles, like a pile of saddle shoes cast off at a sock hop. Lights pulsated in the background like a disco, completely confusing my dance-era metaphor. 
“Were you with him when he found the body?” 
“Sort of. I mean, yes. I mean, I was by the back door, and when he didn’t catch up with me, I went to check on him.”
“Because you were concerned.”
“Yes.”
“What was he doing that made you concerned?”
“He was dropping off a set of keys. It took him longer than it should have.” 
“So you’re saying Mr. Adams could have been doing something other than dropping off a set of keys in the admissions office?”
“I’m not saying that. Eddie was with me the whole time.”
“Except when he was dropping off a set of keys.
“Yes—no!”
“Ms. Kidd, what am I going to find when I go into that office?”
“A cold, dead man wrapped up in plastic packing wrap.” I didn’t mention the identity of the corpse. They would figure that out soon enough. I told the detective what Eddie and I were doing at the museum, and how we had come to find the body. 
Loncar took notes, the kind that probably only made sense to him when he reviewed them later, and flipped the notepad shut. “Ms. Kidd, stay out of this. Don’t make me lock you up to keep you from being a public nuisance.”
“I’m not in this. I was just trying to help a friend.”
“Okay, so consider me a friend too.” He smiled a half-smile that made his face resemble a jack-o-lantern. “You’ll be helping plenty if you let me do my job. You’re not planning to leave town, are you?”
“Why?”
“In case I have any follow-up questions to our interview.”
The detective’s question gave me pause. We’d done the right thing by calling him, but this wasn’t my first time at this particular rodeo. Word about homicides got around fast and my boyfriend and dinner date wasn’t going to be pleased about my involvement. 
“Um, Detective? You’re going to keep this between us, right?”
He chuckled. “Why, you have some other detective you want to make jealous?”
“I just would prefer that my name not be used in connection with any of this, if you know what I’m saying.”
He stared at me for a couple of seconds, made another note in his notepad, and walked away. 
I stood off to the side, waiting for Eddie to give his statement to the detective too. After a couple of minutes, they shook hands and Eddie crossed the yard to me. 
By the time we left the museum, it was clear that skateboard or no skateboard he was in no shape to drive. 
 
A few minutes and a wall of silence later, I pulled up in front of his apartment. 
“Dude, do you want to crash here tonight?” he asked.
“No, Nick’s waiting for me to call. We were going to go to dinner, but I don’t think I can handle that.”
“What are you going to tell him?”
“I don’t know. He’s not a big fan of my extracurricular activities involving the law.” I stared out into the night. “Are you going to be okay by yourself?”
“As okay as I can be, considering.”
“I hear you.” I waited by the curb until he’d made it to the front door and let himself in. 
I backed out of the lot and drove home in a swirling cloud of thoughts. There was no escaping it. Dirk Engle was dead. And considering the hat left sitting next to him, it wasn’t a stretch to think the murder was connected to the exhibit. 
I couldn’t—just couldn’t—let myself be involved. No way. Just because Eddie and I found the body didn’t mean we had to get involved. The cops would figure out who had committed the heinous act. But still, I couldn’t help wondering why someone had murdered the curator of a hat exhibit. 
If the cops needed any information from me, they would know where to find me, but right now, I had to push the memory out of my mind. Because if I wasn’t going to be helping Eddie at the museum, then it was back to the job search for me. And while I didn’t want to think about it, I knew there was one person I could go to about a job. I’d been turning down his offer for a month now because, after seven years of working together when I was a buyer and he was a shoe designer, I was finally in a place where work couldn’t interfere with my interest in dating him. I knew his offer had more to do with helping me through a rough patch of employment cooties than an interest in hiring me to be his showroom manager. Eddie’s request that I help him at the museum had given me a temporary excuse to keep Nick in the boyfriend column, but after tonight, I didn’t expect to be back at the museum anytime soon. 
As much as I didn’t want to do it, tomorrow morning I was going to see Nick about a job.
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I pulled into the parking lot five minutes early and touched up my lipstick in the car. I’d decided to wear a black pinstripe pantsuit that I’d worn only once and a pair of polka-dotted ankle-wrap sandals I’d recently rediscovered thanks to my closet purge. One of the ankle straps had broken on my way down the stairs, and with no time to head back to change, I secured it to my foot with a roll of black electrical tape from the hall closet. 
Nick’s showroom was a long narrow storefront in a strip mall a few miles from my house. It shared the parking lot with a video store, a hoagie store, and a grocery store. I yanked on the door’s silver handle. It was locked. 
“Hey there, Kidd-o,” Nick called out from behind me. 
I jumped so high I would have flown out of my shoes if one hadn’t been secured with electrical tape. 
He wrapped his arms around me from behind and kissed my right cheek. 
I shrugged out of his embrace, adjusted my jacket, and looked him in the eye. “We need to have a serious talk.”
He looked confused but unlocked the door to his showroom and held it open for me. I crossed the blond-wood floor with a confident stride. Halfway to the chair by the desk, my ankle turned, the electrical tape stretched, and I fell. 
Nick put his hands under my arms and pulled me off the floor. “Are you okay?”
“I’m fine.” I tried my best to ignore my less-than-graceful spill. 
“Are you sure?”
“I said I’m fine.”
“Then why is your shoe taped to the side of your foot?”
We both looked down. My sandal jutted out at a ninety-degree angle from my instep. 
“Can you give me a second?” I said.
Nick wheeled a chair from behind the desk and faced me. He picked up my foot and moved the shoe back into place. His hands lingered on my ankle for a second.
“I didn’t think we’ve been together long enough to have a serious talk. Does it have anything to do with why you stood me up for dinner last night?”
“No. I mean, sort of. I mean, this isn’t about you and me.” 
“What’s it about?”
“A job. I need you to give me a job.” I almost couldn’t believe I was asking for a pity paycheck from my boyfriend with the hopes that it might come with a decent amount of job security. “I moved here for the job at Tradava.”
“Refresh my memory. Why did you lose that job?”
“Mix-up.”
“What kind of mix-up?”
“Suspicion of murdering my boss.”  
“Maybe I should take some time to think about this.” The laugh lines by the corner of his eyes crinkled. 
“I wasn’t guilty, and you know it.”
We stared at each other longer than I expected. I’d come here expecting him to say fine, you’re hired, start work on Monday. I knew working for him would give me an escape route from the homicide at the museum. But then Nick would be my boss. And that would create some potential problems considering my thoughts about Nick didn’t involve performance reviews. Unless you consider a different kind of performance, and that wasn’t the type of thing I hoped he’d review me on—
“Kidd? What do you want to do with your life?”
“I want to get a steady job. I don’t care what it is.”
“That’s not a to-do. That’s a side effect. You were a buyer. You were a good buyer. Why’d you give it up?” 
“I don’t know,” I said.  But I knew. I’d gotten good enough at my job that I’d gotten restless. 
Retail buying involves a constant shifting of focus and priorities. Planning a business for today, tomorrow, three months, next year. You often buy sandals in winter and boots during a heat wave. You learn to take risks, at first calculated, until the calculations become second nature.
If you sell out of one hundred pair of rain boots in the first week of February, how many could you sell by the end of April? What if a fashion director names them a seasonal trend? And then, advertising comes onboard and makes rain boots part of their print campaign: rain boots poolside in summer and as a gift item for the holidays. Can a pair of $100 rubber boots become hot enough to help you layer a million dollars of top-line sales to your year end?
Second nature. 
By the time I’d pushed the boundaries of rain boots, mid-heel dancing shoes, and gladiator sandals, I’d become something of a tastemaker. Cowboy boots may have been my downfall. 
In truth, I never had a light bulb moment that caused me to leave. My parents dangled that carrot in front of me: “We’re selling the house and moving to California.” The weekend I spent in Ribbon helping them load the contents of the house I’d known my whole life into a moving van left me feeling like I’d lost touch with my grounding center.
I had a chance run-in with a wise man who might have become my next mentor if he hadn’t gotten killed before my first day on the job. He gave me the encouragement I needed in the form of a job offer in the trend office of Tradava. Despite my experience with planning, projecting, and taking calculated risks, that didn’t work out like I’d planned.
“You need a showroom manager, right?” I asked. 
“Right.”
“And I need an income stream.”
“The pay’s not that good,” he said with a chuckle.
“This isn’t funny.” 
“We should talk about this.”
An unexpected windfall in the form of a cash payout from my short-lived tenure at Heist, a competitor of Tradava that had barely been open a fortnight, had paid four months of bills, my car insurance, and bought me a spectacular outfit that made me feel like Rosalind Russell in His Girl Friday. Did I mention the windfall paid for my Netflix addiction as well?
I looked away and fought to clear my head. Something—maybe the all-too-recent memory of Dirk Engle’s Bubble-Wrapped body at the museum—told me I was doing the right thing. 
“Hire me. I know you need help here. I can do the work. Put me on your payroll, at least until I find something else.”
“You really want me to do this?”
“Yes.”
“I’ll hire you on one condition: it’s temporary, and the second something better turns up, you’ll either quit or I’ll fire you. It’ll be a big help working with someone who doesn’t have a learning curve.”
“Great. Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Nick said, and leaned down to kiss me. 
I leaned out of range of his lips. “I think we should be professional while we’re working. So it feels official.”
He traced a line down my nose and onto my lips. His eyes focused on them. My heartbeat picked up, just like it did every time Nick touched me. 
“Kidd, I kind of like having you as my girlfriend. I’m not sure I’m willing to trade that in. It would be a lot easier to find a showroom assistant than to find someone I want to fall for.” His warm fingers cupped the side of my neck inside the collar of the white shirt I wore under the pinstriped suit, and he pulled me close. This time when he kissed me, I didn’t pull away.
There was something about kissing Nick that made me feel like a teenager, not a thirty-something. I got butterflies in my stomach and my knees went weak. We’d been taking our time over the past few months—silly since it had taken us ten years to get to our first date—but I didn’t want to blow what we had by keeping secrets from him. 
“Nick, last night—” I started to say. He pulled away from me and studied me with his root-beer-barrel colored eyes. “There was a homicide at the museum. I’m the one who made the 911 call.”
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Details of the homicide had been in the morning paper and on the local news. I knew because I’d gotten up early to see what the police knew. I wasn’t going to tell Nick any of that.
“I was helping Eddie at the museum. He’s working on an exhibit of Hedy London vintage costumes. When it was time to leave he went to the admissions office to drop off the keys. He found a body.”
Nick stepped back and dropped his hands from my body. “Kidd, if I put you on my payroll, will that keep you from getting involved?”
“With you? I’m already involved with you.”
“With the homicide.”
“I’m kind of involved in that too. Like I said, I’m the one who called the police.” 
Nick’s face grew serious. 
“I told Detective Loncar what I saw. And then I drove Eddie to his apartment and went home.”
“That’s it?”
“That’s it. It’s not like I was hanging around the docks looking for action.”
“There are no docks in Ribbon.”
“You know what I mean. I wasn’t looking for this. I was helping a friend. It’s not my fault someone committed a murder while I was there.”
“I don’t like it when you put yourself in dangerous situations. You know that.”
“Then give me a job. I can’t be in two places at once. If I’m here with you during the day, and out with you at night, then I can’t exactly be in any dangerous situations, can I?”
“If you weren’t here right now, I would have hired some young college graduate and lost three months of my time teaching her how to run the office. Are you serious about this? Because I need someone who knows what goes on in a showroom, who can problem-solve and think fast, who can act on her own without having to ask my permission for every little thing. I need someone like you. I know it was your idea, but it would solve a problem for me too.”
“Then it’s decided?”
He held out his hand and I shook it. “You’re hired. You start on Monday.”
“So if we go out tonight, you won’t be my boss yet, right?”
“I sure hope not.” He leaned down and kissed me again. This time his hands went places that would have cost him a sexual harassment suit seventy-two hours later. 
Later, I couldn’t help wondering what it was about me that voluntarily made my life more difficult.
 
I arrived home shortly after two. Eddie was waiting on the porch. I unlocked the front door and he followed me inside. 
“I have a problem,” I said. 
“Join the club.” 
Logan, my slightly snobby black cat, met us in the living room and meowed loud enough to alert the neighbors across the street that it was time to be fed. I scooped him up and carried him into the kitchen, set him down, and fed him a few treats from a drawer that needed a new knob. Eddie scratched Logan’s ears until a soft purr emanated. He tipped his head and ran the length of his body against Eddie’s faded jeans and left us alone in search of something more interesting under the sofa. 
“Are you hungry?” I asked. 
“Sure. Do you have any fruit?”
I reached into the freezer and pulled out a carton of Neapolitan ice cream.
“I said fruit.”
“It’s Breyer’s. It has strawberries.” I pulled two bowls from the cabinet. 
“Dude, I think I bit off more than I can chew on this one.”
“Talk to me.”
So he did. The director was pressuring him with unreasonable demands, wanting to promote the exhibit that, by Eddie’s estimation, might never open. Hats had gone missing. Curators had been killed. Odd items had arrived in the mail. 
“It’s starting to sound like Lilac Inn over there,” I said. 
“What’s that?”
“Lilac Inn. You know, Nancy Drew?”
He shook his head. 
“Okay, Terror Castle.”
“What?”
“The Three Investigators?” Still nothing. “Hello, didn’t you read as a kid?”
He ignored my question. “Christian called me at six this morning. He has some kind of crazy motivation to open this exhibit. He wants to open the exhibit this Thursday. This Thursday! That’s less than a week. I can’t make that deadline. Not now.”
“You’d think he’d cancel the whole thing considering a man was murdered.”
“I asked him about that. He said it was too late to cancel. A bunch of rich collectors are scheduled to view the exhibit on Thursday afternoon. Christian only communicates the vaguest of details, and I don’t know which way to turn. It’s overwhelming.” He repeatedly tapped his fingers against his sternum. 
“You told Detective Loncar all of this, right?” I asked. 
“Sort of.”
“What does ‘sort of’ mean?”
“Wait here.” Eddie left the room and returned with his black nylon backpack. He set it on the dining room table, reached inside, and pulled out the forest green felt hat that had been in the admissions office next to Dirk Engle’s body. It was dusty on one side. He stared at it for seven seconds without moving. Then he set it on the center of the wooden table. 
“This is the hat from the admissions office,” he said, confirming my worst thoughts. “It was in my backpack when we left.” 
“How did it get in your backpack?”
“I put it there.”
“You stole evidence from the crime scene?”
“I picked it up off the floor to keep the blood from getting on it, remember? I must have carried it outside with me when I got sick. I don’t really remember. I found it in my backpack this morning.”
“You have two choices: call the detective or take the hat back.”
“To the admissions office? It’s a crime scene. I can’t just waltz in there.”
“You just said Christian moved up the deadline on the exhibit. How are you supposed to get anything done if you can’t get into the museum?
“I can get into the museum. I can’t get into the admissions office.”
“You also can’t walk around with a hat that was found next to a bloody corpse.” From the way Eddie looked at me, I suspected he thought I was being less than supportive, considering the tables had been turned when I’d first moved to Ribbon. 
“What about the gift shop? Can you leave it there? That’s nowhere near the admissions office.”
“Sure, yes, the gift shop is probably available.”
“Too bad you left the keys on Thad’s desk.”
Eddie reached into the zippered pocket on the outside of his backpack and withdrew a set of keys. He set them on the table next to the hat.
“Well, that changes things, doesn’t it?” I leaned against the back of the sofa and looked at the ceiling. “Okay, here’s what we’ll do. We’ll take it back to the museum while they’re closed. You can leave it somewhere nobody would look—where’s lost and found? After we leave, you’ll call Loncar and tell him to look for the hat. Tell him you forgot about it until today. You remember it was there but don’t remember where you left it. Let him go back to the crime scene and find it himself. The sooner we get the hat back to the museum, the sooner we can wash our hands of our involvement.”
 
The drive to the museum took less than fifteen minutes, and during fourteen-and-a-half of them I kept up a steady chatter so Eddie didn’t have a chance to think about what we were about to do. Before long we were parked outside the Planetarium, making our way toward the museum. 
“While we’re here, look around and see if anything seems out of the ordinary. You can’t do it when everyone else is around. There are too many distractions,” I advised.
“What about you? Aren’t you a distraction right now?”
“No. I’m like an extension of you.”
“That’s comforting.”
We headed around to the back of the building. 
“Look,” Eddie said. 
“What?”
“Two suspicious-looking characters making their way through the grounds.”
I got excited. “Where?”
He pointed to our reflection in the glass doors. 
“This is serious, Eddie. Do you notice anything?” 
He cupped his hands around his eyes and crept closer to the doors. “There’s a stack of boxes inside, addressed to Hat Exhibit. There’s a whole bunch. The return address labels are torn off.” 
“Let me see.” I pressed my face up to the glass. I counted nine boxes. Do not crush had been printed in a cursive font on the adhesive labels stuck to the side of the boxes.
“Are those the boxes that were delivered yesterday?”
“They don’t look the same. Look. There’s an open one.” He pointed to an empty carton. There was a small red number 2 on the corner. “I think there’s something in it. An invoice or packing slip. 
“Eddie, when did Thad give you the keys to the museum?” I asked suddenly.
He stared at the keys. “Yesterday.”
“And he specifically asked you to leave them on his desk when you were done?”
“Yes. He said I should work late but to drop them off before I left.”
“So he basically arranged it so you’d have access, all by yourself, to the museum and the admissions office. And if you’d left the keys, he could say he knew you’d been there. Are you following me?”
“You don’t think Thad—”
“C’mon, forget returning the hat. We have to get out of here.”
Just then, gunshots sounded from the parking lot. 
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Eddie and I dropped to our hands and knees. Eddie’s head went closer to the ground than mine. I looked toward the car but saw nothing suspicious. I pushed myself up until I was kneeling on the grass, and I strained my eyes. If I hadn’t heard the crackling of gunfire, I wouldn’t have believed the sound had taken place. 
When nothing happened after ten minutes of waiting, we ran to my car. I dropped Eddie off at his apartment and went home. It wasn’t until I parked the car safely in the garage that I realized the hat was still in the backseat. I retrieved it and set it on my glass coffee table in the living room. 
The sunlight filtered through the front windows and struck the jet bead that pierced the grosgrain band around the hat. A pheasant feather stood up a full twelve inches. Logan jumped onto the table and swatted the feather. I scooped him up and set him on the floor, and then picked up the phone and called Detective Loncar. 
The call went into voice mail, and I left a message. “Hi, Detective, this is Samantha Kidd. I know you probably weren’t expecting to hear from me, but I have something at my house that relates to your case and I think you should see it. I mean, I think you should have it. I mean, it’s not a gift but it’s from the exhibit—or at least I think it is, but I really don’t know. But probably you should figure that out, not me. Isn’t that how this is supposed to work?” I paused for a moment, left my phone number so he wouldn’t have to dig through my police file to find it, and hung up. 
I wrapped the hat in tissue paper, nestled it in a shopping bag, and then carried it to the garage and set it on a top shelf between Logan’s slate-blue cat carrier and a heavy duty flashlight my dad had bought when he took my sister and I camping when we were kids. I propped an old license plate that my mom had kept (she liked the old state slogan “You’ve Got a Friend in Pennsylvania”) in front of the bag and stepped back. I wasn’t sure what Eddie was going to say when I told him I’d called the detective, but I was fairly sure I’d done the right thing. The longer that hat stayed at my house, the more involved I’d be. 
I changed into a satin caftan top that I’d gotten in Chinatown for seven dollars, and a pair of black leggings. Most people assumed people who worked in fashion wore only designer apparel, but I also enjoyed the “disposable” street fashions of New York as much as the designer togs we carried at Bentley’s. The top had a kaleidoscope pattern in shades of teal, yellow, black, and white. The problem with this piece was, Logan liked it as much as I did, and now the thin band of black satin that bordered the collar, sleeves, and hem showed the telltale signs of tiny cat teeth and claws from a particularly eventful day of burrowing into the laundry pile. The top was now part of my lounging-around-the-house wardrobe. 
I went outside and picked up the mail—a pet store ad and new catalog from Tom Sturgis Pretzels—and found a rubber-banded copy of the Ribbon Times on the grass halfway between my neighbor’s and my house and carried it inside. I didn’t have a subscription, but I figured if my neighbor did, he’d complain and the accuracy factor of delivering said paper would stop being an issue. Technically, this was probably a case of possession being nine-tenths of the law. Not that I had any legal background to rely on, outside of what David E. Kelly’s TV shows  had taught me in the nineties.
My mind returned to the image of Dirk Engle wrapped in Bubble Wrap in the admissions office. The gallery had been filled with packing materials, and it would have been easy for someone to get a piece from our trash. I thought about the argument I’d overheard when I first arrived at the museum, and the way Dirk had stormed out. There had been tension between him and the person in the admissions office. Had that been Christian? Or Thad, the assistant museum director? I’d talked to them both, but the voice I’d overheard had been distorted by Dirk Engle’s cell phone. 
That was another thing. What was Dirk doing back at the museum? He’d quit earlier that day. Had he returned to pick up some of his personal belongings? Or had someone lured him to the admissions office? Or maybe he’d been there to sabotage the exhibit he was no longer part of?
I turned my attention to the newspaper. Eventually I reached a two-page fold-out dedicated to fashion and art. A feature story on a pair of local sisters turning quilts into jackets was sandwiched between a What’s Hot/What’s Not list and a sidebar on Hawaiian shirts. The rest of the page was littered with shopping ads and coupons. It was hard to believe that local boutiques and retailers—Tradava included—actually believed these ads were going to generate business. The copy was boring, the ads were stale, and the placement was a waste of money. Who read the paper anymore? Why weren’t they modernizing their approach with e-mail blasts and postcard mailings? 
Because this was Ribbon, Pennsylvania, not Manhattan, New York. We were 130 miles east of the Big Apple, which some days felt like getting the fuzzy end of the lollipop.
I scanned the rest of the page. One ad stood out from the rest. A fifties-style cursive script was laid out next to a photo of a stylish woman with one hand touching the brim of her hat, another hand resting on her hip. The model stared at the copy: 
“Cloche” call? Not at all! OVER YOUR HEAD carries the finest assortments from around the world, including one-of-a-kind vintage selections in mint
condition! Come Thursday to meet designer Milo Delaney and preview his collection. New merchandise arriving daily!
Absentmindedly I tore the ad from the paper and folded it down to a handbag-sized bit of flotsam. I flipped through the rest of the newspaper, looking for something a little deeper to sink my teeth into. Between the automotive and the sports pages I found the arts section. New movie openings this weekend, a touring performance of Romeo and Juliet coming to town, and an article: “Hollywood Comes to Ribbon.” It was about Hollywood memorabilia that had been tagged for local display. 
Hollywood memorabilia.
I leaned forward and read the article with interest. 
Few celebrities find themselves in Ribbon, Pennsylvania, but that is exactly where film star Hedy London plans to be next Thursday. London, 70, star of noir films The Reaper Wore Red and  Murder After Midnight, has entered a partnership with local retailer Tradava to license a collection of millinery under her name. 


London was discovered on the pages of a men’s magazine in the early sixties. She pouted in a way that would have made a pin-up girl proud and caught the attention of an entrepreneurial film director who was casting roles in his homage to the noir  Murder After Midnight. The moment Hedy London appeared wearing a translucent silk negligee trimmed in marabou, the audience was enraptured. 


In the months following the movie’s launch, she was never seen in anything other than vintage-inspired styles, thus launching a fashion frenzy for all things retro, and solidified London’s ties to the fashion community. 


Most people thought it was a publicity stunt. Cameras followed her to the grocery store, the mall, the dry cleaners, waiting for the inevitable photo opportunity of her with her guard dropped. They were disappointed. Hedy London was never out of character. Slowly but surely the public accepted that this was who she was. Soon after, the fashion magazines followed suit, styling models in her likeness to showcase the glamour. 


I looked at the byline. Ribbon Times staff reporter Carl Collins’s article was more of a love letter than a hard-hitting piece of investigative reporting. I scanned the rest of his article. He went on to say that London’s style became bigger than her acting talent. Fashion designers sent hommages to Hedy down the runways. In the fickle world of fashion and entertainment, she seemed untouchable. 
It wasn’t until she was paired to work with a renegade director who decided to use her for his own publicity stunt that the glamorous life of Hedy London encountered trouble. He cast her in a dystopian love story and dressed her in a set of pasties and a pair of torn, acid-washed jeans. 


After a very public argument that culminated in a pricey lawsuit, Hedy London’s name was removed from the picture. Her career trajectory reversed. She could have been the next Kim Novak, but instead, she never acted again. 


Hedy London now resides in Hollywood, California, where she has become a respected member of the film preservationists’ society. She is loaning a portion of her priceless collection to the Ribbon Museum of Art in an exhibit funded by Tradava, which will coincide with the launch of her collection of hats.


It didn’t take Columbo to recognize that I had a piece of said priceless collection nestled next to the butterfly collection I’d amassed when I was eight that still resided in an old cigar box on a shelf in the garage. 
I checked the clock. It was shortly after four. The detective hadn’t called back. He probably hadn’t gotten my message, so there was no point waiting around for him. I needed to buy cat food and something for dinner. I showered and dressed quickly in a Go-Go’s concert T-shirt from their Talk Show tour and a pair of faded boot-cut jeans. I piled on a couple ropes of pearls, pulled on an olive-green army jacket and a beret, and stepped into olive suede boots. I drove to the grocery store and picked my way through the pet section for food for Logan. 
Only one teenager, pierced on her eyebrow, nostril, and lip, worked the checkout counter. My cell rang while I stood in the line and I fished it out. The word Detective flashed up on the screen. Mental note: edit Loncar’s contact information to minimize anxiety attacks when he returns calls. 
“Hello?” I answered, though I knew who it was.
“Ms. Kidd? Detective Loncar.”
“Did you get my message?” I asked.
“Are you at your house?” he asked.
“I’m at the grocery store.”
“Let’s see if I understand this. You have evidence to a murder investigation at your house and you’re at the grocery store. Is that right?”
“It’s not evidence, per se,” I said. I let two teenagers go ahead of me in line and turned around to see if anyone else was close by. 
Someone was. Dante Lestes. 
Dante was the brother of a local boutique owner. He had pale skin, dark brown eyes, juicy red lips, and tattoos of flames from his wrists to his elbows. He smelled like cinnamon and wore black leather like he’d been born in it. 
The grocery store checkout line got about ten degrees warmer.
Today, Dante wore a green bandana knotted over his head babushka-style. The last time I’d seen him, his hair had been cut into a buzz that made him look more like a security guard. He’d let it grow out since then. Black hair stuck out the back of the bandana. His face had a couple of days’ beard growth. The motorcycle helmet that dangled from his wrist held a bottle of transmission fluid and a couple of canisters of film. 
“Where did you come from?” I asked.
“Ms. Kidd? Who are you talking to?” the detective asked. 
“Hold, please,” I said into the phone, and then held it against my chest so the detective couldn’t eavesdrop. “Maybe you should go in front of me too.” 
He raised his eyebrows but stepped past me and put his stuff on the conveyor belt. 
“Hello, Detective?” I dropped my voice. “Sorry about that. I’m here.”
“At the grocery store.”
“Yes.”
“Does this have anything to do with my investigation?”
“The grocery store? No, I was out of cat food.”
“Does the evidence have anything to do with my investigation?”
“We don’t know if it’s evidence.”
There was a deep inhale on the other end of the phone, followed by an exhale of the same force. 
Dante held out a hundred-dollar bill to pay for his purchases. I suspected by the way he ignored the cashier’s subtle attempts to flirt with him that he was listening to my conversation.
“Ms. Kidd, what was it that you called me about?” the detective asked. 
“A hat.”
“Where did you get this hat?”
“The museum.”
“Where in the museum?”
“The admissions office.”
“When?”
“The night Dirk Engle was—” I looked at Dante. He had paid for his film and transmission fluid and made no secret of the fact that he was still watching me. The checkout girl scanned my three cartons of ice cream. I handed her a twenty and turned my back on Dante. There was a long pause on the other end of the phone. 
“Are you still there?” I asked tentatively.
“Ms. Kidd, I think it’s safe to call it evidence.”
“Okay. I thought it was better to leave that up to you.” 
“You say you have it at your house? Same address that we have on file?”
As much as I didn’t like knowing my address was on file with the police department, now didn’t seem to be the time to quibble. “Same address,” I confirmed.
“I’ll send a car over,” Loncar said.
I carried my bag filled with ice cream  and cat food out of the store. 
Dante leaned against my car. He scanned my outfit as I approached and then looked at my face. “Interesting conversation,” he said.
“That was my uncle,” I lied. “He’s going to help me rearrange my garage.”
“Good luck with that,” he whispered in my ear, and then left. 
I watched the back of his black leather jacket, decorated with orange and red flames like his tattoos, as he walked toward the motorcycle at the far end of the parking lot. 
I piled the bags into the trunk and slammed it shut. Dante pulled on his helmet and straddled his bike. 
Was it coincidence that Dante was shopping at the same grocery store as I was at that exact time? Or was it a sign, like the falling track lighting and the forest-green fedora with the knife through it? Was the universe sending me a message? 
I hadn’t seen Dante for months. Not since Nick returned from Italy and I perfected my good girlfriend impersonation. What did it mean—if this was a sign, was it the equivalent of Caution: Sharp Turns Ahead?
Nothing was random about Dante, which meant there was a reason he’d popped back up in my life. I wanted to know what it was. I flipped my hair, balled my fists, and closed half the distance between us before noticing the white pickup truck barreling in my direction.
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The only thing that stopped a string of profanities from spilling out of my mouth was the image of Nick hanging his head out of the window of his truck, calling my name. Dante peeled out of the lot. I looked back at Nick, who had diffused a perfectly good streak of determination. 
“Yo, Kidd! Can you hold up a minute?”
I thought the glare in my eyes was probably doing justice to my annoyance factor, so I said nothing but pulled into another space. By the time I reached his truck he’d gotten out and was leaning against the door. The sun danced in his deep brown eyes. When he smiled, his dimples deepened. I was going to have to figure out how to stop noticing things like Nick’s dimples and the crinkles around his eyes. I needed a distraction. Where did Dante go? I missed him already. 
“How did you know where to find me?” I asked. 
“Hoagie store. It was a guess.”
“I don’t eat that many hoagies,” I said, crossing my arms. 
“I found you here, didn’t I?”
“I wasn’t here for a hoagie. I was at the grocery store.”
“Out of ice cream?”
Darn him. “Actually, I thought I would make you dinner tonight. To say thank you for the job. You know, before I actually start working for you on Monday?”
“You’re cooking?”
“What? I can cook when I want.”
He smiled. “That sounds great. There’s only one problem—I need you to meet me at the store tomorrow morning.”
“Tomorrow’s Sunday!” I blurted before thinking. 
“I know. A sample collection arrived today. I wasn’t expecting it until Monday. If we can get everything unpacked, priced, tagged, organized, photographed, and set up online, I can book a couple of appointments for the end of the week. The sooner I can get orders, the sooner I can submit them to Italy. Every day will cost me delivery time, and I can’t afford that. Not when I’m starting out on my own.”
It took a second for me to process what he said. About a year ago, Nick had bought his distribution rights from the company who had backed him. The retailers who stocked his collection had taken markdowns and liquidated what they owned in Nick Taylor inventory. His plan was to scale back the number of accounts he sold to. In short, he wanted creative control over his product. 
He really did need someone like me to help him or possibly risk missing an entire season of business. During the time Nick was laying the groundwork for his business plan—establishing credibility and contacts with fashion editors and living in Italy for six months to establish contacts at the factories of his choice—he’d managed to help me out of a pickle or two. He didn’t like when I ended up in dangerous situations. Truth is, I didn’t particularly like the danger part either. I could sit this one out, I thought. I can let Detective Loncar handle the murder of Dirk Engle, and I can pay Nick back for his understanding by helping him get his dreams off the ground. 
“What time to do you want me to be there?”
“Can you do noon?”
“Okay, noon tomorrow. Anything I should know before then?”
He looked surprised that I’d asked. “I’ll bring you up to speed tomorrow. As for tonight, remember: you haven’t started working for me yet.” He kissed me goodbye and drove off the lot. 
 
I drove home, dropped off the ice cream and assorted groceries, and retrieved the hat from the shelf in the garage and put it in a cardboard box. I sealed the box and carried it to the front porch. 
I carried Logan outside and set him down on the welcome mat. He lowered his head and sniffed around, a few feet at a time, until he padded to the base of the porch swing and jumped up. I joined him.
“I’m going to turn this hat over to Loncar and be done with this whole murder.”
“Meow.”
“And after tonight, I’m going to be professional and do a good job for Nick.”
“Meow.”
“And I’m not going to spend any time thinking about Dante.”
“Meow.”
“Maybe the universe is playing a cruel joke on me. Maybe the next man I talk to is going to lead to a long, lasting relationship.”
Just then a brown sedan pulled into my driveway. I didn’t recognize it. The driver’s side door opened and Detective Loncar stepped out.
“Forget I said that,” I said to Logan. He jumped down from the swing and meowed at the front door. 
The detective wore a brown suit with a white shirt and another wide tie. If he’d asked my opinion I would have suggested something a little more this century, but he hadn’t, so I didn’t. As he approached, I couldn’t help but notice that he was favoring his left foot. 
“Hi, Detective,” I said brightly. 
He climbed the three stairs that led to the porch and faced me. 
I stood up and put my hand on the top of the box that held the hat. “You look nice. Do you and your wife have a date?”
“Is that the evidence?” he asked.
“This? This is what I called you about.”
“Ms. Kidd, did anyone overhear our conversation today?”
“At the grocery store?” I thought back to Dante. Had he seen the word “Detective” flash on my screen? I was going to have to reprogram my phone. And the pierced checkout girl? She didn’t seem to be eavesdropping—
“Ms. Kidd?” Loncar prompted.
“No, I was alone. I mean, there were people around, but I wasn’t with anybody.” 
He stared at me for a few seconds but said nothing. 
“You should take this,” I added, and picked up the box. “I don’t know what it has to do with anything, but it was in the admissions office next to the body.”
“Why do you have it, Ms. Kidd?”
“Eddie picked it up to get it out of the way of the blood. When he got sick, he carried it outside. I don’t think he realized he had it with him. He gave it to me, and I’m giving it to you.”
Loncar took the box. I realized this was his way, letting me babble on with more information than I probably should have shared, but it was the truth, and I wanted to prove to him that I was willing to cooperate. All things considered, I thought I was doing a good job in the “model citizen” category, and I was a little let down that he didn’t produce a gold star.
“If you talk to your friend Mr. Adams, tell him to call me,” he said and then left. 
“I can’t imagine why he’s avoiding you, considering how nice and friendly you are,” I muttered as he walked away. I was fairly sure he didn’t hear me. 
I dumped my handbag on a chair inside the front door and headed straight for the freezer. The light on my machine mocked me, but before I had a chance to check my messages, someone pounded on the front door. The doorknob jiggled rapidly, and a key turned in the lock. 
I grabbed a painting off the wall and held it like a shield in front of my body. The door opened and Eddie came in. His eyes were wide, his face held terror. I dropped the painting, and it landed with a thunk and then tipped. A corner dug into my shin and I hopped backward and swore. I hung it back on the wall, and Eddie rushed into the kitchen and shut all the blinds. 
“Where’s your remote?” he asked. 
I handed him the clicker and he turned on the news. A woman in a cream-colored turtleneck and pencil skirt stood in front of the museum. 
“The body of Philadelphia retailer Dirk Engle was discovered last night at the Ribbon Art Museum. Engle, owner of the hat store What’s On Your Mind had recently been consulting on a Hedy London millinery exhibit to be displayed at the Museum’s Frowick Gallery. Engle’s death has been classified a murder, and police are looking into possible suspects. This video of the museum grounds has given the police their only lead. If anyone has information regarding this crime, please call our toll free hotline displayed on the screen. We’ll have the full story tonight at six and eleven.” 
I watched the silent footage. It was Eddie, making his way across the grounds in the back of the museum. He stopped, looked toward the building, moved his lips as if talking to himself, and continued. He disappeared around the back to the door. The tape jumped forward, and suddenly there he was, ducking behind the shrubbery, staring at the parking lot like we had when we’d heard the gunshots.
There was no mistaking it was Eddie. Even if I hadn’t been right next to him when footage had been recorded I would have known it was him. But as I watched the incriminating video being broadcast on the nightly news, I knew there was a much bigger problem. 
If I had been beside him when this took place, why wasn’t I in the video?
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I remembered everything that had happened: when Eddie looked like he was talking to himself, he had really been talking to me. I was never more than a few steps away from him. So why wasn’t I in the film? Where was I?
Eddie sunk onto the sofa and held his head in his hands. “What am I going to do?”
I didn’t want to think about the kinds of things I was thinking. “We only know it’s you because we were both there. And there’s got to be something the police aren’t releasing because it’s more significant than a couple of seconds of tape. This is probably why the detective wants to talk to you.”
“How do you know Detective Loncar wants to talk to me?”
“He told me. Did you call him? You should. He’s going to get angry if you keep avoiding him. I should know.”
“When?”
“I called him this afternoon and arranged for him to pick up the hat. We had a nice conversation about it when I was at the grocery store.”
“You went grocery shopping with the detective? Since when are you two so chummy?”
“He called me when I was at the store. I wouldn’t call us chummy, but it did look like he dressed up before he came over.”
“He was here? At your house?”
“I told you, I gave him the hat.” 
Eddie kicked the Vans off his feet. 
“I’m glad that hat isn’t here anymore. Somebody killed Dirk Engle because of it,” I said. 
“We don’t know that. There could be a hundred reasons why someone killed Dirk Engle.”
“Oh yeah? Name one. Aside from that hat, give me one reason why someone would want to kill him.”
“Maybe he screwed someone over. Maybe he skipped out on a poker game. Maybe he jilted a lover. Maybe he—”
“Eddie, he was killed at the museum. We don’t even know why he was there. Did someone lure him back with the intention of murdering him? Was he trying to get something that belonged to him? Or did someone catch him trying to steal something?”
“Do you know what you’re saying?”
“Yes. That somebody connected to that exhibit killed him.”
Eddie’s cell phone rang. He looked at the display and turned his ringer off. He stood as still as a mannequin, and the color drained from his face. A few seconds later the screen announced a new voice mail. He turned his back to me and walked a few feet away. I left him alone out front and headed to the kitchen, where I doled out two bowls of rocky road ice cream. I couldn’t be sure, but I might have been developing a dependency to the stuff. 
When Eddie returned, he looked confused. “I got two messages. First one: detective. He wants me to come in for questioning.”
Considering the detective’s request for Eddie to call him and the highlights reel of the six o’clock news, I wasn’t surprised. “Who was the other message from?”
“Christian. He says he can’t beat publicity like this, and he’s arranged for me to work on the exhibit during off hours. He wants to meet with me tomorrow.”
“Did you erase that message?”
“No. Why?”
“Can I hear it?” 
He tapped the screen a few times and handed me the phone. I held it up to my head, comparing it to the argument I’d heard through Dirk Engle’s cell phone. After a few words, I was sure. 
“Eddie, I don’t want to freak you out, but I’m pretty sure he’s the person who was fighting with Dirk Engle the morning I came to the museum.”
“What does that have to do with the price of rice in China?”
“I don’t know what it means, but for starters, it might give him a motive.”
“Dude, you think Christian killed Dirk?” 
“It’s a possibility.”
Eddie again sank onto the gray flannel sofa. Logan hopped up and walked across his thighs. “Now I have to call the detective back.”
“Why now?” I asked.
“Because I have to tell him that Christian killed Dirk.”
“Not so fast. All we know is that he and Dirk had an argument the day Dirk was murdered.”
Eddie looked at me like I was explaining faggoting to a first year sewing student. “One argument does not a killer make.”
“It’s a heck of a lot more suspicious than if he showed up with a tray of cupcakes.”
“Listen to me. I have some experience with Loncar. He doesn’t take well to blind accusations. We can’t even place Christian at the museum that night. The only thing we know is he was there during the day.”
“So were a bunch of people! Thad was there. Maybe he was jealous of Dirk? Rebecca was there. Maybe she caught him shoplifting little Thinker statues. There was a delivery guy with hats from Dirk’s store. Maybe he held a grudge? What about us? Somebody can say we had a motive.”
“Hold on,” I said. “Rebecca told me a woman dropped off the boxes, not a man. Do you know who she is? Do you know where she works?” 
“Over Your Head.”
“No it’s not. It’s pretty pertinent information, if you ask me.” I glared at him. 
“No. It’s Over Your Head.”
“Fine, don’t tell me. I’ll find out on my own.”
A smile tugged at Eddie’s face. “The woman was Vera Sarlow, and her store is called Over Your Head. It’s on Penn Avenue. I don’t know why she had the hats. She’s Dirk Engle’s biggest competitor, and Tradava wants to take their business away.”
“Over Your Head,” I repeated, trying to place where I’d heard that before. I grabbed my handbag and rooted around until I found the page I’d torn from the newspaper. “She’s having an event next week. It was in the paper.” I flipped through the buildup of mail on the table until I came to the article I’d torn out. “She sells vintage hats. I wonder if Loncar talked to her. You should go to her store and chat her up.”
“Dude, maybe you should do it. If you turn anything up, you can tell Loncar. You’re going to keep helping me, right?”
I hesitated. “I all but promised Nick that I’d have nothing to do with the homicide investigation. It was a condition of him hiring me.”
“You took a job with Nick?”
“After what happened at the museum, I kinda figured your opportunity was going to dry up.”
“Fine. Don’t tell him you’re helping me on the side. How’s he going to know?”
“He’s not stupid.” I glanced at the clock. “Besides, he’s due here for dinner in a little more than a hour.”
“What are we having? Pizza? You want me to order?”
“It’s date night. You’re not invited. I was going to cook dinner for him to say thank you.”
“You can’t cook.”
“Why does everybody make it sound like it’s so hard to cook dinner?”
“What’s on the menu? Spaghetti? Ice cream for dessert?”
“I think I can do better than that.” I didn’t mention that by “better” I meant rigatoni and not spaghetti. I also didn’t mention the jar of sauce in the pantry or the box of Jell-O no-bake cheesecake I’d been saving for a special occasion.
Eddie walked into the kitchen. I heard cabinets opening and closing. Same with the freezer and the fridge. 
I moved to the sofa and scratched Logan’s ears. 
A few minutes later Eddie returned. “You got any wine?”
“A bottle of white, a bottle of red.”
“When is Nick getting here?”
“Seven.”
“You have an hour and a half to clean this place and get ready. I’ll take care of your dinner.”
“I already told you I had dinner under control.”
Eddie held up the jar of Ragu. “I don’t think so.”
I did a few mental calculations. If Eddie took care of dinner, I’d have time to shower, redo my hair, and try on at least four different outfits before deciding which one I wanted to wear. I’d probably have time to hang the other three back up just in case Nick and I ended up in the bedroom. 
“If I agree to this, we will never speak of it outside this house. Deal?”
“Counteroffer: I’ll agree to never mention this outside your house if you agree to help me with the Dirk Engle thing.”
“Not a word,” I said, pointing at him. 
“Who am I going to tell?”
In the end it wasn’t that hard of a deal to make. He needed my help more than I needed him to cook dinner. Maybe I couldn’t make a decent dinner for Nick, but the signs were all there. I knew I could help Eddie with the situation at the museum, and that’s the kind of friend I was. 
 
 
It was six forty-five when I came back downstairs. I’d decided on a beryl green knit dress and a lime cashmere cardigan. The dress had a low scoop neck and a full skirt. Sexy and feminine at the same time. I’d twirled my long brown hair around my fingers and let it mostly air dry, and then used the drier to soften the curls. I slipped my feet into matte gold lizard pumps and slipped a pair of gold bow-shaped earrings into each of my lobes. I reached for an amber lipstick, remembered Nick’s parking lot kiss, and went with a tinted gloss instead.
The kitchen smelled heavenly, like I imagined the set of The Godfather smelled during most of the cooking scenes. Eddie was fitting candles into a collection of holders that had formerly been stashed under the sink. 
“Table’s set. Wine’s open. Sinatra’s singing. I loaded a movie in the player. You’re good to go.”
“What are we having?”
“Chicken Florentine. Surprisingly, you had four packages of frozen spinach in your freezer.”
“I like to rest the packages on my eyes when they’re puffy.”
“Use the peas. You have a bunch of them too.”
Eddie left me last-minute directions and left. I would have asked him to go out the back door in case Nick was early, but his VW Bug was in my driveway, so “covert” had more to do with having him take back roads. When the doorbell rang, I was more nervous than if I’d made the dinner myself. 
Nick stood on the other side of the door, dressed in a crisp white shirt under a navy blue blazer. The shirt was unbuttoned at the neck, revealing traces of the tan he’d picked up during his last trip to Italy. His jeans were dark wash, his shoes were black wingtips. I looked back up at his face and his root-beer—barrel colored eyes scanned my outfit. 
“I brought dessert.” He handed me a small white box. It was cold. He leaned down and said, “In case I was wrong about you shopping for ice cream.”
I turned my head to the side and caught his lips with mine. We stumbled backward until I was up against the hall closet door. I raised my right leg because the knob was jammed into the back of my thigh, and Nick reached down and ran his fingers along the underside of it. 
“We should eat,” I whispered between kisses.
“I’m not that hungry,” he whispered back. 
In the end, we reheated the chicken Florentine in the microwave. Nick moved the coffee table and we set up a picnic on the floor of the living room. I turned off the stereo and started the movie. 
The title shot for  Murder After Midnight, Hedy London’s most famous movie, filled my TV screen. 
Eddie might have delivered a perfectly respectable meal for my date with Nick, but he was making sure I remembered our secret pact. 
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Sunday morning I woke early and started the process of getting ready to work for Nick. I went sexy secretary: brown wool challis skirt suit nipped in at the waist, sheer blouse that tied at the neck, leopard print peep-toe pumps. My hair was pinned up in a French twist, and my eyes were shaded with large framed glasses. I snapped on a pair of taupe leather driving gloves I’d bought in Italy three seasons ago, and kept them on until after I was inside the showroom. 
“Good morning, sunshine,” Nick said. He wore a chocolate brown suit—more dark chocolate than milk chocolate—with a crème turtleneck underneath. He looked like James Coburn in Our Man Flint. He flashed his smile and the similarities grew stronger. 
“Put your stuff down on my desk and join me. I want to go over what we have to get done this week. I know you might be worried about fingerprints based on your recent work history, but you don’t have to wear gloves around the showroom.”
I went to the office in the back and stuck my tongue out at him while taking off the gloves. I pulled a steno pad from a drawer and tested three different ballpoint pens until I found one that worked. 
“You’re really not a morning person, are you?” he asked as I reappeared out front. 
“No.”
He pushed a steaming hot cup of coffee across the white wooden table toward me. “I suspected as much.”
I blew on the hot liquid and took a tentative sip, trying not think about the forty-five minutes he’d spent on second base last night. Not succeeding, just trying. 
“Why don’t you tell me what you expect from me?” I asked.
“It should be pretty easy. I expect you to show up and help out. I expect you to not get involved in a murder investigation. If you can manage that, we’ll get along fine.”
I glanced at Nick for half a second before looking away and focusing on the corner of his desk. Did he know about my agreement with Eddie? No. Eddie wouldn’t have said anything. Were the police so eager to talk to Eddie that they’d widened their circle of contacts and had reached out to Nick in order to find him? And what would Nick have said? If he was annoyed at my involvement, he sure was taking it in stride—
“Kidd?” Nick snapped his fingers in front of my face. “Where do you go when that happens?”
“What? I was thinking.”
“I have to say I’m impressed. I wasn’t sure you’d be here on time.”
“I already told you, when I’m working for you, that’s it. No extra perks. In fact, I think maybe we should take a break from each other.”
“Did something happen last night after I left?” He looked concerned.
“No.” Well, yes, I ate a good portion of the ice cream he’d brought, but I didn’t think that’s what he meant. “If I wasn’t starting to work for you today, I wouldn’t have asked you to leave last night.”
“I don’t remember you asking me to leave.”
“What I mean is, I would have asked you to stay.”
“And that’s a bad thing?”
“I can’t be your girlfriend and your showroom manager. It feels too—dirty.”
“Dirty?”
“Dirty. Like I’m taking money from you and I’m …”
“But you’re not. We’re not.”
“But we could be. But this way we won’t. See why it’s important for us to take a break?”
“Kidd, if I had any idea this would be the first conversation we’d have on your first day, I would have rethought the job offer.” 
“Not for good. For Monday through Friday.”
“On a break from Monday through Friday. I guess I can handle that.”
“So you’re not mad? I asked, leaning forward. “I thought you might be.”
“I’m not mad. I’m glad you’re taking this seriously. We have a lot of work to do this week, and maybe your plan will help us both focus.”
“Good.” I uncapped my pen and lifted the steno pad, ready to make my to-do list for the week. “Okay, boss, what’s my assignment?”
“We need to get this place ready for appointments. Shelves up, visuals ready. Samples should arrive by Wednesday or Thursday, and I’ll need line sheets before I can book appointments. Right now it’s my chicken scratch in a notebook.”
“You have costs?”
“Initial costs. We have to land them and calculate markup.”
“Sixty?”
“Fifty-five. I’m keeping tight margins on my first collection so I’ll have a competitive edge against the rest of the assortments out there.”
“What about inspiration boards? Leather books?”
Nick stared at me. He wasn’t smiling, but he didn’t look angry. I didn’t know what his expression said. 
“It’s been a long time since I worked with someone who knew what she was doing,” he said softly. 
“It’s been a long time since I felt like I knew what I was doing,” I admitted.
The longer the silence between us grew, the more I sensed Nick’s internal struggle. He needed me. He needed my expertise. He needed my ability to get the job done. 
And I needed his paycheck.
“Kidd,” he started.
“Maybe when we’re in here you should call me by my first name?”
“Samantha,” he said.
The sound of his voice saying my name was like melted chocolate being poured over cookies hot from the oven. It was hot, sweet, and did little to underscore the professionalism of our situation. Quite the opposite—I found myself wondering what it would feel like to steal third base in the stockroom. 
“No, I was wrong. You call me Kidd and I’ll call you Taylor. Unless you want me to call you Mr. Taylor. No, scratch that. Let’s just leave things the way they are, okay?” 
I was interrupted by the sound of a woman clearing her throat. 
Nick stood up and went around the partition to the front door. “May I help you?” he asked. 
“I should think so. Mr. Taylor, I presume?” 
“Yes, I’m Nick Taylor.”
“I’m Hedy London.”
I sat up straight in the chair. The steno pad and pen dropped to the floor. I bent to pick them up, and when I sat up again, Nick and Hedy London were standing in front of me. Her hair was more gray than blonde, and her frame held a few more pounds around the middle, but otherwise there was no mistaking that I was in the presence of a film star. 
The first thing I should have noticed was the long feather that stood a good twelve inches higher than her head, barely piercing the band on the ginger-colored cloche she wore. A lavender double-faced wool jacket, nipped in at the waist, and a pencil-thin, cordovan leather skirt that ended at her knees completed her ensemble. I had to admire the fact that, at her age, she was perched atop three-inch heels. I also had to admire the beautiful brown alligator pumps that she was perched on. Those shoes had cost several thousand dollars. Even if she had bought them on sale. And Hedy London did not appear to be the kind of woman who bought anything on sale.
“Ms. London, this is my—” Nick’s expression changed as he decided how to best introduce me.
I stood up on my leopard-print peep-toe pumps and adjusted the hem of my jacket. “I’m Nick’s showroom manager, Samantha Kidd.” I held out my hand and she shook it. 
“Hedy London.” She looked around Nick’s showroom. It was far from ready for appointments, even further from ready for a visit from a living legend. I was curious why she was there on a Sunday morning. Judging from the look on Nick’s face as he watched her take inventory—or the lack thereof—I could tell he hadn’t been expecting her. 
“I expected you to have samples,” she said.
“Ms. London, may I offer you something? Latte, cappuccino?” he asked.
She turned to me. “I’ll take a no-foam latte.”
I looked at Nick. Was there a Starbucks around here that I didn’t know about?
“Samantha, the espresso machine is in the back. Ms. London, please have a seat.”
Great. Was it my fake chicken Florentine skills that had Nick thinking I knew how to make a latte?
I stared at the giant black machine. Elaborate dials with numbers on them, silver switches, and handles for small pots of coffee grinds had this thing looking like a prop from a Steampunk movie. The country-wide success of gourmet coffee shops should have taught the world one thing: coffee drinks were meant to be ordered, not made at home. And while I was back here launching bombs with this contraption, Nick was talking to Hedy London. About what, I didn’t know. 
I filled a demitasse cup with an inch of milk and microwaved it, then added another quarter cup of water. I added a glug of coffee for color, dumped a packet of sugar on top, and swirled a demitasse spoon around it. 
Good enough.
I set the mug on a saucer and carried it out front. Nick and Hedy stood by the front door. She held out a hand, and her bracelet, heavy with thick gold charms, created tinkling rhythms. Nick held the door open and she left. 
“I thought she wanted a latte,” I said.
Nick looked at me. “From the look on your face when she ordered it, I didn’t think you knew how to make one.”
“Did you tell her that?”
“No. Now, where were we?”
“Excuse me. Hedy London just showed up at your showroom and you’re not going to tell me why?”
“Sit down, Kidd.”
I sat down. Not because he told me to, but because my left shoe was pinching my toes. 
“I’m having a small moral dilemma. My girlfriend likes old movies. In fact, last night, we watched a Hedy London movie. She’d probably like to know that Hedy London was just here. The problem is, I don’t think I’m going to talk to my girlfriend all week.”
“If Hedy London wanted to talk to you about business, I’ll bet your showroom manager would like to know about it too.”
“True. The problem with that is the nature of the business. She asked me to produce fifty pair of shoes for an exhibit at the museum—the same museum where a murder took place two nights ago. That my showroom manager specifically said she wouldn’t get involved in.”
“I don’t want to split hairs here, but I think your girlfriend was the one who said that.”
Nick leaned back in his leather chair and stared at the ceiling. His hands were folded across his waist. Every once in a while his eyes narrowed and the crinkles by the sides of them deepened. It was like he was having his own internal conversation. 
“She’s lending her collection of costumes to the museum, right?” I asked. “And Eddie said she entered a licensing deal for a millinery collection. What’s she going to do with fifty pair of shoes?”
“She has something special in mind for the gala. Fifty models dressed up as her from  Murder After Midnight. At the opening of the exhibit, she wants to flood the museum with look-alikes: fifty women dressed and styled like her most famous character.” 
Milo Delaney was going to produce fifty hats, and she needed Nick to produce fifty pair of shoes. I wondered who was going to supply fifty matching suits on such short notice but didn’t ask. That, it appeared, wasn’t my problem. 
“I’m going to need to count on you to get this place in shape. I have to call in some favors to get these shoes produced. With any luck we’ll be knee deep in chocolate brown pumps by the end of the week.” 
A slow anxiety climbed my spine. “How are you going to get fifty pair of shoes here by Thursday?” I asked. 
“Before I licensed my own label, I was the creative director at Ignottia.”
“The Italian footwear house that produces most of the shoes on the runways?”
“Yes. Most designers don’t want the shoes to take away from their clothes, so they pick one or two styles, and all the models wear versions of the same style. Half the time those shoes aren’t even produced. Ms. London was at Ignottia last month and saw the shoes I did for a collection last year. If I can call in a favor at a factory, they’ll slot me in the production queue and overnight the inventory.”
“That’s a borderline impossible deadline.”
“Kidd, this order would solve a very untimely cash flow problem. I’m going to do whatever I can to make this happen.”
“Where are the clothes coming from?” I asked out of curiosity. 
“I gave Hedy the name of a designer.”
“Who?” I asked.
“You remember my friend Amanda Ries, don’t you?”
Yes, I remembered Amanda Ries. Up-and-coming fashion designer-slash-college friend of my boyfriend-slash-boss. She could be the nicest person in the world for all I knew. Our face-to-face encounters had been few and far between. What I knew was that she and Nick had the kind of special friendship that transcended girlfriends and murder investigations. 
Fine, I thought. We’d just established that favors for really close friends weren’t subjected to rules. 
Things were looking good for Eddie.
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While Nick was off doing whatever it was he did with Amanda Ries that I was going to pretend fell under the umbrella of shoe designer and not boyfriend-on-a-break, I got to work. 
First things first: I called Eddie. He answered after three rings. I heard Devo playing in the background. 
“About time you called. How was your date?”
“What? Oh, you mean dinner. It was good.”
“I know dinner was good. I made it. I’m talking about the movie. Notice anything?”
“I was a little distracted,” I said. “But that’s not why I called. You’re not going to believe who just came to Nick’s showroom.”
“Who?”
“Hedy London.” I waited for a response. None came. After a few seconds I said, “Hello? Are you still there?”
The music in the background turned off. “I’m either delirious or distracted. I could have sworn you said Hedy London came to Nick’s showroom.”
“I did. Just walked up to the door and waltzed in. She ordered a bunch of shoes from him. Something about having fifty models dressed like her character in  Murder After Midnight at the gala. Do you know anything about this? Did Christian or Thad mention it?”
“First I’m hearing. Is he there? Can I talk to him?”
“No, he’s not here, and no, you can’t talk to him. You know about our agreement.”
“So where is he?”
“Off meeting with Amanda Ries.”
Eddie whistled. “You’re showing a nice level of maturity here.”
“It’s my day for personal growth.” I leaned back on the desk and scoped out the showroom. “There’s about four hours of work here that I can kick out in three. If Nick isn’t back by then, is there anything you need me to do?”
“Can you get to Vera’s store? We’re still missing some of the hats, and Thad confirmed that she has them.”
“Sure. I’ll call you when I’m on my way.”
I hung up and started to type up Nick’s line sheets. A few formulas in an Excel spreadsheet made the project go quickly. When that was finished and Nick still hadn’t returned, I draped my jacket on the back of his chair, kicked off my shoes, and started on the display shelves. 
I found the power drill and a small package of wall anchors and screws, measured out the placement of the shelves according to Nick’s sketches of how he wanted the wall to look, and finished that project too. I borrowed a Handi-vac from the comic book store next door and cleaned up the resulting mess. By the time I finished, I was aware of two things: I was pretty darn good at hanging shelves, and I didn’t like the whole employee-not-girlfriend thing. 
I scribbled a note to Nick that pointed out the first thing, taped it to the inside of the front door, and locked up behind me. 
 
Over Your Head was located on Penn Avenue, across the street from a used record store and next to a nail salon. Penn Avenue was peppered with unique boutiques, art galleries, and the occasional medical supply store. The odd assortment of retailers combined to make a cohesive couple of miles of something out of the ordinary. The hat store fit in by being odd, not by being expected. I missed it the first time I drove by and had to double back. The second time, I spotted the black and white sign featuring a derby off to the side of the O in the logo. I got lucky with a parking space right out front. It was a couple of minutes past one o’clock. 
Large bay windows were filled with stands featuring hats from a bygone era. Jewel-toned cloches with gently moving feathers and sparkling jeweled pins stood like soldiers on hat stands. The floor of the windows was lined in black and white vintage advertising paper, and the hat stands were all painted a shade of high gloss mint green. The windows were merchandised with turbans, pillboxes, and the occasional fascinator. 
I window-shopped the way Audrey Hepburn had at Tiffany’s, until a petite brunette in a mint green smock waved at me to enter. As I pushed the door open, it struck me that this tiny shop had modeled its interior after the kind of millinery shops you often saw in movies from the fifties. Sitting stations, more like vanities, painted the same shade of green as the hat stands in the window, lined the room. A plump woman admired her reflection in the mirror in front of her, while the brunette stood to the side, holding a backup selection for the customer to switch to next. Her red-rimmed eyes belied her pleasant disposition. I imagined her personal life had spilled onto the hours of the work day, but she was doing her best to remain professional. 
“Welcome to Over Your Head. I’m Vera. May I help you with anything today?” She sniffled quickly and ducked her chin to cover the action. 
“Thank you. I’m just, I’m—are you okay?”
She pulled a monogrammed lace hanky out of a pocket and turned away from me, dabbing at her eyes. “I’m sorry. Family.” Her voice trailed off. 
I paused, unsure how to react. “I’ll just look around a bit,” I said awkwardly, wondering how many “lookers” they got in a day. I doubted many people ended up at a hat store by accident. “I saw your ad in the paper and wanted to see your selection of hats by Milo Delaney.” It was the first thing that popped into my head. 
“Of course. Right this way.” She handed a mother-of-pearl hand mirror to the woman in the chair. “I’ll be right back, Mrs. Willoughby.” 
I followed her to a locked glass case. She fumbled through a set of keys, found the one she wanted, and unlocked the case. 
“That’s not necessary,” I started to say, but she shushed me with a wave of the hand.
“You can’t come into a hat store and not try anything on,” she pooh-poohed, and pulled a kelly green felt cap down from the top shelf. “You obviously have taste. The shape of this would be great on you.”
 Great taste notwithstanding, it was probably my interest in their most expensive vendor that inspired her customer service, not my outfit. I didn’t want to lead her on thinking she was about to make a sale. Though she was right, this green felt cap was darn near close to perfection. The price tag dangled in the breeze. Did that say $250? No. She was definitely not making a sale. 
She excused herself and went to check on Mrs. Willoughby, who it appeared had decided on not one but two hats. Vera escorted her to the register and tallied her sale before saying goodbye and returning to me. 
Despite her not-very-well-hidden recent tears, she chattered on in that expert manner of the best sales associates. “It’s one of Milo’s newest designs. He has such an eye, don’t you think? He’s going to be making an appearance here on Thursday for publicity. Would you like me to have him sign this for you?”
“I thought you specialized in vintage styles. Milo is a current designer, right?”
“Yes and yes. Vintage is our thing, but there’s a limited supply, if you know what I mean. Milo’s designs are inspired by past styles but are new. We can cater to two customers now, those who are interested in the historical aspect of the styles and those who want something that’s never been worn before. Are you a collector?” she asked. 
She placed her index finger by her check and rested her elbow on the other hand that was across her waist. She turned her head, looked at my handbag, and then stood straight and looked me back in the eye. 
“Not really. I’m helping on the Hedy London exhibit at the museum, and I’m here for the hats.” I handed the green felt hat back to her. 
Her face darkened for a split second, and then she put a hand to her chest. “I didn’t know anybody knew about that. I took them to the museum last night. Right now Milo’s is the best collection we carry, but we’re all looking forward to the ones from Ms. London. I’ve seen the samples, and they really are spectacular. Did Tradava negotiate an exclusive?”
“I don’t know. You said you took them to the museum?” I asked. I saw the confusion in my reflection: my eyebrows scrunched, two small dimples on my forehead. I tipped my head back and tried to relax my expression but succeeded only in looking a little like Gloria Swanson in Sunset Boulevard. 
Vera looked embarrassed. “I’ll admit, I was hoping to see what’s been done on the exhibit so far. It’s a great concept.” She dropped her voice and looked from side to side. “I would have liked to be more involved in it, but it wasn’t meant to be.”
A delivery man pushed a wheeled cart piled high with boxes through the front door. He approached Vera. “I’ve got about twenty more of these in the truck.” He held out a black box on a cord and asked her to sign a small screen with a plastic stylus. 
“Bring the rest to the back, please,” she instructed the deliveryman. “I’ll let you in the stockroom door, right in front of the white Explorer.” 
My eyes darted to the boxes that were secured with shiny taupe packing tape. Small handwritten numbers in red marked a few of the corners. One box was punctured, probably from a not-so-gentle delivery. Bubble Wrap peeked through the opening. 
I looked away from the box to Vera’s face and caught her watching me. She tossed a striped tablecloth over the stack of boxes. “I’m sorry, but I have to ask you to leave. I’m closing the store early today.”
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Vera turned her back on me. Apparently we were done. I left the store and sat in my car for a few minutes, thinking about our conversation. There was something missing. I was surprised at how much she’d known about Hedy London and how she’d reacted to my knowing about hats. She had admitted to being at the museum last night, and she said she had wanted to be a bigger part of the exhibit. A bigger part, she’d said. So what part had she played? What exactly did she mean?
Before I pulled away from my primo parking space, I noticed a mom-and-pop pizza shop across the street. It was after two and I was hungry. I reasoned that I’d had a productive morning at Nick’s showroom and he would have called if he needed me. If I took a spare couple of minutes to grab a late lunch, he’d never be the wiser. I left the car for a second time and jaywalked across the street during a lull in traffic. 
The sign that hung above the door read J&D in crisp black letters underneath a Pepsi logo. Both sides of the sign were painted on thick plastic that had yellowed with age and sandwiched neon tube lighting that would serve as a beacon to anyone who needed a cheesy, saucy fix after the sun went down. The bottom corner of the plastic was broken off, and from the right angle I could look into the sign and see the neon tubes, along with a couple of dead flies. 
Chimes rang as I pushed the door open. A fat man in a white T-shirt, dirty white apron, and tomato-stained painter’s pants stood behind the counter. 
“Hiya, fancy. I was hoping you’d come in here. You working for the lady across the street?”
“Working? No, I’m a customer, I guess.”
“The way you’re dressed, I thought you were a model for one of her events.”
I looked down at my brown blazer and skirt and realized how out of place I probably looked, especially in the middle of a pizzeria. 
“There’s been a lot of activity over there lately,” he continued. “Trucks coming and going, boxes being delivered, trash being hauled away.”
“Is that normal?” I asked. I studied the fat man’s face. 
He put his thumb on the bottom of his jaw and stretched his index finger out along his chin as if stroking an imaginary beard. “Not normal, not to me. It’s only been a couple of days now, maybe a week. Last Thursday we couldn’t fit our trash in the Dumpster because she filled the thing up with that packing stuff—”
“Bubble Wrap?”
“Yeah.” He chuckled. “I made the guy turn on the compactor and the plastic popped like a firing squad. The girl in the record store next door called the cops before she knew what was going on. Reported hearing gunshots. She was pretty embarrassed when she learned it was Bubble Wrap in a trash compactor.”
“Can you tell me anything else?”
He dropped his hand and crossed his arm over his chest. “Why you asking so many questions? Don’t you want to order something?”
“Oh, yeah, right. Can I get a large round with extra cheese? And do you mind if I wait at the table by the front window?”
I sat at the table and watched Vera’s store while I waited. Nothing unusual happened. But Vera Sarlow was connected to the hat exhibit, I knew that for sure. The information from the talkative pizza man only added to my hunch. She was hiding something, and I needed to know what it was. Problem was, I didn’t know how to go about finding out.
The pizza man brought the pizza to my table. I asked for extra oregano and tore a piece of the crust off the slice while I let the rest of it cool. I ate two slices and watched the storefront, hoping to catch Vera up to something. The only thing I caught was another employee who set a wooden tent sign in front of the store. I asked for a to-go box and packed up what was left, carried it across the street, and looked at the tent sign. It advertised the upcoming appearance of Milo Delaney on Thursday afternoon. I put the pizza on my passenger-side seat and drove back to Nick’s showroom, full of pizza, thirsty for soda, and hungry for answers.
Nick was busy answering e-mail when I walked in. 
“Hey, boss,” I said lightly. “Sorry I had to step out for a bit. Something personal came up. How long have you been back?”
“Couple of hours. You might want to tell me now if you plan on having issues with timekeeping.”
“Nope, no issues here. This was a one-time thing.” I sniffed the air, immediately recognizing the scent of cured lunchmeats.
“I ordered us hoagies from B&S. I hope you don’t mind, but I ate without you. I didn’t know you’d be gone so long. Yours is on my desk next to the bag of chips.”
Two comments about how long I’d been gone. I could hardly tell Nick that I’d been out at Vera’s store looking for info for Eddie, not after I’d practically cross-stitched my work ethic onto a pillow so he’d take me seriously. 
“Thank you. I’m going to get a little more work done first. Besides, I’m not really hungry.”
I walked past him to the desk, where a sandwich was wrapped in white butcher paper. On the outside was magic marker that said hard roll, no tomatoes, extra oregano. Darn Nick for knowing exactly how I liked my hoagies. 
I set my handbag on the corner of the desk next to a dog-eared spiral-bound sketchpad. I flipped it open and thumbed through drawings of shoes. A lined sheet of paper with a bullet-pointed list fell out onto my lap. 
Milo, London, Collectors, Amanda, Shelves, Line sheets
The last three items had been circled in red. The last two were crossed out in green. Nick had gone to see Amanda, so was this a new item on his list? Or had he failed to cross her out?
And since when was that the biggest concern I had? 
I looked again through the sketchbook filled with drawings of the kind of shoes that would make Cinderella’s sisters green with envy. A few sketches he’d doodled on cocktail napkins and scrap paper had been stapled to blank pages with notes. I’d watched him do this before, when we were out for business dinners. He’d see a detail—an orchid as a centerpiece, or a particular pinstripe on a man’s suit—and get an idea. He’d sketch it out on whatever surface he could find. More often than not those spontaneous design ideas turned into his best sellers. I’d secretly cherished knowing I was there when inspiration had struck. 
I flipped back to the list and ran my finger over the words. 
“What’s up, Kidd?” he said from the doorway behind me. 
He startled me into enough of a jump that I knocked the bag of chips onto the floor. I stooped to pick them up and then stood up quickly when I became aware of the butt-side view I’d given him. 
“Nothing. Sorry. Where were we?” I asked.
“What’s wrong?”
“Nothing’s wrong. Why do you think something’s wrong?” 
“I’ve never known you to turn down a hoagie. What gives?”
“I’m trying to eat better, that’s all. You know, salads and fruit and stuff.”
“Really,” he said, crossing his arms.
“Really.”
“You didn’t stop off for lunch somewhere, like maybe at a pizza place?”
“Are you having people spy on me?” I asked angrily.
“There’s a tomato sauce stain on your lapel.” 
I looked down at my chest. A telltale stain had blossomed across the brown fabric. I looked around the desk for a napkin but saw none. 
Nick held out a box of tissues. “It’s no big deal, Kidd. I just didn’t know.”
I wiped at the stain and then gave up and took off my jacket. “What’s my next job, Boss?”
“Set up a meeting with Milo Delaney to see the samples.”
“You know him?” I asked. 
“I’ve seen him around the trade show circuit and at a couple of industry banquets. Do me a favor? Bring me the notes I left out front.”
I went to the desk by the front of the showroom, found pages of notes in Nick’s handwriting, and returned to the back office. 
“Thanks. See you tomorrow,” he said, and hung up. He leaned back in his chair and put his hands behind his head. He had taken off his suit jacket, and the cuffs of his shirt were folded up twice, exposing his tanned forearms. I looked away to the four-foot square painting I’d hung earlier, an abstract lime green canvas that popped against the otherwise white walls of his showroom. 
“Who are you seeing tomorrow?” I asked, afraid of the answer. 
“Milo.”
“I’m perfectly capable of handling this on my own.”
“I’m sure you are.”
“I figured since there was so much to get done around here, we’d divide and conquer. I’ll go to Milo, you do your stuff. Call London, visit Amanda.”
He ignored my mention of Amanda. “As it turns out, you got more done than I expected.” He leaned across the desk and put his hand on top of mine. A rush of heat went through my body. I pulled my hand out from under Nick’s.
“Don’t make me threaten you with a sexual harassment case,” I joked, and stood up. “I’m going to keep working on the line sheets.”
When he didn’t say anything I turned around and headed back to the front of the store to proof the line sheets I’d typed up. We didn’t talk until the end of the day. 
Nick stood in my doorway. His expression looked strained. “I’ll meet you at Milo’s at nine tomorrow morning. Here’s the address.” He held out a piece of paper. 
“Fine.”
“And do me a favor. If you want to avoid the sexual harassment situation, skip the sexy secretary look. It’s a little distracting.”
 
Logan met me by the front door. I dumped my handbag on the chair and scooped him up from under his belly. As I scratched his ears, I called out for Eddie. “Honey, I’m home!” 
Eddie emerged from the kitchen. 
“What do you want to eat? I can go hamburgers or hoagies.”
“Dinner’s done. Steamed chicken and brown rice.”
“Is that some kind of a joke?” I asked, looking past him to the table. 
The table was already set, complete with already-filled wine glasses. Eddie handed me one. “You started working for Nick today, and I’m in the middle of avoiding the police. Figured we could both use some power food.”
I couldn’t speak for anybody else, but what I really could use was the leftover pizza. 
“You still haven’t called Detective Loncar back?” I asked.
“I’ll do it tomorrow. I don’t know what I’m going to say to him, about taking the hat and not calling him back.” He buzzed around while I talked. 
“The longer you wait, the worse that conversation is going to be.”
Within minutes we sat at the table with plates of beige food in front of us. Logan meowed, caught up in the excitement. He got a piece of my chicken, cut into small cat-bite sized pieces 
“I went to Over Your Head today. The woman who runs it is Vera Sarlow. Short, brunette woman. Kind of compact. Emotional. A little shady. You know her?”
“Nope, not familiar. Sounds like you have her pegged as a suspect.”
“She knew about the Hedy London collection. She said something about wanting to be involved.”
“From what Thad told me, a lot of people wanted to be involved. Volunteers came out of the woodwork, but Dirk refused any outside help. He said he was risking his store’s performance and bottom line by being involved, and the only way he’d continue to do so was if the entire thing was kept under wraps.”
I nodded. “What about you? You said you won some kind of contest and doing this was the prize.”
He set down his fork. “That’s just it. I won the contest for designing windows. Dirk wasn’t exactly amenable to my talents. He wanted me to do grunt work. You know, move this mannequin here, move that pedestal there.”
“The stuff you wanted me to do.”
“That’s different, dude.”
“Whatever. So was Dirk planning to shuttle his staff in from Philly?”
“Philly’s thirty miles from here, so that’s a big nugatory. It was the museum staff and me, and if he could have booted me out, he would have. The Tradava tie-in kept me there. What did this woman do to get you so twisted?”
“We were talking about Milo Delaney. She carries his hat collection. A driver showed up with a large delivery. The boxes were all marked like the boxes at the museum, and one of the corners had Bubble Wrap peeking out from them. It seemed suspicious.”
“If we’re going to suspect every person with access to Bubble Wrap, we might have to put Mailboxes Etc. under surveillance,” he said. 
I ignored him. “She threw a tablecloth over the boxes when she saw me staring at them. After I left I went across the street and chatted up the pizza man—”
“Are you using my situation as a license to eat poorly?”
I ignored him. “The owner said there’s been a lot of activity there in the past week. He also said she threw out a significant amount of Bubble Wrap, so much that the trash truck was filled. The driver had to activate the compactor and pop it to make room for the trash in the rest of the neighborhood.”
“Funny.”
“Not really. Somebody called the police because she thought it was gunfire. Do you think that could be what we heard last night at the museum? When we thought we heard gunfire?”
“I don’t know.”
“Do we know how Dirk Engle was killed?”
“Dude’s head was wrapped in plastic. What more do you need to know?”
“There was blood. Remember, that’s why you picked up the hat.”
Eddie went pale under his tan. “Don’t remind me.”
“I’m just thinking out loud here, but if somebody shot him, maybe nobody heard it because there was another explanation for the sound. Like Bubble Wrap popping.”
“I didn’t hear anything that night. Did you?”
“No, but we were upstairs. Maybe the acoustics aren’t so good up there?”
“It’s a museum with marble floors and stairs. The only fabric in the whole building are the T-shirts they sell in the gift area. If there was any kind sound, we would have heard it.”
“What about the light fixture? What if that was a distraction? We wouldn’t have heard anything else when that fell.”
Eddie’s eyes moved to the left and the right as he thought about it. “That was a couple of hours before we found the body.”
“But we don’t know how long the body was there. And the air conditioning was on too. Like someone wanted to keep his body cold and confuse the time of death.”
“So you think someone killed him that afternoon?”
“What about Thad? He came to the museum to see what had happened. What if he committed the murder, knowing he’d arranged for the light fixture to fall so he could join us and look like he wasn’t anywhere near the admissions office?”
Eddie pushed what was left of his brown rice around on his plate. “Just yesterday Thad told me Dirk wanted out of his contract. Dirk said urgent personal business came up and he couldn’t fulfill his commitment.”
“If that’s true, then why was he fighting with Christian? Why did he storm out and say the exhibit was cursed? Why did Christian tell him he was fired?”
“Here’s another one. Why would Thad lie to me?” Eddie asked. 
I could think of one very good reason.
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Before I had a chance to answer, the sofa rang. I mean, the phone under the delicately placed white afghan that hid the bald spot on the gray flannel sofa Eddie bought me at a visual sale at Tradava rang. I answered.
“This is Thad Thomas. May I speak with Eddie Adams, please?”
“He’s not available,” I said, using my best kill-them-with-kindness voice. “Can I give him a message?”
“I’m sure he is available, he’s waiting for my call. I’m certain he would like to talk to me about museum matters. I’ll hold while you find him and tell him that I’m waiting to speak to him.”
What a charming guy. 
I carried the phone back to the kitchen and held it out to Eddie. “It’s my new friend, Thad, from the museum. He wants to talk to you.” I pressed my hand over the bottom of the phone. “Don’t trust him. Remember what you just asked me.”
Eddie took the phone. “Hey. Yeah. Where? Okay. Later.” 
“Whoa,” I said when he hung up. “What’s Thad doing with my number? And what’s he doing calling you here at my house? Why isn’t he calling your cell phone? And how does he even know you’re here?”
“I told him I dropped my cell in water and it’s sitting in rice.”
“Did you?”
“No, but I needed an excuse for why I’m not answering my cell.”
What did he want?”
“If I still had the keys to the museum.”
“And you said …?” I swear it was like pulling teeth. 
“I said yes. I couldn’t say no, could I?”
There wasn’t time to address Eddie’s ignorance of the acceptable times to lie. I reached for my wine and took a sip. 
“He wants to meet tonight. Go over a few details and figure out a schedule for me to keep working. Is that cool with you?”
I choked and set the glass back down. After I got the coughing under control, I said, “Five minutes ago. Here. We had a conversation. Were you not listening? Because I don’t think it’s a very good idea for you to meet up with Thad. Especially now that he knows you never dropped off the keys. Don’t you think it’s a little weird that he wants to get you back to the scene of the crime? Alone? At night?”
“He’s trying to help with the exhibit.”
“Are you sure? Thad has been nothing but nasty since the first time I met him. I think he’s hiding something.”
“Or he’s the assistant director of the museum and he’s under a lot of pressure.”
I knew how Eddie felt, wanting to believe in the honesty of one person connected to his world so it felt a little less scary, but I also knew Thad wasn’t above suspicion. Eddie was still trusting, still expecting the people around him to do what they said they would do. I knew deep down he had questions that would eventually bubble to the surface. 
I remembered back in high school, when I stood up for Eddie when he was involved in a cheating scandal. We hadn’t been close friends at the time, him having transferred in halfway through senior year. But I’d seen the whole thing from my seat in the back of the classroom. I’d watched a member of the football team copy Eddie’s test and then accuse Eddie of cheating to protect his scholarship. 
I didn’t know what was going down at the museum, but I couldn’t let Eddie take the blame for something he didn’t do. 
“I have an idea,” I said. I outlined my plan for the evening, a basic test of Thad’s loyalty to find out if he could be trusted. “Call him back,” I finished, “and set it up.”
I handed the phone to Eddie, who stared at it like it was a newborn alien baby that had been dropped off on his doorstep. After several seconds of concentration, he hit redial. I heard the ringing phone through the handset. 
“A little privacy, please?” he said.
I carried Logan into the kitchen and fed him another piece of chicken from my plate. He bit down on the chicken breast and jumped onto the floor, then ran to the corner by the sink and set it down. He sniffed it, and then carried it to the living room. 
As he disappeared around the corner, Eddie reappeared. “I don’t know why, but I did what you said.” 
“Did he take the bait?”
He nodded. “He’s at the museum. I told him you wanted to come over and get the keys. He said he’d wait for you.”
“I’m on my way.”
I left Eddie at the house while I drove to the museum. The sun hovered above the horizon. I parked in a space at the back of the lot and entered through the back door.
Thad had asked Eddie to meet him in the upstairs gallery space, so I figured now was the perfect time to duck in the opposite direction, down the stairs to the catacombs—the offices for the museum director and staff—and see what I could find on Christian’s desk. 
The heavy wooden doors were shut but not locked; someone had turned the bolt on one door so it rested against its partner. I eased my way in and let my eyes adjust to the minimal light so as not to draw attention to myself. 
The last time I’d been in this office had been when Dr. Daum was the director of the museum. The desk now belonged to Christian, and it was decidedly neater and better organized than it had been under Dr. Daum’s tenure. The wood had recently been oiled and held the faint scent of lemon. A miniature copy of Rodin’s The Thinker, like the ones in the gift shop Rebecca had been straightening yesterday, served as a paperweight, holding down a pile of notes and memos. 
As I leaned closer to see what kind of things Christian kept on his desk, my hand slipped on a leather-bound journal and a few papers from inside fell to the floor. A vacation request and a responsibility sheet on an upcoming luncheon. I scanned the memo for a date and glanced at the computer monitor. A Word document titled “Interest in Hats” was open. 
It was a list of names, followed by a city and state: Edith Willoughby, Philadelphia, Pennsylvania; Charlotte Mann, Princeton, New Jersey; Mildred Manners, Dover, Delaware; Paul Haines, Albany, New York.
I scanned the screen. There were twenty names on the list. I didn’t know who these people were, but I grabbed the mouse, pointed and clicked, and moved to the printer while it chugged out a hard copy. I picked the paper off the tray. One of the heavy wooden doors started to swing toward me and I shoved the paper into my back pocket. I collapsed behind an audio-visual cart that held a TV and a DVD/VCR combo. A couple of remote controls and plastic videotape containers sat on top of the unit. Stifling a breath, I lay frozen on the floor while clunky, shuffling footsteps plodded toward the room. Christian entered. 
Peeking around the side of the cart, I watched Christian open a desk drawer and lean down. A lock of hair fell over his forehead like when Clark Kent becomes Superman, but I was beginning to suspect that he was not one of the good guys. 
He sat up and changed out of a pair of dusty brown construction boots and into wingtips. The boots were tossed along the back wall. A clump of dirt tinted dark red fell from the waffle-stomper tread on impact with the concrete floor. He stared at his computer screen. From my vantage point I couldn’t tell if the screensaver had returned or if the list was in front of him. 
He moved the mouse and turned toward the printer, stopping for just a fraction of a moment. He turned back to his desk and rifled through the papers under The Thinker, pressed a button on the phone, and wedged the phone between his ear and his shoulder.
“Have you been to the office recently?” He paused. “Okay, no, nothing. Thank you.”
He replaced the receiver and dialed a second number, this time punching in a series of numbers. 
“Everything is going according to plan. I assure you, you’ll be quite pleased.” Pause. “We knew there would be challenges along the way, but I’m dealing with them in a discreet manner, as always. No, I haven’t seen her at the museum for a few days, but I’ll keep an eye out. If she gets too close, I’ll tell the police what I know.”
Pause.
“Now, now. I don’t want you to worry. Soon it will all be over, and the hiding and the lies can stop. I assure you it will be worth it. I’m happy to do this for you. Of course. Until tomorrow then.” 
It wasn’t until he hung up that I realized I was a sitting duck. Who had Christian been talking to? And who was he talking about? If she gets too close, I’ll tell the police what I know. Who was she—Hedy? Vera? 
Me?
 If I hadn’t hidden to begin with, I could have stepped out from behind the racks and told Christian I’d been waiting for him, but not now. I could hardly pop up from behind a row of books and pretend my presence was normal. 
Christian showed no sign of leaving. He thumbed through the very stacks of paper I’d rummaged through seconds before, while I squatted on the concrete floor behind two rows of research material. 
I looked around the room, desperate for an escape plan. My eyes passed over his boots, a Louis Vuitton briefcase that sat next to his own tattered leather one, and a stack of dog-eared exhibit catalogs. The room was painfully silent. I needed a distraction and a way out. I was not going to become one of the challenges along the way that he would have to deal with. If he was the killer and thought wrapping someone in Bubble Wrap was discreet, what else he was capable of?
Light from a streetlamp outside the museum shined through a small window above the shelving unit on the other side of the small-ish office. I crawled toward the door. I quietly tore a strip of paper from the sheet of collectors that I’d printed and balled it up. Right before I came out from behind the shelving I bowled it across the shiny concrete floor. It skidded to the wall behind his desk like a mouse. Christian looked up, startled. He went to investigate. 
That was my chance. 
I slipped through the double doors and into the hallway, making a beeline for the exit. Two-thirds of the way to the door, Thad stepped out of the shadows. 
“Thad. Hi. Where was I supposed to meet you?” 
He glared at me with his unnaturally bright green eyes. 
“I’m sorry I haven’t been able to help more with the exhibit,” I started. 
“What’s that?” he interrupted, staring at the list of collectors in my hand. 
“Nothing, really. Something I picked up for Eddie.” I needed to get out of there. 
He snatched the paper out of my hand. He unfolded it, glanced at it, and then glared at me with an expression of anger. “Where did you get this?”
“Isn’t that Eddie’s to-do list? Did I grab the wrong thing?” I stood on my tiptoes and pretended to look at the paper. My voice sounded exactly as I hadn’t wanted. 
“This is not Eddie’s to-do list.” He folded the paper and ran his thumb and index finger over the crease. 
I threw my hands in the air. “Then I don’t know where I’m supposed to find it. Maybe the admissions office? But I can’t get in there. You have your own set of keys, don’t you? I mean, you can get in there when the rest of the museum is locked up, right?”
“Samantha, if you really want to help Eddie, give him a message. Tell him to stay out of this before he gets in too deep.” 
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I left Thad in the doorway to the museum while I power-walked to my car. I wasn’t sure what his message meant, but there was no mistaking that it was a borderline threat. Thad knew more than he was letting on, and when I’d asked him about the admissions office, I sensed he was hiding something. I was going to find out what.
Another thing nagged at me—Christian’s two phone calls. He’d only dialed a number for the second one. That led me to believe the first had been an internal call. So who had he called the second time?
Eddie was asleep in my bed when I got home. I didn’t have the heart to wake him. I carried pajamas to the bathroom, washed my face and changed, and set up a makeshift bed on the sofa. 
 
It wasn’t the sunlight or the smell of coffee that woke me up Monday morning. It was the sound of my name being repeated over and over. Actually, it was my name coupled with, “Don’t you have to meet Nick in half an hour?” that finally did the trick. 
I opened one eye to a scary version of Eddie standing over me. Scary because he was in my terrycloth bathrobe. Second day back on the job, with Nick as my boss and show up late? Not a chance. Especially when we had a field trip scheduled. 
Today I went with the opposite of sexy secretary: menswear. When I returned to the kitchen it was in a brown blazer and matching pants, light blue shirt, brown and navy paisley silk vest, and brown leather ghillies. I added an oblong scarf knotted as a necktie and topped it all with a mountainous pile of pearls. I secured my hair in a ponytail and ran down the stairs. 
“How do I look?”
“How did you do that in ten minutes?” Eddie asked with awe. 
“It’s a gift.” 
I grabbed my keys, hid half of my face behind a pair of Jackie O glasses, and left. Rush hour was thinning out, so it was in record time that I turned from the main road on to one of the many side streets that led to Milo Delaney’s address. Slowly I drove past a series of row homes, checking the numbers on the front of each house until I found the one that corresponded to the address of the hat showroom. 
Two kids bounced a ball on the street, and a couple of old men sat on a porch, watching them. They turned their attention to me when I got out of the car. I wasn’t sure, but they might have been laughing at my outfit. Head held high, I walked to the sidewalk and rested against a wrought-iron banister. Where was Nick? And why was Milo’s showroom in the middle of one of Ribbon’s inner-city streets? 
A thin man in a close-fitting T-shirt and faded ratty jeans approached. He held a cup of coffee in one hand and a leash attached to a very big dog in the other. I took a step backward to give him plenty of clearance. He nodded at me and approached the front door of the row home we were intending to visit. He punched a code into the keypad outside the door and it buzzed. The door closed behind him. I looked around for Nick. Finally I saw him walking away from his white pickup truck parked farther down the street. 
“You should have gone up without me. I didn’t realize I was going to have to park so far away.”
“I’m not sure this is the right address. I saw someone go inside, and he didn’t look like a hat designer.”
Just then the door opened, and the man with the large dog poked his head outside. “Nick Taylor?” he asked. 
“Yes.”
The man jogged halfway down the stairs and extended a hand. “I’m Milo. C’mon up.” He turned away from us and scaled an intimidating flight of stairs immediately inside the front door. 
Nick scaled the stairs and caught the closing door before it snapped into place. He gestured for me to follow. I climbed as quickly as I could, finding it unexpectedly difficult as I was only partially awake and wearing shoes not designed for stair-scaling. 
By the time we reached the room, only one of us looked professional, but I was beyond caring. The big dog lay on a rug of braided rope next to an antique wooden desk. 
“Welcome to my temporary showroom,” Milo said. “Sorry about the informality. I’m scrambling a little since my business manager left me.” 
“Can I use your restroom?” I asked, the need to freshen up trumping the need to introduce myself. 
“Sure, in there.” Milo gestured with his coffee cup. 
The black lab lifted his head off the pillow and watched me cross the showroom floor. I passed shelves of architecture tomes and design manifestos along the back wall. A skylight from above flooded the showroom—which was more like a studio apartment in my humble estimation—with light. 
A round mirror over the sink did little more than confirm my suspicions about my appearance. I dusted some powder on my nose and dabbed on a coat of lipstick, shrugged out of my blazer, and rejoined the two designers. 
“This is Samantha,” Nick said. “It was her idea for us to come.”
“I thought we could see the Hedy London samples,” I added. 
The designer stared at me. “I thought you wanted to see my collection.”
That’s when I noticed the lit shelving opposite the room. Hat stands similar in design to the green fixtures in the window of Vera Sarlow’s store, but in their natural wood color, held exquisite bits of feather and fluff that would have made a woman drool back in the fifties. 
I approached a forest green fedora like the hat Eddie and I had found next to Dirk Engle’s body. “This is,” I paused, searching for the right word.
“Fantastic, right?”
“Actually, ‘familiar’ is the word I was looking for. I saw this hat two nights ago.”
Milo glared at me. “Nobody has seen this collection.” He abruptly stopped speaking. He adjusted the hat that I’d touched as if I’d left it displayed at the wrong angle. The phone rang in the background, but he made no move to answer it. 
“Is that one of the Hedy London hats?”
“No. It’s an original.”
Nick stepped behind Milo and put his hand up to his throat, signaling me to cut off my line of questions. I backpedaled and went for complimentary. “I do like the nostalgic element to your designs. They remind me of the way people dressed in old movies.”
“I’m not a copier, I’m a designer. I design.” Milo said bitterly while the phone continued to ring. “My ideas are organic.” 
Clearly this was not going well. I changed subjects. “Do you handle your own marketing and publicity?”
“I have a team of experts hidden in the back room. You hear the phone ringing off the hook. What do you think?”
“I didn’t mean …” I tried to figure out what I’d said to trigger his animosity. “You’re a successful designer, consistently getting awards for your contributions to the industry. I’m sorry,” I said, interrupting myself. “Do you need to answer that phone?”
Milo slammed his coffee down on the table and crossed the room to the phone. He glanced at the display, picked up the receiver, and turned his back to us. I strained to hear what he said, but he hung up before I had a chance. He lifted the receiver again, hit a combination of four numbers, and set the receiver back on the base. 
“What were you saying?” he asked me. 
“I’ve read about you in more than one fashion periodical. It struck me as odd that you didn’t have help. At least a business manager. I’m impressed that you can handle all the aspects of your business by yourself. I didn’t mean anything by it.”
“If you want to talk hats and see my samples, you’ll need to book another appointment. As far as my business manager goes, if I were you, I’d forget that question was ever asked.” He stood up and left the room. 
I looked at Nick. “Did I say something wrong?”
“Misplaced anger. Considering the circumstances, I can’t say I’m all that surprised.”
“What circumstances?”
“You don’t know?” He looked surprised for a moment and then quickly recovered. “Nothing, really. He’s had a turn of bad luck, that’s all. Let’s go.”
I wanted to press Nick about what he’d meant, but he was being evasive for a reason. I followed him out the door and down the stairs, relying heavily on the banister for support. He was waiting for me out front. 
“See you back at the showroom?” Nick asked. 
“No. I’m going back to the showroom. You’re going to get us something to eat.”
“It’s nine forty-five.”
“I feel guilty for not eating your sandwich yesterday.”
Nick looked at me like I was crazy. I smoothed my necktie and looked up at him from under heavily mascaraed eyelashes. 
“You’ll be impressed by how much I’ll have done by the time you get there. I promise.”
He shook his head. “Bagels and cream cheese? Will that work for you?”
Considering the brown rice and chicken option Eddie had offered me yesterday, I thought it was darn near perfect. “Works for me.”
I waited until Nick got into his car and started the engine before I hopped in mine and peeled out. Nick knew something I didn’t, but not for long. I ran a couple of yellow lights and possibly one red. After unlocking the showroom and dumping my handbag on the floor, I ran to his desk and booted his PC. When the search engine came up, I typed “Milo Delaney business manager.”
No wonder Nick didn’t tell me what he knew. Milo’s former business manager was the dead man, Dirk Engle.
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By the time Nick walked into the showroom, I’d scanned in all of his inspiration photos and images and had mocked up four separate boards for his approval. 
He set a cup of coffee and a brown paper bag in front of me. “Kidd, we need to talk.”
I could tell by the look on Nick’s face that something had changed. Gone was any trace of the attraction I’d seen on Saturday night and it hadn’t been replaced by appreciation for my efficiency. 
“Is there something you want to tell me?” he asked.
“About?” I adjusted my necktie and focused on the desk calendar in front of him. 
“Did you honestly think I wouldn’t find out that you’re digging into Dirk Engle’s murder while you’re on the clock?”
“Nick, it’s not what you think.”
“So you haven’t been to the museum since the murder?”
“How did you find out?” 
“After the way you interrogated Milo Delaney, I had a hunch. You just confirmed it.”
I sat back in my chair and took a breath. Our voices had been steadily rising, and while we were very lucky that we were in the privacy of Nick’s showroom and not a public arena, it did seem best not to go on shouting about things like dead bodies.
“I did the right thing, Nick. I called the cops from the museum. I talked to Detective Loncar that night. And when I found out Eddie had taken a hat from the crime scene, I arranged for Loncar to pick it up my house. Inviting the detective to my house? That is so far from digging into Dirk Engle’s murder that it’s completely unlike anything I would have done under former circumstances.”
“That doesn’t make this any better, Kidd.”
“I think it makes it a lot better. I’ve been a normal upstanding citizen since we found Dirk Engle’s body.”
“You wanted to meet with Milo after you found the body. Why is that? I know you. You’re trying to get involved.”
“No, I’m not. You’re the one who set up the meeting. And you knew—you knew!—Dirk Engle was Milo’s business manger. You’re more guilty in this particular scenario than I am. I was an innocent victim of timing. I only went because I’m working for you.”
“I didn’t tell you Dirk Engle was Milo’s business manager.”
“Yes, you did. You said you weren’t surprised, all things considered.”
Nick’s face went red. “Is that why you wanted me to get you food? You wanted to find out what I meant. You could have asked, Kidd. I would feel a lot better about all this if you had just asked what I meant. But you didn’t. You came back here—raced back here is more like it, because I saw how you blew through two red lights on Penn Avenue—because you wanted to do some research without my knowing.”
“You don’t know what you’re talking about.” I paused and clenched my jaw so hard I felt it in the filling in my back left molar. “It was one red light and it was on Perkiomen Avenue, not Penn Avenue.”
“I think what bothers me the most is that you lied to me. You said you wouldn’t get involved and you did.”
Nick sat back in his chair and put his hands on the armrests. He shook his head slowly. His temples pulsed as he clenched and re-clenched his teeth, and I wondered how many fillings he had and if he felt it too. I suspected he was thinking through what I’d said, checking to see if I was really and truly an innocent bystander or if I’d taken advantage of circumstances to ingratiate myself into an investigation.
“Call Detective Loncar. You’re friends with him, right? Ask him if I’ve been a help or a hindrance. Go ahead. Call him.”
“I’m not going to call the detective to check up on you.”
“Well, you could. He’d back me up.”
Nick shot me a look that suggested now was not the time to suggest the detective would be on my side of this particular argument.  
“Are we done here?” 
“Darn near close. Stay out of it, Kidd. Please. I can’t handle—”
“You can’t handle what?” Shock hit my face like a cold rag. “You’re worried about your reputation. You don’t want me to get involved because I’m working for you. It has nothing to do with Eddie and nothing to do with me. Right?”
He didn’t answer. 
I grabbed my bag and stood up. “I have to get to the printer to pick up your line sheets,” I said and stormed out.
 
I have this thing about approval. It comes from growing up as the kid in the family. My older sister had managed to out-do me my whole life: SAT scores, colleges, marriage, family. She’d become the adult she was intended to become, and somehow I’d continued to be The Kid. Vying for attention and positive feedback had gotten me a lucrative career in fashion. It had severed those close sisterly ties that other families had too, because I’d eventually tired of the feeling that I’d always be the little sister, trying to catch up. My attempts to change my life, to rediscover my roots and get on a different path had changed the direction of my future. But my need for approval remained. Maybe that’s why I drove to the museum in search of my mentor, Dr. Daum. 
As the younger of two sisters, nicknamed “the kid” by my parents and “the kid Kidd” by people who considered that somewhat funny, I’d grown up with a complex that I’d never be taken seriously as an adult. Dr. Daum changed that. He’d been the director of the Ribbon Museum of Art for most of my lifetime, and from the first day we’d met, he treated me as an equal. 
We’d formed an unlikely friendship during the months I’d volunteered at the museum on my summers away from school, him coming to me to share news of a new acquisition or a particularly frustrating meeting with board members who didn’t see eye to eye with his outlook. I’d never questioned why he’d befriended me because I feared just asking would undermine our relationship. 
I made a stop off at the copy store, picked up the line sheets for Nick, and got back in the car. In fewer than fifteen minutes I was within a mile of the museum. I hadn’t figured out where I was going to park or what I was going to do once I got there, but I needed space from Nick and knew Thad was up to something. I’d finally convinced Eddie that it wasn’t a good idea to do what Thad wanted. Not until we knew more.
I circled through the parking lot, taking note of the cars in the lot: white SUV, burgundy Jaguar, and two unattended police cars. A man in a wrinkled suit and straw hat walked around the front of the museum, a camera around his neck. I drove through the lot to the front of the museum and looked around for him. He stood by the stream in front of the museum, tossing pieces of bread to a flock of ducks. I drove past him, circled back around the museum, and parked in front of a large white brick house. I wrote “rumpled suit ducks” in the notebook, tucked the pen and the notebook into my denim messenger bag, slung the bag across my chest, and headed to the museum on foot. 
The building was quiet. My memories of the museum included field trips in elementary school, visits during summer break in high school and college, and one fateful situation about a year ago when I’d been shut out of an industry party and ended up in a tree out back. Today I might as well have been a patron, if only the museum was open this week.
“Samantha? My dear, what are you doing here on a glorious Monday morning?” a familiar voice behind me asked. I turned and faced the one person I trusted to talk to about the museum, Dr. Daum. 
“Dr. Daum, what can you tell me about the hat exhibit?” I asked as we matched strides across the freshly cut grass behind the museum.
“Ah, the exhibit. Christian’s masterpiece. I wonder, I’ve wondered all along what would happen if we tried an exhibit on that scale, what it would do to our small town. We invited trouble into our backyard and now we’ve been caught unprepared for such trouble.”
“What kind of trouble?”
“The kind of trouble that comes from too many secrets. Christian wanted to keep things under wraps, and the executives at Tradava are eager to hear, to see what he has planned. There have been mishaps, theft, and now murder. The wrong type of press, if you ask me. He might believe there’s no such thing as bad publicity, but I disagree.”
“Mishaps—like when the light fixture fell?”
“That was the most recent, yes, but I’m afraid that was my fault. Your friend Eddie had asked if we could hide the normal lighting fixtures for the exhibit. He said he had an idea. I spoke to the engineer about it but failed to mention to anyone else that the fixtures were being removed. At least the gallery was empty when it fell.”
“The gallery wasn’t empty. I was in there with Eddie. The fixture almost fell on me. He saw it fall and knocked me out of the way.”
Dr. Daum’s eyes closed and he took a deep breath that puffed out the narrow span of his chest. He exhaled and opened his eyes. “Samantha, I’m sorry for my negligence. Were you hurt?”
“No, well, a couple of bruises in places nobody’s going to see since it’s not bathing suit weather.”
“What were you doing there? The only person who should have been there at the time was Dirk Engle. Where was he?”
“You mean Dirk and Eddie, right? Because Eddie’s doing the setup for the exhibit. Dirk had an argument with someone and stormed out. Eddie and I were the only two people working in the exhibit space that night.” I paused. 
An awkward silence grew between us as I remembered how we’d found Dirk Engle’s body and how we had realized that all along we had not been alone. New questions pooled in my head. 
I turned around and glanced at the cop cars in the parking lot. “Do the police know about … why …?” I couldn’t bring myself to acknowledge the details. “Is that why they’re here?”
“The police? I suppose they have some theories. They’ve been involved for some time.”
“I don’t understand.”
“This exhibit is worth quite a bit of money. The insurance on Hedy London’s hats is around several million dollars. We advised the police of the risks of such an exhibit. The only people who knew about the insurance were Christian, Dirk, and me. Dirk went behind Christian’s back and had the hats sent to his store. I’m not sure anybody knows his true motivation—gaining favor with his clients by giving them first view or copying the designs for his own inventory—but it seemed as though he were taking advantage of the situation.”
“If Christian knew Dirk was taking advantage of the situation, why didn’t he fire him? Would that be a bigger risk to the exhibit than keeping him on board?”
“Christian confronted Dirk, who denied any such allegations. Your friend Eddie was called in to help run interference between Dirk and Christian. I’m quite certain Dirk should have been fired. It was the right thing to do. I never expected him to pull a stunt like that, but a person without integrity has no right to be involved in the business of art, of preservation, or of style.”
“But the day I came to the museum to help Eddie, Dirk was there. He had a fight with someone. I think it was Thad or Christian.”
“Christian was waiting for board approval to terminate Dirk’s involvement with the exhibit. The board was dragging their feet, afraid of poor publicity. Dirk Engle fought with a lot of people about this exhibit. I think the only person he agreed with was the hat designer responsible for the samples.”
“Milo Delaney.”
Dr. Daum paused for a moment. “But this is not our business, Samantha. The police will investigate his murder and no doubt conclude that he was involved with some unsavory characters. We’re all in a much better place without his sort, but it’s a shame that in the middle of all of this, the priceless hats have gone missing.” He reached into the pocket of his blazer and pulled out a set of keys. “I understand your friend Eddie was asked to return this set of keys. That was an oversight. Please give them back to him and apologize on behalf of the museum. His mission has been railroaded by unfortunate events, but he is to have twenty-four-hour access to the Frowick Gallery so he can continue working.” 
I took the set of keys. “Thad’s the one who demanded the keys back. What about him? Do you think he had anything to do with Dirk’s murder?”
Dr. Daum’s face clouded. He stood straight up and looked over my head and then back at me. “My dear, do you have any reason to suspect him?”
I shifted my eyes to Dr. Daum’s left while I thought back over that first day, when Thad had closed the door to the admissions office hours before Eddie and I found Dirk’s body, and to last night when he’d caught me coming out of Christian’s office. Despite his claims to be helping Eddie, he hadn’t appeared happy to find me. What was the reason for his animosity? 
The police must have questioned him. I’d all but told them to. And Dr. Daum was right—without anything concrete, I had no business going around casting suspicion on anybody, regardless of their disposition.
“No, I guess I don’t have any reason to suspect him.”
“Then I’d suggest you worry less about Thad and more about yourself.”
“Why me?”
“Perhaps that man with the camera can tell you more than I can.” Dr. Daum pointed over my shoulder to the parking lot, where a rather large telephoto lens was pointed in our direction. 
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I had chalked up to my first encounter with Dante as coincidence, but this was too much. I stormed through the grassy back lawn of the museum. I didn’t know why he was following me, but it was going to stop. Now. 
My pearls swung back and forth over my necktie as I picked up speed. There was no secret to my destination, and Dante lowered his camera as I approached. He half-smiled and then stepped away from the motorcycle and crossed his arms over his black leather jacket. 
“Why are you taking my picture?”
“That’s an interesting question.”
“No it’s not.” In fact, it was probably the least interesting question I could have asked, all things considered. 
“Are you sure that’s the question you want to ask?” 
“Considering the circumstances, I think it’s pretty valid.”
“I like your outfit. Shows a certain flair.”
My face grew hot. “That’s not what I mean.”
“You asked why I was taking your picture. That’s why I was taking your picture. If it were me asking the questions, I would have asked why I was following you.”
“Why are you following me?”
He ducked out from under the strap that held the camera around his neck and put it into a heavily padded equipment bag. “That is a good question. I wish I had a good answer.”
“Why don’t you tell me the truth?”
“The truth,” he said, with a smile on his face. “I was asked to follow you.”
“Why?”
“You’re stuck on that question. If it were me, I would have asked who asked me to follow you.”
“Why?”
“Still with the why?” He secured the equipment bag to the back of his motorcycle with a couple of bungee cords. 
“No. Why would you have asked who wanted you to follow me? If I know why you were asked to follow me I can probably figure out who.”
“You are an inquisitive woman, I’ll give you that,” he said, stepping forward.
“How did you know where I’d be?” I asked, taking a step back.
“Generally speaking, when someone is asked to follow someone else, they’re given a general background, some information on the subject. I don’t know many instances where people say, ‘Drive around town and find a woman in a necktie and pearls,’ but in your case, that would have worked as well, because I think you’re probably the only woman around Ribbon wearing that outfit.”
“Enough about my outfit. I want answers.”
“If you could decide on what questions you want to ask, maybe we could work something out.”
I felt like I was having a conversation with the Mad Hatter, appropriate since the hat exhibit was fewer than a hundred feet from where we stood. I turned around to look at the museum, to see if Dr. Daum was still on the grounds watching me, but he wasn’t. When I turned back to Dante, his helmet was in his hand, and he was straddling the bike. 
“Where are you going?” I asked.
Dante leaned forward, holding the helmet upside down in his two hands. “You’re not asking the right questions, Samantha.” A hint of cinnamon caught my attention while he put on the flame-decorated helmet and turned the key. He nodded once and then rolled the bike forward off the kickstand and pulled out of the parking lot. 
I should have felt angry/concerned/nervous/creeped out, but I didn’t. I felt annoyed. And excited, which triggered a nice layer of guilt to the emotional cocktail. I turned back to the windows to the Frowick Gallery on the second floor of the museum for a second and thought about things. I had said I wouldn’t be involved, and here I was at the museum, involved. 
There had to be a reason Dante was following me. And then I realized something. 
I was in a position to follow him.
As fast as I could, I unlocked the car, jumped inside, and revved the engine. The tires made a squealing sound as I backed out of my space and threw the car into drive, hoping to catch up with Dante at one of the stop signs or traffic lights close to the museum. I was slowed down by the same set of stop signs but caught sight of a motorcycle making a left turn on to Penn Avenue. Still too far away to know if I was following the right motorcycle, I took a chance and made the same left, weaved in and out of cars on the two lane road, and closed the distance between us. 
It was almost too easy.
Within two blocks I was directly behind him. I kept on his tail as he briefly pulled on to the highway, exited by the Ribbon Designer Outlets, and pulled into a space next to the loading dock. I pulled into a space next to him and slammed my door while he was unlocking the equipment bag from the back of his bike. He pulled off his helmet, slung the camera bag over one shoulder, and tipped his head toward the building. 
“Not bad,” he said. “Follow me.”
“I’m not going anywhere with you.”
“You followed me this far to find out what’s going on. What’s ten more feet?” He turned around and walked into Catnip, his sister, Cat’s, boutique. 
For all the warning bells that might have sounded in a different person’s mind, the only bells I heard were the subtle ding-dong that sounded when I followed him through the door. I’d shopped here before, soon after I’d moved back to Ribbon. The soft lighting showcased the boutique’s merchandise, tables of cashmere sweaters, folded jeans, racks of last year’s designer looks. Cat had great taste, and I would have been happy to become a regular customer if only we hadn’t gotten off on the wrong foot. We’d since worked past most of our issues, but still, she didn’t look happy to see me. 
“Cat,” I said.
“Samantha,” she said back. 
“You two need to talk,” Dante added. 
As I looked back and forth between their faces, I noticed the family resemblance. They shared the same square face and wide-set eyes. Cat’s hair, a vibrant red, could have come at the hands of an expert colorist, and Dante’s jet-black hair could have come from a bottle of shoe polish, but confirmation of either point would have to wait because I had bigger questions on my mind than the authenticity of either of their hair color. 
Aside from her facial expression, Cat looked delightfully fresh in a lime green taffeta jacket that was cinched at the waist over biscuit-colored skinny pants and spiked olive green heels. 
“I guess you’re wondering why I asked my brother to follow you around Ribbon.”
“You? You asked him to follow me?” I asked, again feeling like Alice in Wonderland. 
“Dante, go get me a latte. Samantha, would you like anything?”
I would have killed for a cup of coffee but wasn’t ready to accept her hospitality. “No thank you,” I said. 
She held out a twenty, which he looked at but didn’t take. “It was all her idea,” he said.
After Dante left the store, Cat turned to me. “I don’t know you very well, but after what happened at Heist, I feel like I can trust you.” She was referring to a publicity contest we—Cat, Dante, Eddie, and I—had entered a few months ago. What had started as a contest with a sizeable cash prize had ended in three murders. 
I waved my hand in front of her. “Water under the bridge,” I said, not 100 percent sure the cliché fit the situation. It seemed a stretch to believe Cat had asked her brother to follow me around Ribbon because of some mild fascination with my brush with crime, but if it wasn’t that, then I didn’t know what it was. 
“I asked Dante to check you out. Follow you around, see the kind of people you spend time with. I know you’re working on the Hedy London exhibit at the museum. That’s one of the reasons I wanted to talk to you.”
Was that it? She wanted an inside angle on the Hedy London exhibit? She had an odd way of going about asking, and I was afraid she was going to be sadly let down when she heard how little I could do for her. 
“About Hedy London? I don’t know anything about her, really. Or the exhibit. Tradava is the one who has the exclusive on the collection, and I don’t work for them.”
“No, that’s not it. I have—had—a hat, a Lily Daché, and now it’s gone.”
“I’m sorry. I don’t have access to the sample collection either.”
“Listen to me. I bought it on the secondary market a few years ago. My old boss has connections. With all the press surrounding this exhibit, I thought it would be fun to take it out and wear it.”
“I’d love to see it,” I said quickly. 
“You can’t. The day I wore it I was mugged. The only thing stolen was that hat.”
 



17
I had a strange feeling I knew why Cat had wanted to talk to me, and I wasn’t sure I liked it. 
“Cat, I’m flattered, but if you were mugged, you should be talking to the police, not me.”
“I called the police. They have a report. But they didn’t seem all that interested in helping me find my hat. You’re close to this thing, and I can’t help but believe it’s related to the exhibit.”
“I don’t know what you’re asking me to do.”
“I don’t think the police really cared all that much about my missing hat, but I’m not willing to just accept that it’s gone. Will you, I don’t know, keep an ear to the ground?”
I hesitated. Could I make an argument that helping Cat find her hat wasn’t related to the Hedy London exhibit? I didn’t think so. “You said you got it from the secondary market. eBay?”
“Nothing that mainstream.” Cat leaned in closer and dropped her voice. “I bought it a couple of years ago. My old boss, the previous owner of this store, collects Hedy London memorabilia. He invited me to go on one of his field trips. It was crazy cool. We had to dress down, like bums. He had an address that led him to a driver who took us to a row home in the middle of Ribbon, where a guy met us on the street and ushered us into his loft. It was filled with the most amazing vintage fashion. I found this hat that Hedy London was supposed to wear in an early movie, but it ended up on the cutting room floor.”
“They threw the hat on the floor?”
“The footage from the movie ended up on the floor. The hat ended up in this guy’s collection. It’s so yummy, it’s a turquoise pillbox confection of felted wool, satin and rhinestones!” She clapped her hands like a five-year-old at her first puppet show. 
“At least you didn’t pay retail,” I muttered, half under my breath, remembering the style I’d tried on at Vera Sarlow’s store. A thrift store find would have been a nice change of pace. 
“I wish I’d paid retail. That hat probably cost about three dollars back in its day.”
“What did inflation cost you?” I asked.
“Three thousand.”
I was speechless. Cat’s news had just let me know that as far as fashionistas go, she was in a whole other league.
I told her again I didn’t know what I could do for her but promised to stay in touch. We were interrupted by a call on my cell phone. 
“Kidd, do I need to find another showroom manager?” Nick asked. 
“Nick! I lost track of time. I’ll be there in twenty minutes.” I disconnected before he could get another word in and then said goodbye to Cat and left out the back door. Dante leaned against the hood of my car. He held coffee cups in each hand. 
“So that’s it? You’re back in Ribbon because your sister asked you to follow me around?” I asked.
“Philly’s not all that far.” He tipped his head to the side and then righted it, as though I was close enough to the situation that there was no point in adding to my reasoning. “Besides, it was an interesting proposition, so I said yes.”
“I don’t want to be rude, but I’m late for something.”
“Work. You’re late for work. With your boyfriend,” he finished.
“Exactly how much do you know about my life?”
“Not nearly enough.” He held out a cup. “Coffee. Cream, no sugar. I’m fairly sure you wanted it even though you declined my sister’s offer.”
This time I took the cup. 
“Call me if you want to talk about the questions you should be asking.”
“What if I didn’t keep your number?”
“If you look hard enough I’m sure you’ll find it.”
“Ladies’ room stall? ‘For a good time call’?”
“Something like that. Bye, Samantha.”
 
 
After leaving the designer outlets I drove to Nick’s showroom. I spent the twenty minute drive coming to the conclusion that I had to talk to somebody about what was going on. The person I trusted, the person I wanted to be my confidant, was waiting for me inside that showroom. It would be nice to talk to Nick about what was going on. He’d have a different perspective, and in the past he’d even been willing to help me out when I needed it. 
It took about ten more minutes in the parking lot to work through all of the reasons I shouldn’t confide in Nick: lecture, warning, and accusations of broken promises. By the time I decided to go for it, I was more concerned about the voices in my head than anything Nick might say.
By the time I opened the door to his studio, I felt as though I’d played three sets of tennis with Novak Dj0kovic and was left with a tightening knot at the base of my neck. Mental note: find some kind of outlet for tension. Soon.
Nick stood by the left wall of the showroom with a power drill in one hand and a screw in the other. 
“We need to talk,” I said. “Not like ‘boss-employee.’ I mean, I know I said we should be on a break while we were working together, but can we talk? Like boyfriend-girlfriend? Or is that not a good idea?”
Nick set the drill on the desk and studied my face. A dull heat grew around my hairline. I didn’t look away. For a few seconds, the attraction to Nick I’d felt on Saturday night lit up like the fuse on a stick of dynamite, and I wondered how long it would take until it exploded. 
“Let’s—” His voice cracked. He tucked his chin and coughed a couple of times into his fist. “Let’s get out of here.”
I followed Nick to his truck. He drove to a bakery about three miles from his showroom. I followed him inside. He gestured for me to sit in a booth while he went to the counter. He returned with two cups of coffee and two donuts. 
“What’s up, Kidd?”
“I’m involved.”
He nodded. I expected him to comment but he didn’t. 
I took his silence as an indication that he wasn’t going to lecture me, and that was enough encouragement for me to open up. I told him about the exhibit, the thefts, the murder, and the midnight trip to the museum. The only thing I didn’t mention was the list I’d printed from Christian’s computer. I wasn’t sure why, but that detail felt better left unsaid. 
He reached across the table and set his hands on top of mine. For a few seconds we didn’t speak.
“I know you’re concerned about what my involvement says about your showroom while I’m working there. I had no right to lie to you, but everything else I told you was true. Eddie needed—needs—my help. I can’t walk away from that.”
“Kidd, I don’t think you understand.”
“No, I do. And when you asked me not to get involved, I thought I could. Not get involved. I thought I could not get involved. But I already was involved, and I can’t just walk away. You need to know that about me. You might not like that about me, but you need to know it, because it’s not going to change.”
The heat from his hands felt good. I stared into his eyes, his soft, brown, root-beer-barrel eyes that had flecks of gold in the middle. 
I closed my own eyes and inhaled the scent of his cologne mixed with the scent of the bakery: dark and spicy with a glazed-sugar coating. I opened my eyes and saw him studying me with the same intensity. My thoughts took a less-than-appropriate turn, involving a countertop in the kitchen. Abruptly, he pulled away and tucked his hands in his lap. Could he read my mind? And what was so inappropriate about a bakery-based fantasy anyway?
Someone cleared her throat and I looked up. Mrs. Aguan, the head of human resources at Tradava, approached our booth. She wore a white mandarin-collared shirt, a boxy, forest green cardigan, and gray slacks. Her hair was short, gray, and spiky, and was the same color as her pants. A multi-strand necklace of rough-cut green stones filled in her neckline.
“Nick Taylor, what a pleasant surprise. We miss you coming through the store to check on your collection. How are things going with your new launch?”
“Fine. I’ll be ready to start booking market appointments soon. How are things at Tradava?” he asked. I suspected the question was for my benefit.
“It seems everyone’s a bit overworked these days. We lifted the hiring freeze but can’t find the right caliber employee.” She looked at me briefly, as if gauging whether I could be trusted with the conversation.
“You remember Samantha Kidd, don’t you?” Nick asked. “She was the trend special—”
I cut him off with a kick to the shin and a sudden fit of coughing. I took a sip of water to make the coughing fit look real. 
“I’m his showroom manager,” I said after I’d swallowed. 
Mrs. Aguan studied me. “Samantha Kidd,” she said slowly, as if trying to place my name. I could tell the moment the connection clicked by the change in her expression. She looked like someone had shot a pulse of electricity between her ears. Her eyes popped open a bit wider, and her mouth went into an O for a second before she recovered.
I held out my hand. “Pleasure seeing you.”
She took my hand in a limp handshake and forced a smile. “Likewise.” 
I smiled and focused on my coffee cup. 
She waved goodbye and walked to the register at the front of the restaurant. I didn’t know if she’d heard any of our conversation before she approached us. If Nick was concerned about his reputation, holding hands with his showroom manager in a public bakery might not have been the best way to go. And as far as my reputation went, my own behavior probably looked less than professional. She’d never recruit me back to Tradava. Even if I applied for a job, she’d see that as me having no loyalty to Nick. It wasn’t the first time I found myself wondering if taking this job had been the right decision.
“Kidd, I know I asked you not to get involved. All things considered—”
“All things considered, Eddie helped me out when I had similar problems last year. Put yourself in my shoes, Nick.”
“I am. Eddie’s my friend too. But this isn’t about work, and it isn’t about my showroom. It’s about you. I want to protect you.”
“I can take care of myself.”
“I’m not always going to be your boss, Kidd, and when that day comes, I want you to still be in one piece.”
The low flame that I’d felt earlier flickered inside me again. I didn’t look at Nick because I was afraid of what I’d read in his expression. With my heart racing, I took his hand again. 
He turned his hand over and entwined his fingers with mine. The palm of his hand felt softer than I expected. He rubbed his thumb back and forth over my life line, my love line, and whatever other lines were etched into my flesh. The longer we sat there, the faster my pulse raced. I knew it would be hard working for Nick, but I didn’t know it would be this hard, this soon. I knew what I had to do and what I had to say. 
“I made a mistake,” I said, my voice husky. I was willing to go out on that limb, to tell him that I should never have accepted this job. “I should have known better, but I didn’t, and now things are complicated …” My voice trailed off as he lifted my hand and pressed fingers to his soft lips. 
“Kidd, don’t apologize. It’s not too late.” His eyes had deepened to a dark brown that threatened to absorb me. 
I leaned my head back against the booth, my low ponytail pressing into the cushion. “But how do we—what do we—what’s next?” I asked.
“Tell Eddie you’re done. I’ll come up with something.”
“What does Eddie have to do with us?” I asked, with slow realization that maybe we weren’t talking about the same thing. Clarity pierced the fog of attraction that had clouded my mind only moments ago. “What are you talking about?” 
“The homicide investigation. I’m glad you can see what a mistake it was to get involved, but it’s for the best.”
I pulled my hand away. “I wasn’t talking about the homicide investigation.”
“What were you talking about? 
My temperature rose for completely different reasons than it had only moments before. “That’s what you got from this conversation? That I’m going to quit helping Eddie?”
“You said you should have known better.”
“About working for you. I should have trusted my instincts all the times you offered to give me a job to float me while I looked for something more suitable.”
“Your instincts told you to say no to working for me but yes to getting mixed up in a murder investigation? I’m telling you I’ll help you get out. What do your instincts say about that?”
“Nick, I don’t want out. I want the person who killed Dirk Engle to get caught.”
“The police are working on that.”
“But they don’t know any more than we do. They don’t know about the collectors, they don’t know about Cat’s hat-jacking, they don’t know about—”
“Kidd, for someone who says she’s been turning everything over to the police, you sure have a lot of information in your back pocket.”
“I don’t need a lecture, Nick.”
He leaned back and ran his hand over his hair. “I think it’s time we went back to the showroom.”
“No, Nick, I think maybe I’m done for the day.” I stormed out of the diner. 
 
 
I drove home at breakneck speed. I tried to call Eddie but there was no answer. I pulled into my driveway and ran to the front door. “Eddie? Eddie!” I yelled. 
I tossed my handbag onto the side table by the door like I always did, only it dropped to the floor. The table was missing. I took a couple of steps inside and tripped over a chair.
Everything had been moved, everything had been cleaned. It was as if I’d been ransacked by the Merry Maids, who’d left the place better looking than when they arrived. 
“Eddie! Are you here?” I shouted though the front door, my new greeting replacing the “Honey, I’m home” routine from yesterday. He didn’t answer. I looked for a note of explanation as to where he might be or skid marks on my carpet indicating that he’d been dragged out against his will, but there was nothing. The house was clean once again, so he’d been there at least long enough to tidy up after last night. It looked nice. Homey. He’d even put a mason jar of flowers on the kitchen table. I didn’t know where the flowers had come from. Maybe the next-door neighbor.
Housekeeping efforts notwithstanding, his absence was unsettling. I circled around with nervous energy, not able to sit and relax. Every time a car turned on to my street I hopped to the windows, hoping it was Eddie. Between the drive-bys I checked the answering machine and my cell phone, hoping I’d somehow missed a message. No such luck. 
There was nothing left for me to do but dole out some ice cream and wait. I pulled the rocky road out of the freezer and retrieved a clean bowl from the dishwasher. When I opened the ice cream container, I found a piece of paper curled up inside. Was going stir crazy. Had to get out. No worries, am incognito. 
He was mocking me. He was mocking my cooking abilities. He was mocking my predictable ice cream cravings. 
Mental note: find a way to indicate that I’m not domestically incompetent. 
Mental note #2: have some ice cream first.
I sat at the kitchen table and massaged my temples while thinking back over the day. I’d gotten distracted by Dante and Cat, by Nick and Tradava. But before all of that I’d met with Dr. Daum. What had he said? Dirk Engle was dead because of the exhibit. 
But the exhibit was still going to open. That meant the murderer wouldn’t stop now. 
But there was a flaw to Dr. Daum’s logic. If someone was after Dirk Engle, it would have been easy to find him at his store. Why come after him at the museum? The fact that he was found at the museum was curious. As in not good. As in his death had less to do with his own business and more to do with the missing hats. And that meant Eddie was in trouble, especially since he’d been the one to find the body and remove one of those hats from the museum. Even though I’d made sure it had been turned over to the police, chances were the murderer didn’t know that. 
I grabbed a pen and scribbled notes across a fresh sheet of paper. 
Dirk Engle: Victim. Milo Delaney Business Manager. Hat store owner
Christian Jhanes: I-FAD chairman. Museum director.
Hedy London: Film star. Costume collector. Hat designer.
Then I thought about Dr. Daum’s casual mention of Milo Delaney and how he’d changed the subject after introducing it to our conversation. I remembered how angry Milo had gotten when asked about Hedy London. I wrote Milo Delaney again. It seemed as though he was the piece that sat squarely in the middle of the puzzle. Something was missing though. 
I turned to my computer and typed millinery exhibit, Ribbon, PA, curator into Google. It was on page 3 that I found an article in the Ribbon Times online edition. “Local Boutique Owner to Consult on Hollywood Exhibit.” 
I was surprised. “Local” was a generous description of the thirty miles between the cities of Philadelphia and Ribbon, but calling Dirk Engle a local boy gave the article a hometown spin. I clicked the link and started to read. 
Turns out, “local” wasn’t a generous description after all. 
The picture featured in the article about the exhibit was not of Dirk Engle. This article was about Vera from Over Your Head. 
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“Ace” reporter Carl Collins seemed to have taken special interest in the Hedy London exhibit. I read the article. 
Friends of the Ribbon Museum of Art were notified by private newsletter of an upcoming exhibit at the museum. The unnamed exhibit was described as “cinematic treasures on loan from a high profile collector,” and is to be funded by local retailer Tradava. Vera Sarlow, owner of the hat shop Over Your Head, was mentioned as a consultant, indicating that the exhibit features hats [editor note: Sarlow could not be reached to verify details about the exhibit]. Additional names mentioned in collaboration with the exhibit were Christian Jhanes, former I-FAD faculty member, and Thad Thomas, assistant director of the Ribbon Museum of Art. Dr. Daum, recently retired director of the Ribbon Museum of Art, will stay on in a consulting position per a unanimous vote by the board of directors. The exhibit is expected to open as part of the museum’s fall calendar. 


I wished I had that sheet of names I’d printed from Christian’s computer, but, thanks to Thad, I didn’t. I typed “Thad Thomas” into Google and searched. There were more than 5 million hits, seventeen alone on LinkedIn. I narrowed my search: “Thad Thomas director.” That filtered the hits down to 4.9 million. I continued adding words: “assistant,” “museum,” and “Ribbon.” By the time I layered in “Frowick Gallery,” I was down to one. 
It was a mention of his post as assistant director of the museum. I clicked on the link and found myself staring at a thumbnail image of Thad next to Christian Jhanes. Below the picture was the caption Assistant Director and Former Chair of Fashion Marketing. I returned to Google. There were no other hits for Thad Thomas. It was as though he’d appeared out of thin air. 
I climbed the stairs and took a long bubble bath, during which I stared at the ceiling. After climbing out and drying off, I dressed in a cashmere hoodie and a pair of black leggings and flopped on the bed, no closer to answers. 
Logan hopped up next to me, settled in next to my thigh, and purred. I’d been neglecting him. 
“What do you think is going on here?” I asked. 
He looked at me with wide amber eyes and meowed. 
“Am I missing something?”
I heard a faint sound from downstairs. Logan stood up and jumped off the bed, crouched low, his tail getting fat. He started toward the door. I followed him down the stairs. When I reached the bottom step, I froze. There was a man in my living room. 
Afternoon sunlight bounced off his shiny, bald head. His arms held a large bag stuffed with objects. 
I was being burglarized. 
A shiver ran down my spine as I wondered if he had heard the bathwater running upstairs or was even aware that I was in the house. 
Logan rubbed against my ankles and I stiffened, hoping our movement hadn’t alerted the intruder to our presence. 
I reached for a pillow from the sofa and eased it out of its case. I wrapped each end around a wrist and slowly, quietly, crept behind the intruder. He bent down. I threw the pillowcase over his head and pulled the cotton tight. 
“Don’t move!” 
I kneed the back of his legs. He dropped the bag and lost his balance. He hit the floor. I lost my balance and fell into the bag he’d dropped. Shoe boxes spilled out of the top. 
“Dude, get off me!”
He pulled the pillowcase off his head and looked around. 
“Eddie? Why are you creeping around my living room?”
“I couldn’t stand sitting around here anymore. I had to get out.”
I repositioned myself so the corners of the shoeboxes weren’t digging into my ribs. 
He rubbed a hand against his shaved head. “I told you I was incognito. The tapes from the museum showed a guy with floppy blond hair. It was easier than messing around with Ms. Clairol.”
I leaned back against the sofa and took a longer look at him, noting the contrast between the smooth head and the three days’ growth of beard. “It works on you.” I scanned the piles of bags and boxes on the floor. “What’s all this?”
“I went shopping.”
“You bought shoes?”
“I bought Vans.” One by one he opened the boxes and pulled out sneakers decorated with wild prints: checkered, plaid, camouflage, floral. “Eighteen pairs. I couldn’t stop. I’ve never bought eighteen pair of anything at one time before, and that counts boxers that are packaged in threes.”
I stood up, pulled him from the floor, and hugged him. 
“Dude,” he said, clearly taken aback. 
“Sit down. There are a couple of things you need to know.” 
I told him about Milo Delaney, Christian’s telephone conversation, the list of collectors, and Vera’s involvement with the exhibit. It has been a very busy day and it hadn’t even gotten dark yet. 
He let me speak, uninterrupted except for the occasional sigh, grunt, and WTF. Only he didn’t say the letters W-T-F. The Lord’s name got invoked a couple of times. I finished by telling him about Cat being mugged. 
“Was she hurt?”
“No. But she’s shaken up. Like, a lot.”
He pulled his knees up to his chest and curled his arms around them, like he was trying to shrink himself down into the size of a bowling ball. He started to rock back and forth against the white crocheted afghan that I left on the back of the sofa. I don’t think he knew he was doing it. 
“It all goes back to the exhibit,” he said.
“How is that possible? Cat said she bought that hat years ago. She’d been saving it for a special occasion, and the first time she wore it she got mugged. Nobody even knew she had it, except for her boss, who apparently is a Hedy London collector, and whoever sold it to her.”
“Do you know where she bought it?” Eddie asked.
“She said it was through back channels. I don’t think they’re listed in the phone book.”
“So now she’s a Cat without a hat.”
“I don’t think she took out an ad in the paper to tell people she was going to debut it. Who could have possibly known what it was? It seems like a totally random act of violence.”
“I have to talk to her. I have to find out what she knows.”
“She doesn’t want to talk about it.” I switched gears. “What do you know about Milo Delaney, the hat designer?” 
“Nothing. Why?”
“He’s the one producing Hedy London’s collection.”
He thought for a second and scratched the side of his head. “Nobody said anything about him. To be honest, nobody’s told me much about the whole history of this thing.”
“How were you approached when it came to this exhibit?”
“Two weeks ago the regional director of visual merchandising called me down to his office. He congratulated me again on winning the contest and said the museum wanted me to work on this exhibit. I admitted I was surprised. When I won, I thought there would be a little fanfare when it came to the exhibit, but the more time that passed, the more I thought it was one of those never-gonna-happen things.”
“You said something about a promotion.”
“Yes. He said if I could pull it off, I’d get a bump to director of visual merchandising. Nicer title, better pay.”
“Not that you don’t deserve it, but it seems like they really sweetened the pot on top of the whole contest win. I mean, is that normal? Win a contest, get a great opportunity as your prize, and then get a raise and promotion too?”
Eddie pulled the white afghan around his shoulders like it was a superhero cape and walked into the kitchen. I followed him and we sat at the table. 
“When I told you about the promotion, I wanted to impress you. I didn’t tell you the other part.”
“There’s more?”
“Or less. If I don’t pull this thing off, I’m out of a job.”
“I think it’s time someone rewrote Tradava’s employee-relations handbook,” I said. 
Eddie smiled, but it seemed as though the effort was almost more than he could manage. 
“Tell me exactly what you remember from the day you were given this assignment.”
“My boss told me a personality conflict at the museum was holding up progress on the exhibit. Tradava had a lot of money invested in the collection, and they’d been counting on something big from the museum to give them national press.”
“So before you were onboard, it was just Dirk Engle. Right?”
“Right.” Eddie picked at a loose thread on the afghan. 
“And now he’s dead.”
“Right.” 
“Tonight I found out that before Dirk Engle, Vera was involved.”
“Vera from Over Your Head?” he asked with surprise. 
“One and the same. And Christian wants you to keep working on the exhibit, even though there was a murder there.”
He lowered his head to the table and rested his forehead on the placemat for a few seconds. When he lifted his head, the imprint of a grid remained on his skin. He burped and set his head back on the placemat. 
I didn’t know if it was because I was still hopped up from finding Eddie in my living room or because I felt helpless not doing anything, but I had to get out of there. 
I pulled on a pair of pink wrestling sneakers and grabbed Eddie’s keys. “Is Thad expecting you to be at the museum tonight?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Two Hedy London movies came from Netflix today. Watch them. I’m taking your car.”
 
 
The sun descended as I drove. Within the hour, it would be dark. Instead of pulling into the parking lot, I parked Eddie’s Bug on a residential side street about a half a mile from the museum and walked. 
I let myself in with the keys Dr. Daum had given me to give Eddie. A single light glowed from behind the counter by the gift outpost, casting weird shadows from the object d’arts and merchandising trinkets. I passed the gift shop and went down the stairs that led to Christian’s office. A beam of light ran between the bottom of it and the floor. I tiptoed across the marble, quiet thanks to my rubber soles, and pressed my back up against the wall, listening for signs of conversation. 
When I heard nothing, I put my hand on the knob and pulled the door open. 
Christian stood by a fax machine that was spitting out paper. His back was to me. I slipped into the office, dropped to all fours, and crawled past his desk to behind the same metal audio-visual cart I’d hidden behind yesterday. 
Christian seemed satisfied with the information that came off the machine. He ran his finger through his golden-brown hair, the same way he had the day we’d first met, and then turned to the desk and picked up the receiver. 
“I wasn’t sure if you’d left for the night. If you’d still like to talk, I’m available.” There was a pause, and then he said, “I’ll be waiting.” He hung up and scanned the surface of his desk, lifting a couple of pages and tucking them into his top left desk drawer. 
I shifted my weight, wondering who he’d called. I was disappointed when Rebecca peeked around the door into Christian’s office. Today her ringlets had been brushed out into soft, feminine waves. She smelled like patchouli, a scent I could identify because it had been infused into every pressing of Madonna’s Like A Virgin album. 
“Come in,” Christian called, shuffling through papers that I’d shuffled through earlier that day. He waved toward the chair in front of his desk. “Have a seat.” 
She perched on the edge of the chair that faced him. Her posture was stiff, like she was balancing a book on her head. Her hands were folded in her lap like an obedient child. 
“What did you want to see me about?” he asked.
“I wanted to see if there was anything I could do to help with the exhibit,” she said in a soft voice. 
He looked at her across the desk. From where I was, I had a sliver of vision between the bottom of the TV monitor and the top of the VCR/DVD player. I wasn’t sure whether I should concentrate on Christian’s expression or Rebecca’s, but knew if I kept moving my head like I was watching Wimbledon, there was a pretty good chance I’d be discovered. 
“Actually, I do have a project for you,” he said. He opened his desk drawer and pulled out a piece of paper. “These are the top millinery collectors in the area. They must be contacted about the upcoming exhibit. A few might have concerns that we’re going to cancel, and they need to be reassured that we’re not. They represent a great deal of exposure and a great opportunity for the museum to raise funds. Can you do that for me?”
I peeked at Rebecca. She leaned forward, and her black silk blouse exposed a lace trimmed bra and cleavage created by padding. Christian’s eyes flicked down to her chest for a split second, and then he continued speaking. 
“They each need to be told only the most salacious pieces of information about the hats that we’ll be displaying. Their interest needs to be piqued to maximize the wow factor. Tell them about the murder, if you think it will heighten the drama.”
“Christian, is that a good idea? Does the detective want you to talk about it with these people?”
The director sat back and crossed his arms over his chest. “What happened can’t be helped. In light of it, we have a unique opportunity to raise the stakes and gain national coverage. It is better to seize this moment than to avoid it because of an unfortunate event. I hardly think I need to consult with detectives on how to raise publicity. Can I count on you?”
She cocked her head to one side and her curls fell over her shoulder. “Of course, Dr.—Christian.”
“Thank you, Rebecca.”
She looked at the piece of paper like it was a love note, folded it into a small square, and stood up. She watched him for a few seconds more before standing. 
I slouched lower, scared that she’d see me. 
After a few seconds of silence, Christian spoke. “Is there anything else you wanted to discuss?”
“No, I don’t think so,” she said. I imagined her tucking her hair behind her ears, if only because that’s what she’d done that first day that Christian had confronted her by the gift shop. 
“Then please close the door behind you. I’m going to finish up with some paperwork before I leave.”
“Of course.” Her chunky loafers made clunking noises against the concrete floor. The door opened and then swung shut. 
I was trapped.
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I’d taken a chance slipping in while Christian’s back was turned, but there was no way I could get the door open and get out without him noticing. I was either going to spend the night in his office, or I was going to have to figure out a way to get him to leave. 
I pulled my phone out of my pocket and put it on mute, and then pressed *67 followed by the museum phone number. When the shrill ring tore through the silence of the office, I waited. Christian answered on the first ring.
“Christian Jhanes,” he said. 
I’d forgotten that his voice would come through my phone! I pressed the phone between my palms to muffle the sound. He said hello a few times and hung up. 
I muted my phone and called him again. The phone rang four times before he answered. Again with the hellos, again with the hang up—this time harder than before. It was working.
The fifth time, he let the phone ring twenty-six times before answering. 
The sixth, he got up from his desk and stormed out of the office.
As soon as he was gone, I stood up and followed him. The ringing phone jangled behind me. I ducked out of the office and ran up the concrete stairs to the gallery space. I snatched two empty boxes and headed back to the stairs, getting halfway down when Rebecca saw me. 
“I didn’t know you were here,” she said nervously. 
“Eddie and I are finishing up some last minute things. I’ve been so deep in research that I lost track of time.” I looked around. “Have you seen Thad?”
“Thad’s here too?” She looked over one shoulder and then the other. “I thought Christian and I were alone.” She blushed. 
“Christian’s here? Are you sure?” I asked, trying out my clueless routine. “It’s been so quiet I thought I was the only one here.”
“He’s here, or he was. Maybe he left. I—I thought he’d say goodbye.” She looked behind her for Christian, but no one was there. I remembered what it was like to work hard to impress the new boss, and how it felt to go unappreciated. I put my hand on Rebecca’s forearm. 
“Rebecca, if I were you, I wouldn’t get too attached to Christian. I don’t think he’s going to stick around for long after this exhibit is over.”
“I don’t think that’s true. He’s so passionate about the future of the museum. After this exhibit is over, just think what he’ll do next.” Her eyes grew wide and she blinked deliberately, her curled lashes batting up and down like a little girl afraid of the dark. “I don’t think he’ll leave us for a long time.”
“Maybe I’m wrong,” I said. “It’s been known to happen.” I carried the empty boxes past the gift shop as she turned off the light behind the counter and pulled a cloth cover onto the register. 
“Do you want me to throw those boxes away for you? I’m on my way out with the trash from the store.”
“That’s your job?”
“We take turns. Today’s my day. It’s not a big deal, we just line up the plastic bags behind the building. The trash man picks them up every Tuesday morning before we open.” 
“Thanks.” I handed the boxes to her and headed back up the stairs, happy that she’d offered. She’d just given me my next idea. 
 
 
I spent the next two hours cleaning up the exhibit space. From the lack of sound in the rest of the building, I figured I really was alone now. When Thad hadn’t shown by nine thirty, I called it quits. I carried a black plastic garbage bag outside and set it next to the row Rebecca had already left. I untied the knot on the top of one of the bags but couldn’t see the contents. Same with the next, though the scent of coffee was present. In the dark, the exterior of the museum was horror-movie creepy. I moved the row of garbage bags—eight in all—to the edge of the property line. I jogged to Eddie’s car and moved it to the row of trash bags and stuffed them into the backseat. The last bag I stuffed inside was the one I’d brought out myself, filled with Eddie’s sketches, schematics, and notes. 
A light came on in the gardening shed in front of me. I crouched beside the trash bags and watched. Was that Thad? He had expected Eddie to meet him tonight, but I’d seen no sign of him so far. Had it been a mistake to come here alone? A figure came out of the shed. He had on a dark jumpsuit and wore a hat pulled down far over his head. He turned off the light and ran toward the parking lot. I stood up to see where he went but lost track of him in the darkness. 
My heart thumped like a bass drum keeping time for a marching band. I had a bad feeling about what I would find if I looked in the shed. I ran across the yard and cupped my hands around my eyes, trying to see the interior. I couldn’t make out details. A silver padlock kept me from entering. In the distance, I heard the wail of a siren. I backed away from the shed until I was halfway to the car, and then turned around and ran the rest. I stopped about fifteen feet from the car. The driver’s side door was open and a black plastic garbage bag like the ones I’d stuffed into the back rested on the passenger-side seat. 
I lifted the bag. It was light. I slammed the passenger door and ran around to the other side. The sirens grew closer. I had a very bad feeling. 
I started the engine and drove the car out of the lot. The lights were still off. I waited, wondering what would happen next. Within minutes, strobe lights punctuated the parking lot between the museum and the planetarium. A couple of uniformed officers went to the gardening shed with a man in a khaki trench coat. Flashes of light popped out of the widows, like someone was taking pictures. 
Lights went on in first one and then two of the houses near where I’d parked. I knew what that meant. Curious people notice curious things and at the moment, sitting alone in Eddie’s VW bug after midnight on a Monday night, I was the definition of curious. As much as I wanted to stay and see what had happened in the gardening shed, I couldn’t risk it. I threw the car into reverse and backed away from the museum, turned on a side street, turned on the lights, and headed home. An ambulance passed me in the opposite direction. That wasn’t good. That meant someone was hurt—or worse. 
It wasn’t until I was inside the safety of my garage that I stopped to think about the trash I’d taken from the museum. I lined the bags up against the back wall, the one with Eddie’s notes on the left. The last bag I took from the car was the one that had been left for me. Inside, wrapped in a large sheet of Bubble Wrap, was a turquoise pillbox confection of felted wool, satin, and rhinestones. 
While I’d been wondering what someone was doing inside the shed on the museum property, someone had broken into Eddie’s car and returned Cat’s missing hat.
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I left the hat in the bag and the bag in the garage. Eddie was asleep on the sofa, and I would have left him in that condition too if I didn’t need to tell him what  had happened. 
“Wake up,” I said, shaking his shoulder. 
He rolled into the back of the sofa and grunted something.
“Eddie, come on.” 
He flung a hand at me. I stepped backward and he missed contact.
I went into the kitchen and opened a can of tuna, took a pinch, and set it by Eddie’s collar. Logan jumped on him and licked it off. Eddie woke up.
“Good cat,” I said. I lifted Logan away from Eddie and gave him a bowl with the rest of the tuna inside. 
“Wake up. We have to talk.”
“What time is it?” Eddie asked.
“It’s something’s-not-right-o’clock. I’m serious. Do you want some coffee?”
Eddie blinked a couple of times and reached into a pocket low on the outside of his cargo pants. He pulled out a bottle of 6-Hour Energy and downed it. He opened his eyes really wide and relaxed. “What’s up?
“I went to the museum like we agreed. Thad wasn’t there. I had a chance to talk to Rebecca, and she tipped me off that the garbage gets taken out every Monday night.”
“Yeah? So?”
“So I got to thinking that maybe if the garbage has been sitting around the museum for a week, maybe there’s something we should know about.”
“So what, you want to go get the garbage?”
“I already did. It’s in the garage.”
“Dude.”
“That’s not all.” I stood up and paced back and forth. The laces on my left sneaker had come undone, and Logan swatted at the plastic aglet on the end. “Something happened at the museum. I don’t know what. I saw a light in the gardening shed and saw someone run out. I tried to look inside but it was too dark. When I got back to the car, there was another trash bag.”
“How do you know it was another one?” he asked. I could tell he was slowly fighting the clouds of sleep, but he seemed more alert than he’d been five minutes before.
“The doors to the car were open, and there was a bag on the passenger seat.” I sank into one of the black and white chairs that faced the sofa. “It was Cat’s hat wrapped in Bubble Wrap.”
“The one that someone jumped her for?”
I nodded.
“But that doesn’t make any sense. That hat has nothing to do with my exhibit. It has nothing to do with the museum. Why would someone put it in my car?”
“I don’t know. The way I see it, either someone wanted to get rid of it and they saw me put bags in your car so they added it to that pile. Or someone knows Cat told me she was robbed. Or …” I hesitated. “The person who stole her hat has something to do with the exhibit.” It wasn’t a stretch to see that the third option was probably the right one. 
“You said you saw someone by the shed?”
“Yes, and that’s the part that doesn’t make sense. The person in the shed ran away from me, away from the car. How would he have gotten back to the car without my noticing? That makes me think there were at least two people there. And that makes me think at least one of them saw me.”
“That’s a problem?”
“Depending on why the cops and the EMTs were there.”
“You didn’t say anything about the cops.”
“Eddie, listen to me. I have all of those trash bags in my garage. If somebody saw me take them, and they don’t know I’m me, they might think I’m you.”
“Yeah, because we’re like twins,” he said sarcastically.
“I was driving your car. I was working on the exhibit. And I kind of led Rebecca to think you were with me. What if Thad was the person who left the hat on the seat of your car? Or worse, what if Thad was the person I saw by the shed? What if he’s the one who called the cops and told them to investigate, thinking you’d be the natural suspect? How well do you know Thad? What if—”
“We don’t even know what happened.”
“We have to find out. But first, we have to find a way to hide those trash bags.”
 
 
The next morning I maintained the menswear routine with a black and white tweed blazer over a white cotton shirt and black pinstriped pants. I threaded a red silk scarf through the collar and tied it like a necktie, and then buckled my feet into black and white spectator d’orsays on a three-inch heel. It had always been my conviction that pattern goes with pattern as long as the scale of the prints varied. I might be late, and I might be tired, but darn it if I wasn’t going to look put together. I drove to the Ribbon Designer Outlets and found Cat straightening her shoe racks. 
I carried the garbage bag with her hat into her store and set it on a display of jewelry. I pulled out the hat. “Does this look familiar?”
Her face broke into a smile, and she rolled up on to her tiptoes and clapped twice. I wasn’t used to seeing Cat so animated. “It’s my Hedy London hat! Where did you find it?”
“I didn’t find it, it found me.”
“I don’t understand.”
“I was at the museum last night, and somebody left it in Eddie’s car.”
“Did you leave the car unlocked?”
“No.”
“So how—”
“I don’t know.”
“Well, I have to say, I’m impressed. You should start a business. ‘Missing Fashion’ or ‘Stolen Style,’ something like that. Dante told me I was a fool for wearing it in public. He’ll be impressed.” She turned the hat over in her hands. 
“Is there someplace we can go to talk?”
She looked at me funny. “My office. Follow me.” 
Cat’s office was a closet-sized room that sat off to the side of the stockroom. She took the seat behind the desk, and I took the small folding chair in front of it. Nice power play for interviews.
“Have you been following the news about the exhibit?” I asked. 
“A little. I know there’s supposed to be a big show this Thursday, and I know the hats are missing.”
“Do you know about the murder?”
“I heard about it, but to be honest, I don’t know details.”
“Dirk Engle, the owner of What’s On Your Mind, was murdered at the museum a few nights ago. We—Eddie and I—know it has to do with the Hedy London hats, but we don’t know how. When you were robbed two nights ago, it seemed like there was a connection. Thad Thomas, the assistant director of the museum, called Eddie to make sure he was going to be there. Same thing last night. Both times I went in his place. I drove Eddie’s car. Someone left your hat on the passenger side seat. Someone has put two and two together.” 
“Well, I’m thrilled that they did. Thank you. Let me know if I can ever return the favor.”
“Um, Cat? There’s one thing you can do for me.”
“What? Oh, I know. You want a discount? Sure. How’s 30 percent—”
“No. I mean, sure, but no, that’s not what I was going to ask.”
“You want more? I guess I could go to forty, but you can’t tell anybody I did this.”
“Cat, slow down. I don’t want a discount.” Who was I kidding? Of course I wanted a discount. “I, um, need you to hold on to something for me for a couple of days.”
Her eyebrows pulled together, but she didn’t say anything.
“I don’t want to get into details here, but I have some trash in my car and I need it to not be in my car for about twenty-four hours.”
Her arms crossed over her beige leather jacket.
“It’s normal trash. Nothing weird. I was helping Eddie at the museum last night, and I threw out some stuff and think maybe I threw out something he needs. So I took the trash and now it’s in my car, but I don’t think that’s a very good place for it.”
“Let me get this straight. You’re asking me to hold on to trash that you took from the museum last night, because why? You want to go through it?” 
“You’re making it sound worse than it is. I gathered up Eddie’s notes and sketches and threw them away, and now I think maybe there was something in there that shouldn’t have been thrown out.”
“So give him the bag and be done with it.”
“It’s not that easy.”
“Why not?”
“Because it’s slightly more than just the one bag.”
She opened up a small fridge by her feet and pulled out a plastic bottle of water. She drained half of it and then set it down on her desk with a thud. By the time she looked at me, I’d tapped out half the alphabet in Morse code with the ball of my foot. 
Finally she looked at me and shook her head. “Normal people don’t ask friends to hang on to their trash.”
“Normal people don’t pay $3,000 for a hat.”
We stared at each other for a couple of seconds. I didn’t know if I’d overstepped my bounds with that last statement, but if she was going to hit me below the belt, then I was going to hit her over the head. Seemed fair. 
“Samantha, I really appreciate that you found my hat. I owe you a big thank you.” She leaned back against the register, looked at the wall over my head, and then back at my face. “Fifty percent, but that’s it.”
“I don’t want the discount, Cat.” 
I sat on the other side of her desk, not sure if we were at an impasse. She picked up a sleek pen and wiggled it back and forth in her fingers. 
“What do you remember about the afternoon when you were mugged?” I asked, changing the subject before she made me an offer too good to refuse. 
“It’s kind of a blur, you know? I was walking out to my car. Someone came up from behind and grabbed me with one arm and took my hat. I didn’t get a good look at him. He shoved me down toward the back of my car, and when I turned around, he was running away from me.”
“How do you know it was a guy? Did he say anything? Do you remember any other details?”
“I think he said, ‘You can’t have this yet.’ His voice was low and I can’t place it, but it was familiar. I just keep going over what he said. ‘You can’t have this yet’? That’s not what you say when you’re mugging someone. You say, ‘Give me your wallet.’ What he said makes it sound like I was the one who took the hat from him.”
“You said the voice was familiar?”
She nodded, and her red hair bounced off her shoulders. 
“Do you know anybody from the museum? Christian Jhanes, Thad Thomas? Dr. Daum?”
“I don’t know any of those names.”
“What about Milo Delaney?”
She leaned forward and looked at the notebook on her desk for a few seconds. She pulled a leather agenda out of the top right drawer of her desk and flipped through pages from earlier in the year. She stopped on March and tapped one perfectly manicured fingertip on the second Friday. 
“Yes. I mean, I think so, but maybe yes. I met him at the accessories market last year. We were next to each other in the airport security line and he got into a fight with the woman at the counter because she said his bag was too heavy.”
“He does seem to have a short fuse,” I said, thinking back to how he’d treated me when I was at his showroom with Nick. 
“But he’s a hat designer. What would he want with my vintage hat? 
“You said you bought it on the secondary market, right? Can you introduce me to your contact?”
“I may have made it sound like I was more connected than I was. My boss was the one with the contact. He invited me to tag along because he thought he’d look less suspicious if he was with a woman. His contact—he didn’t exactly put an ad in the paper. I wouldn’t know where to begin to find him.”
“I don’t understand. Aren’t these people in the business of selling something?”
“Collectors are different from people like us. You can’t just walk into a store and buy a valuable piece of history. I mean, you can at some places, but to get the real thing, to know it’s been authenticated, but to not pay a fortune, well, you can’t go standard retail. You’d be amazed what’s out there. Vintage Hermes, Stephen Sprouse, Pierre Cardin. You name it, somebody’s got one to sell. It’s all hush-hush, and it’ll cost you, but you can get it.”
“You’re saying that the sellers are protective of who gets their stuff?”
“Exactly. The people selling stuff love it as much as the people who want to buy it, and the sellers want to make sure it’s going to someone who will truly appreciate what they bought. Remember Audrey Hepburn’s dress from Breakfast at Tiffany’s? Christie’s predicted it would go for something like a hundred thousand. It sold for close to a million. And that Jean Louis dress that Marilyn Monroe wore to sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to President Kennedy? That went for more than a million. I know the economy’s tough for the rest of the world, but collectors … well, they’re still willing to shell out money when something rare becomes available. They’re willing to accept that they might never be able to tell anyone that they have what they have. And most serious buyers know when they see the real thing. They’re willing to not ask questions about something’s provenance.”
“So you’re saying they’ll relax their ethics to get what they want?”
“Relax? Some of the collectors my old boss knew didn’t even have ethics to relax.”
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I thought back to the list of collectors I’d printed out from Christian’s computer and about Dirk Engle’s coveted client list. Those were the people who would be most interested in this event. Christian even said so. I leaned back on the folding chair and ran my hands down over my pinstriped pants. There was one person I’d encountered who claimed not to have that kind of information, but who would clearly benefit from it if she did. Vera Sarlow. 
Cat picked the hat up and used her hands to mold the smashed corner. “Give this to Eddie. Have him use it in his show. At least it’s authentic.”
“That’s a generous loan,” I said. I wasn’t sure if we were done talking about the trash. 
Cat shrugged. “It’s not worth getting killed over.”
“None of this is. That’s why I’m trying to help Eddie figure out what’s going on. So it all stops.”
I waited, still wondering where she stood on my request. After an awkward amount of time, I stood up. “I have to get back to my job before I get fired.”
She stood up behind her desk, stepped around to the front, and then held the door open and followed me out. 
“Good luck, Sam,” she said.
“I don’t need luck, Cat.” I walked a few steps away from her and then turned back. “But I could use your brother’s phone number if you have it handy.”
 
I drove to the edge of the outlet center parking lot and boosted my confidence with a vanilla shake from the drive-thru on the corner. I was starting to believe there was a direct link between my mental acuity and the amount of ice cream I consumed. Now wasn’t the time to test the theory. 
I tapped Dante’s number into my phone. He answered after two and a half rings. 
“Hello, Samantha,” he said. 
“You don’t happen to be in the area, do you?” I asked. 
“It would help if I knew which area you meant.”
“I figured if you were following me, you’d know.”
“Today’s my day off.”
“Figures.” 
“To what do I owe this honor?” he asked. His voice was drawn out, as if I’d woken him from a nap. 
“I have something that I don’t think I should have and I’m looking for someone willing to hold on to it for me for a day or two.”
“Fine.”
“It’s nothing illegal, just so you know.”
“I didn’t expect it would be.”
“Don’t you want to know what it is?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
“That’s not the question that interests me.”
“What is?”
“Why you waited this long to ask for my help.”
I could have told Dante that he was the next person on my list, or that I’d asked his sister first because I made important decisions in alphabetical order. I could have told him that he was reading too much into my request. I could have said never mind, tossed the trash into the Dumpster at the edge of the outlet property, and driven away while enjoying the rest of my milkshake. It really didn’t matter what I said to Dante. The person I had to answer to was myself. 
“I’m going to drop the stuff off by your sister’s house. I want you to put it somewhere nobody would look. Don’t make contact with me. I’ll arrange to get it when it’s safe.” I hung up. 
The phone rang almost immediately. 
“What part of ‘don’t make contact’ don’t you understand?” I asked.
The phone was silent. I pulled it away from my head and looked at the screen. It was Nick. The call disconnected. 
When I reached Cat’s house, there was a motorcycle parked in the driveway. Maybe I should have told Dante he’d need more than a backpack. I blocked him in with my car and got out. I didn’t see him. I opened the back doors of my car and started unloading trash bags.
“Nice outfit. Who are you today, Banker Barbie?”
“Your fashion commentary is somewhat undermined by the fact that you’re named Dante and you cover yourself in flames.” I set the trash next to his motorcycle. He picked up the bags and moved them a few feet away. I knew none of them were heavy, but still, I couldn’t help notice the way his biceps flexed when he picked them up. 
“You don’t seem surprised that I called you,” I said. 
“Surprised? No. Interested is more like it.”
“In what?”
“You. I’m interested in you.” He glanced at the trash bags. “I just didn’t expect you to come with so much baggage.” He smiled.
I raised an eyebrow. “Your sister wants no part of this. I need to go through them, but not before tonight.”
“She’ll never know about it.”
“Good.” 
“Anything else you want to ask me?” he asked.
“This isn’t the beginning of some kind of working relationship.”
“Are you sure about that?” he asked. “Because I could some things.”
“You think I don’t know stuff?” I asked. “I know a thing or two.”
“I’m sure you do, Samantha.”
My phone rang. I glanced at the display and recognized Nick’s showroom number. “I have to go back to work before I get fired.”
“Still working for your boyfriend? I didn’t expect that to last.”
I wasn’t sure if he was referring to my relationship to Nick or my employment status. Since both were tenuous at best, I didn’t ask for clarification. Sometimes ignorance is bliss. 
I thanked Dante and hopped back into my car. I slurped up what was left of my milkshake and called Nick back. He didn’t answer. I texted him that I was finishing up with a late lunch and then drove to Over Your Head. 
When I pulled up to the front of the store I noticed a crowd of customers inside. Quite a change from a couple of days ago when one lone customer sat in the chair. Most of the sitting stations were filled with women, many of them holding glasses of champagne. The sales staff was easily recognizable in their mint green smocks. I asked one if Vera was available, and after nodding she disappeared behind the green curtain. 
Moments later the brunette store owner came out front. “Let me guess. You couldn’t get your mind off the green Milo Delaney hat, right?” She turned to the locked case. 
“I, uh, actually was more curious about the vintage items you mentioned in your ad. I forgot to ask about those when I was here last time.”
She looked around the store at the bustling business. “I don’t have any on display at the moment. We’ve scored a large supply of vintage hats, and I haven’t had time to work out the merchandising.”
“Where did the inventory come from?”
“What’s On Your Mind. When the store closed, we took possession of their inventory. Word of mouth spread quickly. And it’s certainly helped business, that’s for sure.”
I couldn’t believe my ears. This woman was serving up the fact that Dirk Engle’s death had been to her personal gain. It was the same thing Christian had advised Rebecca: use Dirk Engle’s death as an opportunity. 
Vera Sarlow had been the original consultant of the millinery exhibit, and thanks to the ad in the paper and the sign I’d seen in front of her store the day I stopped for pizza, I knew she had a relationship with Milo Delaney. It was almost too perfect. I needed to catch her off guard if I was going to learn anything from her. 
“Vera, considering you were competitors, did you have a good relationship with Dirk Engle?”
“I’d hardly call it good.” She glanced over each of her shoulders and reached a hand out to my elbow to steer me away from customer earshot. “Dirk Engle was my brother.”
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Vera continued. “My grandfather was the first milliner in the family. He started the Philadelphia store. My dad took it from there, and Dirk and I helped him run it. But after Dad died, we didn’t agree on what direction to take it. I wanted it to feel like an old millinery shop, welcoming, like you stepped into a time warp.”
“What did your brother want?”
“Dirk wanted an exclusive boutique with a bell on the door and an invitation to enter. He had my dad’s contacts of collectors who wished to buy rare items discreetly. He didn’t want to deal with what he called the ‘riffraff.’” She made air quotes around the word “riffraff,” like it was a term to be credited exclusively to Engle. “I always thought hat shopping should feel a little like playing dress-up in Mother’s closet.” 
I thought back over Tradava’s reasons for getting into the hat business. “Your brother’s store does very well, doesn’t it?”
“Did. The shop is closed now.”
“What will happen to it now?”
She chuckled. “What’s On Your Mind is going to be absorbed into Over Your Head. Maybe I should rename it: ‘Two Heads Are Better Than One.’ It would make him roll over in his grave.”
Unlike the first time I’d been to the store, today Vera showed no grief over her brother’s murder. He’d been deceased for less than a week, and already she was planning how to leverage the situation to her benefit. Apparently the hat business was rather cutthroat.
“What about his client list?” I asked. 
“If I can find it, I’ll contact each person individually and let them know about the changes. Of course I’ll tell them that I’m his sister, that my store is a third-generation milliner, but it’ll be up to them to decide if they want to shop with me.”
“You don’t have the list?”
“I’ve been through his desk and his computer and it hasn’t turned up yet.”
 
 
I was about fifteen minutes from Nick’s showroom, and I made it there in eleven. I scanned the parking lot for his white truck. It wasn’t there. I sat in the car for another minute and listened to his voice mail. 
“Kidd, I’m not sure if I’m going to see you today or not. I’m headed out to Milo’s. I left the keys to the showroom with the manager of the video store.” 
From an employer/employee standpoint, I didn’t like what the message inferred—that I wasn’t professional enough to show up for work because I’d gotten my feathers in a twist. 
Regardless of where we were in our relationship, Nick, of all people, knew I was a professional. The seven years we’d worked together when he was one of my vendors at Bentley’s New York had taught him that. He’d watched me deal with the politics of being a luxury retail buyer: diva-like personalities of designers, the one-upmanship of competition in the retail world. I’d even maintained a business-like relationship with him when clearly I’d wanted more. I’d worked with good assistants, bad assistants, and no assistants and had learned to juggle a mind-boggling to-do list with the efficiency of a plate spinner in the circus. 
I’d been the one to demand that Nick hire me, and regardless of how I felt about his not-a-lecture lecture yesterday, I wasn’t going to be the petty girlfriend who up and left him in the lurch. I was embarrassed by how I’d stormed off, but I couldn’t change how I’d reacted. What I could do was the job he needed me to do. I prove my moral fiber was as fabulous as the tweed in my blazer. 
But his voice mail suggested he wasn’t there. Good. If he wasn’t at the showroom, I didn’t have to worry about details like apologizing to my boss/boyfriend for my childish behavior. 
I picked up the keys from the video store, and since I was all about proving my integrity, I emptied my wallet on a late fee I’d accrued from keeping Isaac Mizrahi’s Unzipped well-past the due date. I let myself in to the showroom and started unpacking Nick’s sample collection. I fought the urge to try on every style—even though I was a sample size—and printed up labels for each right foot with the style name and the suggested retail. I carried the sample boxes to the storage area to the right of the powder room and arranged them in alphabetical order. 
After I’d checked off every task on the list Nick had made up for the week, I figured I’d earned myself a break. An inexperienced intern would have lost hours making googley-eyes at him and playing with the samples. 
I left Nick a note asking him to call me. I returned the keys to the video store and figured as long as my account was up-to-date, I might as well rent something. I picked out every Hedy London movie they had—only available on VHS—and left. 
I stopped off at the gas station on the corner and filled up my tank, picked up a Slim Jim for protein, and headed home. It nagged at me that I still didn’t know what had happened at the museum last night. I flipped through my recently dialed numbers and tapped the one labeled Fuzz. Detective Loncar answered.
“Hi, Detective Loncar, this is Samantha Kidd.”
“Hello, Ms. Kidd,” he said. 
I waited for a second, trying to think up small talk, and came up short. 
“Was there something you wanted to tell me, or is this a social call?”
“Something happened at the museum last night.”
“I know.”
“Oh, good. You know. I mean, of course you know. There were police there.”
“Were you there, Ms. Kidd?”
“No, I wasn’t. I was far away from there. I heard about it and thought you should know.”
“Know what?”
“That’s what I wanted to ask you. What happened?”
“You’re asking me to tell you what happened at the museum last night, the same incident that you called to tell me about. Is that right?”
“That’s right.”
“Are you driving?”
“Yes, but I have you on speaker.”
“Ms. Kidd, pull over. Into a parking lot or something. Call me back.”
“Why?”
“Just call me back when you’re still.”
I swung my small convertible across two lanes of traffic, turned left into the lot outside of the Sunny Suds Laundromat, and then called back the detective. 
“Hi, Detective, I’m still.”
“Ms. Kidd, an employee was stabbed at the museum last night. Thomas Daum. Do you know him?”
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“Dr. Daum was stabbed? Is he okay?” I asked. 
“He’s in the hospital.”
“I—I have to go.” I disconnected and stumbled out of the car and into the Laundromat. It was empty, though a few machines were running. I collapsed onto a green plastic chair in front of an industrial dryer and stared at the clothes tossing around in a circle. 
I couldn’t think straight. This wasn’t some random act of aggression I usually heard about on the news. Eddie’s situation involved a murder and a stabbing and neither one of us knew what else. I hadn’t even seen Dr. Daum last night. If he was at the museum, then who else had been there that I didn’t know about? Did he know something, had he confronted someone? Had he been stabbed in order to keep quiet? 
I felt sick. I left Eddie an urgent message, a text, and a couple of telepathic messages. I returned to my car and called Nick. My unanswered call dumped into his voice mail and I simply asked me to call him back. There would be time for explanations later. In a fog, I drove home. 
I called out for Eddie as soon as I had the front door unlocked. I found him in the kitchen stirring a pot of something red. I didn’t know any other way to say it except the truth. 
“Dr. Daum was stabbed last night,” I blurted. 
Eddie dropped the spoon to the floor. Sauce spattered down the front of the cabinet and onto the legs of his concrete-colored cargo pants. He ran his hands over his face and then his head. Tiny bristles of blond hair had already started to grow in. “When? How?”
“Last night. At the museum.”
“I was supposed to be at the museum last night.”
“But you weren’t.”
“Thad called after you left. He wanted to see if I was on my way. You were right.” He sank onto the kitchen floor. His back pocket sopped up more of the sauce spill.
Logan padded into the kitchen and sniffed the fallen ladle. He patted it with his paw, licked the sauce, and followed with a pfft sound. He looked at Eddie, meowed, and slunk away. 
I scanned the floor for signs of errant red sauce drops. Seeing none, I sat down with him. “The detective told me Dr. Daum is at the hospital.”
“The detective called you?”
“I called him. I thought he should know about the museum last night.”
“But—” 
“Yes. He already knew. He thought I was there. I told him I wasn’t and things got a little jumbled until I asked him about what happened. He told me about Dr. Daum.”
“So what did you tell him?”
“Nothing. After his news I went blank and hung up. I left a message for Nick to call me, and I came home.”
We sat in silence for a couple of minutes as he absorbed this new turn of events. 
“I can’t believe Dr. Daum was stabbed. I can’t believe I’m involved in all of this.” He held his knees close to his chest. 
“All of what? Do you have any idea what you’re involved in?”
He shook his head. I waited to see if there was going to be a second of all, but after another stretch of silence, I assumed not. 
Eddie stood up and held out a hand to help me up next. I followed him to the living room where he rooted around inside a duffle bag, tossing a pair of worn black and white checkered Vans to the floor. Considering he’d bought eighteen new pair, I was surprised he was still wearing the ones he’d owned since I met him. 
“I don’t know what to do, Dude,” he said.
“I think we need to go to the hospital.”
He looked down at his outfit. “Do you have anything around here that doesn’t look so much like me?”
“Wait here.”
 
 
When we pulled into the parking lot, I was in an ivory fisherman’s sweater, dark denim jeans with a wide cuff, and the moccasins from the museum gift shop. Eddie wore a windbreaker and a pair of black jeans with seashells printed on them, both courtesy of my dad’s abandoned box of painting clothes. On his feet was a pair of his new sneakers: camouflage. Though it was too late for the sun to be an issue, half of his face was hidden behind a pair of blue blockers we found in a drawer in my kitchen. 
We sat in the waiting area until the current visitors left. Eddie flipped through a gossip magazine that dished on celebrity marriages that had long since ended in divorce, and I lost myself in a two-year old issue of Harper’s Bazaar. In the midst of an article about orange being the new pink, Eddie leaned over. 
“I’m not going to let them get away with this. I might know something that will help the cops catch Thad.”
“Catch Thad doing what?” a voice behind us asked. 
Dr. Daum stood in the doorway to the visiting area. His eyes were red and his suit was rumpled, like he’d worn it while sleeping in the backseat of a very small car. 
I jumped up and without thinking threw my arms around him. “Dr. Daum! How are you—what are you—are you okay?”
Eddie sprang to his feet. “Dr. Daum? Where?” 
I snatched the sunglasses off Eddie’s face. He blinked a few times until he recognized the retired museum director standing in front of us.
Dr. Daum looked bad, worse than I’d ever seen him, but there was no way he’d been stabbed in the last twenty-four hours. 
“It’s wonderful of the two of you to be here. My son’s had a hard time. It will be good for his spirits to see someone other than me sitting by his side.”
“Your son?”
“That’s why you’re here, correct?”
If Dr. Daum wasn’t in a hospital bed, then we really didn’t know why we were there. 
“Come with me. I’ll walk you to his room.” Dr. Daum entered the room first and spoke. “Thomas, you’ve got some visitors I think you’ll enjoy.”
He moved aside and Eddie rushed over to the bed. “Thad?”
 



24
Thad’s normally almond-colored skin appeared blanched. A respirator sat to the left of his bed. The bed itself was inclined enough to keep him from falling asleep. A mass of rumpled sheets was bunched around his waist and covered his lower half. His white hospital gown had two small stains that had resisted bleach, and his normally clean-shaven head was dusted with the black stubble of hair growing in due to a life-threatening shift in priorities. I was struck by the similarities between him and Eddie and then almost immediately taken aback by the lack of resemblance between him and Dr. Daum. 
I pulled Dr. Daum aside while Eddie and Thad hugged. 
“Your son?” I asked in a low voice. 
“He requested that I keep it a secret at the museum.” He rubbed his finger and thumb back and forth in his eye sockets, massaging away either a tension headache or the dried tears left behind from when he’d first heard the news. I couldn’t tell which, though I suspected both had been present. “Let’s get a cup of coffee. It’s time you heard the story.”
Dr. Daum and I left Eddie alone to visit with Thad. We followed the directions of a woman behind the reception desk, who advised us to order coffee from the machine in the lobby instead of paying the extra two dollars for a cup from the cafeteria. After emptying the bottom of my handbag for coins, we sat in opposite plastic chairs with a chipped wooden table between us. 
“I adopted Thad when he was a young boy. He was inspired by my life in museum work and chose the same path, but after years of schooling and achieving top honors, he only existed in my shadow.”
“Why didn’t I know him? You never mentioned him when I volunteered at the museum.”
“Thad had a hard time of it. A long time ago he learned that being my son didn’t give him instant respect in the eyes of fellow fine arts majors or museum employees. Quite the opposite. Most people thought nepotism was little more than an overly beneficial resume statistic.”
“Did you get him the job at the museum?”
“I didn’t even know he was applying there. When he’d started at I-FAD he changed his name to Thad Thomas, keeping his real last name under wraps so people wouldn’t judge him based on his familial connections. He knew I was going to retire, and had planned on that being his time to shine.”
“Did Christian hire him?”
“Yes. But Thad hadn’t counted on Christian leveraging Thad’s connections for his own good.”
Christian Jhanes had been the chair of the fashion marketing curriculum at I-FAD for close to seven years and then left abruptly and moved to the west coast. Only recently, when the newly designated Frowick Gallery had opened, had he returned to Ribbon, in the role of acting director. Though Dr. Daum had started several programs and initiatives after Christian left, when he returned, he undid everything Dr. Daum had carefully achieved over his tenure. 
“Thad expected to shine, but his own efforts were overshadowed by Christian’s demands.”
“Has Thad said anything about this particular exhibit?”
“My son has never liked to ask my advice when it comes to matters of art. I think it’s his way of proving his own self-worth. But a few nights ago, he told me Christian had instructed him to take risks to create publicity over this hat exhibit. Thad had happily obliged, thinking it was a chance to prove he was capable of being part of the new risk-taking museum team. He leaked information to the press, changed the opening timetables, and limited the budget. His initial antics were met with resistance from the first consultant—Vera Sarlow. When she left, Christian replaced her with her brother, Dirk Engle. She specifically asked that she never be mentioned in connection to the exhibit. Dirk’s contacts in the collector’s market gave Christian something valuable. It was almost like Christian had planned all along to have Engle be the man behind the exhibit.”
Or he’d planned all along to do him in, I thought. 
“I got the feeling Dirk Engle didn’t like the way Christian ran the exhibit. I heard them argue the day he was killed. He said he quit,” I said.
“Dirk demanded to be included in the publicity stunts, and Thad had begrudgingly agreed to do so. The publicity shenanigans worked. A story about Hedy London coming to Ribbon was leaked to the Ribbon Times and picked up by the AP. The museum started getting phone calls to confirm the appearance. Answering the phones became a full-time job. Christian asked me to spend some time at the museum fielding questions. Calls were redirected to Thad and Rebecca too.”
“But she is coming—I mean, she’s here. I talked to her two days ago.”
“That was Christian’s doing. He convinced her to participate in the exhibit. I don’t know what he promised her: publicity? Fame? The spotlight?”
“How come nobody told Eddie  any of this?”
“Eddie was not to be interrupted. He and Dirk had the important task of making the exhibit spectacular, with or without the presence of Hedy London.”
“So what happened?” I asked. 
“Soon our museum was getting national attention, as was Dirk Engle’s store. If he quit, it might have been because his own store had become something of a hotspot and he wanted out of the exhibit so he could capitalize on the new opportunities, but he was bound by contract.”
“But he signed a non-compete clause, right? I mean, why would he agree to curate this exhibit if there was nothing in it for him? I can’t figure that out.”
“Dirk might have had his own agenda all along. We’ll never know.”
I thought back about what had happened at the museum the day Dirk Engle had been murdered. I’d overheard the argument and he had quit. And then, a light fixture had almost crashed onto my head. The forest green fedora with the knife through it had arrived. Dirk Engle’s body was found behind the admissions desk. And Eddie, having only recently come onboard, was a solid scapegoat. 
And then what? I’d started working for Nick in an attempt to steer clear of the exhibit and ended up smack in the middle of it. The hat designer Milo Delaney snapped at me when I showed up asking questions. Cat had been hat-jacked, Vera had taken possession of her brother’s store’s inventory, and Christian was clearly up to something. Even Rebecca was more in the know than I was. 
I would be willing to bet my next sandwich that Thad had never realized the publicity stunts at the museum were going to escalate to include murder. Of course, he never realized he was going to be stabbed in the process of proving his loyalty, either, which probably put a serious damper on his newfound dedication to the exhibit and to Christian. Nepotism probably now seemed like a small price to pay for a work environment devoid of stabbings.
According to Dr. Daum, Christian wanted to stall the exhibit until the buzz surrounding it reached cataclysmic proportions. But Tradava, banking on the retail success of the exclusive Hedy London collection, had pressured him to continue. Eddie’s deadlines had come from Tradava, not from Christian. 
My mind swam with details. My suspect list had changed dramatically in the past twenty-four hours, mainly because one of my top suspects was in a hospital with an IV hooked up to his arm. I didn’t know who else I could trust, and I couldn’t reconcile Thad’s stabbing with the missing hats. Vera Sarlow seemed to be a victim of Christian’s publicity machine, and her tears on our first meeting now were understandable, considering her brother had just been found murdered. Or had her tears been because of some kind of overwhelming guilt at having killed her brother?
Dr. Daum asked me not to mention the attack when we went back to Thad’s room. I smuggled in a bag of mini-pretzels for him, told him not to worry about the exhibit, and went out front to wait in the lobby. 
Eddie stayed at the hospital with Thad. I’d fallen asleep in a chair in the visitor’s lobby and didn’t know that Eddie had made arrangements for my ride home. There was a short list of people Eddie felt comfortable calling close to midnight on a weekday, even if it was only to ask to give me a ride home, and an even shorter list of people who would answer the phone and not ask questions—or at least not ask too many.
Nick was the one to answer that call. 
I bounced along in the truck next to him, barely able to keep my eyes open. He didn’t ask a lot of questions, which was nice, since I was barely able to connect my thoughts in my head let alone attempt conversation. We pulled into my driveway. He helped me out of the truck and up to the front door, where we stood awkwardly as if it was the end of a first date and we didn’t know if it was the right time to kiss. 
“Nick,” I said, “I’m sorry about yesterday. I’m sorry about today. Things have gotten worse.”
“Shhhhh.” He leaned in close to me, his face next to my ear, his chest almost resting against mine, his arms encircling me. 
I closed my eyes, absorbing the smell of him—oak and Irish Spring. We were close. I felt his breath against my mouth. 
Screw the job. 
I didn’t like what had happened to us since I started working for him. I’d quit, right after we kissed. I leaned forward and tipped my head up. Our bodies made full contact, and I brushed my lips against his.
I opened my eyes. His left hand circled around the back of my waist. I didn’t care that we were standing in front of my house, or that Mrs. Nova who lived across the street might be watching us through her curtains. His lips were so soft, so tender, that I wanted him to kiss me again. Only, judging from the expression on his face, he hadn’t kissed me at all. 
I’d kissed Nick and he hadn’t kissed back. How exactly did that figure into our relationship?
The overwhelming embarrassment of the moment propelled me into a 180-degree turn, so I was facing the front door and he couldn’t see me. I fumbled in my handbag for some kind of distraction and came up with a dry-cleaning ticket. 
Nick’s hands rested on my upper arms. He gently pushed me to the left. His long fingers removed the doorbell placket, and he pulled a hidden key from inside the cubby. He unlocked the front door and held it open. I expected him to leave, but he followed me inside. 
“Kidd, you’re exhausted.”
“I’m not exhausted. I’m hungry. And I’m angry. I’m hungry and angry, and confused. And hungry.”
I opened random cabinets, looking for something to eat. 
He crossed his arms over his chest and watched me. “Everything’s going to be okay, Kidd.”
“No it’s not, Nick! It’s not. Am I your girlfriend, or am I your office assistant? I’m doing a pretty poor job of both. You didn’t thank me for the work I finished, and you didn’t kiss me out front. So I don’t know. I don’t know! What am I?”
“You’re hungry, you’re angry, and you’re confused. And you’re exhausted. You need to get some sleep.” 
He crossed the room to me and pushed my hair off of my face. He leaned in and kissed my forehead. It would have been intimate if it hadn’t followed up our sad one-sided kiss out front. I looked away and concentrated on fire-starting the pile of Tradava catalogs that sat on the corner of kitchen counter. It didn’t work. 
“I’m taking a personal day tomorrow,” I said. I didn’t ask if showroom managers who’d been on the job for less than a week were entitled to such things, but Nick didn’t refuse me. He let himself out. When the door clicked into place, I ran over to it, threw the deadbolt, and turned around and leaned against the door. 
“I am so screwed,” I said to Logan. He buzzed my ankles and agreed via meow.
Nick was right; I needed sleep, but there would be plenty of time for sleep after this was over. 
My phone’s battery was at 3 percent. I plugged it into my computer and rooted around the kitchen looking for something to eat. I found an old package of frozen spinach in the freezer. I tore the cardboard away from the dark green block, put it in a bowl with some water and a chunk of butter, and nuked it. 
When the beeper went off, I carried the bowl to the table and burned my mouth on the first forkful. That’s what I get for trying to eat vegetables. I pushed the bowl to the side to cool, opened a bag of Splits extra dark pretzels, and bit into one. 
I tapped the keyboard as I crunched. Plugging in my phone had brought up a pop-up window in the middle of my screen asking what I should do with the files on the phone. I closed the window like I always did and then realized what I had on the phone.
Photos of the exhibit from the day I helped Eddie.
I cued up the photos and scrolled through them. The quality wasn’t fantastic, but it was passable, and passable was good enough to see one important thing. On the desk, next to the computer monitor, was a small pile of papers. I enlarged the image and read the words INTEREST IN HATS across the top.
It didn’t matter that Thad had taken that very sheet of paper from me after I’d printed it out from Christian’s desk. It had been in the exhibit space the whole time. 
It also didn’t matter that Eddie had cleaned up after us, because I had eight bags of trash from the museum, and chances were that particular sheet of paper was inside one of those bags.
I needed to get the garbage from Dante. 
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I Took off my tweed blazer and pinstriped pants and changed into a navy blue and red spandex yoga outfit I’d purchased a few years ago. At the time I thought I’d be more inclined to exercise if I had attractive workout wear. I tore off the tags, set them on my dresser, and rooted around for a pair of matching sneakers. I pulled my hair into a high ponytail and called Dante.
“Hey,” I said when he answered.
“Hey yourself.”
“I, um, I need the stuff.”
“The stuff?”
“The bags of stuff I asked you to hold.”
“Is your phone tapped?”
“I don’t think so, why?”
“Because I think you’re talking about the garbage you took from the museum, but you’re making it sound like you’re looking for kilos of drugs. So I would think, if your phone isn’t tapped, that you call it what it is.”
“Is this part of my lesson plan?”
“You think I want to be your mentor?”
“I’m not sure what you want from me.”
“That’s funny. I thought I was pretty clear when you dropped off the stuff.”
“Speaking of the stuff.” I paused. 
“You need it.”
“Yes. Do you remember where I live?”
 
 
I adjusted my ponytail twice and slicked on a tinted lip gloss before Dante arrived. Logan stared at me from the arm of the chair by the door. 
“What?” I asked him. He yawned.
Fourteen and a half minutes later there was a light knock on the door to the rhythm of “Shave and a Haircut.” I tapped back twice, peeked through the peephole, and opened the door. Dante and Cat stood on my porch. They were surrounded by bulging black plastic bags. 
“Don’t look at me that way,” Cat said. “Dante said he needed to borrow my car. As soon as I saw him shoving garbage into the trunk, I knew what he was doing.”
“You could have said no,” Dante said.
I looked back and forth between their faces. It wasn’t the first time I’d been struck by the sibling relationship between them. More often than not since I’d met her, Cat was cool, aloof, and a little reserved. Dante was hot, forward, and ready to go. Yet there was something similar about them when they were together. It was as if a deeply rooted rivalry still existed, as if they were both still trying to prove themselves to each other. 
I picked up a bag and set it on the floor next to me. Logan jumped down and buzzed around it, and then started chewing on the bottom corner. I picked it up by the knot and held it above his head. He meowed at it and skulked away. 
“So I guess this means I don’t get a discount?” I asked as a joke.
“Sam, you’re a fashion industry professional. You shouldn’t be going through trash. If people found out—”
“Remember when you mentioned the secondary market?”
“Yes.”
“To some people, that’s like trash. It’s old, used stuff.”
“It’s not the same.” 
“What if I told you that there’s something in this bag that someone was killed over?”
“If you really think there’s incriminating evidence in that bag, you should take it to the police.”
I’d been completely bluffing, but she had a good point, and I didn’t know how to counter it. I studied her face. Was she going to tell people about this? I couldn’t risk it, for more reasons than my once solid fashion reputation. Depending on what was in the trash, something might accidentally link Eddie to Dirk Engle’s murder. I had to know what was in there before anybody else did. 
“I’m waiting in the car,” Cat said. She turned around and left Dante and me facing each other. 
I carried two of the bags into the kitchen. Something slimy that I didn’t want to think about transferred to my hand and I wiped it on the navy yoga pants. Dante followed me and set the last three bags next to the table. 
“You don’t agree with her,” I said. “You don’t think I should turn the trash over to the police.”
“I think there are better ways to get dirty.”
“I think you should go.”
“You sure? I could stay, help you get your mind off things.”
“I can handle this job myself.” 
Logan had returned and was sniffing the toe of Dante’s black boot. Dante scooped him up and held him face to nose. Logan’s head jutted out as he sniffed Dante’s face. Dante set him on the dining room table, and Logan stuck his nose in Dante’s sleeve.
“I guess I’ll get going.”
“Thank you,” I said.
“Anytime.” He let himself out.
I locked all three of the locks on the back of the door and headed into the kitchen. Five bags of garbage sat in front of me. If there was an answer to be found in there, I was going to find it.
I washed my hands, grabbed a bottle of Pellegrino and the bag of pretzels I’d opened earlier, set them on the dining room chair, and eased myself onto the floor with my back against the floor-to-ceiling curtains that covered the sliding glass doors to the backyard. I ate two pretzels, guzzled Pellegrino directly from the bottle, and then opened the first bag.
It was slow going at first. I picked through wet newspaper and coffee cups, some smashed brown paper bags with empty yogurt cartons inside, an unnatural amount of Diet Coke cans, and a stack of schedules that had been printed on a printer with a low toner. I’d lost a fair portion of my sleeping time, and the only thing I’d gained was a lovely smudge of something that smelled like bananas down the front of my formerly new yoga attire. 
It was in the fourth bag that I found the yearbook.
More curious than the hunter green textured leatherette cover and the lack of signatures inside of it was the fact that someone at the museum would have taken the time to throw away a yearbook in the first place. My own yearbooks had been in the back of a closet in my tiny apartment in New York for years, at least until I started looking up friend requests from Facebook. When I moved, I’d pared down significantly, but my yearbooks made the cut of what I’d kept. And why not? Aside from the point-and-laugh, can-you-believe-I-wore-that? significance of most of the photos, yearbooks served little purpose. I knew most were preordered so the school wouldn’t over-order. I knew there were a few copies bought for the library. And I knew if someone wanted to make a case for who my network of friends were at that time, they could easily use my yearbook as evidence.
Evidence.
I leaned back against the curtain and opened the front cover. I-FAD, 1992. I flipped the pages and looked at the pictures, unfamiliar except for the overall style-stamp of the early nineties. Flannel shirts opened over white undershirts, denim jackets with torn off sleeves, baggy faded jeans worn with tight wide-necked bodysuits and wide belts that cinched in waists. Chokers. Peasant blouses. Square-toed chunky shoes. Grunge. I flipped the pages, not sure what I was looking for, but confident that I’d know it when I saw it.
And there it was, on page seventy-nine.
A young blonde with soft ringlets and Lisa Loeb glasses, walking next to a man in a black leather jacket with flames on it.
Rebecca and Dante. Holding hands.
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I flipped to the index of the yearbook and looked up Lestes. The only person listed was J. D. Lestes. The page number corresponded to the picture, and it was the only picture of him listed. But what about Rebecca? I didn’t know her last name. I started going through every name in the index, looking for Rebecca as the first. My vision blurred before I’d finished the Cs. 
I flipped back to the picture to make sure I hadn’t imagined it. There was no mistaking the image. It was a younger Dante and a younger Rebecca, but neither had changed all that much in the past fifteen years. 
I didn’t trust my instinct to call Dante and demand to know why he hadn’t told me. I considered calling Cat, but what good would that do? If I pressured her with questions about her brother, no doubt she’d defend him over me and my crazy implications. But still they were there. Something was up.
By two in the morning I’d worn something of a path in the nap of the carpet in the living room. I’d finished off the pretzels and ice cream, showered once, tried to sleep twice, and watched four episodes of The Fugitive back to back and had started establishing parallels between the Richard Kimball character and Eddie. I wondered if I’d ever see my friend again. 
It’s possible that my paranoia was running at slightly high levels.
By the time Eddie returned, I’d hooked up the VCR my parents had left behind in the basement and was halfway through the second of four Hedy London movies I’d rented from the video store. It was 4:26. I grabbed Logan, kissed him on top of the head, and told him to save himself. Halfway up the stairs his tail grew fat and he hissed. 
Eddie came in, shut the door, and locked all three locks. He was gray. The color had drained from his face, the spunk had eked out of his manner, the spring had long-since left his step. 
He dropped the keys onto the chair by the front door, took off the windbreaker, and placed it on top of the keys. He walked past me into the kitchen. I followed a few steps behind. He rooted around the vegetable bins of my refrigerator and pulled out a carrot. He bit into it without washing it. 
“I think you need something stronger than a carrot.”
“What do you have?”
“Chips, pretzels, popcorn … spinach! I nuked some spinach.” I expected him to be impressed. He wasn’t. He snapped into the carrot again and then tossed it on the counter.
“After I visited with Thad, I got in the car and realized I didn’t know where I wanted to go. I started driving.”
“You’ve been gone for hours.”
“I’ve been driving for hours.”
“You didn’t stop?”
“I had to stop to fill up the tank.”
“Where?”
“Delaware.”
“You drove my car to Delaware?”
“I filled up the tank and realized how far gone I was. Not with Delaware”—he added before I could say it—“but with this exhibit. I can’t get out now. Someone’s trying to make it look like I’m involved in something I’m not involved in. I don’t know anything, except that someone’s watching me. That feels a little creepy. If I knew who it was, if I knew how someone had taken me off the video surveillance, if I knew what was going on at the museum, I could deal with it. Only I don’t. I need answers.”
“I’ve got one for you. Check this.” I reached for the yearbook and opened it to the page marked with the empty pretzel bag. “Notice anything interesting?”
He scanned the black and white photos. “Aside from the fact that women were never supposed to wear construction worker boots, no. Wait!” He looked closer at the incriminating photo of Dante and Rebecca. “Well, goodness, gracious, great balls of fire.”
“Exactly. Notice anyone else?”
Eddie looked at the photo again. “No way.”
“Yes way. It’s Rebecca.”
“You don’t think—”
“That maybe she’s involved? I didn’t before I found this, but I sure do now. She was at the museum the day Dirk was murdered. She has access to all kinds of things. She’s the one who told us that a woman dropped off the hats. Maybe she took the hats. Maybe she sealed the boxes back up and had empties delivered?”
“But why? She’s like a mouse.”
“It’s always the ones you don’t suspect.”
“At the rate you’re suspecting people, this must be a phantom crime, because there’s nobody you don’t suspect.”
“I just think it’s smart not to trust people who might be murderers. Seems like a good idea.”
“Have you told anybody about this?”
“Not yet.” I tapped the page a few times. 
“Where’d you find this, anyway?”
I looked over my shoulder at the bags of trash lining the wall. “It was in the museum trash. Ironic, right? That I trusted Dante to hold the trash for me when Cat said she wouldn’t, and it turns out there was something in there that linked him to this whole thing?”
“Talk about coincidence,” Eddie said. 
“I don’t believe in coincidence.”
“Okay, then give me a reason. One reason why Rebecca would murder Dirk Engle. Do you have any connection between the two of them?”
“There’s a connection. I just have to find it.”
I thought back to what Dante had been saying all along. You’re asking the wrong questions, Samantha. I couldn’t wait to find him and try out a whole new set.
 
 
The next morning I showed great restraint by waiting until nine thirty to drive to Dante’s apartment. Eddie and I had both fallen asleep in front of the TV somewhere during The Reaper Wore Red, one of the movies I’d rented from the video store. I’d woken at five thirty. I woke Eddie and told him to take the sofa and I went upstairs, peeled off my soiled yoga clothes, and fell asleep in my underwear. 
Three hours of sleep and a full breakfast at Arners later, I dropped Eddie off at the museum and doubled back to Duryea Drive. I parked my twenty-year-old black Honda del Sol on the street. 
Dante stood on his balcony holding a white mug. I didn’t climb the stairs but addressed him from below. Romeo and Juliet-style, role reversal.
“You wanted me to find that yearbook,” I said.
He raised his brows and closed his eyes at the same time, like he was acknowledging the truth of my statement. 
“Why?”
He held up an index finger and shook it back and forth. “Try again.”
“Why didn’t you tell me you knew Rebecca?”
“Strike two.”
I bit my tongue. He was toying with me, but there was something here I wasn’t getting. My mind whirred with thoughts. I stared at the crack in the concrete on the landing halfway up the stairs to Dante’s apartment and forced my thoughts to quiet down. 
“What can you tell me about the exhibit that I don’t already know?”
“Brava.”
“That’s not an answer,” I pressed.
“You want to come up?”
“I want answers.”
“Then come up. Answers go well with coffee.” He turned his back to me. I jogged up the thirty-nine steps and walked the narrow balcony to his front door. I stood in the door frame and watched him pour a second cup. 
“One of these days I’m going to give up coffee,” I said.
“But not today. You need it. It goes nicely with the Arner’s breakfast plate.”
“Why are you watching me?”
“Watching? No. Waiting? Yes.”
“For what?”
“For this.” He motioned back and forth between us. “For you to come to me with the right questions.”
“You put the yearbook in the trash.”
“Maybe.”
“You knew if I went through the trash I’d find it.”
“Maybe.”
“You wanted me to discover your connection to Rebecca.”
“Maybe.”
“Why go to the trouble? Why not just tell me?”
He held out his mug for a second, but instead of drinking he set it on a table next to silver cups filled with yellow, orange, and red Sharpies. He sank down onto his futon and kicked his heels out in front of him. When he looked up at me, his expression held more than the usual flirtation. I leaned back against the doorframe, my hands behind me. I raised my eyebrows in an indication that it was his turn to talk.
“You want to know why I led you to that info? Because I needed to know how far you were willing to go for answers.”
“It was fairly obvious. I didn’t go that far.”
“Samantha,” he said and leaned forward, “in the past twenty-four hours you went through at least four bags of garbage. And the bag with the yearbook had coffee grinds and two-week-old bananas.”
“That was on purpose?”
“I had to test your resolve.”
“You should have tested my Tide with Stain Release Technology. That’s the real test.”
He stood up and walked closer, until he was right in front of me. “Do you want to talk about this, or do you want to talk about this?”
His breath hit me on the T words, strong from the coffee. 
“I don’t want to, you know, not talk about this,” I said.
He reached his hand around me and ran his fingertips down my arm. They left a hot trail. When he reached my palm, he gently pulled my hand out from behind me and braided his fingers through mine. 
“Sit down, Samantha. We have lots to talk about.” He led me to the futon. 
I sat next to him. My heart pounded. I felt like I was back in high school on a second date with Tommy Cordoba. I reminded myself that a futon wasn’t the same as the skateboard park after dark, and I was pretty sure Dante wasn’t going to get to second base. 
“Rebecca and I went to the same college,” Dante started. “I dated her my freshman year. We spent a lot of time together because we were both art majors. I’d go to the photo lab late at night when nobody else was there, and she’d be in the studio working. Some nights we were the only two people around.”
I bristled with an unexpected twinge of jealousy. 
“We used to joke about how much we could learn about the students who left their stuff behind. She said I had a knack for observation. Hooked me up with an investigator who needed a cheap photographer.”
“Like, to catch cheating spouses?”
He nodded. “Money’s money, and it was easy. Taught me how much you can learn from people if you just watch them.”
“Spying.”
“Call it what you like. I called it an opportunity to pay my student loans back early and get a secondary education in human nature.”
“How did Rebecca know an investigator?”
“He was her father.”
“Did she work with you?”
“No. Rebecca and I broke up, but I kept freelancing for her dad. I learned a lot from him, until his heart attack. It was after we broke up. She fell behind on her coursework and dropped out of school. I tried to contact her a couple of times, but she cut ties with everyone.” He leaned back and stared at his hands. “And then she called me a couple of weeks ago. Out of the blue. Said she was working at the museum and something strange was going on. She wanted to know if I was still investigating on the side and asked if I’d check things out.”
“So all this time, you popping up at the museum, taking pictures, following me around, it’s because you’re on the job?”
“Are you going to get all Philip Marlowe on me now?” He dropped his head and smiled. “I met with her because I was curious. It’s been twenty years.”
“And?”
“And nothing. She’s a nice girl. That’s it.”
“No, not that and. And what did she tell you when you met with her?”
“She said Dirk Engle told her he thought there was something up with the exhibit. He called the police before he was killed. He suspected the exhibit wasn’t just an exhibit, that it was a front for something illegal.”
“So the police have been watching the museum?” 
“For weeks. They arranged for the hats to be hijacked.”
“The police have the Hedy London hats? Since when? And why? Those hats were supposed to arrive at the museum the day Dirk Engle quit. If anything, the hats not arriving made it look like Dirk took off with them. That’s what I would have assumed if he hadn’t been murdered. But something doesn’t fit. Why would the police have intercepted the hat shipment before the murder? They must have suspected something. Is that what you told Rebecca?”
“I told her it was probably all her imagination.”
“But you don’t believe that. You’re still around. How come?”
“Because once I found out you were involved, I knew things were going to get interesting.”
“And have they?”
He tipped his head and looked me directly in the face. “They’re on the right track.”
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“Yeah, well, speaking of tracks, I’d better be going. Lots of work to do. No time for skateboard parks.” I set the coffee mug on the end table next to the Sharpies and stood up. 
“That didn’t make any sense.”
I backed toward the door. “Made perfect sense to me.” Before he could reply, I was out the door and on my way down. Once I was in my car and back down Duryea Drive, I called Eddie. “Rise and shine, sleepyhead. I have news. Rendezvous at the art park.” I hung up.
The phone rang almost immediately. I put it on speaker. “You up?”
“Dude,” he said. “‘Rendezvous at the art park’?”
“Code.”
“Bring me four dozen D-cell batteries and thirty yards of fishing wire. I’ll meet you in twenty minutes.” He hung up. 
I stopped off at a drug store, cleaned out the battery aisle, and substituted dental floss for fishing wire. Even though rush hour was coming to an end, it still took twenty-five minutes to get the four miles to the museum. I parked in the space closest to the entrance. 
Eddie was waiting outside. I slammed the door and jabbed a finger into his chest. 
“You’re not going to believe who has the hats,” I said.
“Your friend?”
Considering how many/few friends I had at any given moment of this investigation, I had zero confidence trying to fill in the blank. “Which friend?”
“Detective Loncar.”
“He’s my friend?” I asked. “Since when?”
“Dude, it was only a matter of time before Loncar caught up with me. When I woke up this morning, I called him.”
“What did he say?”
“Not much. He asked a lot of questions about who was in charge of the exhibit and who else was helping me. I kept your name out of it. He said for me to call him when I was at the museum again. The entire ride here I’ve been trying to figure out a way to avoid making that call. But then I think of Thad in the hospital and I get mad. I don’t know how to fix this. Got any ideas?”
“The obvious one. Call Loncar. It’s now or never. Or, you know, you can sleep when you’re incarcerated. Your choice, of course.”
Eddie handed me the keys to the back door and asked me to give him some privacy when he called the detective. I agreed to no such thing. The only concession I was willing to grant was to stand ten feet away after I watched him make the call. I have remarkably good hearing.
The conversation was brief. Eddie turned his head away from me and kept his voice low, but I heard occasional snippets—museum, hats, tonight—enough to know he kept up his end of the bargain. 
We walked side by side to the back door. Eddie unlocked the it and held it open. 
“So?” I asked.
“The detective is on his way. He’s bringing the hats.”
I stopped walking and looked side to side. “Does he know I’m here?”
“No.”
“How are you going to know when he arrives?”
“He’s going to call me.” 
We continued working side by side, conversation consisting of Eddie’s instructions and my occasional under-my-breath responses. Time passed. I was working up the nerve to ask for a five minute break when Eddie’s phone rang. 
“It’s Detective Loncar.”
“I’ll handle this.” I grabbed his phone. “Hello?”
“I’d like to speak to Mr. Adams, please,” the detective said. 
“Detective, this is Samantha Kidd. Eddie asked me to take the call. Do you have the—” I caught myself before saying the word. “Do you have the merchandise?”
“Ms. Kidd, put Mr. Adams on the phone.”
“He’s currently indisposed. I’m at the—” Again I caught myself. “I’m at the meeting point. Do you need access?”
“Ms. Kidd, I’m on my way to the museum. I have a trunk filled with hats for Mr. Adams to use in his exhibit. If you’re coming out here to meet me, bring a cart.”
“Okay, great, thanks. I’ll be right there.” I hung up. 
I found a small collapsible cart in the hallway outside Christian’s office and carried it to the back door of the museum. Detective Loncar stood outside. I wasn’t expecting to see him and I jumped. 
“Jeez, Detective. I thought you were going to wait in the parking lot.”
“Ms. Kidd, what are you doing here?”
“I just told you I was here. On the phone. Thirty seconds ago. Weren’t you paying attention?”
“Why are you at the museum?”
“I’m helping Eddie.” 
“Are you sure? You’re not trying to figure out who killed Dirk Engle or who attacked Thad Thomas? You’re not interfering with my investigation?”
“I resent the implication.” I paused. “Why don’t you help me with the hats and come see for yourself?”
He grunted something and turned around. I followed him to his car, a dusty gray sedan. He popped the trunk and pulled out two corrugated cardboard boxes with small red numbers on the corners.
“That sure was clever of Christian to arrange for you to take the hats. Or was it Dr. Daum? Or someone else?”
He glared at me. 
“Let me guess. You intercepted these boxes after they were delivered to the museum. I saw them. You must have thought they had something to do with Dirk Engle’s murder. But they’re clean, right? Otherwise you wouldn’t let me have them for the exhibit.”
“Ms. Kidd, these boxes have been in our possession for some time. I don’t think you saw these.”
“Yes, I did. The night Eddie and I came back here to find out what had happened.”
Loncar stood up straight. “What night was that?”
“The night after we found Dirk’s body. The night you have Eddie on film. The reason you’ve been after him.”
“You weren’t on that footage.”
“I know, and I can’t figure that out. I was next to him the whole time. So how did someone delete me from the video? And why?”
“Maybe they didn’t want you to be part of the investigation either.”
I ignored his attempt at humor and pointed to the boxes. “These were in the museum. We saw them through the glass doors. And someplace else too.” I tipped my head back and looked up. The sun was playing peek-a-boo with a couple of clouds, coloring the museum grounds in bright sunlight and then darkening it with shadow. 
“Ms. Kidd, you were saying?” Loncar prompted.
I tipped my chin down and looked him in the face. “It’s Over Your Head.”
“Pardon me?”
“It’s not an insult. It’s a store. You must know it. Vera Sarlow’s store on Penn Avenue. Over Your Head. She’s Dirk Engle’s sister.”
“For someone who claims not to be trying to figure out who killed Dirk Engle, you seem to know a lot about his background.”
“With all due respect, my boss asked me to go to her store. It had nothing to do with Dirk Engle’s murder.”
“Who’s your boss?”
“Nick Taylor.”
“I thought he was your boyfriend?”
“Are you keeping tabs on me?”
Loncar removed the last box from his trunk and slammed it shut. “Are you planning to attend the gala tomorrow night?”
“Yes. Are you?”
“There will be a significant police presence here, but on behalf of the Ribbon Police Department, I’d like to ask you to stay home.”
“Detective, I’m not going to stay home.”
“Then try to stay out of trouble. It would make my job easier.” He held out his hand. I shook it. I wasn’t sure if we’d sealed some kind of deal, and if we had, I wasn’t how much control I had over my end of the bargain.
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When I returned to the exhibit space, Eddie was on his hands and knees, smoothing a vintage poster into an oversized frame. Similar tubes were lined up along the back wall of the exhibit. I knelt on the floor, helping him secure the corners. He picked up the frame and set it on an easel, and then bumped the easel to the left with the instep of his sneaker. I moved the boxes of hats from the cart to the floor and told him about my conversation with the detective and my meeting with Dante earlier that morning. 
Eddie bumped the easel forward a few inches and reassessed its placement. “Do you believe him?”
“I don’t know. He seemed sincere, but something’s still off.”
“So you suspect Rebecca.”
“Not sure. Has she been much of a help on this exhibit?”
“Rebecca? I don’t think she’s ever been up here.”
“That’s funny,” I said. On the desk, sitting on a pile of paper next to the monitor, was a pair of square black Lisa Loeb eyeglasses. 
I tucked the glasses into the pocket of my sweatshirt. “Will you be okay for a little while if I go talk to her?”
“Fine, just don’t take too long. It’ll take two people to hang the posters.”
Rebecca was inside the gift shop. She stood on a two-step ladder that put her within reach of the Rodin sculptures on the top shelf. Her boot-cut pants and collared shirt almost made the smock that she wore over her clothes look like designer apparel. When she saw me, she climbed down the ladder and started to unpack a box of umbrellas made of fabric inspired by the Impressionist masters. I recognized the goldfish print as Matisse and the water lilies as Monet. She was about halfway done unpacking the box, and worry tugged at the sides of her mouth. 
“Rebecca,” I called out, “why didn’t you tell me you were working on the exhibit?”
She knocked three of the umbrellas to the floor and quickly scooped them up. “Me? I’m not. I don’t even know what’s going on up there.”
When she looked up at me, I noticed the layer of makeup she had used to mask the redness around her eyes. For an instant I questioned my suspicions. She’d worked at the museum every day for years, with people she knew and trusted. She was probably the one who brought muffins on holidays and organized the Secret Santa at Christmas.
I put my hand in my pocket and closed my fingers around the frames. I couldn’t accept her innocence at face value. “I know you were upstairs. I found your glasses.” I pulled them out of the pocket and set them on the top of the glass display case between us. Rebecca started to cry.
“When Christian asked me to stay late, I thought he wanted—I didn’t think he wanted me to work. I thought he saw me differently. He asked if I thought the setup was exciting enough, if it had enough sex appeal. I thought he was dropping hints.”
By now her face was a pinkish red, darker around her eyes. She’d smeared her eyebrow pencil by her right eye, leaving a stripe that faded off into her hairline. It made her look Romulan. I looked around for a tissue but didn’t see any.
“Rebecca, if you think Christian is expecting a certain kind of behavior from you, well, that’s sexual discrimination. You can talk to someone about that.”
She looked up. There was a sadness to her smile. “It’s not like that. I—I’m the one who expected something. I took off my glasses and my cardigan and unclipped my hair. I told him I thought the exhibit was sexy, that I thought he was sexy. He looked at me—just looked at me!—and told me to get dressed. I’ve never been so embarrassed.” This time when she put her face into her hands, her shoulders shook with sobs. “I’ve never done anything like that before!” she squeaked between breaths.
“Rebecca, Christian is a bastard for leading you on.” 
“I never expected anything like this. I thought I wanted to be part of his team. I thought he would notice me. Now I don’t want to work here anymore.”
I nodded and searched for something to say to change the subject. Bits of the conversation that I’d overheard between Christian and her popped into my head like a collection of sound bites. I gambled on small talk. 
“I don’t think he’d ask for your help if he wasn’t interested in what you have to say. I heard Dirk Engle was Christian’s connection to the collectors. Is that your job now that Dirk’s gone?”
A fresh wave of tears filled her eyes. “How do you know Christian asked me for help?”
Uh-oh. “Eddie must have mentioned it,” I said. I studied her face and hoped she wouldn’t ask why Eddie and I were talking about her. 
“It was so stupid of me. I volunteered to do whatever he wanted. I wanted to make sure he knew I don’t want to run the gift shop forever. But now, this—” She waved her hands by her eyes and blinked a few times. “He didn’t even say good morning when he got here today.”
“He’s here already?”
“Sure, he gets here really early. It’s my favorite time of the day because we’re the only two here. But lately every time we start to have a meaningful conversation, that woman calls and he has to leave.”
“What woman?”
“Hedy London.” Rebecca waved her hand in front of me. “I shouldn’t talk about her. He doesn’t even know he’s being manipulated.”
I searched her face for signs of something other than sadness but discovered nothing.
Being inside the museum shop, surrounded by merchandise, my retail instincts kicked in. I flipped through a rack of aprons printed with scenes from pop-art paintings and sorted them on autopilot. Lichtenstein in the front, Rauschenberg in the middle, Warhol in the back.
“What kind of things do you and Christian talk about?” I asked as I moved on to a circular fixture of T-shirts with pictures of dinosaurs. I started by the XS brontosaurus and worked my way around to the XL saber-tooth tiger, tucking the price tags in and making sure they were all facing the same direction. 
“Mostly his ideas about how the store is run,” Rebecca said as she reached in for a fresh handful of umbrellas. This time I spotted the décolleté of the barkeep on Manet’s Folies-Bergere.
“I thought museum gift shops were leased by an independent museum store association?”
“Most are, but we’re an independent shop that’s attached to the museum. We have some flexibility. Christian terminated the contracts with the last suppliers, and what they wouldn’t take back he put on clearance.”
“Like my moccasins?” I looked around the store but didn’t see them. “Did they sell out?”
“No, they’re in the back. Christian hates them. He wants me to find a buyer who wants the whole lot. You’re lucky you bought a pair when you did.” She peered over the counter at my feet. “You have small feet. I wanted to buy a pair but I could only fit into the men’s size.” 
“So the profits from the museum shop now feed the bottom line of the museum?”
Rebecca nodded and moved from Gauguin to Matisse. “I’m not sure how he convinced the board to approve the money, but he ordered a lot of merchandise—all inspired by the museum catalog of holding—and plans to keep the profits to fund future exhibits and add to the acquisition funds.”
I stopped sizing dinosaur T-shirts for a second. “He thinks there’s money in that?” 
“He’s counting on it. He said if we focus on the collector market, we’ll make a fortune. This hat exhibit is the test. The hats from Hedy London’s collection are going to be on display. We’re going to sell duplicates.”
“Tradava is supposed to be producing a collection based on the Hedy London samples,” I said. “That’s why they’re funding the exhibit. Why would they agree to let you sell the copies?”
“I don’t know.” She looked as confused as I felt. 
I looked at the pile of boxes building up behind her counter. “You told me the trash got picked up on Tuesday mornings. What do you do with it during the week? I don’t think I’ve seen it sitting around back, but you can’t keep it here.”
“We recycle what we can, but everything else gets carried downstairs to the basement outside of Christian’s office.”
I thought about the boxes with the little red numbers on the corners. “So if there were empty boxes here, someone might have reused them?”
“Sure. Dr. Daum started an initiative for us to go green before he retired. Christian hasn’t stopped it, so we’re still trying to keep it up.” 
“Rebecca, why are you so certain Christian is going to stay in Ribbon after this exhibit?”
She chewed the inside of her mouth, which caused her lips to purse and wiggle off to one side. “This exhibit is just the beginning. I guess it’s normal that he would obsess over his first show. He’s trying to make sure it’s not a disaster. If Eddie hadn’t left such a mess, everything would be different.”
“Eddie didn’t leave a mess. He’s working on the installation right now.”
“Does Christian know? Because if Eddie’s finishing the exhibit, then maybe everything will be okay after all.”
 
 
I returned upstairs. Eddie stood on the top of a ladder tying a piece of dental floss to the end of a sleek silver battery. I picked up a beanie and spun it around my finger like a Harlem Globetrotter. 
“Rebecca just told me the gift shop is planning on selling duplicates of the Hedy London hats. But isn’t that Tradava’s role?” I asked. 
“That’s what I heard.”
“And now that I think of it, Vera Sarlow said something funny back when I first met her. She asked if Tradava had negotiated an exclusive. Was she talking about the copies too?”
“You’re back to Vera?”
“I don’t know. The other day we were talking about the exhibit, I think, or at least I was. She was pretty broken up and I’m starting to think she might have been rambling. She said she hadn’t found her brother’s client list.” I used the inside of my foot to shift the base of a mannequin stand until it was lined up with the first three Eddie had already placed. 
“That’s kind of a strange thing to be concerned with when she’s dealing with the death of her brother, don’t you think? Go two inches to the left,” Eddie instructed. 
I shifted the mannequin to his specifications. “Maybe those collectors Christian’s trying so hard to woo are really the clients she wants to get hold of.”
“Is she planning a funeral or a memorial?”
“She didn’t mention it. The only thing she wanted to talk about was Dirk Engle’s client list.”
“Did you find it in the trash? Hold this flashlight.”
I steadied the dangling silver light while Eddie measured out a length of dental floss and tied it on. “Once I found the yearbook I forgot about the list. I know I cleaned up that night, and I know I carried a bag of trash downstairs and left it where Rebecca told me to leave it. So where did it go?”
“Good question. Start unwrapping the hats.”
Eddie scribbled measurements in a notepad while I untaped the ends of the Bubble Wrap that protected each hat. Occasionally Eddie picked up a hat and set it on a mannequin or a pedestal. He’d step back and survey the result, then either swap it out with a different hat or move on to the next mannequin. We continued for hours, stopping only for shots of espresso and bathroom breaks. It took hours, but finally Eddie and I had the exhibit looking like an exhibit. 
Mannequins were grouped in conversational stances by different eras of fashion, from the twenties to the seventies. I’d been surprised by the breadth of the hat collection Hedy London had provided, but Eddie explained she’d not only loaned items from the movies she starred in but had also become a collector in her own right, obtaining costumes from studio sales and friend of friend bequeaths. 
In Eddie’s exhibit, mannequins were positioned around the perimeter of the room, interspersed with pedestals and columns that showcased hats, shoes, gloves, and other period-specific accessories. Cat’s turquoise pillbox hat, the only one that wasn’t on loan from Hedy London’s collection, was worn by a mannequin dressed in a snug turquoise velvet dress with a deep V-neck and broad shoulders. The femme fatale was surrounded with others dressed in vintage trench coats, with colorful fedoras on their heads. Eddie had hooked up a smoke machine and positioned it behind that corner, piping in a soft layer of atmosphere. 
Small flashlights had been loaded with D-cell batteries, secured to dental floss, and hung from the ceiling. As long as the exhibit remained free from breezes and seven-foot-tall people who could reach up and grab them, gravity would keep the lights aimed at the hats below. 
I swept the floor and filled the big gray trash bin with scraps of paper, dental floss, empty battery packages, and packing materials. I nestled the empty cardboard boxes inside of each other. The last box I picked up wasn’t empty. 
“What’s in here?” I asked, shaking it. I opened the flaps. A videotape sat inside, half-wrapped in a piece of paper that was rubber-banded to it. As I pulled at the rubber band it broke and snapped my fingers. “Ouch!” I dropped the box. 
The paper fell away from the video. Eddie picked up both. The paper was a lobby card from one of the Hedy London movies I had at home. He turned the tape over in his hands. It was unmarked. 
“There’s a VCR in Christian’s office,” I said. “I hid behind it.”
“Let’s go.”
We scampered down the stairs. I put out an arm and stopped Eddie from moving forward. As I listened for sounds that we weren’t alone, I heard Dr. Daum’s voice coming from the front of the museum. 
“Stay here,” I whispered at Eddie. I jogged back up three stairs and joined the former director. 
“Dr. Daum, is there a VCR around here?” I held the black tape up. “Research. Small detail. Eddie and I can’t agree over which movie Hedy London wore the banded beret in. I’d watch it here but I’m afraid we’re going to be at it for a while.”
“Research is important, even with a millinery exhibit. There’s an audio visual cart behind the door of Christian’s office. You can take it upstairs, just please return it before tomorrow.”
“Is Christian there?”
Dr. Daum checked his watch. “No, I believe he’s entertaining out-of-town collectors.”
“Okay, thanks!” I called out. I returned to the hallway where Eddie stood and held my finger up to my mouth. 
“Dr. Daum says we can take the audio/visual cart upstairs.”
Eddie looked confused. I dropped my voice to a whisper. “This is our chance. Unlock the door. We have permission to get in there. You get the cart behind the door and make a big production of getting it upstairs. I’ll see if I can find a list of collectors on his desk. Go.” I gave him a push toward the door. 
It took Eddie a couple of minutes to figure out the wheels on the cart were in the lock position. When he did, he pushed it out of the office and into the hallway. One of the wheels squeaked out an eeeeee-eeeeee-eeeeee, alerting anyone within a five block radius that the equipment cart was on the move.
Christian’s desk was clean. Any piles of paper I’d seen earlier had been filed. His monitor, computer, and printer were all turned off and his chair was tucked under his desk. The only sign that he was planning to return were the construction worker boots along the back wall. The soles had been cleaned, but traces of dirt still clung to the toes.
“Samantha?” Dr. Daum said from the doorway.
I jumped. “Dr. Daum! You scared me.”
“Did you and Eddie find everything okay?”
“I think so. I wasn’t sure if we had all the cords we needed.”
“I’m quite sure everything you needed was on the cart. I must lock up for the night, so if you don’t mind,” he held his hand toward the door, palm-side up. I walked past him to the elevator. 
When I caught up with Eddie, he stood in front of the TV with the video in his hand. He popped the tape into the machine and static filled the screen until a black and white of Hedy London replaced it. She rested on the arm of an overstuffed sofa and her smile lit up the screen. She wore a striped boat-neck sweater and sailor pants. One leg dangled while the other supported her. The date stamp on the bottom right corner of the video said December 12, 1998. 
“Ms. London, would you like to introduce this footage?” an off-camera voice said.
“Yes, what we are about to see is a series of outtakes from my earlier pictures.”
“And how did this footage become available?”
“Through the generosity of my lover,” she said, smiling at the camera with darkly painted lips. One could only wonder if the cameraman was embarrassed by her admission. 
We stood transfixed, as her casual image was replaced with silent footage of her in a pegged skirt and matching fitted jacket. A fox stole was clamped around her neck, and a pillbox hat sat on top of her head. She walked down the street, hips swaying ever so slightly. It was Hedy London, the starlet, the woman who had first captured the attention of moviegoers decades earlier. As much of a fan of old movies that I was, it wasn’t the familiarity of the movie that struck me. It was the familiarity of the hat on her head.
“Recognize anything?” I asked Eddie. 
“No, and I thought I saw all of her movies.”
“I’m not talking about the movie, I’m talking about the hat. You know that hat. It’s Cat’s hat, the one she was mugged for.”
 



29
“But Cat said her hat wasn’t in any Hedy London movies. The only way someone would recognize Cat’s hat as a Hedy hat was to watch this video.” 
“I think we should go back to the exhibit and take a closer look at that hat.”
We went back to the gallery. Eddie reached past the dental floss and picked up Cat’s hat. He flipped it over and together we stared at the label. It was a small rectangular tag, frayed on one edge from the passage of time. The hat maker’s logo was on a diagonal, stitched on in red thread. One corner had become unattached and curled up, making it hard to read the decorative font. 
I picked up another hat from the grouping of fedoras and looked at the label. This one was in much better condition. We compared the two. It seemed as though they were by the same maker. After checking an additional three of the hats, we concluded one thing: Cat’s hat had seen more action than the others. Maybe that’s what happens when a hat finds its way onto the black market. 
“Who do you think the video was meant for?” Eddie asked.
“I’ve been wondering about that. Seems to me it was intended for someone in charge of the exhibit, and that leaves a couple of people.”
“Two, right? Dirk Engle and Christian Jhanes.”
“Don’t forget Vera Sarlow. She was the original curator of this exhibit. She said she wished she’d been more involved, but it wasn’t meant to be. Nobody’s talking about the fact that she had access to the entire exhibit, that she has a connection to Milo Delaney, that she is a little bitter about not being here anymore. You know what? I think I need to know more about that.”
“What are you going to do, march into her store and ask her why she was fired?”
“No, not exactly. I have a better idea.”
 
 
I drove Eddie to his apartment. Sooner or later he was going to remember he paid rent, and I wanted to reacquaint him with the concept of our own independent lives. He got out of the car and leaned over the passenger-side door before shutting it. 
“You headed home?”
“No, I’m heading to Nick’s showroom.”
“Dude, there are these things called phones. You can talk to people who aren’t in the room. They’re very high tech. Some of them don’t even have cords. They’re especially useful for people who look like you look right now.”
I glared at Eddie. “You’re no spring daisy yourself.”
He slammed the door and left. 
I pulled around the block and headed back toward the highway. Before I hit the entrance ramp I pulled off into a parking lot and called Nick. I wasn’t sure if I was calling him in the role of girlfriend or showroom manager. No matter which role I chose, I was only marginally performing the duties. 
The phone rang three times before he answered. “Nick Taylor,” he said.
“Samantha Kidd,” I replied. It was the same way we’d answered the phone back when he was one of my vendors, on the off-limits list of men to consider dating, though years of not acting on the attraction had somehow allowed the flirtation to filter into the way we said our names. For the first time since I’d taken the job with him, I felt like it was old times.
“Samantha Kidd,” Nick repeated. “It’s been a long time since I heard you answer the phone like that.”
“Nick.” I hesitated. When I dialed his number, I wasn’t sure what I was going to say, but now there was only one way I could see the conversation going. “This isn’t working out like I’d hoped.”
“Are you breaking up with me?”
“I’m talking about the job. Only I’m not talking about the job.”
“Then what are you talking about?”
I sighed. “I think maybe we should see each other, talk about this in person.”
“This sounds serious.”
“Can you meet me at J&D Pizza on Penn Avenue in half an hour?”
“J&D Pizza? Not Brothers?”
“I’m branching out.”
“Half an hour. I’ll see you there.”
I looked in the rear view mirror and realized how right Eddie had been about my appearance. Circles from a lack of sleep colored my under-eye area, and my hair had flattened from being pulled up in a ponytail. I’d chewed my lipstick off somewhere during the hours at the museum and had little other than a ring of red around the outside of my lips. 
Half an hour wasn’t enough time to go home to freshen up or change. It was barely enough time to stop at the mall, pick out a new outfit, change in a fitting room, spritz myself with a tester from cosmetics, and brush on a sweep of blush to my cheeks, which is what I did. I pulled my hair into a low ponytail and secured it with a multicolored scarf I kept in the trunk for accessorizing emergencies. 
I’d been impressed with J&D’s Pizza when I stopped here a couple of days ago, not the least of which was because they were directly across the street from Vera Sarlow’s hat store. I drove past the restaurant, parked on a side street, and walked back up Penn Avenue, checking out the front of the store. Like the last time I was here, the sandwich board out front advertised the Milo Delaney public appearance tomorrow. Hey, Nick and I could talk anywhere. Why not talk and conduct surveillance on a suspect at the same time?
Nick was already inside the pizza shop when I entered. He stood from a table by the side wall. “Kidd.” 
“Taylor.” I looked around. The table by the front window with the clear view across the street was available. “Can we sit here?”
“I thought this would be a little more private—” he started, but I interrupted. 
“The sun’s going to be in one of our eyes if we sit there,” I said. “This one in the front is perfect.”
He carried a bottle of water and two glasses to the front table. 
“What’s this about?”
“We should order first.” I hopped up and went to the counter. “Large round.” I twisted around, looked at Nick and then back at the pizza man. “Pepperoni on one half, anchovies on the other. Do not let them touch.” 
The man tapped a few keys on the register and I handed him a twenty. I stuffed the change into a large mayo container that had “Tips” written on it in red marker and went back to the table. 
“Did you get the shoes for the Hedy London exhibit?” I asked.
“Yes. They arrived this morning.”
“And what about Milo? Did he finish with the hats for the exhibit?”
“I imagine so. I haven’t heard otherwise. What’s up, Kidd?”
“Nick, for the rest of this conversation, can we pretend I don’t work for you?”
“I think that should be pretty easy.”
I looked out the front window for a second. “I know we need to talk about all kinds of things, and I’m not avoiding you, but I can’t do it right now.”
“Kidd, you’ve been burning the candle at both ends trying to help me and trying to help Eddie. I don’t like how distant we are right now. It wasn’t fair for me to snap at you like I did.”
Exhaustion kept me from replying. I closed my eyes. I nodded off for a second and then snapped to attention when my chin hit my chest.
“Are you okay?” he asked. 
I took a swig of water directly from the bottle and then was immediately embarrassed by my poor table manners. Nick smiled at my faux pas, and the creases around his eyes deepened. 
“Kidd, slow down. Here comes the pizza. Have a slice. It’s okay if you want to drink Pellegrino from the bottle. I kind of like that about you.”
For a moment I forgot about the hat store across the street and the exhibit at the museum and the video in my handbag. I forgot about everything but the connection I felt with Nick, the mutual attraction I knew was there underneath the unwanted don’t-get-involved advice and the haven’t-you-learned-anything lectures. The promise of something in the future, and the smell of mozzarella and cheese. I was going to have to stop allowing food to distract me from the important things in life.
We finished off half the pizza before talking. I tore a piece of crust from a remaining slice and looked out the window. Vera Sarlow picked up the wooden tent sign from in front of her shop and carried it inside. 
“Did you see what that sign said?” I asked.
“What sign?” Nick looked out the window, and I could almost see the light bulb go off over his head. Uh-oh. 
“Is that why you asked me to meet you here? You wanted to check out Vera’s store, didn’t you?”
“I like the pizza here,” I said. 
Nick shook his head. “I want to believe you, really, I do. But you’re hiding something, I can tell.”
“After this exhibit is over I won’t have to hide anything.”
Nick stood up and tossed his napkin on the table. “Take the leftovers. Eddie might be hungry. Don’t worry about the showroom tomorrow. I’ll pick you up at five?”
“Do we have plans for tomorrow night?”
“The exhibit? I figured you’d be my date.”
“Oh. Yes. Sure. Right.”
“Then I’ll see you this time tomorrow. And Kidd? I’m looking forward to spending some time away from my showroom manager.” He left. 
I ate half a third slice and asked for a box for the rest. I carried it to my car and drove home. Eddie’s VW Bug was in my driveway. I parked next to his car and approached the front door. A cardboard box sat on my doorstep. 
I looked up the street. It was way too early for UPS. I looked back at the box. It had a white rectangular mailing label attached over the clear packing tape. My name and address were printed on the label. And on the side of the box was a small red number three. 
The return address was Milo Delaney’s showroom. 
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I used my car key to slice through the tape. Inside the box was the forest green fedora Eddie had taken from the museum the night Dirk Engle had been killed. It was wrapped in a large piece of plastic—the same kind of Bubble Wrap that had encased Dirk Engle’s head.
I’d turned this hat over to Detective Loncar days ago. I hadn’t wrapped it in Bubble Wrap, and I hadn’t sealed it in a box with a small red number three on the corner. But I’d seen it again since then, at Milo Delaney’s showroom. The designer had gotten mad when I’d said it seemed familiar. What had he said? I’m not a copier, I’m a designer. I design. I turned the hat over in my hands and checked the label. It was a white rectangle, like the ones at the museum, only this one had Milo Delaney’s logo in the center. 
I carried the box inside and found Eddie in the kitchen, rooting around in the refrigerator. 
“Look at this.” I held out the box. Eddie looked inside and then quickly looked up at me when he realized what it was. “It was sent from Milo Delaney’s showroom.” 
I turned the box over and showed him the small red number three on the bottom corner. I extracted the hat and handed it to him. He set it on the kitchen table and stepped away from it like it was going to bite. 
“Were you expecting something from Milo’s showroom?”
“Heck no! I haven’t even thought about Milo Delaney since the day he snapped at me at his showroom.” I stopped to think for a second. “I don’t even know how he has my address.”
“You could ask.” Eddie held out the phone. 
I didn’t want to tell Eddie that I wanted to call Milo Delaney about as much as I would have wanted to trade out my collection of candy-colored T-strap sandals for Birkenstocks. I turned my back on Eddie and followed Logan into the living room. Instead of calling Milo, I called Nick. 
“Nick, I never got a chance to finish asking you about Milo Delaney. Did you give him my address?”
“Why would I give him your address?”
“I got a package from him today. A hat. I have no idea why he’d send it to me.”
“Maybe it’s a gift. Designers do that on occasion. Was there a note?”
“I don’t know. I didn’t look.”
“Check it out. He knows you’re helping, and he probably feels bad about the way he treated you.”
“Are you going to give me a pair of shoes?” I asked suddenly. 
“No, why?”
“Because I’m helping you, and if designers are in the business of giving things away, I’d much prefer a pair of your shoes to one of Milo’s hats.”
“Nice try, Kidd.” 
“So no free shoes?”
“Not for staff members. Tell you what. I’ll pay you in benefits.”
“Benefits don’t pay the mortgage,” I said. I hung up. 
“Trouble in paradise?” Eddie asked.
“We’re in a weird place right now,” I said. I noticed the keys in his hand. “Where are you going?”
“To visit Thad. He was released today. I want to ask him about a couple more details about the exhibit.”
“Ask him why he didn’t want me to go into the admissions office the first day I was at the museum. And why he took the list of collectors from me. And why he’s so rude to me for no apparent reason—” I stopped talking when I saw the expression on Eddie’s face. “Forget it. Tell him to take it easy.”
After Eddie left, I took a much-needed shower. Twenty-five minutes later I was loofahed within an inch of my life. I dried off, moisturized with a rose-scented lotion I kept for special occasions, and pulled on a fresh set of underwear. I dressed in a soft green cashmere sweater and a pair of worn-in jeans and walked across the hallway to the spare bedroom. 
I had to come at this from another angle. If I tried, I could think like a collector. I pulled a large aqua plastic tub down from the shelf in the closet. It was something I hadn’t looked at since moving in. It was my collection of designer Barbie dolls. 
I sat on the taupe carpet that had been worn to a sheen by my sister when this was her bedroom and opened the tub. Inside were more than a dozen long white boxes, each holding exquisite Barbie dolls in their high-fashion glory. Opaque white tissue protected each doll inside the box in the way they’d left the factory. 
I hadn’t planned to collect Barbie dolls. I’d planned to buy just one. But after the first purchase came a second. After the third and fourth came a fifth. Each doll was viewed, admired, coveted, and then packed up and tucked safely into this bin. 
The doorbell rang. By the time I got out from behind the display of dolls surrounding me, I heard a fist pounding on the front door. 
“Sam! It’s Cat. C’mon, open up!”
“Hang on, I’m coming!” I shouted down the stairs in a not-so-lady-like manner. 
I opened the door, and Cat pushed past me. She held a cream garment bag over one finger and a black plastic garbage bag in the other.
“We have to talk.” She went directly to my kitchen. “You went through it, didn’t you?” she asked, pointing to the trash.
“Cat—”
She pushed her hand palm-side out to shut me up. “Listen. You were all intense when you brought my hat to my store. I felt bad about saying no. I wanted to do something to say thank you. So I picked out an outfit that I thought you might like to wear to the exhibit tonight. It’s my way of saying thank you.”
I reached for the bag, but she held it just out of range. “And then I find out you gave the trash to my brother to hold. So you basically involved me even though I didn’t want to be involved.”
“I already told you I made arrangements with your brother. You were never supposed to know.” My eyes flickered down to the bag she held in her fist. “What’s that?”
“He left one behind.” She raised both hands, the trash in the left and the garment bag in the right. “You get one. Choose.”
“That’s not fair.”
She stamped her foot. “Samantha, you’re a fashion person! You’re supposed to like garments, not garbage. This should be a no-brainer.”
“Cat, I might spend a disproportionate amount of money on my wardrobe, but that doesn’t change who I am. I got into this because I’m helping a friend. A pretty outfit isn’t going to change my mind about seeing him through the mess he’s in.”
She handed me the garbage bag. I untied the knot and looked inside. My eyes watered when a rank chemical odor hit me in the face. I waved my hand back and forth to clear the air. 
Cat picked up a copy of Vogue from the coffee table and used it to fan the air. “Eww. It smells like developing fluid.”
I reached inside and pulled out a piece of wet paper. Along the top it said INTEREST IN HATS. It tore at the corner, and the soggy sheet stuck to the leg of my pants.
“How do you know what developing fluid smells like?” I asked while I peeled the paper from my leg. 
“Dante’s a photographer. He turned his closet into a darkroom once and stank up the whole house.”
“Why would someone at the museum be using developing fluid?”
“Maybe Dante knows. Let me ask him. He’s waiting outside.”
I grabbed her arm. “He’s here? I don’t want him to see me going through the trash.” 
“Here’s a tip. If you don’t want people to see you going through the trash, then stop going through the trash.”
If only it were that simple. I folded my hands in front of me in a please??? gesture. 
“Okay, I’m not going to tell him, but if that list is really as important as you think it is, don’t you think it’s crazy how fate got it to you? Weird, right?” 
“Yeah, weird. It’s like someone up there is looking out for me.”
We raised our eyes to the ceiling. Something scraped the ceiling over our heads. Cat screamed. I jumped. 
There should have been no one else in the house. The idea that someone was in the room over the kitchen was too much to take. I rummaged around in a kitchen drawer for a weapon. The front door opened and Dante charged in. 
“What’s wrong? What happened?” There was an unmistakable expression of fear on Cat’s face. He looked back and forth between our faces and then rested his gaze on my weapon. “What’s that?”
I gripped a rolling pin. My mom had left it behind for me, along with her notions that one day I might actually learn how to bake pies. The rolling pin was my starter kit to pie domesticity. Or self-defense, depending on the circumstance. 
“There’s someone upstairs,” I whispered. 
His eyes didn’t leave the rolling pin. “Are you going to roll him to death?”
“Dante, will you check it out?” Cat asked.
It was one thing for Cat to ask her brother to check out the situation but a completely different one for me to sit back like a helpless female while he fearlessly went to the front lines. The helpless-female gene was one that didn’t exist in my DNA. Unless you count spiders. 
“I’m coming with you,” I announced and told Cat to stay put by the phone. 
“No.” 
“Yes.”
I followed him up the stairs. We reached the door to my old bedroom—the room directly above the kitchen. Logan sat outside the door, a low growl coming from his throat and his tail fat with anticipation of a fight. “Is this where the noise came from?”
I nodded.
“Are you sure you want to keep going?”
I nodded again but felt it was somehow less convincing. 
He opened the door and faced a flight of stairs covered in green shag carpeting that led to my childhood attic-bedroom. There was no mistaking the noise this time; hands desperately clawing against the window screen, trying to get away. Logan stalked his way up the stairs past us. 
I clutched the rolling pin tightly. Dante’s knuckles were white on the banister. Four steps up, he whispered for me to stay put; this time I didn’t argue. He climbed the rest of the stairs, but the chains hanging from his jeans caught on the banister and stopped him in his tracks. He unclipped the chain from the belt loop and handed me his wallet. I watched him reach the top of the stairs and then disappear into the room. 
“What are you doing up here? And how’d you get past her?” He was silent for a few seconds. “You’re scaring everybody. Calm down. I’ll get you out.”
Dante knew my intruder. That was one coincidence too many. I raised the rolling pin in the air and pulled myself up the remaining stairs. I found myself face to face with a pair of beady brown eyes.
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The squirrel that stared at me did not seem especially happy that I stood between him and the stairway. We both remained frozen in time until he turned away and charged toward the window. 
The light in the room was minimal, but after my eyes adjusted I was able to see that the closet door was open, the attic stairs were unfolded, and there were a few small piles of, shall we say, droppings in the room. On the opposite side of the room the window was raised and the screen had a squirrel-sized hole. 
Dante stepped away from the window, and the squirrel made a break for it. He went through the screen-door hole, onto a branch of a nearby crabapple tree, and raced as far away as he could. Dante shut the window before the squirrel could change his mind and then crossed the room and disappeared into the attic. 
Minutes later he reappeared and closed up the stairs and the access door. “You need an exterminator.”
“How did he get into my attic?”
“There’s some sunlight coming from the wall on the other side of the attic. I think he came through there. I pushed a trunk over to the wall so he can’t get back in. How long have you lived here?”
“About a year. But I know the previous owners pretty well …” I grabbed the phone and called my parents in California.
 
I stood in the kitchen making small talk with my mom while waiting for my dad to came to the phone. Cat and Dante were in the living room. My mom rattled on about a basketball game while I watched Dante clip his chains back to his jeans and tuck his wallet into his pocket. He looked up, caught me watching him, and made his way into the kitchen. 
I hoisted myself onto the counter and swung my legs. Dante reached out for my hand and slowly traced his index finger along the lines of my palm. 
I blushed and balled my hand into a fist without thinking. He turned it over, held it up to his lips, and kissed it. 
“Always a pleasure seeing you, Samantha.” 
I was about to reciprocate the thought when I heard my name repeated in my ear. 
“Hello, Kid. Kid? Hello? Are you there? Samantha!” The use of my full name from my dad brought my attention back to the phone. I pulled my hand away from Dante, who walked out of the room. Cat peeked in and waved and I heard the front door close behind them. 
“Dad! Hi!” 
“Hey, Kid, what’s up?”
“What can you tell me about squirrels in the attic?”
“He’s back, huh?”
“Who?”
“We had a squirrel in the attic. An exterminator cut a hole in the side of the house so he could get out.”
I already knew the answer to the question I was about to ask. “What happened to the hole?”
“It’s probably still there. Come to think of it, you might want to get someone out there to patch it up or Rocky might come back.”
“Rocky?”
“The squirrel.”
“You named him?”
“Consider yourself lucky he didn’t show up with a moose,” he joked. 
Yeah, lucky, that was me. 
I asked several pointed questions about other potential house problems that hadn’t been disclosed when I bought the house at a price they’d argue was far below market value, and then we moved into chitchat. We talked about their new life in California and my job search in Ribbon. I told my dad I was working for a local designer, and he told me he was happy I’d found something steady. He handed the phone off to my mom, who asked about my love life. I told her Nick and I were seeing each other on a regular basis. She mentioned something about free milk and cows, and I told her I had to go because dinner was burning. 
 
 
The next morning I woke, finally well rested. I snuggled into a bathrobe and eased my way down the stairs to the kitchen where Eddie was pouring two cups of coffee. 
“I didn’t hear you come home. What time did you get back?”
“Around eleven. I went to the twenty-four-hour print shop after I visited Thad and had some last-minute banners done. I had a brainstorm too. Do you still have that video from Hedy London?”
“Yes, in my handbag.”
“Thad told me about a projector in the basement of the museum. I’m going to project the video on the main wall inside, right behind the check in desk. I think it’ll be a nice touch. There won’t be any sound, but still, it’s all about her image, right?”
“That and the fact that you might be able to figure out who it was sent to.”
“I’ve been thinking about that. I’m pretty sure it was sent to Dirk. Who else could it be?”
“I don’t know. It seemed like she was flirting with someone.”
Eddie pushed one of the steaming mugs of coffee toward me. It was the color of motor oil. Steam evaporated from the top while it sat on the counter. Eddie drank from his own cup and didn’t even wince. Now that’s commitment to caffeine. 
“Do you think the exhibit will open tonight?” I asked. 
“If it doesn’t, it won’t be because of me. There are a few last minute things to tend to, but everything’s doable. I mean, I Plan B’d the whole exhibit but let’s face it, this week hasn’t exactly gone according to plan.” He took a pull on his coffee. “Did you call Milo? Do you know why he sent you the hat?”
“No, but I keep thinking about the box. It had the same small red number in the corner that we saw on the boxes at the museum?” 
I took a sip of my coffee. “Do you know if the museum recycles boxes?”
“No, but I can ask somebody.”
“If they do, that might explain the box.”
“Only if there’s some reason for the museum to mail a package to Milo. Why?”
“I can’t see any reason why Milo would be getting a package from the museum, unless he’s part of the problem.”
He made a silent O and nodded. We stood there in shared silence, digesting this last theory. 
“Let’s review what we know,” I said. “Dirk Engle was Milo’s business manager until he left him high and dry. But would Milo kill him over that? And why would he edit me out of the surveillance footage—to make you look guilty? Why would he stab Thad? And even if he did those things, when did he do them? We’ve never seen Milo at the museum.”
“None of it makes sense.”
I found a stale muffin and picked the cranberries out of it. “If you count everybody, including Dirk, we have two store owners, a hat designer, a Hollywood icon, and a bunch of museum employees. What about the collectors? There seems to be a pretty strong parallel between them. What’s the why?”
“The Y?” Eddie asked. 
“The why. The motive. The reason one of these people would want to kill Dirk Engle.”
“What’s your theory?” 
“Someone wanted his client list. Vera could double her business. Milo could seek out financial backing. Christian could approach them as donors. I’m pretty sure that’s why Hedy London agreed to be a part of the exhibit. Just about anybody involved could leverage her name for their benefit, and she wanted to make sure if someone was going to be in the limelight, it might as well be her. She’s supposed to be at the exhibit. What time is she supposed to get there?”
“This afternoon.” Eddie said. He rocked back on his chair legs. 
I had to fight the adult urge to tell him to bring it down on all fours. I scooted back farther on my barstool until my legs were dangling. 
Eddie picked up the now-dry list of collectors from the table. The developing fluid had warped the paper, and a faint pinkish-brown stain covered two-thirds of the writing. 
Eddie scanned the page, using his index finger to trace down the list. “I know a couple of these names from the program. The Willoughbys are known costume collectors. There was an article in the paper about them last year when they bought some costumes from one of those thirties husband-wife detective-team mysteries. Remember? They came up at auction in New York?”
“There was a Mrs. Willoughby at Over Your Head the day I first went there.” 
“So she’d obviously be interested.”
“And some guy in a wrinkled seersucker suit and straw hat has been hanging around outside of the museum. Do you know who he is?”
“That’s Carl Collins. He’s a reporter for the Ribbon Times.”
I recognized the name from the article I’d read. “I should have known there would be a reporter snooping around the museum.”
“Carl’s harmless. They put him on puff pieces.”
“What if Christian is planning to resell the hats on the collector’s market? What if he had a set of fakes made up by Milo and he replaced the originals with the phonies?” I thought back over the samples I saw at Milo’s showroom, how familiar they looked, and how upset he’d gotten when I asked about his inspiration. “The twelve people on this list represent money for the museum. If these people are rabid collectors, wouldn’t they be interested in seeing the Hedy London hats first?”
“You think the hats at the exhibit are fakes?”
“It would explain the different labels. It would also explain the fact that we have two of the same hat—the one we found next to Dirk Engle’s body and the one Milo sent here.”
“So Loncar brought us fakes. You think the police have the real ones?”
Eddie flattened the paper against the table with the side of his hand. “If they do, then somebody had better get the real hats to the museum for the gala.”
“Maybe the police don’t know they had fakes. Maybe the real hats went missing from the beginning.”
“Yeah, well, collectors know their stuff. They’ll be able to spot a fake a mile away.”
He folded the paper in half and then in half again. “I’m going to spend the day at the museum. You wanna come?”
“No, I’m going to see Milo. His event is today, and I want to thank him for sending me a hat for tonight.”
After Eddie left, I found the ad from Over Your Head on the counter and unfolded it. The Milo Delaney public appearance was today. I dressed in a black and white checkered strapless dress layered over a mint green cotton poplin shirt. I fed French knots through the cuff link holes, pulled on a pair of pointy-toed black ankle booties, filled a houndstooth handbag with my wallet, sunglasses, phone, and lip-gloss, and left. 
The ad for Milo’s event at the hat store said he’d be available between noon and two. I arrived at twelve thirty, figuring it was better to be early than late, surprised to find a Closed sign in the window. Next to that was a smaller sign taped to the inside of the glass. Milo Delaney event cancelled until further notice. 
Interesting. If someone involved in the homicide was looking for a good day to skip town, today would rank right up there. 
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I sat in the car out front and called information for the store’s number. Once connected, I sat through five rings until the machine picked up. Vera Sarlow’s voice confirmed what the sign said. The Milo Delaney public appearance was cancelled, and Over Your Head was closed until further notice. 
I drove around back, hoping to find a crew quietly smuggling her inventory out of the store, but I found nothing. The building was locked up as tight as a drum. I hopped out of the car and glanced in the Dumpster. It was empty. I looked at the sticker on the outside of the fixture. Trash pickup had been that morning. 
Curses.
 
 
It was after two by the time I pulled into my driveway. There was little else for me to do but get ready for the gala. Nick was due to pick me up at three thirty, which left me an hour and a half to get ready. Despite the drama surrounding the event, my excitement over attending the soiree colored my expectations. The risk of spending time at the museum was barely a thought. 
I surveyed the contents of my closet, narrowing my choices down to a strapless cocktail dress with full skirt and built-in crinoline and a burnt sienna backless jersey gown cut on the bias. Both were favorites. Both had been worn only once. Both held promise. Neither felt right.
I went downstairs for a glass of water and saw the ivory plastic garment bag draped over one of the dining room chairs. The logo on the bag read Catnip. It was the other bag Cat had brought when she delivered the last bag of garbage. 
Seems Cat wasn’t a very good negotiator. Even though I’d chosen the garbage, she’d left this for me anyway. I carried the bag to my room, wondering what was behind door number three.
As I unzipped the bag, I noticed a flash of black and red satin. I pulled out the dress. It was a mandarin-inspired style, straight out of The World of Susie Wong. A subtle black-on-black jacquard print of bamboo decorated the silk. The neckline and sleeves were piped in red. I had a sneaking suspicion it wouldn’t hide my recent ice cream indulgences. It was knee-length, with slits on the side that made it borderline-inappropriate for a work function. Good thing Nick said he didn’t want to spend time with his showroom manager. 
I rooted around the bottom of the bag and found a pair of black patent Mary Janes with a red lacquer heel. Cat had also included a pair of black fishnet stockings, a bustier and matching panties, a pair of gold shoulder-duster earrings, and a black satin bag with gold metal handles. 
She’d omitted nothing. I bet it had really burned her when I chose the garbage instead of this.
I showered, shaved, moisturized, perfumed, blow dried, flat-ironed, up-twisted, and made-up before putting on the lingerie. Cat was good. The corset was a snug fit, boosting me in the right places. I pulled the fishnets over the panties, slipped on the shoes, and checked out the Moulin Rouge effect in the mirror. 
A horn beeped out front. I peeked out the window and saw Nick’s truck pull up in front of my house. He was early! Not cool. I traded the shoes for slippers, knotted my silk kimono over my underwear, and ran downstairs. A few seconds later Eddie whipped the front door open and strode into my house. 
“What are you doing here? And why are you driving Nick’s truck?”
“He said I could use it. More undercover than my Volkswagen, plus I needed more space to move a few extra mannequins from Tradava.” 
“So he has your Bug?”
“Yes. I left it at his house when I went to pick this up.”
He wore a fitted tux, white shirt, and white necktie. He looked like he’d stepped from the pages of a magazine, I thought, until I noticed the checkered Vans on his feet. 
“This is going to be a stressful night, you know? So I know I don’t completely look the part, and I know I should either abandon the whole dress code or totally go into formal wear, but I don’t feel right doing either. I don’t want to feel like I’m trying to be somebody that I’m not either, so this was the best compromise I could come up with. It doesn’t look too bad, right?”
“It looks like you. Only not.” 
“The police are going to be watching me. They agreed to let me go about my business launching the exhibit as though nothing were wrong. After the evening is over I’m out of this whole thing.” He smacked the palms of his hands together twice like a baker dusting off the flour. “Basta!”
“Enough indeed.” 
“Nick said he’s going to drive my Bug here and take you to the museum. At the end of the night he’ll drive his truck home and I’ll bring you back here.”
I didn’t like the sounds of it. 
“Have you talked to the detective recently? About the exhibit, or security, or anything like that?” I asked.
“Loncar met me this morning. He said police would be everywhere, but he told us to act normal. Christian and I walked him through the whole thing: the entrance, the exhibit, the exits. Dr. Daum is going to greet guests. Rebecca is going to work the check in desk.”
“Who’s going to man the gift shop?”
“Christian wants it to be closed.”
“And pass up a perfectly good opportunity to peddle Thinker statues? That doesn’t sound like him. I thought back to the day he found me in the gift shop and it hit me. I dragged Eddie to the kitchen table and we both sat down. 
“Christian told Rebecca to leave the Rodin statues alone. She was trying to straighten them. He was very direct. He told her to get down and focus on keeping the inside of the store neat, and he said nobody ever looks above eye level. I bet he’s hiding something up there!”
Eddie tipped his head back and stared directly at the ceiling. I don’t think he was looking for anything, just trying to think. “We have to get there and look.”
“No, we have to call the cops. Christian’s already at the museum, I’m sure. You can’t show up and demand to go looking around.”
So we did. Call the cops, that is. Yes, we were learning from our mistakes. I let Eddie take credit for the information and the call. He identified himself and asked to speak to Detective Loncar. I overheard him talking about police protection at the museum opening and segue into the part about the gift shop. Eddie had common sense after all and was setting a nice example for the kids out there. 
His second phone call was to Dr. Daum. Eddie had asked for privacy when making his phone call, so I left the room but hovered just close enough on the other side of the wall to hear him tell the former director about his arrangements with the police. You didn’t really think I was going to let him conduct all this business without my knowledge, did you? 
“So everything’s under control?” I asked. 
“Yep. The law’s in the hands of the law and the fashiony stuff is in the hands of the fashion people. I worked hard on this exhibit. I deserve the credit.”
I squeezed his hand. “You’re going to be great tonight. You know that, right?”
He squeezed back. “I hope so. I’d better get going—last-minute touches and all.”
 
 
Eddie left, and I changed out of my kimono and into my dress. Forty-five minutes later I swapped the dress back out for my silk kimono so I could sit comfortably while cursing Nick out. I had long since moved into if-you’re-not-coming-just-say-so mode. I touched up my makeup and considered loosening the corset when I saw Eddie’s VW Bug careening down the street. Only I knew it wasn’t Eddie behind the wheel. When I opened the front door, Nick stood on my doorstep. 
He wore a vintage black 1940s satin roll-collar tuxedo, white shirt, and black tie. The waning sunlight flashed on his ebony cuff links and off the shiny patent of his shoes. 
“Before you say anything, I’m sorry I’m late.” He was quiet and serious. “Go for a walk?” 
“Give me a sec to put my dress back on.”
“You’re fine,” he said. 
I checked the locks to make sure the door wouldn’t lock behind us and followed him onto the porch and down my driveway. The air was cooling down now that the sun had dropped. We made it halfway down the block before he spoke.
“I don’t think this is working out,” he said. 
“I know.”
A thin veil of mist surrounded us, typical of the evenings in Ribbon. I took a few steps back to where he was standing and positioned myself in front of him. 
 “Let me explain something.” He stopped walking. He looked down at the sidewalk, using the toe of his shiny tuxedo shoes to play with some gravel in his path. There was a childish quality to his body language. “I’m worried about you, Kidd. Like it or not, your involvement with Eddie put you right in the crosshairs of this thing.”
“Nick—”
He held a finger to my lips to shush me. “I care about you. I want to protect you. And the only way I know how to is to keep you from going tonight.”
“But Eddie’s counting on me. I can’t let him go through this alone.” 
“Whatever this is, it’s not just about Eddie anymore. This time neither of you has to be involved. Spend the night with me.”
My eyes widened.
“I don’t mean that. I mean …” He took my hands in his. “Let’s stay away from the exhibit together. Go out to dinner, go see a movie.”
“But Eddie needs me.”
“Eddie’s got the boys in blue to watch over him. He doesn’t need you.”
What I didn’t say out loud was that deep down, I knew Nick was right. Eddie might not need me, but I needed him. I needed his confidence in my friendship and loyalty. I needed to be there to support him. I needed to watch him get through the night without a hitch to know that he was going to be okay, and I needed to see the killer get his due. 
When I finally spoke, it was a mere hint of a whisper. “I need to be there.”
He stepped away from me and dropped my hands. “I can’t watch you do this.”
“I know.”
The mist swirled around us. He ran a finger along side of my face and twisted it around a tendril of hair that had escaped my fancy up-do and turned curly due to the dampness in the air. 
“You look beautiful.”
“I’m not even ready yet.” I flushed and looked down at my slippered feet with embarrassment. 
“If I were a different kind of boss, I might take advantage of a moment like this,” he said with a smile, his fingertip now tracing a line down my neck. His palm opened up and he wrapped his hand around the side my neck, his thumb stroking the spot under my  ear. I tipped my head to the side and he leaned forward and kissed my neck. 
“If I were a different kind of employee, I’d want you to,” I whispered. 
He leaned down to my lips and kissed me. This time I knew it wasn’t one-sided. The mist turned into a sudden rain that created puddles on the uneven street and pasted my kimono to my body. Nick pulled his hand away, took off his jacket, and draped it over my shoulders. 
We ran through newly formed puddles on the way back to my house. As quickly as the shower had started it stopped, just before we reached my front door. 
“I think I should be leaving,” he said. 
“Nick, don’t leave. You’re already dressed. Think of the visibility for your business.”
“I can’t do this with you.” He took my hands in his and kissed me on the cheek. “And it would be hypocritical to do it without you. Be careful, Kidd.” 
I didn’t want to think about what he really meant. Sometimes a woman has to know how to take care of herself, and this felt like one of those times. I fixed my hair, stepped into my shoes, and admired myself in the mirror. I was ready. If only I knew what I was getting ready for. 
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I filled the small black satin bag with essentials: twenty-dollar bill, fully charged cell phone, identification, lipstick, powder, keys, breath mints, nail file, painkillers, moisturizer, small notepad and pen, Swiss Army knife, and emergency sewing kit. My version of the Boy Scout motto. I snagged a second twenty to cover what-ifs and left.
The sun was setting behind the museum, giving the sky a romantic orangey-gold tone. It was the perfect backdrop for the event. I pulled up in front of the museum, handed off my keys to the valet attendant, and gave the hem of my dress one last tug before accepting its miniskirt reality. As I approached the front of the museum, I watched limousines and shiny cars drop off well-dressed patrons. I scanned the crowd for police and spotted three uniformed officers standing to the left of the entrance and two more on the right. Good. They weren’t taking any chances here tonight. 
The last time I had been at the museum for a formal event, I had not been on the guest list. There’d been no thrill of being one of the partygoers. In fact, I had been dropped off a few blocks away and walked to the event, watching by the pond and conducting surveillance before being threatened, hiding in a tree, and being chased from the premises. 
Tonight was different. 
I felt every bit the glamorous socialite as I stepped onto the red carpet. Nice touch, I thought. Eddie had never mentioned the final details, so I didn’t know if he was responsible. Either way it made for a dramatic entrance.
I picked out some familiar Tradava faces after scanning the crowd surrounding the front doors. Outside of that group, I felt anonymous. I wished someone would be waiting to meet me at the entrance, but after realizing that I hadn’t planned to arrive alone, I thought twice about that wish. Lost in thought, I made my way through the crowd to the massive front doors, propped open for the evening with large urns that held topiaries shaped to resemble pillbox hats on hat stands.  
The waning sun cast golden rays into the foyer, where chic volunteers, dressed in matching belted camel skirt suits and long brown gloves, greeted guests. They were all modeled after a scene from  Murder after Midnight. Stylistically, it was a home run. In reality, it was like a cloning experiment gone wrong. 
I stood by myself now, looking for familiar faces or anything out of the ordinary. Two guards stood at the entrance. Another stood off to the side, radio in hand, watching the crowd as they entered the museum. They weren’t the museum guards who had ushered patrons from one wing to the next, keeping viewers a safe distance from the paintings. These officers were police, I guessed, dressed in less obvious uniforms than the men out front but armed all the same, radios in hand, surveying the scene. My pulse returned to normal as I picked them out of the crowd. 
Detective Loncar must have coordinated that as part of his plan to keep Eddie and the other patrons safe tonight. I looked around for the detective, wondering what his take on formal attire might look like. I didn’t see him. 
The young blondes with carefully coiffed French twists peeking out of camel and brown trilby hats bustled around, checking invitations and directing guests here and there. Invitations! Of all the things I remembered to pack in my bag, I suddenly realized I had left that vital piece of paper on the counter at home.
I stepped to the side of the line, pretending to search through my purse, all the while knowing I could be bounced out before even getting a glimpse of Eddie’s work. 
“Samantha! I’m delighted to see you this evening,” a voice called to me. 
Dr. Daum stood beside one of the volunteers. I greeted him warmly and accepted his arm as he escorted me past the faux Hedy Londons and into the museum lobby.
“How’s Thad?” I asked as we walked past the coat check line. 
“He’s doing fine, just fine. He was released today. He was hoping to be here tonight, which I think was a little presumptuous on his part considering his multiple wounds. He was quite a lucky young man, though. Quite lucky.” His voice drifted off. 
“Multiple wounds? I thought he was stabbed.” 
“Three times, three shallow wounds.” The former director guided me toward the elevator. “But now’s not the time to talk about it. He’ll be fine, and that’s what counts.”
We arrived on the second floor amidst an already-energized crowd that was taking in Eddie’s genius. Twelve hats had been positioned on sculpted white bust forms and perched on Ionic pedestals. Twelve pencil-thin flashlights were suspended from the ceiling, directly over each hat, to shine on them from above. The dental floss was invisible; the flashlights appeared to be hanging in midair and only added to the design concept. Behind the hat display were dozens of mannequins dressed in shades of camel, brown, ivory, and taupe. Nipped-in waists on jackets and skirts full with accordion pleats of netting recalled Dior’s New Look that had launched in the late forties and defined the fifties. I walked from one mannequin to the next, wondering how the city of Ribbon was going to react to such strikingly feminine—yet retro—fashion. That is, if the fashionistas weren’t going to buy it out first like they’d done with the latest designer collaboration at Target.
While a large portion of the crowd oohed and ahhed the exhibit, a throng of partygoers stood off to the side, sipping champagne and munching hors d’oeuvres. I saw mini quiches and cocktail shrimp. I cursed the corset that would keep me from eating. 
“Your friend Eddie has turned out to be exactly what we needed for this exhibit,” Dr. Daum said. “He managed to do some extraordinary things for us during what would normally be a trying time. In fact, he kept much of his exhibit under wraps. Even though we’re viewing it now, he and Christian still planned for an unveiling.”
“Eddie said something special was happening tonight, but he didn’t tell me what.”
“Yes, Christian said the same thing.”
“Dr. Daum, there’s something I think you should know about Christian—”
“An interesting approach, I think, considering this is a crowd that expects a lot to be impressed.” He checked his watch. “In fact, it’s almost that time. Have you seen him yet?”
“Christian? No, not yet. But Dr. Daum—”
“Then I must go and see if Eddie requires any help.” He stepped away and nodded formally in my direction. 
Once again I was by myself. I glanced around, looking for someone else who might provide a conversational escape but found nothing more than well-dressed couples walking around, nodding in my direction. I suddenly became aware that someone was standing close behind me, breathing on my neck. 
“Hello, gorgeous.” Arms wrapped around my waist and pulled me backward toward a tuxedoed body. “You didn’t think I was going to leave you all alone, did you?” a husky voice whispered in my ear. 
I closed my eyes and leaned back. “I knew you wouldn’t stand me up,” I said. 
“Stand you up? I wasn’t even sure if you’d show.”
I whirled around and stood face to face with Dante. Heat shot through my body and face and a few other unmentionable places. 
“What are you doing here?” I asked.
He smiled. “Expecting someone else?”
A volunteer approached us with a silver tray of champagne flutes. Dante took two from the tray and offered me one. Not one to turn down champagne from a handsome man, I accepted the glass and sipped. 
“Aren’t you going to tell me how nice I look?” he asked.
I was still swigging from the champagne flute and stopped to look his way. He cleaned up nicely, that was for sure. Still the rebel, though, he sported a black shirt under his peak lapel tuxedo and had chosen to wear a black tie with green flames that looked like they’d been lifted from a motorcycle with a custom paint job. 
“Well?”
“What did you do, call ahead to find out the dress code?”
“You actually think I don’t know how to dress?”
“No.” I stared him straight in the eyes and chose my words carefully. “I think you probably know more than you let on.”
His gaze was direct, but I wasn’t going to let him get to me. 
“What brings you here tonight?” I asked. 
He leaned in close, and once again I felt his breath next to my ear. “What do you think brought me here?”
He was being evasive on purpose, and I finally understood what he meant about the questions I asked. Mine were polite. Innocuous. They were reactionary, based on our encounters, and he knew it. He had come to expect the expected from me. As long as he kept me on my toes, he’d be the one controlling what I knew and what I didn’t. It was time to turn the tables. 
“What’s your connection to the exhibit tonight?” I asked.
Passing couples looked in our direction. Part of me was looking out for Nick, and the other was looking for Christian. And there was that murderer to consider too. The rest of the guests in attendance had the luxury of relaxing into party mode. I knew too much to relax. 
Dante leaned against the wall and poured half his champagne down his throat. “I know the guy who’s running the show—Christian Jhanes. He had me do some dirty jobs back in my college days.” He scanned the crowd, not making eye contact. “Plus there’s this woman I was hoping to run into …” His voice trailed off. 
I’d done it. I’d gotten him to admit to a connection between himself and Christian. And despite his attempt to distract me with innuendo, I knew I’d scored a point. I thought over what I wanted to ask next but didn’t get the chance. Cat approached us. 
“Samantha, Dante, you found each other,” she said. One of the few people to pay proper homage to the exhibit, her signature red hair was topped with a green satin turban. It was trimmed with white feathers that easily stood twelve inches above her head. It was the perfect complement to her white silk skirt suit. If she’d paid $3,000 for the last one, I didn’t want to ask about the price tag on this one. She cocked her head to one side and touched her finger to her cheek. “You like?”
“Won’t lose you in the crowd, that’s for sure,” Dante answered.
She caught her reflection in the glass doors of the gift shop and adjusted the pleated satin confection over her shoulder-length bob. “It’s almost better than the last one. It was designed by Lily Dache’s assistant. You know who that was, right?”
Dante stuffed his hands in his pockets and looked over Cat’s head. I intently studied his profile, trying to determine who or what he was watching. “Who was Lily Dache’s assistant?” he asked mechanically.
“Halston!” Cat and I said in unison. 
She giggled at me and then turned back to Dante. “What are you still doing here? I thought you had someplace to go.”
“I do.” 
She rolled her eyes and tipped her head conspiratorially. “Dante’s got a thing for Hedy London—ever since he first saw one of her movies. Then she spoke at his graduation. I think that meant more to him than the diploma.” 
“You know Hedy London?” I asked. 
He raised an eyebrow and then dropped it.
Cat leaned in. “He keeps telling this ridiculous story that she made a pass at him before she gave the speech at his commencement. I told him he could come tonight if he was on his best behavior.” 
I looked back and forth between their faces. Cat’s invite and enthusiasm appeared completely genuine. 
“So what do you think? Did I keep up my end of the bargain?” 
She eyed the details of his tuxedo. “I thought I told you not to go with the black shirt. I like the tie, though. I mean, if you insist on wearing flames everywhere you go.”
He put a hand out and flipped a lock of her hair. “I don’t think you want to finish that sentence, Red.”
Neither spoke for a moment. I turned my back on their brother/sister tiff and scrutinized the crowd. 
A variety of dress code interpretations wandered the room. There were cocktail dresses, gowns, sequined tops paired with skinny jeans and stilettos, and at least one purple velvet tuxedo. The few Tradava faces that I recognized played it safe: classic tuxedos on the men and little black dresses on the women. They definitely needed someone on their team to shake things up.
Cat and I shared critiques of some of the more unique outfits that circled the room. She pointed out a few faces I didn’t know: designers and critics who had made the extra effort to come to the exhibit to grab a piece of Eddie’s limelight. 
And then I recognized Milo Delaney. 
It made sense he’d be here. Tonight’s opening was a hat exhibit and a cross-promotional event for Tradava and I knew from working with Nick that Milo was the designer behind the Hedy London designs, even if he didn’t want to admit it. 
What if Milo had knocked off the hat collection and produced two sets of samples? And kept the originals for himself? His connections with Vera at Over Your Head would provide the channels for resale. Was that why he’d cancelled his appearance at her store? 
If nothing else, I wanted to ask him why he sent me the forest green fedora. He looked in my direction as I searched for loopholes in my logic. I smiled feebly and tipped my champagne flute in his direction. He turned and walked the other way. 
Out of the corner of my eye I caught Dante waving too. But it was Vera Sarlow who’d stepped in his path. They hugged briefly, and he kissed her on the cheek. Her black chiffon dress had a fitted bodice and a sweetheart neckline that showed off a figure I didn’t know she had. A small wafer of felt with black net and a pheasant feather perched on her head. 
The fact that Dante knew her raised questions I hadn’t considered only minutes before. 
I turned to Cat. “Dante went to I-FAD, didn’t he?” I asked. 
“Yes.”
“That’s where Christian Jhanes worked.”
“I know. He was Dante’s photography professor. Christian gave him a couple of jobs on the side between classes.”
“Could Dante do film editing?” I asked.
“Sure. His junior year he duplicated our home movies and edited me out of the footage.”
Warning bells sounded in my head. “Is that hard?” 
“I don’t know, but I remember he was mad because he didn’t get an A.” She looked around the crowd. “Where did he go?” 
“He’s over there.” I pointed toward her brother and Vera.
“Is that Vera Engle?”
“It’s Sarlow now. Vera Sarlow. How do know her?”
“She went to school with me. I haven’t seen her in years. I should say hello. Are you okay if I leave you here?”
“Sure.”
Cat approached Vera, and Dante broke away. He stopped by a tray of champagne flutes, picked up two more, and returned to my side. 
“So your boss stood you up?”
“No, not really. He’s running late. He’ll be here,” I said.
“For his sake I hope he finds you soon, otherwise I might monopolize you for the rest of the evening.” He moved closer to me and I felt his hand on the small of my back. 
Just then the lights went out.
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A collective gasp escaped from the crowd. People rustled about, wavering between excitement and nervousness over what to do next. I searched the crowd for the security guards I’d seen out front. In the dark, it was hard to differentiate between partygoers and police officers. 
Soft emergency lights glowed by the exits. A rush of air overhead ruffled my hair, punctuated by a loud clank. A power outage would have been too much of a coincidence on a night like this. 
Footsteps sounded behind us, followed by a second clank. A light sliced through the darkness and threw a spotlight on a cloaked twenty-foot-long banner hanging from the balcony of the upstairs galleries.
The silhouette of a woman appeared behind the cloak. Raising a microphone to her lips I heard a gentle, sexy voice tease the audience with a song. 
The singer was Hedy London herself. She worked the stage with a thick feather boa and a dress of sequins. Catcalls and wolf whistles accompanied her singing. She stepped out from behind the white cloak and made her way down the spiral staircase. She reached the bottom step and punctuated the final words of her song with hip thrusts. I stood, mesmerized. I hoped I had half that much sex appeal when I was her age.
Applause met her performance while the crowd watched the white cloak drop and unveil the banner promoting the exhibit. It was a blown-up fake movie poster modeled after her most famous movie, with “Millinery” After Midnight in the title space instead. This must be what Eddie had picked up from the sign shop. I had to hand it to him, he’d created a great opening for what I hoped was a great exhibit. 
My heartbeat was still racing from the panic when the museum went dark, and my close proximity to Dante didn’t help matters. He, on the other hand, was completely oblivious to my presence now that Ms. London was here. I guess Cat had been telling the truth about that crush. He was entranced. 
“I’m going to try to find Eddie,” I whispered in his ear. 
I weaved through the crowd. Before I got far, Eddie appeared at the top of the stairs by a podium I hadn’t noticed earlier. 
“Friends, patrons, and guests of the museum, welcome to our tribute to the iconic nature of the chapeau. As we’ve worked on this exhibit we’ve come to view this collection of memorabilia as more than a collection of hats from different movie sets, but as pieces of a different sort of artistic history, unique with their intrinsic value. Join us upstairs to view our collective ideas of millinery as memorabilia, of fashion as art. We hope you enjoy what we’ve assembled for you. A special thank you to Ms. London for her presence here this evening.” He paused while the crowd applauded the film star. “Now, I know it’s only eight o’clock in Ribbon, but it’s midnight somewhere. Enjoy your private viewing of Millinery After Midnight.”
Applause once again rang out through the foyer of the museum, this time for Eddie. No one in the room would have suspected that the speaker who addressed them so eloquently had been in hiding for most of the week. His confidence generated a buzz around him. Within minutes he was engulfed in popularity and sequins. There was no point in trying to reach him now. 
The fact that no one had formally introduced him only added to his cachet, as if his identity transcended his name. I couldn’t believe Christian hadn’t even bothered to be there to give him formal credit for what he’d accomplished. 
Then it struck me. The publicity-obsessed crafty museum director who’d kept maniacal deadlines in place to open this exhibit was nowhere to be found. But surely he was here somewhere. Was he watching us right now? Or had that been the real motivation behind getting the exhibit to open on time—that it was the perfect chance to make a clean getaway with a trunk filled with collectibles?
I sipped the last of my champagne and watched the crowd overtake the massive marble staircase. Others stood in line by the elevator. The lobby had thinned out. All was under control. I could relax. I took a deep breath and exhaled. 
“Pssst,” Eddie hissed from behind me. “Come with me.”  
He held a finger to his lips to indicate silence and pushed me toward the gift shop. I wasn’t prepared to be pushed anywhere, and I took an awkward step back, shifted my weight at an unpredictable angle, and felt a shooting pain through my ankle. I turned to face him. His eyes darted back and forth. 
“Christian never showed up, and Hedy London appeared out of nowhere. It’s like I’m trapped in the middle of someone else’s funhouse, and I don’t know which direction to go.” 
“Still, that was a nice opening,” I said. “Cutting the lights for her musical number.”
“The lights? I wouldn’t know how to cut the lights like that. Your friend the detective is supposed to be around here somewhere, but I checked in when I got here and he hasn’t made contact.” He pulled a key from his pocket and unlocked the door to the gift shop. “Get behind the display cases.” He shut the door and ducked behind the register. I followed. 
“Is that why no one introduced you?”
“Hedy London was here when I arrived. She said she and Christian had this whole opening act planned, not to worry, and if he didn’t appear at the end, I was supposed to address the crowd. ”
“Sounds more like they planned a massive distraction, don’t you think? She shows up and does a little number and he’s gone? Like maybe she gave him a head start out of town?”
“I thought he was the one controlling the lights and that he probably couldn’t get back upstairs in time.”
We sat in silence for a couple of minutes. I was bothered by Hedy London’s pop-up appearance and the fact that Dante knew her, Christian, and Vera. Plus, it wasn’t sitting well with me that Officer Loncar hadn’t approached Eddie after he’d checked in. Any number of people had access to our plans, whether it was because they kept popping up at the least expected times or because we trusted them and told them what we were up to. It was starting to look like we’d better watch our backs. 
I gave up trying to ask Eddie why he wasn’t mingling with the crowd. There was a good chance that he wanted to ask me why I wasn’t with Nick, and I didn’t want to answer. The good thing about friends is that sometimes you can hang out in an off-limits gift shop together and respect each other’s secrets without a second thought. 
I gave up trying to sit like a lady and flopped onto the rubber mat behind the register, pushing my legs out in front of me. The hem of my dress rode up to near-peek-a-boo levels. I pulled a scarf from a pile on the floor and set it on my lap like a dinner napkin. 
“I ran into Dr. Daum when I got here. Did you know Thad was released today?” 
“Who told you that?” 
“Dr. Daum. He said Thad wanted to be here tonight.”
“You don’t suspect him again, do you?”
“I can’t justify the stabbing if Thad’s involved. But he did take that list of collectors from me, which means someone might have attacked him over that.”
“Dude, I’d feel a lot better about tonight if I knew the detective was out there.”
“I don’t know where Loncar is, but there are cops all over this joint. Vera Sarlow is here too. So is Milo Delaney.” I put my hand on top of the pile of scarves and pushed myself up. Something sharp pierced the palm of my hand and I screamed. 
A security guard flashed a megawatt flashlight in our direction. Eddie dropped to all fours and crawled to the corner of the store behind a bean bag chair. I stepped out from behind the glass counter. 
The security guard came into the gift shop. “Who’s in here?” 
I held my hands over my head, looking very much like a guilty partygoer. Blood trickled from my palm from three small puncture wounds. 
The security guard covered the distance between his post and the gift shop faster than I’d expected. “Ma’am, what happened to you?”
I held up my hand. Eddie scooted out behind his back unnoticed. “I was hoping to find some kind of first-aid kit in here.” It didn’t take much to convince him, considering the red droplets falling onto the rubber matt. 
“How did you get in?” His flashlight danced around the store for a few more moments. “This store was supposed to be locked. Come with me.” 
He pulled the door shut and turned a key in the lock. “Are you alone? I thought I saw two people.” 
“Must have been my shadow. My date didn’t realize I’d left.”
He eyed me up and down but said nothing. I followed him out of the gift shop to a table tucked into a corner, where he pulled out a first-aid kit and dressed my wounds. 
“Are you a cop?”
“Nope. Security officer. Don’t get me wrong. There’s cops all over this place tonight. A bunch of us were hired for general security. You know, take care of small problems.”
“Like what?”
He wound my hand with an adhesive bandage. “Like this.”
“Gotcha. Have you had any other small emergencies tonight?”
“Just the lights going out, but the guy in charge said that was supposed to happen. Shoulda told us ahead of time. Coulda caused some panic.”
“You saw the guy in charge? Golden hair, deep tan?”
“Yeah, that’s him.” He secured the bandage with white medical tape and turned my hand over. “He’s in the Frowick Gallery upstairs. The elevator will take you back of the party. Don’t let me catch you in the gift shop again.”
I thanked him and stood, adjusting my very short dress. 
“And ma’am? That’s a shame if your date didn’t notice you were gone. If my date wore a dress like that, you can bet I’d never let her out of my sight.”
I smiled and crossed the lobby to the elevator. My ankle throbbed, my hand throbbed, and I wasn’t sure which direction to turn next. The doors opened and I got on. I pressed the button for the second level. The doors closed but the car descended instead. 
When it stopped and the doors opened, a very angry, very blonde woman in a beaded dress stood in front of me. 
“I’ve had just about enough of you. You’re coming with me.” She grabbed my arm and pulled me out of the elevator. 
And just like that, Hedy London kidnapped me from the gala. 
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Her hand landed on the fresh puncture wounds on my palm, and I cried out and doubled over. Blood seeped through the bandages the security officer had applied. 
“Ow! Please, let go. My hand is hurt,” I said. 
 “Don’t play the victim,” Hedy London snapped. She repositioned her hand to my wrist and yanked me forward. “I’ve known for a long time that you and your friend are trying to sabotage my launch. I’m not giving you a chance to undermine what we’ve accomplished.”
We turned down a dark hallway that ran under the gallery. I’d never been in this area before. There were no offices here, only concrete floors below our feet and exposed pipes above our heads. I yanked my hand back but her grip on me tightened. This woman was twice my age. How tough could she be?
“Let me go,” I said.
“Not until you tell me what you did with Christian.”
“I don’t know what you’re talking about, Ms. London.”
“You and your friend have been trouble from the start. I will not allow you to get in the way of this opportunity. I know you’ve been spying on us and listening to our plans. I’ll ask you again. What did you do with him?”
As lost as I was between both our location and the conversation, her accusation meant one thing: Christian Jhanes was missing. 
“Eddie hasn’t been trying to do anything other than pull off—I mean establish—this exhibit, Ms. London. I’ve been helping. I don’t know where Christian is. Eddie’s been working here night and day to make sure everything was properly installed.” I paused, gauging whether or not my panicked stream-of-consciousness was having any impact on the hostile environment. 
“For God’s sake, stop calling me Ms. London. You’re making me feel ancient.” 
No way to interpret that other than hostile. That’s how I reacted to “ma’am.”
She pushed me along the underground path in the dark. My eyes sought something—anything—familiar. We passed metal shut-off valves attached to pipes on the wall, square-cut openings above us that dangled ropes over our heads, and supply closets labeled in stenciling that had faded and chipped over the years. We turned a corner, and she pushed me toward a flight of stairs. I stumbled, falling down. She pulled me back up and kept going. Hedy London may have been an aging film star, but she was proving to be a tough old broad in a lot better shape than I was. Maybe Eddie was on to something with the carrots and the brown rice. 
We reached a heavy metal door. Hedy put both hands on a vertical bar and moved it from flush against the door to out at an angle. I heard the locking mechanism of the door shift. She threw her hip into the door and pushed on the spring-loaded bar in the center. It swung open toward the grounds behind the museum. 
“Where are we going?” I asked.
She grabbed my arm and flung me past her. I stumbled in too-high heels, lost my balance, and landed on my hands and knees. I felt a breeze by my shoulder and high up on my hip and knew my dress had torn. 
“It’ll take you time to get back to the front of the museum, past security. Time is what I need to find Christian and make our announcement to the media. Once we do that, you can’t stop us.”
“I’m not trying to stop you. I’m trying to help Eddie with the exhibit. I’m trying to impress Tradava enough to get a job.” And I’m trying to find a killer, I thought.
Hedy leaned down, her face very close to mine. “Christian and I were lovers before we were partners, and this collaboration will make it official. He’s finally ready to announce our engagement to the world. I will not let you take this moment away from me.” 
She stood back, smoothed her dress with gloved hands, and stepped into the dark interior of the museum. I pushed myself up and reached for the door. My fingernails scraped against the metal as it closed.
I pounded my fist on it. There was no answer. I turned around and leaned against the utilitarian door, bending forward with my hands on my thighs. My ribs felt cold. I wrapped one arm around my body and felt a split in the fabric along the side seam of the dress. 
After my breathing and my heartbeat calmed down, I scanned the grass for my handbag. I found it a few feet away from where I’d left a Samantha-shaped depression in the grass. The contents of my handbag had scattered. 
Hedy London and Christian were announcing their engagement? What did that have to do with anything? And why would it have to be kept a secret? 
Worse, the film star had acted like I was the one who was causing her trouble, not the other way around. She had shown genuine concern over Christian’s absence. If she’d been behind any of this, I doubted she would have sounded so sincere. And if she was in love with Christian, was she blind to the fact that he was taking advantage of her? 
Or what if he simply was a man in love, who knew the day was coming soon when he could let the world know how he felt? That he was helping the love of his life realize a new set of dreams that included him?
And if all of that was the case, then who would be the person to sabotage those plans? 
I patted the grass and crawled in a slightly larger circle, making sure I’d found everything. I felt something sharp jab into my shin. I rolled over and felt the area, revealing a set of keys. 
But I already had my keys. Whose keys were these?
I hooked the ring over my index finger and held them up against the moonlight. They were museum keys, like the ones Eddie had clamped onto his waistband the first day I’d helped him. 
It was a sign.
I didn’t have to go back around front. I could let myself back in the way Hedy had brought me. 
I stood up and dusted off the pieces of grass sticking to my fishnets. The fourth key I tried fit the lock. I turned it and pulled on the handle. Something clicked and the door opened. 
I tried to remember the path Hedy London had pulled me through. Three right turns and some serious pain later, I was back where I’d started. I sat on the steps again and massaged my ankle. 
I pulled myself up and rested against a valve cover. The electrical panel was only a few feet ahead of me. A screwdriver protruded from it, the occasional spark snapping from it like a Fourth of July sparkler. Otherwise the catacombs of the museum were dark. 
I crept toward the sparks, feeling my way along the wall. A figure stepped out from the shadows. His face was distorted by a mask made from Bubble Wrap, with cut out openings by his eyes and nose. He was wearing the navy jumpsuit, like the night Thad had been stabbed. He swung something cold and thick at me, hitting my midsection. I fell. 
My face hit the floor. Fabric ripped. I gulped for air. I lifted my head and stared at a pair of dusty brown construction-worker boots in front of me. A fire extinguisher dropped on the concrete next to my head. The clang echoed through the dark hollow passageways. The tank rolled in a semicircle and came to a stop next to my head. 
I couldn’t move—or didn’t want to. I blinked back tears of pain. Through blurry vision I watched the boots turn around and jog away from me into the darkness. The last thing I thought was, there’s
only one person I know who would wear those boots to this event…
Then I passed out. 
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I woke up in the darkness of the gift shop. The museum was empty and silent. My left cheek was swollen, making it hard to see. My tongue flicked over my upper lip and I tasted blood. My hands were bound behind my back, and my ankles were taped together in front of me. The only thing I could do was tip over. 
I didn’t know how I’d gotten here. Or how long I’d been here. Or what had brought me back to consciousness. 
“Come on, Samantha, wake up. Come on,” said an urgent whisper behind me. I tried to turn my head but the pain assaulted me 
“Samantha, wake up. Please.” 
“Rebecca?” I tensed.
“Shhhhh. Be quiet. I don’t know if we’re alone,” she said. 
“What happened? Where is everybody?”
“The party’s over.” I heard a glug-glug-glug sound behind me, and Rebecca held a Dixie cup of water to my lips. “Here,” she said.
I tried to drink. Water dribbled down my chin and down the front of my dress. I struggled to hold my head up. I felt like a rag doll with too little stuffing. 
“It’s been you all along, hasn’t it?” I asked quietly. When she didn’t answer, I continued. “The boots. I saw them when you knocked me down with the fire extinguisher. They’re the ones from Christian’s office. You told me you wore a man’s size shoe when we were talking about the moccasins. You wore his boots so nobody would ever suspect a woman.”
She stood up straight and backed away from me. In addition to the boots I’d recognized in the catacombs, she wore a nondescript navy-blue jumpsuit. 
She reached inside one of the deep pockets to her shapeless garment and pulled out a gun. It couldn’t have appeared bigger if it had been designed by Claes Oldenburg.
“You don’t want to do this,” I said. “No matter what you’ve done already, you can stop it here. Now.” 
Rebecca’s blonde curls spilled around her face in a frizz of platinum. “You would have been found in the morning,” she said, “but now I have to kill you too. If I leave you alive, you’ll tell the police that I killed Dirk and stabbed Thad. I sold off two of the collectible hats, and I have enough cash to get to Canada tonight. To start over. There isn’t any other way.” Tears streaming down her face belied her tough-girl talk.
“Rebecca, this isn’t the only way.” I forced myself to maintain eye contact instead of looking at the gun. “You won’t get away with it.” I wondered if I had the energy for a fight if that’s what it came to. 
“Hedy London will get her publicity.” She spat out the actress’s name and spittle flew from her mouth. “That’s’ what she wanted. She won’t come after me.”
“That’s what this is about, isn’t it? Christian and Hedy. And your relationship with Christian in college.”
Rebecca set the gun on the glass counter and unzipped the front of the navy jumpsuit and stepped out. She was wearing a camel suit like the rest of the Hedy London impersonators. With her platinum-blonde hair, she had probably blended in with the crowd. Nobody had noticed her being anywhere unexpected. She balled up the blue overalls and shoved them into the depths of a camel handbag and picked up the gun. 
“He was one of your professors, wasn’t he?” I asked softly.
“He was more than that. He was my mentor. He saw what I went through when my father died. I hated being at college, and my father told me if I applied myself, everything was going to be okay. He died from a heart attack the next month. Christian was the only person at I-FAD who cared about what I was going through. We had a brief …” Her voice trailed off.
“You slept with your teacher?” It flew out of my mouth before I could stop myself. 
“He was my first.” Tears flowed down her cheeks. “I almost failed out of school when my dad died. My advisor told me to take a year off and get my head together. Christian encouraged me. When I excelled in his film-editing courses, he taught me things. Special skills. He knew what I was capable of. He saw in me what my father saw in me, and I paid him back the only way I knew how.”
The surveillance video. It made sense. She’d learned the same skills that Dante had learned. I didn’t know what she was saying about her relationship with older men, but whatever had happened, the repercussions had left her with a lot of damage and had left me with a very large gun pointed at my chest. I tore my gaze from the gun and focused on her face.
“Rebecca, having a crush on your college professor is no reason to kill anybody.”
“The money ran out, and I had to drop out anyway. He promised me everything was going to be okay. He told me to get myself together and come back to the college and he’d make sure to help me get back on track and graduate. He was going to wait for me and give me a future.”
“He left the college before you returned.”
“He met that woman at the graduation ceremonies. He never looked back. I followed his career, tracked him on the Internet, and tried to keep in touch with him, but he never returned my calls or e-mails. They tried to keep their relationship a secret, but I found out.” Her head bent down and tears dripped onto the floor. 
“Why would they keep it a secret? If two people are in love, wouldn’t they want the world to know it?”
“He wanted his own identity. He wanted to be known as Christian Jhanes, not the man who married Hedy London.”
“Did he tell you that?”
She put her left hand on top of her right, steadying the gun. “He didn’t have to. I understand him. I know what he needs.”
“What happened in the admissions office with Dirk Engle?” 
“When he found me in the admissions office with the hats, he tried to—he thought I was interested in him. I turned him down, told him I was with Christian. He called me a stupid girl and said Christian was only in Ribbon to do this exhibit for Hedy. He said Christian and Hedy were together, and if I wanted to get back at Christian, maybe I should get together with Dirk. He said Christian was a two-bit hack, and only a desperate loser would waste her time pining away after him.” Her face twisted like she’d taken a bite of rotten fruit. 
“Rebecca, I think Dirk was telling the truth. Christian was using Hedy London. That’s why he wanted their relationship to stay a secret.”
“No! I knew if I could destroy the exhibit I could make Christian see Hedy London wasn’t worth it, but I had to get rid of Dirk. It was easier than I thought. I made things go wrong around here. Accidents. And I took the hats out of their boxes and resealed the empty boxes and sent them up to the exhibit so it would look like Dirk stole them.”
“What about the hat with the knife through it?”
“He saw me slash the hat with the knife. He said he’d go to Christian and have me fired if I didn’t—if I didn’t—” She struggled with the words. “I told him I changed my mind. I asked him to come back, to meet me in the admissions office that night after everybody left. I had to shut him up. I had to make him go away. I asked him to turn around while I undressed. I hit him over the head with a gardening tool and he collapsed.” 
“That’s what I stabbed my hand on tonight. You hid it in the gift shop. You were always remerchandising the store so you could keep track of the murder weapon. You used it to stab Thad. That’s why he had three stab wounds.”
Her eyes glossed over, and she seemed far removed from the interior of the gift shop. “All that blood—I couldn’t look at all that blood.” She started to shake. “I had to stop the bleeding. I covered Dirk’s head with Bubble Wrap and hid when I heard you and Eddie.”
“Rebecca, where’s Christian now?” 
“He’s gone,” she said quietly. “I told him to leave while he could. I couldn’t hurt him.” 
The museum was shrouded in silence while her words hung in the air. Seconds felt like an eternity. The gun dropped slightly. 
Rage propelled me head-first into her. I knocked her down. The gun fired. I yanked on the tape that bound my wrists. It stretched. I freed my right hand and pinned Rebecca to the floor, my dress now all but destroyed. 
She didn’t fight back. 
I yanked on the phone cord until it fell on the floor and I called the police. “This is Samantha Kidd. I’m at the museum. In the gift shop. It’s an emergency.” I dropped the phone to my side. 
I looked at the Bean Bag chair where I’d sat. A bullet had torn through the plastic, somewhere between where my collarbone and heart would have been. A trail of white Styrofoam pebbles spilled onto the floor. I shivered, no smart comeback sounding off in my head, only the notion that Rebecca had come close to either killing me or fixing it so I could never wear strapless again. 
For the second time that night the air was filled with the sound of activity. Overhead lights switched on, blinding me until my eyes adjusted. Uniformed police officers flooded through the front doors and came to my rescue. 
I was afraid to move, to leave Rebecca alone. It wasn’t until Detective Loncar had her cuffed on the floor that I climbed off her. The sweat that dripped from my face was gray with dirt, mascara, and survival. There was a din of white noise in the background. Loncar helped her up and pushed her toward the door. 
All I cared about was getting sleep. Tomorrow was Saturday, and I wanted nothing more than to hide in my bed. The police maneuvered around, taking pictures, taping off areas that required further investigation, and jotting notes in notepads. Someone bandaged my hand again. Someone else wrapped me in a blanket. 
An officer walked me through the museum to an ambulance. A few police cars remained, red and blue lights cutting through the darkness, washing the scene with their strobes. I closed my eyes as the ambulance drove me to the hospital. It was hard to believe it really was over. 
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Sunlight streamed through my windows, the kind of bright, uninterrupted rays that can only follow a rainstorm in Pennsylvania in fall. It was the kind of day where indoor cats ventured outside, sniffing the green grass, investigating the sidewalks. I’d spent almost thirty hours in bed, getting up only twice: once to feed Logan, the other to chat with Eddie on the phone. 
I had enough muscle aches to know that my museum activities came with a price. My cheeks and ribs were bruised, and I had muscles I never knew existed. All of them were crying for attention. 
I might have stayed in that bed all day, but when Logan jumped on my ankle I flinched and sent him flying across the room. I apologized with a can of tuna. The September heat wave had broken, and a cool breeze led me to pull on socks, my Indian moccasins, and a large fringed poncho atop a turtleneck and jeans. I found a soggy newspaper lying by the street. I scanned the front page while I followed the sidewalk back to my house. 
“Hollywood Hat Exhibit Turns to Homicide,” by Carl Collins.
I was starting to suspect Carl Collins would soon be writing more than puff pieces. Most of the article was old news, considering I’d been at the museum until the bitter end and Mr. Collins had not. Rebecca confessed to stealing the collection of hats when they had first arrived at the museum and hiding them in the shop behind the row of Thinker statues. What she’d wanted was Christian’s attention, but when she learned about him and Hedy London, she set out to destroy the exhibit. One by one she’d taken the hats out of the museum, hidden in boxes that she carried to the trash. When asked at the time, she claimed she was moving and needed to take the boxes home. No one had suspected her of the theft or the murder. Thinking about it now, it still gave me chills.
Whether or not Christian had truly loved Hedy London would remain a mystery. The police caught up with him at his apartment, packing to leave town. It sounded to me like he realized he didn’t want to lie in the bed he’d made for himself. 
An opportunist like Christian would have made for a poor role model, and I wondered how that had impacted Rebecca.  I didn’t know if she’d been seeking a lover or a father figure, but either way, she came up empty. What I did know was that my life in Ribbon, living in the house where I grew up, had only been important to me because I had the love and support of a family. She didn’t. 
I called my parents in California and told them I loved them and forgave them for not telling me about the squirrels in the attic. I told my dad that I’d been unemployed for eleven of the twelve months since I’d bought the house, and I told my mom that Nick and I had broken up. I told them both that I’d be okay because I knew I would. 
I called in sick to Nick’s machine for the next three days. When my black eye turned to an attractive shade of yellow and the swelling went down in my lips, I figured it was time to face him. I drove slowly, half because I couldn’t turn my head to the left without pain and half because I wasn’t sure what I was going to say when I got to the showroom. 
When I arrived, I found a college-age girl sitting at the reception desk, sorting through the mail. 
“Is Nick here?” I asked.
“He isn’t coming in today.”
“Oh.” I scanned the interior. The shelves had been hung, and a selection of samples had been placed in significant positions, lit by almost-invisible threads of filament. It was better than he’d planned and bore a striking resemblance to the lighting situation at the museum. I wondered if Eddie had had a hand in it but didn’t ask. 
“Are you Samantha?” she asked.
“Yes. How did you know?”
“Nick told me you might show up.” She stepped out from behind the desk and stooped over to pick something off the floor. It was a pink gift bag. “He asked me to give you this.”
I didn’t look inside until I’d made it back to my car. I unwrapped the paper from a first-edition hardbound copy of Barbie Solves a Mystery, published in 1963. I opened the front cover of the slightly worn book and found another piece of paper, folded into fourths. It was a letter of termination, addressed to me, effective immediately. Under the official-looking, typewritten note was a handwritten postscript: Kidd, I’m sorry it worked out this way.
I folded the paper and looked at the sky. A storm was on its way. I knew Nick was talking about the job, but I couldn’t help reading between the lines. Nick wanted me to play things safe. He wanted me to be the person he thought he knew. But I knew that person wasn’t me, and I knew until he could accept that, we weren’t going to get anywhere together. 
A fat droplet of rain hit the windshield. I rolled up the windows and closed my eyes. I relaxed into the seat and listened to the sudden storm pelt the car. I knew it would pass in a matter of minutes. The intensity of the rainstorm matched my churning emotions. 
When the rain subsided, I opened my eyes and looked back at the letter from Nick. I reread it and noticed a second note, written on the back. S: I figure I owe you a job lead. Amanda Ries, my friend from design school, needs help putting together a runway show. I gave her your name.—N
I set the letter on the passenger seat and started the car. 
Halfway home I noticed Dante’s motorcycle two cars behind me. I parked in front of my house and waited for him to catch up. Seconds later he pulled into my driveway. He flipped the visor of his helmet up, exposing his face. The rain had all but stopped, leaving a film of mist in its place. 
“You don’t look surprised to see me,” he said. His leather jacket was wet, the water beading and running down into the flames. 
“Should I be? Oh, you think I didn’t notice you in my rearview mirror.” I shrugged. “I could pretend to be surprised, but really, what’s the point?”
“Interesting.”
“What?”
“That I’m finally on your radar.” He flipped the visor back into place. “Call me when you’re ready, Samantha,” he said. “I’ll be waiting.”
He backed his motorcycle out of my driveway and took off down the street. 
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