
Crimson Duet

Patricia Rosemoor

New York Times & USA Today Bestselling Author 


Table of Contents

Title Page

Crimson Duet

Crimson Holiday Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Crimson Nightmare Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

About the Author

Other digital books by Patricia Rosemoor

Sign up for Patricia Rosemoor's Mailing List

Someone killed Santa...twice!

Two full length holiday romantic suspense novels
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IN Crimson Holiday

Passed out after the Westbrook Department Store Christmas party, window designer Shelby Corbin wakens only to trip over Santa, the store’s co-owner and Shelby’s boss. Terrified that she will be blamed for the murder, she panics. CEO Rand McNabb sees a dark-haired woman wearing a crimson party dress fleeing the scene and thinks he knows her identity. His romantic attentions both thrill her and frighten Shelby. Is the sexy CEO really helping her search for the truth about that fatal night, or does Rand have a deadlier motive for courting her?
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IN Crimson Nightmare

After the last Westbrook Department Store Christmas party, Pippa McNabb's cheating husband was murdered wearing a Santa suit. A new year, a new Christmas party, a new dead Santa – this time, after having a bad reaction to an appetizer Pippa gives him, he lurches from the store out onto the street only to be run down by eight tiny reindeer. Pippa is suspect, but so is naturalist Sky Thornton, who was driving the sleigh. Sky seems intent on helping Pippa, but he also seems to know too much about her.  Is he really trying to clear her name, or is he trying to frame her for the latest murder?
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Crimson Holiday Chapter One
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CHICAGO, ILLINOIS

Colors danced through darkness—glowing, haloed beacons cutting through the night.

“Twinkle, twinkle. Little star...how I wonder...”

Shelby Corbin ordered her sleep-drugged mind to focus so she could see the stars more clearly. No, not stars. The seductive twinkle of Christmas lights shone on the wood of the open door, their syncopated shimmer reflecting off its polished surface. Red. Green. Blue. She concentrated on the splashes of color that hypnotized her back to the warm, safe, waiting void. She closed her eyes and let herself float. Colors lingered, smudging her thoughts. Something had disturbed her, but it required too great an effort to figure out what.

Quick footsteps and the sound of a closing door nearby made Shelby open her eyes. This time she realized her nocturnal surroundings were foreign. She struggled to sit up, then grabbed for support when her head threatened to explode. A cold, smooth surface rather than the soft texture of her down coverlet met her hand.

A leather couch rather than her bed.

Where was she?

Shelby waited until her inner world righted itself with a dull thud that started at the roots of her hair and bounced its way down to her toes. Trying not to taunt the gremlins who would wreak havoc inside her at any provocation, she moved...oh, so carefully. The rustling of her taffeta dress pounded through her head.

Crimson taffeta. The company Christmas party. She remembered now. She was still at Westbrook, in the store’s executive offices. During the evening, she’d come in here to lie down for a minute—

As she set her sandaled feet on the floor, Shelby knew she was in for one doozy of a hangover. Her head felt so odd, and the taste in her mouth that reminded her of the punch she’d tried was sickening. Santa Claus had given the drink to her, she thought wryly. How could anyone refuse Santa anything?

Well, she should have. She’d already had a couple of glasses of wine, and the punch had been strong enough to make her woozy. Hence she’d been asleep on the couch when everyone had cleared out.

Work would be pure hell unless she found some aspirin. Her assistant Zeke had a bottle in his desk downstairs; she’d look for the aspirin before she left for home. Getting to the window display office in the dark would be a challenge. While she might be able to find the light switch once she got there, she expected the hallway would be in total darkness.

Shelby rose with caution, telling herself that as long as she didn’t make any sudden movements, she’d be okay.

Odd that no one had noticed she’d passed out in this office. She’d heard someone leave, so the party must have ended a short while before. She followed the glow of twinkling colored lights into the main reception area. That they’d been left on at all was curious. The tree was still lit in all its glory. A giant balsamic fur, it was traditionally decorated with the same glass ornaments and icicles, and a gorgeous tree topper that had been used for decades.

The hallway beyond was dark. Her purse was still in her office or she would have her Smartphone, which had a built-in flashlight. Maybe she should call Edgar Siefert. The older security guard would have a good laugh at her predicament, but she preferred being teased to having her neck broken by a fall down the stairs. The phone—where was it? Shelby could see the bulky outline of the reception desk. Relieved, she was heading straight for it when her foot tangled with something on the floor. She reached out to catch herself, but her other foot got caught as well and she flew forward, landing with a jolt on her hands and knees. The room tilted crazily. She shook her head to clear it, then squeezed her eyes shut when pain exploded through her temple. Wrong, wrong, wrong. It took a moment for her equilibrium to adjust.

Crawling around to see what had tripped her, Shelby froze, the breath caught in her throat.

“Oh, Lord!” she croaked hoarsely, unwilling to believe her eyes. For before her, the Christmas lights danced across a ludicrous scene: Santa Claus lay sprawled on his back, eyes open and staring, mouth slack behind the fake beard and mustache. “Hey, Santa, wake up.”

As her pulse rapidly scooted through her, Shelby told herself the actor playing Santa Claus must have been sampling the punch, too. He’d passed out as she had.

“Come on, wake up! The party’s over!”  Her voice echoed hollowly through the spacious reception area as she still tried to deny what she’d found.  She shook the actor gently to wake him, but when he didn’t respond, she pushed harder at his chest with both hands. A piece of mistletoe pinned to his suit tore free and fell to the floor. “It’s time to go back to the North Pole—Mrs. Claus is waiting!”

His Santa suit was sticky-wet and her probing fingers found a hole ripped through the fabric—and through his chest. Her forefinger made a sucking sound as she pulled it free. Her head went woozy and her stomach threatened to revolt. Her hands came away coated. Hazel eyes blinking in disbelief, Shelby stared at her palms as the holiday lights lit them, the changing display camouflaging the color of clotting blood.

“You’re still alive—you’ve got to be!” she choked out, her fingers now fumbling for the pulse in his neck. She ripped the beard from the man’s face only to make another startling discovery. “Dutch!” This wasn’t the hired actor who’d played Santa at the party.

Dutch Vanleer, one of Westbrook’s two controlling stockholders, the president and figurehead of the department store, stared up at her blankly.

And he had no pulse, was already stiffening to the touch.

Dead—she was trying to find the pulse of a dead man, for God’s sake.

“Aah!” Shelby slid away from the body as bile rose to her throat, threatening to choke her. She swallowed with difficulty and stared at her blood-covered hands.

Repulsed, she wiped them on her dress over and over until she’d removed the blood. The horror of finding a dead body muddled her mind. An accident. Dutch had had some kind of accident. But accidents didn’t leave a hole in the chest like the one she’d found, did they? She looked around for some sharp object he could have fallen on. Nothing. No weapon of any kind.

Weapon...murder...Dutch must have been murdered!

And she was the only one around.

What the hell was she going to do now?

Throw up, that’s what. Though the room whirled around her, Shelby somehow managed to get to her feet and head for the bathroom next to the office where she’d passed out. If she didn’t act quickly, she’d retch on the corpse. Stumbling into the bathroom, she spent the next agonizing minutes clutching the toilet bowl. Only when her stomach was empty and she was rising from the floor did she notice dull winter light seeping through the cracks of the closed blinds. It was morning. She’d been passed out for hours.

Light shafted over streaks of blood where she’d held on to the porcelain bowl. Horrified, Shelby found a sponge and frantically scrubbed at the fingerprints, as if she could wipe away not only them, but the murder as well. Then she washed her hands until no trace of red remained. Teetering back into the reception area, she avoided looking at the corpse and headed for the telephone to call the police. She reached for the receiver, but stopped halfway there.

She’d been left alone with a dead man—her married employer, who’d been after her to go out with him since she’d been hired as the Visual Merchandising Manager six weeks earlier. With whom she’d had a recent witnessed hot argument on that very topic. 

Her mind still felt fuzzy, and for a moment Shelby wondered if she’d been drugged. If Dutch had purposely given her something so that he could take advantage of her. 

What if he had...

And then what if she had...

No, no. Other than having a hangover, she felt fine. She couldn’t have done this.

Still, she shuddered and decided not to make that call. Her dress was now covered with Dutch’s blood. And if the police found out about that other work-related incident in which she’d defended herself from being molested by hitting a man with a beer bottle, she’d be a prime suspect, for sure.

No, she couldn’t call the police.

Shelby pressed a trembling hand to her stomach, which felt as if it had been squeezed in a vise. Someone had been in this room only a few minutes ago. That person—the real murderer?—might have killed Dutch while she was trying to struggle out of sleep. Maybe the murderer was still around, and she was in danger.

Backing toward the door, she looked around wildly, as if the murderer would spring from one of the darkened corners of the room.

***
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RAND MCNABB ENTERED Westbrook’s rear entrance feeling like hell. Who wouldn’t after a sleepless night like the one he’d just had? He’d rushed back to his Lincoln Park town house long enough to leave his bag, change his shirt and shave. He had to look decent for the board meeting later that morning. As CEO of Westbrook, he had an image to maintain.

He passed the security office, noticing it was empty. The video monitors were on, but the man who was supposed to be watching them was nowhere in sight. Maybe the security guard was in the restroom. “Edgar?” No answer.

Frowning, Rand turned and headed out into the store proper. He checked the State Street side, but there was no sign of the man. Then he spotted Edgar coming from between two banks of escalators in the middle of the store.

“Hey, boss, you’re back!” Edgar said with a broad smile. As he approached Rand, he jerked his trousers, lifting them from where the waistband rested under his middle-aged paunch. “You missed one terrific wingding last night.”

“It couldn’t be helped.” His reason for missing the Christmas party was the last thing Rand felt like talking about. “Edgar, is there something wrong out here?”

“Nah, no problem. Maintenance is late this morning—the party and all—so I decided to turn everything on for the boys. That’s what I was doing when  I heard a noise over by the fire stairs. I checked it out. Nothing. Must have been the rats.”

“Doesn’t maintenance have the rodent problem under control yet?” Rand asked, irritated that Dutch couldn’t even take care of the small problems.

“Listen, boss, when you been in the department store game as long as I have, you’ll realize there’s some problems you never get rid of.” Edgar shook his balding head and adjusted his pants again. “And in a city the size of Chicago, and with this store being over the subway system and only a couple of blocks from the river and all, rats are gonna be a fact of life.”

The facts of life of running a large department store were piling up on him, Rand thought. Maybe his early retirement from football had been premature. Dealing with the real world was taking its toll on him. Of course, if he had a partner who actually did half the work, Rand was sure he’d be in a different frame of mind. But his disgust was only natural, since Dutch had decided he wanted the glory of being Westbrook quarterback without having to run with the ball. Well, Dutch wasn’t going to get away with it anymore.

A black and white kind of guy when it came to honesty, Rand was sick of Dutch’s evasions and lies, not only having to do with the business but with Dutch’s marriage to his sister Pippa.

“Hey, I gotta go, boss. My shift is almost up. My reports—”

“Go ahead, Edgar,” Rand said, heading for the elevators. “I need to do some paperwork before the board meeting myself.”

On his way up to the ninth floor’s executive suite, Rand couldn’t help thinking about the mistake he’d made when he’d let Dutch talk him into buying the failing store from Althea Westbrook two years earlier. But Pippa had still been trying to work out her stormy marriage with Dutch, and Rand had figured the partnership was a way to ensure his kid sister’s future. He hadn’t realized the burden of bringing Westbrook back to its former prominence would be almost completely on his shoulders. His brother-in-law had been good for public relations, but not much else.

That was about to change.

The elevator doors opened. He stepped out and was heading for the executive offices when he heard the creak of hinges behind him. Turning toward the sound, he caught sight of shimmery red material swinging through the fire stairs doorway. He craned for a better look, but only managed to get a split-second impression of the back of a slender, dark-haired woman in a red dress before the door closed and cut off his view.

Dutch never had been subtle about his infidelities, Rand thought with disgust, sure the mystery woman was his partner’s latest paramour, one who, rumor had it, worked at Westbrook. It was obvious she’d just come out of the executive suite, a fact that didn’t surprise him.

Rand grabbed hold of the knob before realizing the door was open a crack. He pushed and it swung wide. The Christmas tree was the only thing lit in the room. He stepped inside, his eyes drawn to the body on the floor. 

“What the hell!” 

A disbelieving Rand raced to the body, stooped down, then felt for a pulse. 

He couldn’t believe it. His partner might be a disgusting womanizer, but he didn’t deserve this.

Dutch Vanleer was dead.
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Chapter Two
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Though guilt about not calling the police had her stomach in a knot, Shelby quietly tiptoed along the hallway until she reached the Visual Merchandising office. Her hand was on the doorknob when she heard a soft sound that made her catch her breath. A shoe scuffling against the marble floor? A quick look around assured her no one was in sight.

Breathing normally once more, she let herself into the office. A glance at the clock told her it was eight-fifteen, barely a quarter of an hour before the office employees were expected. She headed for her inner office where she’d left her clothes the night before and tried to undo her dress as she went. She had to change before someone else got there and saw her or she’d be held suspect for a murder she didn’t commit.

Her zipper stuck. Shelby grabbed the material with both hands and tugged until it ripped free. No matter. She’d never wear the dress again, anyway. She slipped out of the torn taffeta. The crimson that remained on her torso made her stomach clutch. Frantically she used the dress to scrub the blood off her skin, then threw the garment on her drawing board. She wore only a pair of sparkly holiday panty hose and her strappy shoes, and her exposed skin crawled with goose bumps.

Shelby ignored her discomfort as she tried to figure out where to hide the dress and how to get it out of the office. She spotted her art portfolio. Grabbing the dress, she panicked when it seemed to catch on her drawing board. She tore the garment free, folded it as flat as possible and stuffed it into her case. She slipped out of her shoes and hid them in the bottom of her big shoulder bag.

Shelby quickly pulled on the forest-green slacks and turtleneck she’d worn to the office the day before, praying no one would wonder why she’d worn the same outfit two days in a row. Remembering the multicolored scarf she’d stuffed into her coat pocket, she pulled it out and draped it around her neck to give the ensemble a different look.

She checked the clock. Eight twenty-one.

Hurriedly slipping into her dark green flats, she grabbed her coat, portfolio and purse and headed for the ladies’ room, where she’d wait until other people arrived. This was one morning when she’d report to work late rather than early. Managers didn’t have to punch in a time clock as did the general office and sales people, so no one would be able to prove she’d been in the building all night. She locked herself in  a stall.

Voices and the sound of the elevator at work told her the store was coming to life. Glancing at her watch, Shelby realized it was eight-thirty-four. She got her things together but hesitated when she heard the ladies’ room door open.

“So what do you think those police cars are doing outside?”

The question issued by a strange voice made Shelby stay where she was. 

“I dunno, Loretta. Think we got robbed?”

The flippant words came from Iris Dahl who worked in cosmetics. Running water made Shelby strain to hear.

“Robbed? In the morning? Come on. Iris. Any street jerk would know yesterday’s receipts have already been deposited.”

The water stopped. In her most theatrical whisper, Iris said, “Maybe someone is being held hostage for a huge ransom!”

Shelby shifted and her portfolio banged against the stall’s wall. She flushed the toilet so the women wouldn’t get suspicious, then pressed her ear to the door to listen.

“More than likely, some little punk made a prank call to the cops,” Loretta answered. “Well, I have to get going. I have an early appointment with Dutch.”

A slight pause later, Iris asked, “You do?” She sounded odd.

“I have to talk to him about the latest order. Not nearly enough bathing suits. When the women of Chicago see my new line, they’ll be storming Westbrook’s doors.”

“Oh, yeah. Save me one of everything as usual, huh? Well, I’d better be getting down to the cosmetics counter myself.”

Sales staff didn’t have to report to work until nine, so Iris was early. Curious, Shelby thought, as the women’s heels clicked across the marble floor. Iris had a reputation for being late. Some of the employees had complained about it, wanting to know why the blonde was so privileged. But now was not the time to think about it. The door opened and closed again, and Shelby had to get out of the rest room—hopefully unnoticed—while the going was good.

Grabbing her things, she left the stall and almost ran out of the place. She was entering the Visual Merchandising office, when her assistant, Zeke Newburg, caught up with her.

“How’s the head doing this morning, Chief?”

Surprised by the teasing manner Zeke usually reserved for the staff, Shelby was thrown. “Uh, fine. Why?”

“You were pretty loose last night. I thought you might be suffering the consequences like the rest of us mortals.”

“Maybe a little,” Shelby muttered, walking away as she headed for her inner office. But Zeke followed, then propped his skinny six-foot-three form on her desk. “Someone must have gotten pretty wild, huh?”

“What?” Shelby had to crane her neck to meet his dark brown eyes.

“The cops,” he said, making her tense. “Someone must have gotten pretty rowdy.”

“Right. Listen, did you make a list of those supplies we talked about yesterday?”

Zeke backed off, palms toward her, overlarge mouth set in a crooked smile. “ I can take a hint. I’ll leave you alone until you’re feeling a little perkier, Chief.”

Too bad everyone else didn’t choose to leave her alone. Work went on as usual. A supply salesman stopped by to see her. He had a piece of mistletoe pinned to his lapel. She couldn’t take her eyes from it—better than seeing Dutch dead. If the guy realized how tense she was, he didn’t let on.

The well-developed rumor mill was active. The word quickly leaked out that a homicide detective had arrived on the scene.

The call came at ten-thirty-six. It was Kristen, Randall McNabb’s secretary. The regular board meeting originally scheduled for that morning had been canceled. Instead, there’d be a meeting of department managers at eleven o’clock in the boardroom. She was to clear her schedule of any conflicts for the rest of the afternoon.

By the time she stepped into an empty elevator car at five minutes to eleven, everyone knew who’d been murdered in spite of McNabb’s attempt to keep the matter low key. Shelby thought she’d go crazy listening to the piped-in Christmas music as the elevator rose to the executive suite, but she drew herself together and had even curved her lips into a half smile by the time the doors opened.

The smile froze when she stepped out only to realize the paramedics were waiting to use her elevator car. She couldn’t take her eyes off the cart they pushed—or the king-sized body bag that rested on it. A quick picture of Santa Claus, his eyes staring, his mouth slack behind the beard and mustache, flashed through her mind and she suppressed a shudder. She didn’t know how long she stood there staring at elevator doors that had already closed before an angry voice filtered through the haze of her fear.

“Damn it, Jackson! Leave Pippa out of this!”

She turned to see Rand McNabb standing tensed in the open double doors of the executive suite. The faint scar that trailed from McNabb’s chiseled cheek to his auburn mustache stood out white against his flushed face. Glowering, he towered over a man who might be small in size compared to the ex-linebacker, but who seemed equally large in dignity.

“I can’t leave your sister out of this,” the other man she assumed was Jackson said smoothly, pocketing a small notebook.

A detective. Shelby stopped to look. The executive offices were marked off limits with crime scene tape, and a man who probably was an evidence technician scoured the floor in the area surrounding the Christmas tree. He had several plastic bags in his hand. One contained a fancy, narrow-bladed letter opener, another what looked like an ice pick.Was one of those the weapon used to kill Dutch?

And a woman was packing up camera equipment. Shelby imagined photos of Dutch as she’d found him. While the store was equipped with motion detectors and digital video cameras in every area, the executives had kept their offices free of surveillance so that no one could steal the ideas and business discussed here. Dutch’s idea.

“It’s public knowledge your sister was desperate for a divorce,” Jackson said, as Shelby passed the men. “Their dirty laundry has been spread across every rag in the area. Maybe this was her way of getting out of the marriage.”

“Pippa couldn’t hurt a fly. What about the woman in red?” McNabb demanded.

His startling question almost made Shelby trip. She kept going, eyes focused on the boardroom, pretending she wasn’t listening.

“I’ve made a note of your mysterious dark-haired woman,” the detective assured him. “I hope this isn’t your way of protecting your sister.”

The idea of almost having been caught by Rand McNabb made Shelby’s head grow so light that she missed his reply. She steadied herself at the doorway of the boardroom.

Jackson said, “I’m thinking like a cop. It’s my job.”

Shelby pushed herself into the half-filled room of silent people who must have heard the argument that had ended abruptly. All were department managers, as was she, aside from Althea Westbrook, who sat near the head of the room-long table next to Tucker Powers.

Shelby headed for a seat at the opposite end of the table from the former owner of Westbrook and the vice president of the legal department. The farther she’d be from McNabb the better, she thought, trying not to panic again. She took comfort in the fact that while she knew who he was, he probably couldn’t say the same about her. She’d never met him officially, and since he’d been in and out of town half a dozen times in as many weeks—the six that she’d been working at Westbrook—they’d never had any reason to speak to each other.

She sat next to Frank Hatcher, manager of data processing. He was a slim man, about her height, with thinning light brown hair. He was checking his watch and clucking to himself. “They tell us eleven, but it’s already five after.”

“You know why we’re here, don’t, you?” she asked quietly, as one person sat on her other side and another across from her.

“Of course  I do. Everybody knows. But if you ask me, giving up this whole afternoon is a waste of time. I have a lot of work to do before leaving for vacation at the end of the week. This is going to put me behind schedule.”

Shelby stared, shocked at the man’s cavalier attitude. She hadn’t liked Dutch herself, but to be worried about vacation at a time like this...

Rand McNabb chose that moment to sweep into the room, the perfect chief executive officer, no trace of his emotional outburst in his bearing. His square jaw was controlled, his full, sensuous mouth relaxed beneath the thick mustache that was a shade darker than his crisply styled auburn hair. The expensive suit he wore fit him perfectly in spite of his muscular shoulders and taut thighs, remnants of his football career, Shelby thought, remembering seeing him play a dozen times. She’d admired him on the field and off, and had been looking forward to getting to know him better. But not in a situation like this one.

“I’m sure you all know why you’re here,” McNabb said, taking his place at the helm. He remained standing, looking at each of them individually. Shelby wanted to shrink down in her chair as his amber eyes met hers, but that, of course, would have brought his attention to her directly. “I have the sad duty of telling you that Bertram ‘Dutch’ Vanleer is dead.” Thankfully, he was already looking at the person next to her when he said, “Murdered.”

“And the good name of Westbrook is soiled forever,” Althea Westbrook stated shakily, her pale blue eyes threatening tears. Her coiffed silver-streaked blond head was held high, but her pain was evident. The tip of her straight nose was pink, the line of her thin lips pulled tight. She clutched a lace-edged handkerchief as if it could provide support. “The store will never recover from this scandal.”

“Shall I get you a glass of water, my dear?” Tucker Powers solicitously asked, his alert gray eyes pinned to her every movement.

The distinguished-looking man with a dusting of silver at his temples was already rising, his thick brows drawn in concern. Though he was in his mid-fifties, a restrained power evident in his stance complemented Althea’s seeming fragility. Shelby thought the two close friends. They’d been together for most of the Christmas party.

“Sit down, Tucker,” Althea insisted, placing a staying hand on his arm. “You worry too much. I’ll be fine, but thank you.”

To Shelby, the woman who looked to be a few years older than Tucker seemed a tragic figure somehow, braving this whole thing out when she didn’t have to be there. And yet she had her own strength. Westbrook had been her family’s business since her father founded it in 1909. As the surviving youngest daughter, Althea had run the department store for several years until she’d had to sell the controlling interest. Even then she’d held on to enough stock to keep herself on the board.

“I’m hoping you’re mistaken about Dutch’s death hurting Westbrook, Althea,” McNabb said kindly. “I think it’ll take more than a scandal—even murder—to destroy us.”

“I can only pray you are correct, Randall.”

Tucker patted her on the shoulder and she smiled sweetly at the lawyer.

Then McNabb continued. “We’ll have to wait to see how this affects us, but in the meantime, there’s a killer to be caught.” His eyes were roaming again, skimming from one person to the next. “This afternoon, Detective Isaac Jackson and some of his men will begin questioning everyone who was at the party last night. He expects it’ll take a few days to get around to everyone since more than two hundred people attended.” He was looking directly at Shelby when he said, “I expect you and your staffs to cooperate with them fully.”

Passing on to the next person, his eyes wavered, then returned to her. Shelby’s mouth went dry. Rand McNabb was staring at her oddly, his expression almost calculating, his eyes narrowing.

And she swallowed hard when she imagined she saw a glint of recognition reflected in their amber depths.

***
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AS THE CEO OF WESTBROOK, Rand was the first to be formally questioned by Detective Jackson. They were in his office, Rand stiff behind his chrome-trimmed black desk, the detective at ease in a chair opposite. Jackson had questioned him about his and Dutch’s business relationship, and Rand had admitted that it had deteriorated in the past several months. No use hiding it. Jackson would learn the same from any employee who’d been around them.

After scribbling something in his notebook, Jackson said, “So you weren’t at the party last night. Where were you, Mr. McNabb?”

“Trying to get here. I’d finished with my business in Boston mid-afternoon, but unfortunately my plane couldn’t get out in time. Fog.”

“How late did your plane get out?” 

“Not until almost two. I dropped off my luggage at home and got here before the store opened and saw the woman in red on the stairwell.”

“I will check out your story.”

“Please.”

The detective scribbled again, and then asked, “Who else disliked Mr. Vanleer other than you and your sister?”

Rand shrugged. “I was too busy with the business to keep track of him.”

“Then you don’t have an alternative suspect to your sister.”

“I wouldn’t feel confident pointing a finger at anyone,” Rand said. “That’s your job, Detective, not mine. But I can tell you that Pippa didn’t do it. She wanted Dutch out of her life, but legally.”

“But if he died, that would both get rid of him and leave your sister very, very rich.”

“I don’t think Dutch had such great investments.”

“He had his shares in Westbrook.” Jackson paused a moment, then asked, “Do you have an air-tight alibi?”

“I do. Are we through here?”

“For the moment.”

“How much are you going to disrupt my staff?” Rand knew that a couple of detectives and the forensic team were checking out the entire executive office area. Jackson hadn’t said anything about searching other areas. The store itself was seven floors, the offices another two. “Are you planning on making the entire building a crime scene?”

“No worries, Mr. McNabb. Once this area is checked out, we’ll be out of your hair. Except for interviewing your staff, of course.”

“You’ll have our full cooperation.”

As Jackson left, Rand only hoped he would find the real murderer and not try to railroad Pippa. He couldn’t let that happen. His sister was so fragile right now, that an arrest might break her. 

To protect her, he would have to do some investigating of his own. 
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Chapter Three
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Whatever Rand McNabb had been thinking at that meeting the day before, chances were he knew nothing more than she was a woman with dark hair who would have been at the party and therefore was under suspicion. So why did she feel so vulnerable?  She could only be tackled if she let down her guard.

Shelby laughed at her football analogy. She had football on the brain. No, she had to admit she had McNabb on the brain. She tried to close her mental door against him, but he intruded, refusing to be vanquished even as she began preliminary work on the Valentine’s Day windows. 

Though she could leave designing to her staff, Shelby hadn’t been a manager long enough to part easily with her favorite component of window display work. But, even as she drew, she remained distracted: those amber eyes were everywhere, ready to ply her with questions, ready to sack her if they could.

Having gotten used to her vivid imaginings, Shelby was unnerved midmorning when she found the real man standing only a few inches away, looking over her shoulder as she drew. “Is this what our Valentine’s Day windows are going to look like?” he asked, one eyebrow raised.

She looked down at the mess on her drawing board and realized what she’d been doing. One of her hearts looked like two crossed footballs.

“Creative people are prone to experimentation.”

The words were the first thing that came to mind. She set the pencil on the drawing board’s ledge. Her fingers were stiff as she released the object. Eventually she had to look at McNabb more directly, but for now she was stalling by keeping her eyes on his mustache and the faint scar that trailed into it from his left cheek. As if he knew she was doing it, he parted his lips in a smile that would be perfect if not for the chip in one of his front teeth—a humanizing flaw, she thought.

“I’ve never formally introduced myself because I’ve been busy traveling. Now I’ll have to take more of an interest in the everyday workings of the store,” he said, holding out his hand practically under her nose. “Rand McNabb.” His grasp was warm and firm, but not exactly friendly.

“Shelby Corbin, as I’m sure you know, Mr. McNabb.”

“Rand.”

She forced her lips to bow instead of repeating his name, which she had no desire to do. She wanted to ask questions about what he was doing there and why he was studying her so intently. He looked as though he’d like to turn her inside out and give her a good shake—as though all her secrets would fall out on display if he did.

“Speaking of taking more of an interest,” he went on, his tone more personal now, “I have to make an appearance at a benefit tomorrow night in Dutch’s stead. I was wondering if you might be willing to accompany me.”

He was standing so close, Shelby almost shuddered. Why couldn’t he just leave her alone? There probably weren’t many women in Chicago who’d make that request, she admitted.  A week ago she wouldn’t have made it herself. But a week ago, she hadn’t found a corpse in a Santa Claus suit. A week ago she wasn’t worrying about being accused of a murder she didn’t commit.

“I can’t.”

“Can’t?”

She thought quickly. “I go to the health club right from work.” Actually, it was true, she rationalized, if not of this particular night, then of others.

“But this cocktail party is such a worthy cause—raising money for clothing and presents for deprived kids at one of the inner city’s privately funded youth centers. Most of these kids are lucky if they get enough to eat.”

Shelby squirmed under his expectant gaze. If she didn’t know better, she’d think he was flirting with her. He was making this benefit thing sound like a real date. She would have given anything to have heard those words under different circumstances. Her next protest was halfhearted. “I don’t have anything to wear.”

He waited a beat, fixed her with a paralyzing stare, then struck. “Whatever you wore to the Christmas party will do.”

Did he expect her to wear the crimson taffeta dress? she immediately wondered. He could get that cagily innocent look off of his face, because she was onto him, Shelby thought. Besides, he was too late. When she’d left the store the afternoon before, she’d destroyed the dress, burned it in her fireplace.

“Well, what do you say?” he challenged her. “Will I have the chance to get to know you better tonight?”

A movement caught Shelby’s eye, delaying her answer for a moment. Zeke was lurking in the background, waiting to talk to her. If she refused, Rand—McNabb, she reminded herself sternly—would make a fuss. And she didn’t need a fuss. Not when there were so many ears around—including Zeke’s—who’d heard her telling off Dutch the week before.

“All right, Rand,” she said agreeably. “I’ll go with you.”

Seeming satisfied, he nodded. “I’ll pick you up at six-thirty.”

He only stayed a moment longer to get her address. He was all business once he had what he came for, she thought, watching him leave. She’d have to foil him, to charm him into forgetting about the mystery woman. Or at least to forget he’d ever suspected her.

But Shelby couldn’t easily accept someone actually thinking she was a murderer. She was tempted to give Rand McNabb a hard time, but that wouldn’t be smart. Besides, she could use the opportunity to find out what he knew.

She only hoped she could handle her after-lunch interview with Detective Jackson with equal aplomb.

“Shelby Corbin, Visual Merchandising Manager.” Jackson checked her name off a list and scribbled something in his notebook. “Since you’re in management, Miss Corbin, did you work much with Mr. Vanleer?”

“Not really.” Shelby hoped neither her voice nor her posture would convey her nervousness. “My direct supervisor is Ben Levin, Vice President of Display and Communications. I deal directly with him, and he got approvals from Mr. Vanleer. Chain of command, and all that.”

The detective perched on the edge of the desk, giving him the advantage of height over her. She looked up into his dark, expressionless face and tried to mirror that seeming disinterest in her own features. “So, you didn’t know the victim well?”

“No, not at all.”

Shelby knew the kind of man he’d been, however. Dutch hadn’t exactly kept his lechery a secret from her.

“Do you know anyone who disliked Mr. Vanleer?”

“Everyone has someone who dislikes him, Detective.” She refused to squirm under his intense gaze. “I’ll bet even you have a few enemies.”

The detective slid off the desk. He circled the chair, stopping behind her. Shelby was tempted to bite her tongue when, his mouth next to her ear, he softly said, “Enemies. An interesting way to phrase it. Did the victim have enemies, Miss Corbin?”

“As I said, I didn’t know him that well.” Shelby turned to meet his dark, fathomless eyes. Jackson would be counting on unnerving anyone withholding information. 

He moved away and circled her chair so he was in front of her once more. He changed tactics. “Let’s get to the night of the party. You were there, weren’t you?”

“Yes, of course.” Her palms began to feel clammy, but she didn’t dare do anything about it. He’d notice any physical movement and wiping her hands would give her away. “I was there along with almost two hundred other employees.”

“For how long?”

“All night.”

“What time did you leave?”

She prayed he didn’t notice the sudden pulse that leaped in her throat. “I really don’t have any idea.”

“You don’t keep track of time?”

Only afterward, Shelby thought. “Not really. I was having fun like everyone else. There wasn’t any reason to keep track of time. Plus, I had a little bit too much punch,” she said truthfully.

“Where were you between three and five this morning?”

“Asleep.” That was certainly true.

“And you went home with someone? An escort? Husband, perhaps.”

“I didn’t leave with anyone, and I live alone.” Also true. It was bad enough that she was withholding information—she didn’t want to outright lie.

“So you don’t have an alibi for the time that Mr. Vanleer was murdered.”

“I didn’t know I needed one.”

“Someone killed Bertram Vanleer, and I’ve been told he wasn’t your favorite person.”

There it was. “No, he wasn’t. He was my employer.”

“But he wanted to be more.”

“He was suggestive.” She played down Dutch’s behavior, also without lying. “It didn’t go any further than that.”

“Did you socialize with the victim at the party?” Jackson asked.

“I said hello when I came in. I think I shook his hand. Does that count?”

“Did anyone else socialize with him?”

“I didn’t pay any attention.” Shelby kept her voice even only with difficulty. She hated this. She was an honest person, but she knew if she told the whole truth, she would be a suspect. Maybe the only one. “As I’ve been trying to tell you, I didn’t really know Mr. Vanleer. There was no reason I would have been keeping tabs on him.”

The expression on his dark face friendly, Jackson dropped the other bomb she’d been waiting for. “Did any women at the party wear red?”

Shelby forced herself to smile. “Of course. Quite a few, including me. It was a Christmas party, remember.”

“And if I asked to see it?”

“I guess I would bring it in.” The smile was still on her lips, but panic was in her heart. If he wanted to see the dress, what then?

Jackson nodded. “Thank you. Miss Corbin, though I can’t say you’ve been much of a help.”

Shelby was only mildly relieved as she left the office and returned to work. What had Detective Jackson thought of her interview? 

Could he possibly guess she knew more than she’d told him?

***
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WHEN RAND RANG SHELBY’S bell, he was disappointed that she came out of her apartment, jacket in hand, waving to him through the glass door that separated them before throwing the deadbolt on her door. He’d been hoping to get inside. Certain she had been the woman in red he’d seen, he’d been hoping to find the dress.

“You’re certainly prompt,” he said.

“I don’t believe in keeping people waiting.”

He gave her little black dress a thorough once-over. “You would have been  worth the wait.” He took the jacket from her fingers, all the while holding her prisoner with his gaze. He was helping her into the jacket when he said, “If you looked this good the other night, I’m even sorrier that I missed the Christmas party.”

“You might have been disappointed, since this isn’t what I was wearing.”

Rand was certain of that. If she had been the woman he’d seen, why hadn’t she said so? What was she hiding? 

Shelby opened the front door herself and marched down the six steps to the dry sidewalk. A week before Christmas and it hadn’t snowed yet. Not so much as a puff. Nothing was going as it should this holiday season.

They walked the block to Clark Street where they could pick up a taxi. Rand tucked a hand between her arm and side. Though Shelby was tall, her steps were half the length of his, four inch heels limiting her movement. Even wearing them, she was two or three inches shorter than he.

On Clark he flagged down an empty taxi. She slid in first—all the way over to the opposite window. He followed, purposely crowding her.

“State and Goethe,” he told the driver.

“The Gold Coast, huh?”

“That’s where the money is. You don’t have anything against money, do you?”

“Only the fact that I don’t have it—not that I’m complaining about my salary.”

“Good, because the last thing I want to do on a date is discuss money or business.” He snaked an arm around the seat in back of her. “They’re both dreary subjects.”

“It sounds as if you don’t like what you do,” Shelby said. “Then why did you retire early? And why would a football player even think about trying to run a department store without any experience?”

He tightened the arm behind her. “I quit football before my knees quit on me. And some of us jocks have enough brains to do mentally challenging jobs as well as physical ones. I’m not a stereotype, Shelby. Don’t underestimate me.”

Shelby seemed to relax. She leaned close and brushed her hair against his cheek. Not prepared for her capitulation, Rand wasn’t quite sure why she was suddenly so friendly. Not that he was going to object.

A few silent minutes later, the taxi pulled up in front of one of the old State Street mansions. He paid the driver and helped Shelby out of the taxi. They approached the brownstone building surrounded by a six-foot black wrought iron fence with her clinging to his arm. The tiny yard between sidewalk and building was landscaped with brick walkways, a large tree with a black iron bench under its branches on one side, and on the other, what looked as if it would be a tiny formal garden in summer.

“This place belongs to Ona Quan,” he said.

“The Alderwoman who’s been trying to fund programs to keep the gangs in check? Is she a friend of yours?”

“An acquaintance.”

Just inside the front door, Ona stood on her tiptoes, put her hands on Rand’s shoulders and kissed him soundly on the cheek. She didn’t seem inclined to move away as she said, “It’s so good to see you, Rand. It’s been too long.”

“I’ve been busy with work.” Circling her small waist with his large hands, he set her away from him.

Ona’s almond-shaped eyes settled on Shelby. “Not too busy, I see.”

“Let me introduce Shelby Corbin, Visual Merchandising Manager at Westbrook.”

“Alderman Quan,” Shelby acknowledged her. “I admire your work on the gang problem.”

“It’s something about which I feel very strongly. Go right in.” Ona was looking toward the front door where a group was entering. “The champagne is already flowing.”

“Don’t you want my check first?” Rand asked.

“I trust you. Besides, there’s a large Plexiglas box under guard in the ballroom.”

They followed the sounds of a musical quartet to a ballroom that looked like something out of a castle with its marble floors, wood paneling with hand-carved trim, and crystal chandeliers.

As Rand helped Shelby remove her jacket, she murmured, “So Alderman Quan is only an acquaintance?”

“She is now. I’m flattered that you’re interested.”

“I like getting my facts straight.”

As did he. He valued honesty and integrity.

Rand deposited his check in the Plexiglas box, then led her through the crowd, acknowledging someone every few steps. He got two glasses of champagne from the bar, but they’d hardly taken a few sips before he said, “Why don’t we dance?”

“I’d love to.”

A good way to get closer. To find out what Shelby knew about Dutch’s death.

The area set aside as a dance floor was tiny and there were already several couples on it, so their movement would be restricted. Shelby slipped into Rand’s arms. He had to admit she felt natural there. The other dancing couples, the music, the setting—they all seemed to disappear as she slid her left hand up along his back, not stopping until it came in contact with his neck.

He tightened his hold on her so that his breath ruffled the long curls around her forehead, and he spun her around so that his legs tangled with hers at the thigh. When her hair brushed his cheek, he couldn’t quite suppress a groan.

She felt so good in his arms. It had been ages since he’d been with anyone he was attracted to. Shelby could be difficult...and difficult to resist.

“I’ll make you a deal,” he finally said, as the quartet switched to a Christmas carol impossible to dance to. “While I’d love to hold you in my arms all night, I’m liable to drop you from lack of strength if I don’t get something nourishing in my stomach.” He would never be able to question her with her in his arms. “If you sit at one of those little tables over there on the other side of the buffet, I’ll get us some hors d’oeuvres.”

“Deal.”

***
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SHELBY WAS RELIEVED to be set free so she could recoup her composure. Rand was treating her like a real date and she was starting to believe it because she wanted to. He was stunning in a tux with a black silk shirt, no tie. Watching him move along the buffet, she found an empty table and turned her back to the Christmas tree, trying to blot out the unpleasant memory of the other night.

Instead, she remembered the first time she’d seen Rand play ball. He’d been expert, tough, and fast for a man his size and, above all, he’d been known as a player the team could count on. He hadn’t gone for personal glory the way Dutch had as the team’s replacement quarterback.

It seemed as if that relationship had carried over into their roles as business partners, Shelby realized. Dutch had been the front man, the okay Joe, the guy with the hearty handshake, while Rand had stayed in the background, seeing that things got done.

Suddenly she realized she’d been thinking of him as “Rand” rather than “McNabb.” She shifted in her seat, knowing she was weakening toward the man. Well, she’d have to get in shape mentally. Toughen up before he got back to the table. Figure out how to find out what he knew about the murder.

“Merry Christmas, pretty lady,” came a voice at her ear.

Shelby whipped around and came face-to-face with Santa Claus. Without warning, her heart tripped a beat. For a second, her vision clouded and she saw staring eyes and a slack mouth. She shook the memory away. This Santa was alive and looking clearly puzzled that she wasn’t taking the mistletoe he was offering her.

“No!” she choked out, backing away from his hand.

The large room began closing in on her. The Christmas music sounded off key and the twinkling lights of the Christmas tree glared at her. Shelby’s head began to throb.

“I don’t want... I’m allergic to mistletoe.”

“Well, Merry Christmas anyway,” Santa said, backing off. 

Wanting nothing more than to run out of the place, she forced herself to stay rational. She couldn’t act so idiotically every time she saw some guy dressed as Santa Claus.

“Here you go.”

Rand set the loaded plate in front of her. She stared at the blob of ratatouille in the center—vegetable bits swimming in a red sea of tomato sauce—and remembered the blood on Dutch’s chest. Swallowing hard, she looked up into Rand’s rugged face. His expression was as odd as she was feeling.

“Something wrong with the selection?” he asked. “I can get you something else.”

”I’m not very hungry. Actually. I’ve got a headache,” she added quickly, rising just as Rand sat, his own plate in front of him. “I’d like to go home, if you don’t mind.”

He frowned up at her. “Maybe the headache’s from hunger.”

She was already backing away. “Listen, why don’t you stay and eat. I’ll flag down a taxi.”

The frown turned into an outright scowl as he rose. “I brought you, so I’ll escort you home. Are you sure there’s nothing wrong?”

Like what? A guilty conscience? She didn’t say anything, merely led the way back toward the entrance and their coats. A few minutes later, they were in a taxi heading north for her place.

Shelby was thankful that Rand didn’t try to start a conversation. He stared at her thoughtfully from his side of the taxi. The ride calmed her imagination if not the dull throb at the back of her head, and she began to feel foolish. She was sure Rand would be glad to be rid of her, but when they pulled up in front of her building, he handed the driver a large bill.

“Keep the change,” he said, opening the door to exit.

“Why don’t you just keep the cab?” Ignoring the hand he offered, she helped herself out. “I can see myself in.”

“I know you can. But I’d like to walk you to your door.”

She didn’t argue. And when she got into the hallway, she felt odd just leaving him there. In spite of the charade of the date, she felt guilty for taking him away from his party and his food.

Unlocking the hall door, she said, “Listen, I’ve got some cold chicken in the refrigerator if you’d like to come in.”

A raised eyebrow indicated his surprise, but all he said was “Cold chicken sounds wonderful.”

She unlocked her door and led him into the hallway that ran the length of her apartment. “Give me a few minutes to change into jeans and a sweatshirt. And I’ve got to look for some aspirin. My brain is beginning to feel too big for my skull. You can wait in the living room,” she said, pointing to the right. “Or go down the hall to the kitchen if you want something to drink. There are a couple of bottles of wine gathering dust in the cabinet above the refrigerator.”

“Go find those aspirin,” he said, gently pushing her forward into her bedroom.

***
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RAND TURNED RIGHT INTO the living room but didn’t sit down. While appreciating her taste in decoration—the clean, simple lines of pearl-gray seating against pale mauve carpeting and two-tone fireplace mantel, woodwork, gray storage units and smaller tables—he seethed over his dilemma while listening to her movements in the next room. From the sounds of it, she was gathering her change of clothing.

Protective of his sister Pippa and irritated by Detective Jackson’s casual attitude toward finding the woman in red, Rand had begun making deductions of his own. When he’d seen Shelby in the meeting the day before, he’d realized she could have been the woman on the fire stairs. Unsure, he’d said nothing to the police. He’d asked her out, thinking he could get a better idea if she’d been the one—and hoping he’d have the chance to search her apartment for the red dress.

He heard a door close. The bathroom? Rand quietly moved to the hallway and looked into her bedroom. Empty. Still, he hesitated.

He hadn’t counted on being so damned attracted to Shelby Corbin. Without any encouragement, he could see the twitch of a smile that occasionally pulled at her Cupid’s-bow mouth, the dimples that popped into her pleasantly rounded cheeks when she relaxed. He was torn between wanting to take Shelby in his arms and completing his self-appointed task of figuring out who made Pippa a widow.

Loyalty to his sister won.

Listening intently to the sounds of Shelby moving around in the bathroom, Rand slipped into the bedroom and over to the half-open closet next to the queen-sized bed. He tried to ignore the bed, but the head was surrounded by a cloud of white gauze, and there was a lacy teddie thrown across the foot, a splash of intense purple against the pale mauve coverlet. He could almost picture her in the thing.

At the sound of running water in the next room, he tamped his imagination and got to work on the closet.

The first thing he spotted was a pair of red high-heeled sandals discarded on the floor. There must be a dress that went with them. He checked her things thoroughly. No red dress, not even in the zippered bag that held other garments. Maybe she’d hidden it in another closet, Rand decided, half closing the door as he’d found it.

But before he could take more than three steps, the door to the bathroom opened and Shelby stood there, dressed in jeans and sparkly green sweatshirt, staring at him oddly from the other side of the bed. “What do you think you’re doing in here?” she asked, a slight frown marring her broad forehead and puckering the delicate arch of her thin eyebrows.

Quickly improvising, Rand said, “I wanted to make sure you were all right.”

“Where were you planning to do the checking? In my bed?”

Relieved that she had no idea he’d been searching her closet, Rand went along with her suggestion. He shrugged and gave her a mildly searing glance. “Well, after the way we were so close on the dance floor, I thought—”

”That we could be close in here, too?” she finished smoothly. “Let’s not rush things, shall we?”

Shelby’s expression was curiously void of either anger or approval, almost as if she’d made her face go blank purposely so he couldn’t guess what she was thinking. A black curl fell to the middle of her forehead when she threw her clothes down onto the bed. He wanted to catch the stray hair in his fingers and smooth it away from her face. Instead he said, “Look, I’m sorry if I made a mistake.”

“I invited you in so you could have a taste of my chicken, Rand McNabb, not of me.”

“Consider me removed from your bedroom,” he said, already in the doorway. “Now, why don’t we go into the kitchen.”

”I hope you don’t mind, but I’d like to take a rain check on the chicken. This headache is so bad I doubt the aspirin will do more than dull it.”

He thought about arguing, but she really did seem to be in pain. For the moment he was defeated in finding the red dress—and in getting closer to her. “All right. Another time, then.”

***
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SHELBY LOCKED THE DOOR behind Rand. Even knowing why he’d asked her out in the first place, she couldn’t help wishing things were different, that she could treat him as an attractive man she could possibly get involved with. But thinking about it wouldn’t do. She walked into the living room, listening intently to his footsteps in the hall. A door closed.

She turned out the light and glanced out the front room window, telling herself she was not watching for Rand. She merely wanted to pull down the roll-up window covering she’d raised earlier. Suddenly realizing that Rand had disappeared out of sight, Shelby was about to pull down the window covering when she spotted a dark figure slide furtively from the shadows of the building on the other side of the street. She would have thought nothing of it except the man turned toward the window where she stood. A broad-brimmed hat hid his face. Even knowing he probably couldn’t see her because the room was in darkness, Shelby stepped to the side of the window. Then the stranger hunched down into his trench coat and turned into the alleyway on the other side of the building.

Heart pounding, she stared after him until he disappeared. The man had been watching her. But why? She didn’t want to face the obvious, but the thought that it had something to do with Dutch Vanleer’s murder wouldn’t go away.
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Chapter Four
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After a good night’s sleep, Shelby felt better, but her midmorning meeting with the head of lingerie about one of the special windows for Valentine’s Day put her back on edge. Like a small town where everyone knew everyone else’s business, Westbrook was ablaze with speculations about the murder, and Joy Upton was delighted to share every shred of gossip with her whether or not Shelby wanted to hear about it. Joy was even looking forward to Dutch’s wake, which would be held that evening. She made Shelby promise to go with her—Shelby was afraid not to go, in case her absence would raise suspicions.

Eager to get back to the quiet of her own office, Shelby escaped the first chance she got. Ears still buzzing from Joy’s gossip, she entered the window display office through the side door near her office only to hear more of the same.

“Dutch being found in that Santa suit was pretty weird,” Zeke was saying to her two designers. “He must have been on something. The police found a Ziploc minibag with traces of a white substance near the body.”

Obviously they were so wrapped up in their conversation that none of them had heard her enter.

“And I heard the medical examiner can’t figure out what kind of weapon was used,” Harriet added. “Supposedly it left squarish holes.”

“I’ll bet it was some kind of tool,” stated Dana. “If you ask me, Dutch was either murdered by his wife...”

“Would you blame her?” Harriet quickly inserted.

“Or by her brother Rand.”

“No one did ask you,” Shelby said from her position at the door. Joy had made the same speculations on behalf of the rest of the department store, and she had felt that same tightening in her gut when Rand’s name was mentioned in connection with the murder. “But I’m asking you to get back to work. Now.”

Her staff dispersed. Amazing how fast they could look busy. No sooner had she put down her notepad and sketchbook than she heard the main door open. It was Rand himself. Had he seen her coming from the meeting and followed her?

Shelby felt a ripple of fear shoot through her. Not of discovery this time, but of speculation. Maybe he had murdered his partner and had been around to see her when she stumbled over Dutch. She didn’t want to believe it.

Still, her voice was tight when she asked, “What can I do for you?”

Not even a hint of a smile hovered around Rand’s lips this morning, and his expression was speculative. “I thought I’d stop by to see how the plans for the new windows are coming.”

“I’ve barely begun working on the Valentine’s Day windows.”

”Not those. The post holiday windows.”

“They’ve already been approved by both Ben,” she said, mentioning her direct supervisor, “and Dutch.”

“But I’m in charge now,” Rand said bluntly. “And I haven’t seen them.”

Shelby eyed him suspiciously, wondering if this would be his way of getting even with her for asking him to leave the night before. He might look at her and her staff’s designs and decide he didn’t like anything, thereby making her start over. What a time she’d have then. Her holiday would be nothing but work. Aware of his closeness, feeling trapped within her own work space, she reluctantly pulled out the art boards and set them on her drawing table and desk. Rand looked over them silently, not commenting until he’d checked every detail.

“They’re fine,” he told her, allowing her to breathe again. “That’s really all I wanted—to look over your plans and to let you know that since Dutch isn’t around to approve things, you’ll be working with me more often.”

At the moment Shelby couldn’t honestly say she was looking forward to it, so she didn’t respond. She wasn’t sure whether his words sounded more like an invitation or a threat.

Rand left, waving at the members of her staff, who were surreptitiously keeping an eye on him. Shelby stared openly until the telephone rang, shaking her out of her speculation.

She picked up the receiver. “Visual Merchandising.”

“Shelby, this is Kristen.”

“Mr. McNabb just left,” Shelby informed his secretary. “And he didn’t say where he was going.” 

“I’m not looking for
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