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Chapter One

 

 

 

Two weeks. Two dates. Two different men. And...nothing. Not just nothing, bupkis, nada, nil. My poor ego was at an all-time low. Maybe I have some social disease that only manifests on dates and I just didn't know it.

“Ali Daniels, are you sulking?”

I was busy stacking lemon-limoncello mini-cakes onto a display table. “I'm not sulking.”

Not true. I was. 

My employee-extraordinaire and friend Oscar Barrega was smart enough to see the oh-so-obvious truth. “If you pouted any more, you'd be licking the frosting off these cakes.” He passed me two more of the lemon minis and then made a show of dusting his hands off. “Phone.”  

I placed—okay, it was really an underhanded toss—a cake with a little too much oompf. It rolled off the table leaving a smear of pale yellow frosting in its wake. “No. Why do you want to see my phone?”

“Because you need an intervention before you ruin all the fabulousness I helped you create for this gig.” He held out one hand, palm up, and put the other on his hip.

Oscar worked for me and my partner at our Manhattan shop, HoneyBun Sweets and Sandwiches. But his dream was to become an actor. He was about five-six, had dark brown straight hair, and borderline pretty features that begged for casting in a telenovela. 

Not that Oscar needed to work on a soap opera to create drama. He was perfectly capable of doing that all on his own.   

He waggled his fingers. “Stop making that face and give it.”

Reluctantly I pulled my phone out of an apron pocket, keyed in the passcode, and handed it over. “I told you everything they texted. You're not going to see anything new.”

“Whatever, missy. I'll be the judge.” He hit the text icon and began to scroll.

It was about five pm on an early fall evening in New York City. Actually, Oscar and I were in Queens, which is an entirely different animal compared to what people in this borough called 'the city'. Queens is housebroken compared to untamed Manhattan. More traditional houses, more diversity, more greenery. 

The HoneyBun had been hired to cater dessert for the new exhibition opening at the Queens Museum of Natural History. Five hundred mini-cupcakes. It was a big, fat, juicy gig that came with a nice check, networking opps, and one huge perk I was ready to cash in on.

The drive to the museum had been like being transported to the country. The building had been founded in the early 1800s and was nestled in the middle of 500 acres of untouched (mostly) forest. When Oscar and I turned the rented van into the entrance of Forest Park where the museum was located, we were awestruck. Trees lined the two-way lane like royal sentinels. Their leaves mingled above in a canopy that was still mostly green, but here and there, crisp golds and bright scarlet flirtatiously winked.

At the moment, we labored in the museum's exquisite rotunda assembling mini-cakes on a three-tiered circular table. This area could have been a work of art by itself. The floor was a magnificent pink, white, and speckled gray marble. It was a marvelous counterpart to the gold-leaf-covered dome above. 

  We weren't the only crew setting up for this evening's exhibition premiere. Across the way, bottles clinked as a portable bar was stocked with liquor. Empty but soon-to-be-filled carving stations were being carted into strategic places around the room. Men and women wearing black aprons assembled white linen-clothed tables and banquet chairs.   

From experience I learned it always made sense to keep clean-up tools on hand. We had wheeled in the food and supplies on a cart. I pulled a damp cloth from a plastic toolbox I kept my baking accessories in when I'm on a job. One little rolling cake had made a mess. I spent the next minute ignoring Oscar but mentally imploring him to give me good news as I wiped up lemon buttercream frosting. 

Finally, I gave up being aloof, put both hands on my hips, and tried to read the micro-expressions on his face. 

For the next minute, Oscar made noncommittal sounds that drove up my blood pressure.

“Mmm-hmm.”

“Ah, okay, then.”

“Oh.” 

After the third, 'mmm-hmm,' I lost my cool. “Oscar you're making me feel worse. Did they both blow me off or not?”

He shrugged. “Well, girlfriend, my spidey senses tell me—”

Across the room someone called my name. “Ali-bear! You're here!”

I turned to see a man in black slacks and matching ebony shirt and tie. A silver 'H' buckle gleamed from the Hermes belt at his waist. He strode through the rotunda as if he owned the building. And considering how phenomenal I knew Alan Wiggins was at networking, I wouldn't be surprised if he did. 

“Alan!” I let him sweep me up in a bear hug. When he put me down, I said, “Thank you again for hiring the HoneyBun for this event.”

“You're one of my oldest friends. I'm ashamed I didn't demand the museum hire you before this. We usually use a place that's recommended by one of the board members. But I didn't know you owned a bakery. I pass your shop every time I drive over the Brooklyn Bridge to see my grandma.”

I gave him another hug. “That's what you get for not staying in touch.”

Oscar cleared his throat. He looked from Alan back to me. 

“Alan, this is Oscar Barrega, my employee-extraordinaire. Oscar, this is Alan, one of the first friends I made when my family moved back to Five Points when I was a kid. We bumped into each other in Whole Foods, and that led to us being here today.”

They shook hands, and it was a little like night and day. Alan stood five inches over the other man. And where Oscar's skin was a warm beige, Alan's was a rich shade of mocha. My eyes drifted to the Hermes belt. Those went for at least $500 a pop. The museum business must be good. 

I said, “Alan is the curator here.”

“No, no—I'm the managing curator for Traveling Exhibitions.” Alan was quick to correct. “I'm just one of a number of curators with the museum. But this new exhibit is my baby. Will you both be attending the opening later?”

Oscar mocked tying a bow tie. “Got my suit and tie in the van. And Ali's dress will delight and amaze.”

Of course Oscar would say that. He picked it out.

I said, “Yes, we will. Thank you so much for that, too. It's the best perk ever.”

Alan eyed the circular table. “Everything looks great so far. Do you think this display is too big?”

Chances were my friend was also eyeballing the desserts. He'd want a sample soon. I pulled a stack of pink HoneyBun paper plates and forks from the cart and put them on a nearby table. 

“No. We've only put on a quarter of the cakes on so far.” I took a step back to take in the entire three-tier ensemble. “I'm worried that we're going to run out of room. You'd be surprised how much space five hundred cakes take up. ”

The very top of the table was adorned with a two-foot-high gold figurine. It was the silhouette of a woman with a spiral adorning her belly. Smaller statuettes decorated the three levels of the table at regular intervals. All of them were replicas of the female form, but some appeared as if they'd been carved out of stone or sculpted in bronze or posed on white marble plinths.

I pointed. “The figurines are gorgeous. Did the museum hire an artist?”

My friend tilted his head as if seeing the small statues for the first time. “Yeah, those. They are very well done, aren't they? Each one represents a piece that's in the exhibit you'll see tonight.” His voice dropped an octave. “And no, they were made by someone who works right here in the museum.”

Behind us, a woman's voice traveled down the hallway. “Okay, guests will be arriving in less than three hours. I want status updates from everyone.” Heels clicked toward us. 

“Wiggins! Update please.”

 Alan's mouth twisted. “In fact, here's the artist now,” he said dryly. Then in a louder voice he spoke over his shoulder. “Hello, Elsa.” 

The woman approaching us looked as if she'd just missed being pretty according to conventional standards. She had high cheekbones, but they were a tad too wide,  large eyes that were a touch too close, and an overbite that was just a bit too pronounced. A pearl choker topped off a very demure cream sweater set. But then the woman shut off any possible attractiveness down with a pair of tan polyester pants the color of dead locusts.

“Wiggins, what's going on here?” The woman grasped a clipboard with fingernails painted a delicate baby pink. She paused about a foot away from my friend.

It seemed as if the temperature in our immediate vicinity dropped about five degrees. Alan's face was devoid of all emotion. It was if he was an old school Etch A Sketch and someone had shaken his slate clean. The woman, on the other hand, bounced on the balls of her feet as if readying to pounce. 

Oh yeah, there was some tension between these two. I was busy staring, waiting for one of them to implode, when Oscar elbowed me in the ribs. He picked up a tray loaded with cakes, shoved one in my hand, and started transferring the rest to the table. Though his hands moved lightning fast, his eyes roved between Alan and the woman.

I'm slow sometimes, true. If there's about to be free entertainment, I was more than ready to watch unabashedly. But I decided following Oscar's lead was prudent.

Alan sighed, fixed his eyes on a spot on the wall behind us, then sucked in a huge lungful of air. “All things are in order. This is Ali Daniels and Oscar Barrega from HoneyBun Sweets and Sandwiches. They are supplying the miniature cupcakes and will be done with this display in fifteen minutes. Ali Daniels meet Elsa Strand, my boss and chief curator.” 

Elsa's eyes flicked over to me and Oscar, then to the display table, and then back to Alan.

When I heard my name, I offered my hand but got an immediate elbow to the ribs again. “Ow!”

Oscar didn't stop loading up cakes. “Nope. That intro wasn't for you. Keep working, keep working,” he said in a hushed tone.

I could feel my brow wrinkle. I was confused. Sure enough, as my outstretched hand dangled empty and unmet, neither one of the museum employees even glanced at me. 

Okaaayy? I wiped my palm over my apron, as if that's what I'd originally intended, and got back to work putting cakes around a gold statuette. I may be slow with some things, but my brief stint in corporate America allowed me to spot volatile office politics at play.   

Oscar whispered, “Dork.”

“Shush, Oscar,” I said and stifled a sneeze. Sneezing in front of clients while handling merchandise wasn't good business. But of course holding it in made it worse, and I felt another sneeze building. My eyes started to water. 

Alan rattled off a laundry list of items. “Exhibition walkthroughs. Done. Maintenance updated on temperature controls for the evening. Done. Staff updated on procedures dealing with board members. Done. Security lists triple checked. Done. Parking staff in position. Done. Directional signs, indoor and outdoor, posted in appropriate areas. Done. Swag bags ready for distribution. Done. Kitchen staff prepping pre-approved hors d'oeuvres, carving, and pasta stations. Done.”  Alan pivoted on his heel, facing the Chief Curator for the first time.

“Anything else, Elsa?”

“I'm feeling like I'm coming down with a cold. If you see my assistant, ask her to bring something.”

“Got it. I'll tell Nia to bring you some ibuprofen. Anything else?

They locked eyes for twenty seconds. Then Elsa smirked and tore the top page off her clipboard. She handed it to Alan. “Yes. There are several more items on my checklist. Please have everything complete before I do my final sweep. I'll be doing my daily meditation at six pm so if anything comes up you can't handle, come to my office after seven.”

She didn't wait for an answer, but out of the corner of my eye I saw her nod in my direction. “Ms. Daniels, Mr. Barrega. The cakes look lovely, thank you.” I turned at the sound of my name, but it was too late. Elsa Strand was clicking away at a fast clip toward the portable bar. Which was fine with me. I didn't have to sneeze any more, but my eyes were tearing something awful. I couldn't tear off a glove and grab a napkin fast enough.

Elsa didn't slow as she called over her shoulder, “Alan, one more thing. This is not a paper plate type of function. Make sure those pink ones have been removed and the caterers put out the proper dessert dishes and flatware.”  

Did she just 'dis' my HoneyBun plates? Oscar and I immediately stopped what we were doing to watch Elsa trot off in her skin-toned kitten heels.

“She's a barrel of laughs, isn't she?” Oscar said under his breath.

Alan didn't reply but bumped fists with him. “Good job on hustling when the boss came around.”

Oh. So, that's what all the elbowing the ribs was about. “Hold on, Oscar. Is that what you do with me? Look super busy when the boss comes around?”

“I plead the fifth.”

I resisted the urge to squeeze his neck in a Vulcan nerve pinch. “And how did you know she was Alan's boss?”

“All you boss ladies have the same look.” Oscar paused long enough to snap his finger for emphasis before grabbing another tray from the cart.

Part of me wanted to ask what that look was. But the smarter region of my brain said not knowing what I had in common with Elsa Strand was the better option. 

It was just too bad my silly ol' brain was preoccupied eyeballing the Chief Curator and not warning me that trouble was making a beeline in my direction. 

 

 

Chapter Two

 

 

 

Over by the bar, Elsa read off her clipboard as a man in a white dress shirt and red cummerbund nodded vigorously. Every time he pointed at a liquor bottle arranged behind him on the glass shelving, Elsa would look up, squint, and check another item off her list. Then she ran a finger along the length of the bar as if checking for dust.

She struck me as a woman who lived her life according to checklists. The realization made me feel a little sorry for Elsa.  Life wasn’t always about a to-do list.  

Elsa gestured and something peeked from underneath the bottom of her sweater. It was brown, flat and...was that a zipper? Was the woman wearing a fanny pack? 

“So your boss seems a little...” I searched for the right word.

But Alan was preoccupied reading the paper Elsa had left behind. He growled. “This woman wants me to make sure the underside of the lids in the woman's toilet have been scrubbed. I did not earn a Master in Fine Arts from Oxford University to do bathroom checks. Most of the duties she gives me have nothing to do with my actual job.” He continued to scan then burst out, “Anal retentive.”

“What?” I asked, taken aback.

“You were hunting for a word to describe Elsa. I just gave you two.”

“Oh. Okay. I was thinking along the lines of cold. Or maybe...curt.”

Alan rubbed his temple. “No, trust me. My suggestion is a perfect description. She drives me insane. Just last night—” He stopped and shook his head as if he could fling out bad thoughts. “Nope, no negativity tonight. This is my show, and I'm going to enjoy it no matter the drama she causes. But look here, Ali,” he held up the sheet and pointed, “number seventy-two says to taste-test HoneyBun's cakes to guarantee edibleness.”

I squinted at the list and sure enough, it said just that. Edibleness. It sounded like a made-up word. It also said to kick me and my cakes out on the street if they weren't up to snuff. 

I said, “But I brought samples by when you ordered them. Did she try them out then?”

He waved a hand dismissing my concern. “What did I say? Elsa is a piece of work. She's always been quirky, but the last few weeks she's gone into overdrive. It's too bad the members on the museum's board love her. Don't you worry about it. But, I think it would be for the best if I take a good and healthy sample of everything here. You know, do my own quality assurance. Heh, heh.” Alan patted his belly and grinned.

I reached for a paper plate and dessert fork feeling a little stung by Elsa's earlier comment. “Still have a sweet tooth, huh?”

“Guilty. Though I should know details in case any of the guests ask about them. And believe me, this crowd will.”  

Oscar handed me a cake decorated with a raspberry and a lemon wedge.

“Thanks,” I said and put the dessert on Alan’s plate. “As you know, I came up with recipes to match the theme of the exhibition. So first up, and representing the goddesses of creation, is a lighter cake with the perfect combo of tart and sweet. I add lemon zest, lemon juice, and two tablespoons of limoncello liqueur to the batter that has the usual flour, baking powder, eggs, sugar, salt, and butter. Oh and cream cheese. Inside is a lemon curd filling that is a combination of sugar, eggs, and lemon juice. And that nice, thick, pale yellow ribbon across the top is a cream cheese limoncello frosting garnished with a fresh raspberry and lemon wedge. It's a perfect cake to refresh the palate after heavy foods.”

With every word Alan's eyes had grown a little bigger. He took a bite, then another, and a third. My nerves sent an early warning quiver along my spine. I knew my cakes were delish, but I couldn't banish an image of me sitting on the sidewalk in the middle of heaping piles of mini-cakes. 

Finally Alan spoke. “Mmm. I may have to be alone with this cake later. No, don't laugh. Daddy likes. Let me put this one down before I embarrass myself. What's next?”

I put another cake on his plate. “In classic Greek mythology, what was the food of the gods?”

“Ambrosia,” Alan answered without a pause.

 “Precisely. This is my take on the nectar of the gods. It's an ambrosia mini. 

A white butter cake is filled with crushed pineapple. Then it's frosted with an orange-infused marshmallow meringue topped with toasted coconut shreds. Oh and a maraschino cherry, of course.”   

“You had me at butter.” My friend took a single bite and stomped his foot. “Oh Ali, you just made me forget about my stupid grapefruit diet.”

To our left, a brown-haired woman entered through an enormous double door that was set behind black velvet ropes. 

Before the door could shut behind her, Alan was calling her over. “Jessica, come here immediately. You must have this in your mouth right now. Oh, wait that sounded kinky. No offense, don't sue me. I'm in enough trouble as it is. Come taste this ambrosia cake.”

Jessica, a woman of average height with long chestnut hair, took one look at the cake display and hustled over. I liked her immediately. Cake makes me hightail it, too. 

She said, “You only get this excited over really good food and things that have been dead for a really long time.”

“Here, take a piece of the deliciousness my friend made. Oh, Ali, this is Jessica, my senior associate curator. She's one of the best people on my team. Jess, this is the woman who turned me on to museums when we were kids.”

His assistant didn't have an opportunity to answer because Alan shoved a forkful of cake into her mouth. 

“Oh,” she said around a mouthful. “Oh, this is heaven. Can I have a whole one? 

I felt my lips rising in a cocky half-smile. Oscar put an arm around my shoulder. “Please, hold your applause. She'll be full of herself for about a week.” 

“Thank you, peanut gallery.” This time he took a playful shot to the ribs before I introduced him again.

Jessica jerked as if shocked. “No wait, we shouldn't be eating these, Alan. Elsa will freak if the count isn't exact when the guests come in.”

“No worries, I always make extra just in case a few magically disappear into a client's mouth or get broken during transport.” I handed her a plate with an ambrosia cake. 

Alan tore the sheet in half that he'd tucked under his arm. “Jess, speaking of Elsa, she came by with one of her lists.” He gave her one half of the paper. “Sorry, I have the other associates on task. If you could take this part, I'll do the other. ” 

She scanned the sheet, then slapped it against her thigh. “This is ridiculous. C'mon, dust bunnies in the coat check room?”

“I know. I know. At least I didn't give you the half with the toilet checks. Do the best you can and grab whoever you need to help. Any real problems, find me. And if you can't find me, check with Elsa in her office after meditation.”

“Oh, it's about that time, isn't it?” Jessica glanced at her watch. Diamonds sparkled around the face. “I thought she'd skip that today considering the premiere.”

“Heaven forbid she doesn't take it.” Alan looked at me. “Every day Elsa retires to her office for…,” he curled his fingers in air quotes, “…meditation. But she's really just in there doing arts and crafts. Which is fine with me. She’s always more civil after her private time.”

 Jessica nodded. “I think Elsa really is an artist deep down but was afraid she couldn't make a living at it.”

“Oh please. She does paper maché.” Alan smirked. 

Oscar said, “You mean like Elmer's glue and newspaper strips? Kindergarten stuff?”

“Yes, but I'm just being petty. Paper maché is an art form in many cultures. And though I don't like to admit it, she’s very good. But the fact that she insists on injecting her little creations into every premiere is just opportunistic and gets on my nerves. Anyway,” Alan peered over my shoulder, “is that chocolate I see?”

“Boss, I'll get started on this list. I'll grab Nia if I see her. In fact there she is now. Nia!”  She waved over a woman with black hair cut into a tapered page boy. The tips of her locks shimmered a bright blue.

Nia carried a clipboard similar to Elsa's. But that was where the similarities ended.  As she approached, the first word that came to my mind was 'waif'. A few times when I'd been out shopping, I'd accidentally picked up a size zero. It was like finding evidence of an endangered and reclusive animal, like the spotted snow leopard. I could never picture what an adult woman who wore a size zero would look like. Nia put any questions about that to bed. What she lacked in size she made up for in fashion. The petite woman sported a palazzo jumpsuit with a fringed scarf tied around her diminutive waist. Very hobo chic. 

Jessica said, “Come taste the dessert Alan's friend brought.”

The other woman came to stand next to Jessica. Her eyes swept the half-eaten mini-cake. She grimaced as if smelling something rotten. “No thanks, I had enough carbs today.”

Blasphemy! Who refuses cake? A woman who wore a size zero dress, I guess. Nia didn't win any points in my book with that comment.

Jessica rolled her eyes. “Your loss. Are you free to help me with one of Elsa's checklists?”

“Not really, Elsa wants me to—”

“Good, we can split up the work.”

Alan said, “Oh yeah, Nia, Elsa thinks she has a flu bug. She wants ibuprofen.”

“See, like I said, we can work together to get everything done faster.” Alan’s associate hooked her arm through the other woman's and said, “Ali, Oscar, nice to meet you both.” Jessica waved a forkful of ambrosia in the air as she backpedaled dragging a bored-looking Nia with her. “So good. So good.” 

I smiled and gave my thanks. Alan held his plate out for the third cake as if he was about to receive a holy offering. 

“The last cake represents the warrior goddess. It's a chocolate cake, but my secret ingredients are adding chocolate pudding mix, sour cream, and a coffee liqueur to a cocoa batter. It's a super moist cake with a nice hint of coffee. The frosting is salted caramel, made with fresh heavy cream, and finished with a caramel drizzle. And decorating the top is a triangle of homemade chocolate and crushed pretzels to represent a warrior's shield. It's a perfect quadruple threat of chocolate, coffee, caramel, and salt.”

All of the explaining and watching Alan eat, made me want to snack. Instead I watched him savor a bite of the warrior shield cake.

“Perfection, Ali.” He wiped his mouth with the napkin. “I don't know what to say besides these are going to be a hit. And you matched the theme of the exhibit perfectly. You are an artist.” He gave me another hug.

“Thanks, Alan. Oh, I almost forgot.” I crossed to the cart and pulled out a pastry box from the lower shelf. “Your special order.”

“Yeah, I'm sorry about being last-minute with that. One of our biggest benefactors requested them for tonight.”

“No worries, sweetie. Coconut macaroons as ordered.” I opened the box's lid. Inside, balls of cookies lanced through the middle by a white stick, sat in neat rows. “I made an edible candy coconut-flavored skewer. Each stick has two plain cookies, one dipped in chocolate and another dipped in white chocolate.”

Alan looked from the macaroons to me and back to the cookies. “I take it back, you aren't an artist. You're a goddess.”

I laughed. “We'll arrange these along the display with the cupcakes.”

“Good. Look, I have to go. Elsa's list is calling. I'll see you two during the tour?”

Oscar, who was still busy arranging cakes said, “Wouldn't miss it.”  

I agreed with him. Alan walked off reading down the list Elsa had given him. I grabbed another tray from the cart. Oscar had done a good amount of work. I guessed we still had another third of the cakes to get on the display.

He was busy putting the ambrosia cakes on the middle tier. “Alan seems like a nice guy. Is he single?”

I shrugged and adjusted a lemon wedge. “I don't know. And before you ask, no, I'm not his type. He likes his women super-thin. At least he used to.”  I was a very happy size twelve, so I wouldn't even register on a man like Alan's radar. He was stupid that way.

And speaking of what men like—

I put a lemon-limoncello cake on the top tier and stepped away from the display. I didn't like speaking over food that other people were going to eat.

“So what did you think of the texts? Alan interrupted us.”

Oscar stopped what he was doing and took a step back as well. “Promise you won't pout?”

That didn't sound good.

“Okay, I won't pout. Much.”

He smirked. “Fine. Did either of them call you after the first date? Not a text but a call?”

I thought about it. My first date, over coffee, had been with Derek Tomes almost three weeks ago. We'd met when someone had allegedly died after eating the HoneyBun's food. Derek had performed a last minute rescue when the murderer had come hunting for me. I'd still been smarting from a breakup with my fiancée but had worked up the nerve to ask him out for coffee.

I said, “Derek called me a few days later to say hi. Then texted if I wanted to go out again.”

“What about the other one? Officer Sexy.”

“He didn't call but texted he wanted to go out again soon.”

I had met Detective Avery Hamilton during the Chakiris case, too. Later, we had sort of an impromptu outing after some friends of his canceled and he had a Groupon to a BBQ spot. The restaurant owner ended up getting killed so it'd been an interesting night. It was sort of exciting actually. Avery asked me out on a real date the next morning. But he canceled before we could meet for a dinner and a movie. When we finally went out, he seemed distracted. 

Oscar folded his arms and avoided meeting my eyes. “Okay, don't get mad.”

“About what?”

“You know I have my contacts over in the mayor's office where Boy Toy works, right?”

Boy Toy was Oscar's nickname for Derek. My heart did a little flip. I rolled my hand in a 'hurry up and tell me' gesture.

He said, “I asked around about him. Word is he's very upwardly mobile in the mayor's office. Very much the go-to man, even more so than his boss.” Oscar brightened, “So when he canceled on you—”

“Twice.” 

He waggled a finger at me. “Fix your face, you're already starting to pout. When he canceled, it's very possible he was swamped and not blowing you off. But...”

“But what?”

His next words came out in a tumble. “Derek comes from a very distinguished family who is determined for him to marry well. They are always setting him up on dates.”

Ah. Ha. 

So had my date with Derek been a complete waste of time? My great-great-grandfather had been one of the first black physicians in NYC. He passed down a wonderful legacy, one for a love of science and general curiosity—and a fabulous brownstone, but we weren't rich. I'm definitely not 'marrying well' material.

“And as for Officer Sexy, he became a little high profile after the Chakiris case. Didn't he get promoted or pulled onto some special task force afterward?”

I nodded. 

Oscar put his hands on my shoulders. “Okay, sweet peach, this is my verdict. I think both Boy Toy and Officer Sexy genuinely like you. It's just that you've met them when they're both preoccupied with their careers. And that means you may be right for them, but they aren't right for you. At least not right now.”

Is it possible to want to punch someone in the face and hug them at the same time? An array of emotions—sadness, irritation, disappointment—battled with the logical part of my brain. It felt like I’d lost my mind for a full second. After that second, the logic won. 

I sighed. “You're right, Oscar. Thanks. But I still want to pound something.”

He handed me a lemon-limoncello. “Take this into the kitchen, honey, and have yourself a ball.”

 

 

Chapter Three

 

 

 

No, I didn't bash my lemon creation into a billion pieces. I'm a professional after all.

Oscar and I finished transferring all of the cakes. I threaded the macaroon candy skewers through the three tiers. By the time we finished, the display was a magnificent tribute worthy of a goddess.

Then I went and had a fifteen-minute pity party in a corner of the museum's mid-sized kitchen. The catering staff went right on about their business and ignored me. When I licked the last bit of lemon frosting off my thumb—that's right, wallowing required straight mouth to cake action: no forks allowed—I decided the mourning period was over.

I had a nice check in my wallet (Alan had swung back around and delivered it), a free ticket to a high society event (at least it was high society for me), and a dress that I looked totally hot in.

It was time to go to a party. 

***

For the premier of a museum's exhibition, you'd think a classical chamber quartet would be the music of choice. Nope. Pop hits pumped through the speakers arranged on opposite sides of the eighty-foot-wide hall. People were already dancing in front of the DJ's booth. 

The rotunda was full of ladies in sequined cocktail dresses and men in designer suits. Oscar and I had dressed in the museum's restrooms, exited through a side entrance, and then waltzed in like any other guest. That part was fun. Then Oscar promptly left me when he spotted a popular theater producer. Navigating a crowd full of people I didn't know? Not that much fun.

At least the hors d'oeuvres were scrumptious and plentiful. 

A waiter smiled and did a small bow showing off his platter. “Grilled scallops wrapped in prosciutto?”

I thanked him and used a cocktail pick to snag one of the wrapped appetizers.

“Having a good time so far?”  

Behind me, Alan looked suave in a deep burgundy velvet tuxedo jacket over a white shirt, off-black tuxedo trousers, and a black silk bow tie.  

I nodded finishing off a bite of scallops. “Yes, well, Oscar ditched me and I don't know anyone else here but the appetizers are fantastic.”

“I'm glad.” His eyes traveled from my head to toes. “You look stunning.”

He gave me a look. It was brief, but it was that look. The kind men give when their mouth is saying something polite, but their mind is thinking something carnal. 

Heat tingled up my neck. Oscar and I had gone shopping, and we'd picked out an auburn lace illusion dress. Fitted. And I found a very sexy pair of peekaboo burgundy patent-leather platforms. Now, I did look good, but at a size twelve, I knew I was not in Alan's petite-girl wheelhouse. 

Despite my growing confusion, I managed a response. “Thank you.”

“Feeling uncomfortable?”

“Is it obvious?”

He wrapped my arm around his. From our position near the wall, we had a view of the entire room.

“Ali, tell me. What do you see?”

Confused, because it seemed obvious, I scanned the room. “People? People dressed for a party?”

“No.” He shook his head, “Before you is a room full of sharks. Little ones, old ones, crafty ones—all waiting for their chance to strike. This room is filled with the privileged, the well-off, a few who are new to big money, and some who have lost their fortunes but still have prestige. Every single last one of them wants more of what they don't have, be it money or power or someone else's spouse, and will do almost anything to get it.

“Part of my job is to act like I'm one of them because it's my job to make these people happy. If they're happy, they give more money to support this museum. They give, I keep having a job. Same as everyone else who works here. Maybe except for Elsa because once you make chief curator, you can write your own ticket.”

I said, “You know, you always waxed philosophical as a kid, too.”

He laughed but it was short-lived. “I tell you all this because I'm uncomfortable too. I have to pretend I'm not, but I am. I'm not one of them. I'm just a black kid from lower Manhattan who loves art and myths and faraway cultures.”

 I faced him. “Alan, sweetie, you had two paper routes and cried when you got a B on your report card. You were a workhorse back then. If you’re still like that, I'm sure you've earned everything you have.”

“Yeah well, I'm getting tired of paying the price to keep it. See that trio over there?”

He pointed his chin at a group of three men in all black. “That's Todd, Aaron, and Tyler. Associates on my staff. All skilled, educated, and vying for my job. I have to spend half my time deflecting grenades thrown by my own people.” 

Alan snagged two champagne flutes from a passing waiter and gave me one. “Here drink. Don't mind me. I'm just stressed.”

With everything he just explained, I was glad I made desserts for a living. 

He downed the alcohol and glanced at his watch. “It's almost time for Elsa to give the opening remarks, and she's nowhere to be seen. I can't find Jessica or Nia either.” Alan handed me the empty flute. “I'm gonna check for Elsa in her office. You make your way to the black ropes up there so you'll be in front when the doors open.”

“Will do,” I said, and watched him retreat to a set of doors marked for employees only.

I finished my drink and left the empty glass on an unoccupied table. Where was Oscar? The room had been filling up steadily. Easily one hundred people were here with more still entering through the main doors. I nabbed another hors d'oeuvre, smoked shrimp this time, and began sidestepping folks heading toward the ropes. The entire time I scanned for Oscar. He would complain non-stop if we didn't see the exhibition together, despite the fact he'd been off schmoozing.

Finally I spotted him. Oscar was busy chatting it up with two men and a woman. He had his arm around the lady's shoulder. My employee said something and the three of them laughed. The woman shifted just enough to reveal another group conversing behind her. And that's when I saw him.

Derek. 

I stared at his profile. A woman sauntered up and casually wrapped her arm around his waist. She was super-model tall, like a big ol' brown giraffe. Her shoulder-length glossy hair screamed for a photo shoot.

She was the exact opposite of me. The exact opposite. Thin where I was thick. Darker skinned where I was washed out. Long relaxed hair where mine was short. Derek appeared at ease as if he was having a good time. Just as my brain concocted a string of scenarios that all painted me as the low-class joke he laughed about with friends, Derek started to glance in my general direction.

I whipped around. Did he see me? Could he recognize my back? Why was my heart pounding? Why did I feel like I was going insane? I wasn't sure why I was turning into a melting pot of emotional goo but I did know I needed out. Out of this room. Now. I took one step, two, then three. The ladies’ bathroom. I'd go there and recoup.

A hand grasped my shoulder, yanking me to a stop. 

Fudge! 

Panic spread tendrils along the surface of my skin. Someone shoved their head close to mine. I felt hot breath on my ear and heard a harsh whisper. 

“I need you to come with me right now.” 

I jerked away just enough to see it was Alan. Relief replaced the panic, but then I saw how his brows knit together and his mouth set in a hard firm line. 

“What's wrong?”

He opened his lips, but then someone else was suddenly at his elbow. One look at the woman and I was reminded of little old ladies I'd seen at the supermarket, the ones dressed in a frowzy wig and wearing their best thirty-year-old wool coat in July. Except this woman was the rich version. She wore a strapless black A-line dress. The bodice of the dress was a size too small. Every inch of bare skin glittered. A draping diamond necklace rested like a tiny blanket on enhanced décolletage. It appeared as if stars had been lassoed out of the sky and affixed to her arms. A simple black draw-string purse dangled from the crook of the woman’s arm as a peculiar complement to the excessive jewelry. 

Alan's distress dropped like a mask. Or maybe a different disguise shifted into place. “Mrs. Cheighton, so glad you could make it this evening.”

“Of course, dear. And I love your jacket, so trendy. Listen, it's fifteen to the hour and Chief Curator Elsa is nowhere in sight. And you know how much the other board members and I detest tardiness.”

Alan grasped her hand and covered it with his own. “We are of the same mind, and we will begin on time. I give you my word. Ah, and here's your son. Hello, Lance.”

A man in a dark gray suit jacket sidled up to Mrs. Cheighton's left. He was almost a full head and shoulders taller than his mother. I guessed he was around five-ten. He had a full head of tapered black hair and eyes so dark, the irises were almost indistinguishable from the pupils. Despite the alien-looking eyes, Lance was international spy handsome. Like Pierce Brosnan, 007 James Bond handsome. 

As they shook hands, Alan said, “I haven't seen you around lately to pick Elsa up for lunch. At one point I thought you were an employee.”

Lance winced almost imperceptibly. His eyes flicked to one side before he responded. “I'm afraid Elsa and I are no longer an item.”

Hold on, I thought, and made an effort for my feelings not to register on my face.   An item? James Bond was dating Abby McDrabby? No way.

Alan offered an apology for bringing it up, which Lance dismissed with a wave of a hand. “These things happen. Anyway, I heard you acquired some rare pieces for the exhibition. I'm looking forward to the show.”

My friend glanced at his watch. “So am I. In fact I need to—”

“And who is this fine-looking young woman?” Mrs. Cheighton interrupted, eyeing me.

I could see Alan's jaw clench, but he was smooth. “This is Ali Daniels. She owns a gourmet bakery downtown.” 

She gave me another once-over. “I see. How lovely.”

“Hello, Mrs. Cheighton, Lance,” I managed and wasn't sure exactly what to say next but fortunately Alan took the reins. 

“If you'll excuse us, I wanted Ali's help with something. But don't worry Mrs. Cheighton, we will be starting momentarily.”

“Is everything okay, dear?” Mrs. Cheighton said.

Alan flashed a dazzling smile before saying, “All is well. Just a minor kitchen mishap. Ali's expertise may be helpful.”

And then Alan was zig-zagging through the crowd with me in tow. We ducked through the door marked for staff only. The second it closed, the noise from the party cut in half. 

It was as if we stepped back in time to a 1940's university campus. The hallway where we stood was all wood paneling and glass paneled doors. I could practically taste the orange oil wood cleaner on my tongue. 

I pulled my arm out of Alan's death grip. “Okay, what's going on?”

He looked around as if making sure there was no one around to overhear. “I need your help.”

“With what, Alan?”

He bit his lip and seemed unsure all of sudden. “Just come with me.”

My personal warning system tossed up red flags left and right. Something was off, and I should back away posthaste. But that side of me, the curious part that loved a puzzle—an adventure—was tingling. 

My friend took my silence for acquiescence, which I guess it was, and proceeded to lead me through several short hallways. We stopped in front of a set of double wood doors with frosted panes. The words ‘Chief Curator Elsa Strand’ were stenciled on the glass in neat block letters.

“Listen, Ali. After we ran into each other, I Googled you and found that article about what you did when that woman was killed planning the Mayor's ball.”

Already this sounded bad. I could see the whites of Alan's eyes. He was scared and was working to keep it together.

“Just show me, Alan. Whatever it is.”  

His hand rested on the doorknob. “Maybe I shouldn't involve you.”

Maybe he was right. But at this point, there was no way I could walk away without knowing. “Show me.”

Alan took a jittery breath, opened the door, and walked inside. 

I followed knowing that going into that room was like jumping into the deep end of a pool. There would be a moment of falling, of complete weightlessness that would be fun but terrifying. And then the moment would come when it would be time to sink or swim.  

 

 

Chapter Four

 

 

 

At first, nothing seemed wrong. We were in a large office. Recessed wood bookcases, filled with tomes, dominated the walls on either side. A drab beige two-piece dress (if I had any doubt, that dress confirmed it—this was Elsa's office) hung on an old-fashioned coat rack. An oak executive desk was easily the largest piece of furniture in the room. It was the largest desk I'd ever seen and seemed like a throwback to an earlier era, like the rest of the building. Bay windows and a loveseat were positioned directly behind the desk.  

The windows were open, which explained why it was so much cooler in here. 

Alan walked to the desk. “Over here.”

Warning bells were going off in my head now. On full blast. I took a deep breath and went closer. As I did I noticed the desk was clean. Too clean. It didn't even have a single paper or a telephone. Just then, I saw the computer monitor upside down on the floor. Papers were scattered about like discarded flower petals. 

The desk shielded whatever Alan was peering at. Slowly, as I approached, an executive chair came into view.  It was tipped over, wheels exposed like the underbelly of a car. 

Elsa was tucked in the space between the desk and loveseat. She lay on her side, one arm outstretched. A desk blotter had fallen and now rested against her torso at an angle. Little cone-shaped tubes of paint, larger paint jars, pens, more papers, thin strips of material, and what looked like tiny decorative coffins, formed an obscene outline around her body. 

I spun around to look at Alan. “Are you insane? Call 9-1-1!”  

My first instinct was to grab the phone that should’ve been on the desk.  In the next instant, I realized the error and went for my cell tucked into the place I carried necessities when I didn’t want to carry a purse. 

Alan said, “Ali, look at her. She's gone.”

“You don't know that. Let the EMTs decide!”

He grabbed my arm. “Look.”

I'd fished out my cell from my bra but paused with a thumb poised over the screen. My pulse was a hard, angry thing rampaging under my skin. Despite the fact that my current life events had brought me into contact with more than one deceased body, I still didn't want to look. 

But I forced myself to. Elsa's eyes were wide open and bloodshot red. I waited and the lids didn't blink. They didn't tear either. 

Alan stooped to put two fingers against her neck. Then he gently touched her wrist and waited. “I did this before and didn't find a pulse. I still don't find one.”

“All right, but why didn't you call 9-1-1 earlier?”

“I started to, was about to push the last digit, but then I started to really see what was here.” He threw his arms out wide. 

I took a deep breath willing myself to calm down. It didn't work much, but my mind stopped whirling enough so I could take in what I was seeing. 

The art supplies and blotter were scattered around as if she'd fallen or been pushed. Around the office, other things were disturbed. There in the corner by the bookcase, an air purifier had been kicked over. The tanks of both humidifiers, one by the door and another near the desk, had been toppled.  Water still leaked onto the area rug. And the desk phone that I’d been looking for lay in a heap, like an overturned black turtle, near the office's front door.  

Oh no. I hadn't noticed them before. Crumbs. Cake crumbs littered around the desk like tiny yellow and brown ants. It was as if a plate had been flipped over, sending the last bits of dessert flying. I searched the floor while biting my lower lip.

Fudge it! There, almost adjacent to the dead woman's outstretched hand was a half-eaten lemon-limoncello mini-cake. I peered under the desk. The first thing I saw was an inhaler, the kind asthmatics use in case of an attack. Right next to it, much to my utter dismay, an overturned Honeybun Sweets and Sandwiches paper plate. 

Fantastic.

My eyes fell on Elsa again. Her cheekbone had a small cut along it and was slightly reddened, as if it had been the beginning of a shiner. Above her head, the pillows of the loveseat were tousled. And along the wooden edge of the seat, a stain darkened the wood.

Something had gone very wrong here. 

“You need to start talking fast, Alan.”

“I came looking for Elsa. Found her in here like this. I started to call 9-1-1 but then realized someone probably did this to her. And...” he said, then paused. “Listen, there's something I have to tell you.”

There was something else? Besides the body on the floor? “What?”

“Elsa and I had a huge fight two days ago. In front of all the staff. She accused me of helping some items from a recent delivery go missing.”

“She accused you of stealing?”

“Yeah, or knowing who was doing it. Which I don't. But at the time, I thought it was just another mix-up. With all her micro-managing, going back over someone else's work and changing things, without letting us know—we had issues all of the time. I got used to cleaning up her messes and taking the blame. But this time, she said something about me not having the proper breeding for this job—”

“And you lost it.”

“I lost it. We didn't come to blows, of course. But it got loud. Very loud. The museum's director got involved. Elsa got a slap on the hand. I got a month-long suspension that was supposed to start tomorrow after tonight's premiere.”

I said, “Then you walked in here, saw her, saw the state of the room, and assumed you'd be blamed.”

He nodded, “Yes. And you know they will. Heck, I'd blame me.”

I sighed and pointed under the desk. He glanced and his face drained until it looked gray. I said, “Or me, Alan, they could blame me. Or think I'm involved.”

“Oh, Ali, I'm sorry. I didn't see those.”

“So what do you want me to do about this, Alan?” But I really didn't have to ask. I already knew. And the imploring look in Alan's eyes confirmed it.

He said, “Ali, there are close to two hundred of the museum's biggest donors in the next room. Tomorrow starts our fund-raising season. The amount of money those people donate tomorrow depends on how well they are entertained tonight. Those donations keep the doors open and fund my salary. All of that rests on my shoulders. 

Plus, I'm not like the other staff here. They come from connected families. I got here by hustling and having an impeccable reputation. Any hint of scandal will ruin my career. That's why I didn't call. That's why I'm praying you'll help me figure this out before everything goes off the rails.”

“Alan,” I started, “I can't make any promises.”

“I know.”

“And even if we do figure out who did this, it doesn't guarantee anyone will believe us.”

“I know. But I'll be better off than I am right now.” He put his hands on my shoulders.

If I was being honest, really honest, Alan didn't have to convince me for help. Even if my cakes weren't at the crime scene. There was a big, fat, doughy ball of a mind-boggler here, and I couldn't resist digging my fingers into it. But since my desserts just happened to be at the crime scene, I had more than enough incentive to get involved.

I cringed at the thought of the food and wrappers from the HoneyBun going into police evidence bags. Again. “It would be so easy to clean up that leftover cake and stuff from the HoneyBun.”

My friend said nothing, but I could tell he would follow my lead whatever I chose to do.

 My watch read eight minutes to nine. “And though it would feel really good not to have a cop asking me questions, we won't move anything. That's what guilty people do, and we're not guilty.” I tapped an icon on my cell. “You'll have to do the opening remarks, and we don't have much time. Take out your phone.”

He obeyed but asked, “We're not calling the police yet, are we?”

“In a second you're going to call 9-1-1. This has to be reported immediately. But once the ambulance people get here, they will call the cops and this office will be off limits. There may be clues here and we don't have time to sort through everything right now. So I'm going to record this room while you call. Do it now. You have to be out there in a few minutes. Oh, and tell the ambulance to come to the side entrance.”

As Alan dialed, I started with taking video of the room, panning slowly over everything. My foot kicked something and sent it skidding across the wood floor. It slid under a table, until I heard it bounce off the wall. 

Still filming, I took a few steps toward the table and peered underneath. I'd kicked another inhaler. Why was there a second one lying around? I wanted to check it, but then decided to leave it where it was. 

The table doubled as a stand for a wireless printer, the kind where the pages come out of the top. Elsa had printed something before she died. I peeked at the top-most page. It was a letter intended for the museum's board members. The missive and point was brief. Either Alan be terminated or she was going to quit. 

I glanced over at Alan. His back was to me, but he was talking to an operator giving directions to the museum. Did he know Elsa was planning to get him fired? A niggling voice in the back of my mind said I'd better find out.

I paced around the office taking footage of everything. If the cops confiscated my phone I was going to look very suspicious. But I knew the answer to what happened to Elsa was in this room. When I finished with the video I started taking still shots. I went about the chore systematically, starting with the windows and loveseat.

When I got to Elsa's prone form, I went as quickly as possible. Then I moved onto the printer, side door, and bookcase. 

To one side was a credenza made of the same dark wood as the desk. On top, more of the tiny caskets lined up like wooden soldiers. About twenty of them. I bent down for a closer look and felt silly. They weren't caskets, not truly. Each was a replica of a sarcophagus. These are what Elsa was working on when she met her end. 

Instantly I thought of the treasures found in King Tutankhamun's tomb. These sarcophagi were perfect miniature reproductions. The detail was exquisite. Some were the visages of male pharaohs and others of queens. Each face was different. Even on this tiny scale, I could see details as fine as braided beards, the jewels embedded in the scepters, and the eyes of the sacred serpent on the headdresses.

I straightened while rubbing my eyes that suddenly felt like someone had thrown dust in them. Wishing I had a tissue to blow my nose, I got back to taking pictures until I circled back to the office's front door.   

Noise from the party still found its way to this part of the building. It sounded like a distant rumble of one hundred bees. The noise got louder all of sudden, then quieted. Someone had opened the outer door. I put my ear to the crack in the door, listening. At one point, I thought I heard footsteps coming this direction but the sound faded. A few seconds later, the outer door opened again. I breathed a sigh of relief. 

Alan hung up but jumped when he saw me by the door. “Is someone coming?”

“No.” I shook my head. “For a second it sounded like it, but whoever it was left.”

He breathed a visible sigh of relief and said, “Oh, okay. The ambulance is coming. Are you going to wait and bring them back here?”

I waved him over to the door. It was time to go. “No, Alan. How would it look later if your friend was the person leading the EMTs to your dead boss?”

“Oh, yeah. That might look suspicious.” He paused, looking at me. “Are you crying?”

It took a minute to process what he was talking about. I rubbed at my eyes, “No, I think I'm allergic to whatever paint Elsa used on her art project over there. I had the same reaction outside by the cake display. This happens every once in a while. I walk into a newly painted room and sneeze my head off.”

I cracked the door and listened. Other than the hum coming from the party, I didn't hear anyone moving about. “Anyway, I'm not an employee. Get Jessica to meet the ambulance. Hopefully we'll be able to spot her when we get back to the party. Then you do the opening remarks, start the tour of the exhibition and I'll...,” I paused because I wasn't sure what I was going to do. “I'll figure out something.”  

“You're going to stick close to me so the minute I've finished the tour, we can come back here and you can start investigating or whatever it is you do.”

I didn't respond because I wasn't sure if that was a good idea either. I opened the door wider and stepped out. The hallway was clear. I whispered, “C'mon.” And tiptoed about five steps before realizing Alan wasn't behind me.

In the hallway, he nonchalantly shut Elsa's office door. “What are you doing?”

Oh right. We hadn't done anything wrong. I didn't need to sneak around. “Sorry. Got carried away.”

Alan strode past suddenly confident. “And you're supposed to be the private investigator.”

“I'm not an investigator. I'm a baker.” A baker who enjoyed snooping—er, I mean investigating.

We reached the outer door almost too soon. Next to the brass doorknob, I noticed a square black panel. Alan opened the door, and we were enveloped by the din of party guests. On this side of the door, another dark square was affixed to the wall.

I touched my friend's arm. “Hey, is that for security? I didn't see you use a key card.”

“We had a fire so the museum is having some electrical work done. Long story short, the building's wiring is a mess, some of it goes back to the 1900s.  Internal security has been offline for three weeks.”

“Internal? So security outside the building is working?”

He nodded. “Of course. We can't risk a burglary. Plus there's the museum's security staff. They patrol at night, and they'll be in the gallery once the exhibition opens.”

Alan checked his watch. “I don't see Jessica. And it's three minutes to nine.”

“I'll track her down,” I volunteered. Though in this crowd it was going to be a challenge.

“Okay, but hurry. I don't want the EMTs coming through the front door. After you find her, come find me.”

“Wait,” I said and held his arm. “Did Elsa have asthma attacks a lot?”

He nodded, “Working in a dusty museum? All the time. She even carried an inhaler in a fanny pack. Why?” 

“There were two inhalers on the floor in her office. I thought it was strange. But never mind. Go, go.” I assured him I'd find his assistant and said he better hurry if he was going to start on time.

 

 

Chapter Five

 

 

 

The moment he left, I scanned the crowd. I didn't see Jessica. The next best place to check? The ladies’ room. The restrooms were set along a long hallway just off the rotunda. 

Half way there, I bumped into Oscar holding two glass tumblers filled with brown liquid.

He said, “I've been looking for you. C'mon, they're about to start. But let me give Lois her drink first.”

“Um, I'll meet you up there. I have to find Jessica. Have you seen her?”  Then I added, “Or Nia?” Since Nia was Elsa's assistant finding her may have been an even better idea. She could tell the ambulance people how Elsa had been feeling. In fact, I should talk to Nia, too, I decided. 

Oscar waved to a silver-haired woman propped up on a walker. “I still have to tell you that joke, Lois. Don't you move.”

I put my hands on my hips and stared. “How do you do that?”

“What?”

“Walk into a room and know everyone in an hour.”

He lifted and dropped his shoulders in a shrug. “It's the teddy bear effect. People see me, think I'm harmless, then want to cuddle up and tell me their secrets. And the people in this crowd—all they wanna do is gossip. Too much leisure time. Give me fifteen more minutes I could probably find out someone who knows someone who knows where Hoffa is buried.” He downed half of a tumbler, then narrowed his eyes at me. “What's up? You look weird.”

“How in the world can I look weird? What's weird looking?”

“You just do. Something is going on and you're leaving me out.”

Of course he was right. I debated if I should involve Oscar. He was a great person but also a gossip monger of momentous proportions. “Yes, something has happened, but I can't speak a word of it until I find Jessica or Nia. Alan needs them to do something.”

He pursed his lips but folded. “I haven't seen Jessica, but Nia I saw heading toward the rear lounge a little while ago.” Oscar gestured further along the hallway past the restrooms.

In the front of the room, Alan had stepped onto a small platform. He held a microphone. “Hello, everyone. Welcome!”  

I turned back to Oscar. “Thanks. Go enjoy. I'll catch up with you in a minute.” And then I walked off before he could complain. I wasn't sure how long it would take an ambulance to navigate the park’s road in the dark. They could get lost or already be here. 

I pushed open the door to the ladies’ room. It opened onto an anteroom. Much to my relief, Jessica was there busy securing a dress strap with a safety pin.

She immediately turned. “Is that Alan I hear doing the opening remarks?”

“Yes, it is,” I waved her over. “Let's go. Alan needs you to do something.” I couldn't see it but could hear water running behind the door that led to the stalls. I didn't want to be overhead. 

Jessica must've seen the expression on my face. She stopped fussing with the strap and followed me out. 

“What's the fastest way to get to the employee's side entrance?”

 “This way. Near the kitchen. Now what's wrong?”

A couple headed toward us. I lowered my voice, “Alan called an ambulance for Elsa. He needs you to meet them at the side entrance.”

“What! What's wrong with her?”

“I don't know exactly, but the EMTs should be here any minute.”

She led me down the hall and into an empty atrium that had Rococo fainting couches and circular lounge chaises. A connecting door led to the kitchens and the side employee entrance.

Once outside, I expected to see flashing lights and hear the screaming whine of sirens. But all was quiet. The night air was crisp but warm enough to go without a jacket. 

Jessica said, “What happened? Nia told me she gave her final checklist report to Elsa. She didn't mention anything was wrong.”

I looked in the direction of the road. “Things happen quickly, I guess.”

“What did Alan say was wrong with her? Who's with her now? You know, maybe I should check and you can wait here?”

It was a string of too many questions I didn't want to answer. “No, I don't know how to get to her office from here.”

“It's easy, I'll show you—”

I interrupted. “It's not just that, Jessica. I don't work here. And I picked up some tension between Elsa and Alan earlier. I don't want to get involved any more than I already am.”

She went very still. “What? You think Alan did something bad? I thought you were his friend.”

“No, no. I'm not saying that at all,” I said defensively but then saw an opportunity. “I am his friend. It's just that, you know, I haven't been in touch with Alan for a long time. I'm sure he's still a nice guy. But people change. He even told me they got into a dustup.”

Jessica snickered. “All Elsa's fault. You should've heard what she called him. She was completely out of order. But she usually is. Her job is the most coveted in the museum, and she lorded it over everyone, especially Alan. And yes, Alan is still a nice guy. The best, even.”

“I'm sure he is,” I said slowly. 

“I just knew Elsa was going to get him fired. I knew it. She's such an extreme elitist. To the point where it would've been hard for me to get a job here, never mind Alan.”

Still no ambulance in sight. I thought it was probably safe to hang around for a while more. “What do you mean?” 

“This field.” She hesitated as if choosing her words carefully. “This museum especially is rampant with nepotism and preferential treatment. And my name would've worked as a detriment if it hadn't been for Alan going against the grain and hiring me.”

“Oh, okay. You're like almost everyone then. Average Joe family.”

She tilted her head. “No. Yes, of course I'm like anyone else, but my family is well off. Though I did go to college on a swimming scholarship. It's just that there was this, um, scandal some time back, and we're sort of personae non gratae in all the circles that matter.”

A scandal, huh? Boy, I wanted to pry so badly my teeth were itching. Better not to push my luck. Maybe a Google search would turn something up.

“I hope Elsa is okay, but there's a laundry list of people who have it out for her. Though I hope that's not what happened.”

Oh really? I asked, “Because of her management style?”

Alan's assistant nodded. “Like I said before, her position is coveted. Elsa's salary is quite generous, but it's the prestige that comes along with it. Half of her income comes from guest lecture spots on the university circuit, a non-fiction book on ancient tribal societies, and she's co-writing a fiction mystery novel about a female detective by night, museum curator by day. 

“Curator is a gateway job. Anyone who has it can pick and choose what they want to do next. The guy before Elsa secured a gig at the Louvre. But Elsa has made it very clear, she's digging in for the long haul. A few people, even some on the board, didn't like that.”

Her venting session didn't sound unusual. Most jobs had coveted positions for one reason or another. Lots of people under the boss vied for it. However, most people wouldn't kill for it.

I asked, “Is Elsa close to anyone who works here?”

“Um, well, she gets along with Nia. I don't think they're close or anything, but Nia adjusted fast to Elsa's quirks.”

Guess I'll be talking to Nia next. She may know if Elsa had been threatened by anyone. I pushed away the thought that Alan may be on that list. 

 Out of the corner of my eye, I watched his assistant. Jessica seemed anxious but not unsettled. The strap of her black dress had slipped off her shoulder again. She tucked it back in place. “They should've been here by now. I'll call 9-1-1. Maybe they got lost.”

“Yeah, sounds like a good idea. I'll go tell Alan you've got everything handled.”

Jessica would've been better off calling and asking for the city morgue. 

 

 

 

Chapter Six

 

 

 

Air hissed out of an ancient brass door closer. I stood listening in the all-white hallway between the kitchen and the museum's offices. Everything was happening very quickly, and I needed a minute to process it all. Yes, I enjoyed the tingling thrill of figuring out a puzzle, but my friend's livelihood and maybe his freedom, was on the line.

 The muted sounds of clattering pots, rolling carts, and voices came through the wall. But beyond that, or maybe in addition, was the oddly loud quiet of vacant offices. Despite being able to hear the reassuring noise from the kitchen, I felt a little weirded out.

Though I found museums fascinating, they also had a certain creepiness factor. It was sort of like waking up in the middle of the night and just knowing my dolls had been moving. I couldn't help but feel some wax Neanderthal or petrified mummy would stagger around a corner at any minute. (And not the fun kind like in Night at the Museum.)

Okay, okay. Focus, Ali. What next?

Nia. Find Nia. I started down the hallway. Oscar had said he'd seen her heading toward the rear lounge, but that area was vacant when I walked through. I passed an entrance for the kitchen and peeked in. Nope, didn't see her. Had to rule out that she’d stopped in to check on the catering. 

So that left the museum offices. A foot away was another door marked ‘staff only’. On the wall next to it, was the square security panel. Sure enough, I pushed down on the lever knob, and the door opened without any resistance. 

Then another short hallway. I paused, listening. Silence. The creepy kind when something around the corner is waiting for just the right second to pounce. 

Ali, stop it. I walked defiantly around the first corner forcing myself not to flinch. Of course nothing was there. Just another hallway leading to a larger juncture. Again I stopped and listened. More silence. The floor wasn't carpeted but was semi-covered with an imitation Persian runner. 

When I rounded the next corner, a distant hum started. It sounded like music. I must be getting close to the doors that led out to the rotunda. This area looked a little familiar. I kept moving, making an effort to tread lightly. 

Then as if someone had clicked on a radio, I heard a man's voice.

“This is the last time. She accused me flat out.”

A woman replied, “Is that why you called me back here?”

I froze. The very next office's door was ajar. I'd almost walked right on top of them. I ducked into the closest room but left the door cracked just enough to hear.

“We didn't have time to talk properly earlier,” the man said. He spoke just above a whisper; I had to strain to hear him. 

I heard rustling. Then the woman said, “Listen, I told you I was taking care of it. I was forced to move up the timetable some, but it works out to our advantage. Stop worrying. Since we're here, where is it anyway?”

A long pause. “I-I, I'll give it to you later.”

“No. No. You're stuttering. You do that when you're lying. Tell me the truth this instant. Where is it?”

Silence.

“Tell me!” The female raged. Her voice was somewhat familiar, but I couldn't place it. 

“Calm down, someone will hear you.” His voice had dropped to a coarse whisper.

“I swear, if you don't tell me this instant!”

“All right, all right. She has it.”

Another pause. Then the woman said, “You let her take it? You fool!”

He said, “She didn't give me a choice. But don't worry, I can convince her to give it back.”

Then I heard something like a fist smacking a cushion. 

The woman sounded as if she spoke with her teeth clenched. “I swear, if the buyer didn't want this last piece, I'd cut you off. In more ways than one. But okay, this isn't a big deal. Just get it back and...what? Why are you looking at me like that? You don't think she'll give it back, do you? Fine, I'll get it. And then you know what? After that, you're out. I don't care who you know. I'm doing the last transaction. Now get out my way. I've got even more work to do tonight.”

A door rebounded off a wall and feet pounded away. I strained to get a glance of who it was but only glimpsed a shadow retreating. I held my breath and waited for the second person to leave. Whoever it was stepped into the threshold of the doorway and stopped. He was listening, I guessed. Listening to make sure they hadn't been overheard.

 I shifted the tiniest bit back, just enough so he couldn't spot the white of my eye, and the floorboards underfoot creaked. Fudge! Inwardly I groaned and froze in place. I was afraid to move. Suddenly I was too afraid to take another step away from the door.

Instead he moved, and the tip of a black patent-leather shoe came into view. But that was all. I prayed the floor wouldn't creak and pulled back from the door even more, hoping the shadows in the room were enough to mask my presence. 

The man's phone buzzed. The ringtone kicked in and Fifty Cent serenaded about taking a girl to the candy shop.

Who in this crowd would have a hip-hop artist's song as their ringtone?  

“Yes? I'm coming. Don't nag,” the man said as he moved off down the hall. 

 I stayed perfectly still, hoping he wouldn't double back. Eventually the outer door opened and closed. 

Yeah. I wasn't going anywhere for a while. Though I really wanted to know who those people had been, Ali Daniels wasn't risking confronting a killer in the deserted back rooms of a museum. And there was no rush to let anyone know I was snooping, er, I mean investigating, until it was absolutely necessary.

Later I'd just have to figure out who had been doing the talking. Hopefully, I'd recognize the voices when I heard them again.

I nudged the door closed with my foot. I'd give it ten minutes for whoever it was to clear out. For the first time, I looked at the room I was in.

And saw a coffin. 

I shrieked and slapped a hand over my mouth. Moonlight trickled in around the venetian blinds in the windows. After a few seconds, my eyes adjusted to the darkness. It wasn't just one coffin; there were three. 

I was in some type of lab. Tall shapes—likely cabinets—lined the wall. Coveralls hung from hooks, and mask-like things, respirators maybe, sat in rows along one of the shelves. 

The middle of the room housed the three long caskets and another lab table that stretched half the length of the room. That last table supported something person shaped, draped with a sheet that I didn't want to focus on too much. Which meant I'd feel unnaturally compelled to check it out in another five seconds. I pushed away the image of a dirty linen-clothed decomposed hand slowly reaching for my throat.

The closest coffin shape sat on top of a wheeled cart or a gurney. It was about chest height. I ventured closer. More of the details came into view. The top portion was round, but I could see a rise that was the indication of a nose. At the bottom, the outline of two vertical feet broke the smooth shape extending down from the legs. It was a sarcophagus. Up even closer, and despite the dull moonlight coming through the windows, vibrant golds and rich topaz blues stood out like beacons from the past.

An Egyptian sarcophagus! Oh ho. The one thing that drove me crazy about museums, well, second after the creepy issue, was that I hated not being able to touch anything. And now, in front of me was an authentic relic ripe for feeling up. It was almost as good as finding out unicorns are real.

My arms went all tingly and prickly. It seemed as if my skin would burst from excitement. I reached out and just as my fingers hovered over the surface, the lab's door swung open. Someone flicked on the light, and I flinched from the sudden eye strain.

“What are you doing in here?”

I heard her before seeing who it was. That may have been a good thing because it would've taken an extra few seconds to place the voice if I had been using my eyes for input. Relying on my ears only, I knew exactly who it was. The woman who'd been speaking to the man in the next room. 

Nia.

She took up so little space in the doorway. One would be inclined to think of small, cute, and fuzzy things with such a tiny person. But oh no, she looked more like a coiled viper.

Or a really mad bunny with dripping fangs.

Either way, I immediately scanned for another way out of the room. Or something heavy. That's how much the temperature in the room changed. Never mind the fact that I'd been caught almost touching a priceless artifact. 

“Aren't you that baker?”

“Yes.” I smiled hoping that would deescalate the situation a bit. But, no such luck.

“What are you doing in here?” she repeated. 

I tossed out the first thing that came to mind. “Needed to make a phone call and this was the first door I found that was unlocked.” 

The woman looked me up and down. Then she glanced around the room and behind her. “Phone call, huh? Funny, I don’t see a cell phone.”

“I walked in here and saw an Egyptian sarcophagus. A real one!  I got a little distracted. Hey, is that a genuine mummy over there? But, sorry, you're right. I shouldn't be in here. I'll go.” To my ears it sounded like a perfectly good truth wrapped in a lie. I took a few steps toward the door, but Nia stayed immobile blocking my path.

She said, “How long have you been back here?”

I made a face I hoped looked vicious. Offense was the best defense. “Why?”

Nia made a short sound of disgust. She started to close the door, but just then, footsteps bounded down the hall. 

Oscar's head popped into the doorway. “Chica, where have you been? You're missing everything. Come on. I can't leave you alone for a minute. Excuse me, sweetie, we need to go.” He brushed past Nia without a second glance, grabbed my hand, and proceeded to pull me out the door. 

Out in the hall, he threw me a side glance but said nothing.

I heard a door close. I glanced and assumed Nia would be behind us throwing daggers with her eyes, but no. She headed in the other direction. Guess, she couldn't be bothered with a baker after all.

 

 

 

 

Chapter Seven

 

 

 

It was a good thing Nia hadn't followed us. Because I was ready to snitch and preferred not to have any distraction from the pint-sized menace.

We retreated back the way I'd originally come. By the time Oscar and I reached the rear atrium, people spilled out of a set of large double doors that matched the set in the rotunda hall. 

Oscar dropped my hand. “First, I see you in a huff to find someone. Then you sprint off and I don't see hide nor hair of you for a half hour. And when I finally hunt you down, you're cornered by a blue-streaked miniature Doberman pincher. But did you see her shoes? Were those the new Jimmy Choos? O-M-G, spectaculaarrr! But all this during a show you were dying to see. What the heck is going on? Spill. This instant.”

I couldn't help but hug Oscar. He squeezed back then pushed me off. 

“Spill. Something is going on and I want in.”

I spilled everything. And with every sentence, Oscar's mouth dropped open a quarter inch. When I'd finished, he clapped his hands and belted out in song. “Finally, I get to be a de-tec-tive.”

“Oscar, shush. Stop attracting attention.” I pinched his shoulder.

“It's about time you stop getting all the fun. Or you and your friend Izzy,” he said and whipped out his phone. “Let's call the cops and tell on this Nia person.”

I snatched the cell from his hand. “We can do no such thing. It's all hearsay, and I didn't understand half of what they were talking about.”

He waved his hand dismissively. “Let the cops figure it out.”

“Okay, hon, let me break this down. The police may go for the easiest suspect, which is Alan. Or me. She might've died after someone tampered with my desserts. I'm trying to at least come up with another possible culprit.”

“And you expect to do this in one night?”

I sort of wanted to hit him. “Do I have a choice?”

“And what if Alan killed his boss?” he asked.

The thought had occurred to me. And I hadn't ruled it out. But for now, there were more questions to be asked. Like for one, what was Nia up to? Who was she talking to in that office? I said as much to Oscar. 

He said, “I can't tell you who she was talking to, but I can tell you all about Miss Thing, Nia. Supposedly Nia's parents were trying to have kids for years and then, poof Mommy comes up pregnant. Everything is hunky-dory until the rumors start that Nia is really the love-child from mom's 'afternoon delight' partner.”

“Oscar, h-how,” I stammered, incredulous, “how did you find this out?”

“I told you this party was just an excuse for all these people to get their gossip on. Mrs. Halpern, the lady with the walker, told me. She's knows all the good stuff because everyone assumes she's dumb and deaf. But she's sharper than a Ginsu blade.” 

I shook my head slowly. “Maybe I have been wrong to leave you out.”

He cocked one eyebrow as if to say, 'I told you so.' 

“All right,” I said. “All that's interesting, but her parentage doesn't give Nia a motive to want Elsa out the way.” A thought occurred to me. “What happened after the rumors got out?”

“Her father divorced the mother, and he cut them both off.”

“So Nia has the name but no money?”

Oscar nodded. “I think so.” 

Okay. I thought about Nia’s outfit. I flipped through the occasional fashion mag enough to spot couture. If Nia was living paycheck to paycheck, there's no way she could afford to dress like that. Granted, there were any number of ways a woman could get her bills paid. But Nia struck me as the independent and resourceful type. Not the kind of chick to land a sugar daddy. Could she have cooked up a way to con the museum and Elsa found out?

More people streamed out the doors. Some milled about in the rear atrium, others headed back to the area with the food and music.

Oscar said, “So what's next, boss?”

I spotted Alan just inside the doors chatting with people as they exited the exhibit. 

“Could you go outside and see if the ambulance arrived? I left Jessica waiting for them by the side entrance. If they're here, we can guess-estimate how long we have before the cops arrive.” I pointed to where he could find the outer doors. “I'm going to update Alan.”

Oscar set off at a jog without any more questions. He was good at taking directions (most of the time). That's what made him such a good employee.

Alan's mask dropped for the slightest second when he spotted me coming. In that brief moment, I saw fear. Then like a crashing vault door, the facade locked back in place. 

I waited until a cluster of guests moved on.

He took my arm, leaned over and whispered, “I've been going crazy. What's happening? Did the ambulance get here yet?”

Gently I peeled his nails out of my bicep. As I rubbed feeling back into my limb, I gave a quick recap of everything that had happened. 

Alan said, “Are you sure it was Nia?”

I nodded. “When she busted me in the lab, there was no mistaking her voice. I'd heard it only a few minutes before. Do you understand what they were talking about?”

“No, not specifically. But if they were talking about dealers...” He broke off as more guests greeted him. “Hello, hello. Did you enjoy?” To me he said, “We can't talk here.”

  “How much longer do you think you'll be?” We stood near the exit and could only see about a third of the gallery.

“Maybe another fifteen,” he answered while nervously pulling at his bow-tie until I thought his head would pop off. 

It was then I noticed we stood next to a monolithic stone statue. Despite the state I was in, it was a wonder I'd hadn't noticed it before. It was of a woman, twenty feet tall and regal if only for the mammoth size. A round, swollen stomach protruded under pendulous breasts. A necklace of dried flowers adorned her neck. Strings of red and black beads draped between the enormous bosoms.

“Who is this?” I said, filled with wonder. She was massive. If this was an example of what was in the exhibition, I was missing out big time. I was going to have to walk through the show as soon as I could. 

My friend went into tour guide mode. “This is a mother goddess from the Paleolithic era. It was found in the 1930s during a dig on one of the islands off of Southeast Asia. She represents the cycle of birth and death. She wears a necklace of twenty-three jequirity beads that have exactly one hundred beads on each string.”

I said, “The necklaces and flowers look new.”

“Yes, of course. Many of the records about this were lost, but we've reproduced the way she was originally found from the few photographs and documents that remain.”

The beads triggered a feeling of deja vu. They were red with black tips, and I felt as if I'd seen them before but I couldn’t remember when.  

 But I did notice that talking seemed to calm Alan down some. I pointed to another statue. “And this one?”

He nodded at a man passing by and said, “Hello, Mr. Burles. Having a good evening? Excellent.” He turned back to me, “This is one of my favorites. I had to wine and dine to get her for the show. This is Durga, supreme mother goddess in Hinduism. She is the power behind all of creation, preservation, and destruction of the world.”

The statue was set on a white pedestal and was about four feet high. She wasn't encased in a glass box, which was refreshing. But she was set back far from the aisle, making it difficult to reach out and touch. After glancing at the placard set higher up on the wall, I understood why. The dark amber metal was pure gold. 

Durga had eight arms. Each hand seemed to carry a weapon of war (or defense depending on one's POV). I could make out a shield, lance, sword, and mace. The mace was topped with a thick gold globe carved with intricate symbols. She was as fierce as she was lovely.

A woman's laugh drew my attention. I glanced in that direction, already forgetting about the goddess and thinking about what to do next. But then I saw who the oh-so delicate feminine chuckle had come from. Derek's date. Derek! I had forgotten all about him. They were still a ways off, down the gallery's hall. 

Luckily Oscar entered through the exit at just that moment. He threw up his hands. “Nothing. No Jessica. No ambulance. No police. I even walked around the building some to make sure they weren't parked by the front entrance.”

Where were they? This was a horrific delay of the inevitable interrogation I knew was coming our way. It was sort of like the agonizing long walk home with a bad report card.

“All right, it's time to get the ball rolling. Alan, get an associate to take your place greeting the guests.” 

Oscar squealed. “Oooh! Is that you-know-who I see coming?”  

I didn't risk looking behind me. “Yes it is, which is why you and I are going to hide in the kitchen until the coast is clear. Alan, come find us there.”

Alan immediately went back into stressed mode and fussed with his tie. “Okay, okay. Got it. I think I see one now.” He set out into the gallery.

“C'mon, Oscar.” 

My employee allowed himself to be pulled out the exit door even as he craned his neck for a better look. “No, I want to give him a piece of my mind. Canceling dates on my friend? Who does he think he is?” He paused, then added, “Ooh, and who is that long-legged hussy he's with?”

 

 

Chapter Eight

 

 

 

Alan took much longer than I'd expected before he finally joined us. 

Oscar had insisted on not hiding in the kitchen; instead he wanted to spy on Derek and his date as they left the gallery hall. I did want to hide (but ashamedly also wanted Oscar to spy as well). So we compromised and found seats on one of the circular settees close to the kitchen. The thing was big enough to shield me from view but give my employee a view of the doors. 

Deep down I knew I was being juvenile and foolish. So what if Derek was here on a date. So what? We'd gone out exactly one time. So what if he was handsome, and funny, and smart? And not interested in me? 

  I knew when Derek left the hall because Oscar went stock-still like an English Pointer on a scent. After a few seconds, he said, “That's odd.”

But before I could ask what he was talking about, Alan found us. His skin looked ashen as if the bow tie had finally cut off circulation above the neck. “Sorry, people kept stopping me to talk. Let's go.”

A voice called from across the atrium. “Oh, Alan! I've been looking for you.”  

Mrs. Cheighton stood on the threshold of the hallway that led to the rotunda. The woman's skin was flushed, as if she'd been literally running around looking for Alan. She popped a macaroon into her mouth with one hand, and twiddled an empty candy skewer with the other. Her black drawstring bag dangled from an elbow. It bobbed against her thigh with every step. Mrs. Cheighton also seemed to be favoring her left side as if she was having trouble walking.

Alan opened his arms wide. “Mrs. Cheighton, bella, what did you think?”

She stopped in front of us still smacking on macaroon. “Oh dear, it was magnificent as usual. You've done marvels since the sneak-peek you gave me a few weeks ago. Which is why I just had to find you. I hear the next exhibit will be Egyptian in nature?”

“Why, yes. We're going to call it Mummies of the Forbidden Tombs. We're thinking about making the entire gallery resemble Hatshepsut's mortuary temple.”

Mrs. Cheighton clapped in delight making the stacked diamond bracelets jingle. “I don't suppose we all could get a sneak peek tonight?”

“Oh, no. I'm afraid not. We've just started to receive inventory and—”

“Dear, I know my statement sounded like a question, but it wasn't. I insist. It will put the other board members and me in a better mood for the beginning of the fundraising season, don't you think?”

Alan started, “Mrs. Cheighton, I don't think—”

She put a hand, the one that sported a ring with a black diamond the size of a cat's head, on Alan's shoulder. “I insist. Dear.” 

My friend's nostrils flared but he acquiesced with grace. “I'll see what I can do, Mrs. Cheighton.”

The woman clapped her hands again like a carefree schoolgirl. “Wonderful, wonderful.” The motion sent her black bag to swinging as if it secreted the remainder of her hefty jewelry collection. “I'm sure you'll see to it personally.”

With that, she pivoted on her heel, and walked in through the exit doors of the exhibition gallery.

Alan’s jaw clenched as he watched her depart.  “That woman makes me want to cuss.”

He then proceeded to let a few four letter words loose.  When his vent was over, Alan took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. “I need a drink.”

At this point, so did I. 

 

 

Chapter Nine

 

 

 

Alan hustled to find another one of his associates to take care of Mrs. Cheighton's request-slash-demand. But it was another ten minutes before we finally arrived back at Elsa's office. 

From where we stood, all was quiet inside the office.  The door was cracked open an inch and Alan pushed it with a single hand.  Inside, Jessica stood by the desk staring at the space where the body was concealed.   

Her head jerked up when the door banged against the rear wall. 

“She's dead!” Jessica bobbed up and down. She waved her hand like a frantic fan and wailed, “What happened? What happened!”

Jessica was clearly on her way to a level ten meltdown. Alan jumped into action. He wrapped an arm around her shoulders and cooed until she calmed down enough for us to ask questions.

Still speaking as if the sound of his voice could set off volatile explosives, he said, “What happened to the ambulance?”

Jessica wiped tears from her chin. “I waited and waited. Finally, I called 9-1-1 again. The operator told me a woman called and canceled the ambulance. I thought maybe Elsa told someone to cancel it, so I came to her office to find out. I just got here and found...and found her...” 

Oscar sidled up next to me and whispered. “Hey, Ali, didn't you say this place was a mess?” 

I'd been paying attention to Jessica. But Oscar was right. Before, Elsa's desk had been wiped bare during a scuffle or a fall. But now everything was back in its logical place. It was as if a maid had come in and tidied up. Even the humidifiers had been righted and turned on.  

What was going on here?

With Oscar right behind me, I marched to the desk hoping the body was gone too and we could all go home. But nope, it was still there. 

“Oh, my,” Oscar muttered looking over my shoulder.

 The body seemed untouched. However, the arts and crafts supplies had been moved. Paint jars, brushes, and the miniature sarcophagi were on top of the desk blotter as if she'd been working. Even the HoneyBun paper plate, complete with empty cupcake wrappers, had been relocated. It perched next to the blotter just like Elsa had been snacking while painting. 

Except one thing had changed. The partially eaten lemon cake, formerly just inches away from Elsa's fingers, had disappeared.

I dropped to my knees and peered under the desk. The asthma inhaler was gone, too. 

The scene had changed. Why would Elsa's killer come and clean up? Why reset the stage?

I shut my eyes and closed out everything for a second. When I was a kid and couldn't figure something out, my Dad encouraged me to look at the facts first. So this was just one big puzzle. I needed to sort through the facts and figure out what was missing.

I opened my eyes and took in the scene. No, I didn't need to figure out what was missing but needed to see what had been added. 

The only paper that still littered the floor was around Elsa's printer. A single sheet had been torn into quarters. I didn't have to read the still legible print. It was Elsa's demand for Alan's termination.

I took another look at the body. I'd been wrong, it hadn't been moved but it had been touched. The small cut I'd seen before had blossomed into a much larger and more disturbing-looking head wound. It was as if Elsa had suffered a heavy blow to the head that caused her fall. 

The torn letter. A hard blow to the head. The killer was setting Alan up as the angry employee killing his boss.

“Ali?” Oscar touched my shoulder. I looked up to see three sets of eyes staring at me. 

This was a mess. 

“Alan...,” I started but was unsure how to sugarcoat this. “Some things are missing from this office.”

“What?” Alan said as he stood with Jessica in the center of the room. 

I shook my head. “Never mind. Call 9-1-1. It's moot but get an ambulance here now. Tell them to send the police, too.”

“But Ali...”

“I know, I know,” I answered, feeling some shame that I'd let him down. “We can't get ahead of this anymore. There are too many people here and too many variables, and there's no way we're going to catch who did this without having some control over this situation.”

Jessica pulled away from Alan. “What do you mean get ahead of this? Ahead of what? You knew she was dead? What's going on, Alan?”

My friend's shuddered a long exhale. “I'm being set up for murder. That's what’s happening.” He pulled his cell out of his jacket's inner pocket.

“Why would someone think you would kill Elsa?”

“Because she was going to have me fired,” Alan answered in a monotone.

“So you don't call the police right away? That doesn't make sense.” Jessica's face contorted. She took a step back, eyes scanning the room. Her gaze eventually fell on the desk and the pink plate with the empty wrappers. Then her eyes snapped to me, and the woman's lips curled. 

Alan put the phone to his ear while putting up a single finger giving the 'wait a second' gesture. 

Jessica muttered something under her breath. Alan reached out, as if to comfort her, but she flinched and then fled out of the office.

He covered the phone with a hand. “Jessica, wait, let me explain!” he called, but we could hear her feet thumping down the hall. 

Oscar pulled me toward the center of the room. I think he had had his fill of the body. “I heard something about Jessica. She has some serious mental health issues in her family. No offense, Alan, but can she be trusted?”

Alan folded his arms. “Of course she can be trusted. She's never given me any reason not to.”

I said, “Earlier Jessica mentioned some family scandal that blacklisted her from the right circles.”

“Scandal?” Oscar said, “Try Wuthering Heights, Flowers in the Attic, locking crazy relatives up in the attic kind of scandal.”

What? I looked at Alan who just shrugged. “It's common knowledge. If it wasn't for me, she never would've been hired here. Which is another reason why I trust her.”

“Just because you gave her a chance doesn't ensure loyalty,” I said, hearing the sharp tone my voice had taken on. Softening I thought aloud, “If her family reputation is that bad, then her advancing anywhere else would possibly be slim to none. Alan, if you were suddenly gone, what would her chances of promotion be?”

Alan opened his mouth, then paused. He tilted his head to the side. “I, I don't know for sure. She's as qualified as any of the associates, maybe more so.”

 So would Jessica be willing to kill for a job promotion? And could her family genetics make her predisposed to do that sort of thing? I didn't think it was fair to assume just because of some ancient scandal.

My friend said firmly, “She didn't do this.”

This time I shrugged. “Maybe she just found the body like she said.”

“Or she'd just finished cleaning up,” Oscar huffed.

My phone beeped in my hand. The battery icon at the top had a thin red line across the bottom. Ten percent charge left. I hit the icon for the picture gallery. “Family mental illness is not a motive to kill, Oscar.” 

“Yeah,” Alan said, “Again, Jessica is the most trustworthy person I know. So forget about putting this on her.”

Um, hmm. Alan was protesting a little too much for my liking. I scrolled to the picture I wanted and showed him. “Asthma inhalers. They were on the floor near the body before. It was like Elsa could've had an attack and used the ones she had. Now they're gone.”

Wait a minute. I went over to the printer, checked under the table, and breathed a sigh of relief. The other inhaler was still there, partially concealed in the shadows. I told Oscar and Alan how I had accidentally kicked it earlier.

I said, “The killer missed it. Why the inhaler was removed, I'm not 100 percent sure. The lemon cake is gone, too. Maybe they thought they'd left too much evidence behind. Before, it wasn't totally clear what happened. Maybe Elsa had an attack, or maybe there was a fight, or maybe she was poisoned. Now, it looks like Alan found the termination letter and struck out in anger. ”

“What termination letter?” Alan said. I paused then and really searched his face. Even as I was speaking, that same voice in my head that hadn't completely ruled him out had chirped. But at the moment, he seemed genuinely perplexed.

I answered his question with a question. “How did you know Elsa was going to have you fired?”

“Common sense. Elsa's had it out for me since I started.” Alan sagged into a chair and pressed fingers against his temple. “It was almost like a game between us. Except she's been in hyperdrive the last few weeks.”

Oscar said, “Um, maybe you shouldn't sit there. Right, Ali? Evidence or something.”

Alan responded by dropping his head into his hands. “Whatever. Not that it matters anymore.”

Outside in the hallway, something heavy thumped. The floor trembled slightly. 

“Great,” my friend sighed, “that'll be my guys moving the mummies and sarcophagi. I should go oversee it.”  

He stood. “I'll get security to bring the EMTs back here and make sure no one else barges in. Maybe that's what I should've done in the first place.”

I started to say something, but he put up his hand in an attempt to stop me.

Who did he think he was dealing with? I punched him in the arm. “Don't you try to shush me, Alan Wiggins. I only said we couldn't get ahead of this anymore, not that I was giving up. All we need to do is find evidence.” It was a tall order, but at this point I had one definite lead. 

He pressed his lips and raised his hands in surrender. “So what's next?”

 “Where's Nia's office?”

 

 

Chapter Ten

 

 

 

For all his bluster, Oscar was a little light in the courage department. His leg bounced non-stop as he kept lookout.

“Someone's gonna hear all that tap dancing,” I whispered and tugged on a desk drawer. 

Fortunately, Alan's staff had fully committed to having a good time at the exhibition's premiere. They were totally sauced. As a result, they'd made a ruckus wheeling the carved sarcophagi out of the lab. 

The noise made it really easy for Alan to sneak me and Oscar into Nia's office. He left to keep his team under control. A few minutes later, the hall was quiet again, but I was still busy rifling through Nia's stuff.

“Hurry up!” Oscar said from between clenched teeth.

I had to admit, watching my employee's discomfort was mildly entertaining. “Oh, so Mr. Charming can't handle a little breaking and entering? I thought you wanted to be a de-tec-tive.”

He cracked the door and peeked through the slot. “From now on, I only do information gathering. I'm good at that. All this stress is going to make my flawless skin wrinkle.”

I held in a chuckle. We didn't risk turning the lights on, so I used my cell phone like a flashlight. This file drawer was looking as if the only thing it held was files. I had already gone through a few of the papers and guessed it was going to be a waste of time. Even if there was evidence of theft printed in black and white, I just didn't have the time to sort through and figure it out. 

Nia's office was small. There was a desk with three drawers, two chairs, a small file cabinet, and a bookcase with more knickknacks than books pushed against the wall. 

I ran my hand along the underside of a drawer. It came up clean; nothing was taped to the underside. Same as the other ones. I was hoping to find the inhaler, but I'd only found notepads, pens, and breath mints.

Okay, the file cabinet was next. I pulled open the upper drawer only to find more hanging files. A framed photograph and a box of business cards were tossed in an empty section behind the folders. I opened the box. The cards read Nia Aleman, Executive Assistant. Judging by the clothes, the picture was twenty years old. It featured a woman and a little girl standing in front of a three-car garage. Nia and her mother?

I returned the picture to the back of the cabinet.  Why had it been shoved back there? The bottom drawer finally offered something more interesting. A pair of goggles and a respirator sat on top of white coveralls. The mask was just like the ones I'd seen earlier. 

Why were these here and not in the lab? 

During our consult for the event, Alan had mentioned that because this museum was smaller than most, the employees were required to fill multiple roles. The associates had to do everything from exhibit design to conservation. Did Elsa's executive assistant have multiple responsibilities as well?

From the door, Oscar whispered, “You find something?”

“Not sure.” I shut the drawer, stood, and went to the bookcase. In the next few seconds, I'd shaken out the few books, ran my hands over the glass collectibles, and checked out the undersides of the shelves. My search turned up nothing, until I spotted a blue vase with a small bouquet of silk flowers. 

On a whim, I shook the vase. Something rattled against the glass. Yes! I yanked out the flowers and dumped out the contents. A glass shard tumbled into my hand. And my excitement plummeted. It was just a broken chip from the inside of the container.

Other than the air vents, I'd searched everything here. Unless Nia had found time to find a six-foot ladder, mount it, and unscrew the ventilation plate, looking for the inhaler there would be a waste of time. 

“Are you done yet, woman?” 

Reluctantly I said, “Okay, Oscar, we can go.”  

Oscar pressed his ear to the gap in the door. After a second, he cracked it more and peeked up and down the hall. Just as he opened the door, I yanked at his jacket. 

“Wait, wait, wait! I just thought of something.”  

He whirled around and almost tripped over his own feet backtracking into Nia's office. After closing the door, Oscar slapped a hand over his heart. “You are going to be the death of me.”

“Sorry, sorry,” I said, “Give me another minute.” Just as I had been leaving, I'd recalled how the killer had missed the second inhaler because I'd accidentally kicked it under the table.

I fell to my knees and aimed the light of my phone at the baseboards.

“What are you doing?”  

“Looking for clues. I told you that earlier.”

Oscar growled under his breath but didn't say anything. 

I crawled around all four corners of the room. My impromptu light highlighted everything from dust bunnies to dearly deceased bugs but nothing remotely suspicious. By the time I ended up where I started, my knees ached. I dropped onto my bum, and leaned against the desk feeling defeated.

The desk. So many things fell forgotten underneath desks. Paper clips, food, loose change. And after a quick search, I found a clue tucked neatly next to one of the legs. The red husk with black tip could've been easy to disregard in any other instance. But I recognized it almost at once. 

Just a short while ago, I'd seen ones just like it strung in a necklace around the neck of a goddess. 

And weeks before I'd also seen them sitting on coffee table of a murdered woman. A florist had explained the innocent-looking bead could ‘kill you dead’.

I reached out for it and stopped. Maybe with the police coming, it wouldn't be a good idea to move possible evidence.

“C'mon, let's go find Alan,” I said popping up to my feet. “I may have found something.” Though I wasn't sure how I'd explain it to the police later. But I'd make sure it was enough to implicate Nia. 

“About time,” Oscar huffed. He ducked out the door without any pretense this time, and we made our way to the exhibition hall.

Just as we stepped into the rear atrium, a woman screamed long, and loud, and clear. 

Oscar threw his hands up. “Now what!”

 

 

 

Chapter Eleven

 

 

 

The noise drew a crowd like flies to sugar water. You'd think people in the upper economic brackets would exhibit a modicum of self-control. Nope, guests trotted in high heels and patent-leather shoes toward the commotion just like commuters to a fight on the subway. 

But what alarmed me more was seeing the same people who'd rushed to see what was happening, exit the gallery just as quickly. 

Something bad had happened.

We entered the rear doors of the gallery to a chorus of shrieks and gasps. Above it all, a woman cried, “That poor girl! Poor, poor girl!” 

A throng of guests blocked my view. 

“Excuse me,” I uttered before pushing through a small sea of cocktail dresses and suit jackets.

Then I broke through the crowd. With every step my stomach felt like it was filling with rocks.

Behind me, Oscar whispered, “Dios mio!”

The sarcophagi had been arranged near the end of the goddess exhibit. The museum employees had made no attempt to make the display pretty. The golden Egyptian caskets lay unadorned on metal gurneys. 

The lid of the second one was open. And inside was a small, unmoving figure. 

The first thing I saw was a splash of blue hair that had fallen over the woman's face.

Nia.

Then Alan was there, slamming the lid shut with a loud thump that reverberated against the walls. It sounded too much like the cement door of a crypt thundering into place to lock in the dead. And, I guess in a way, it was.

Mrs. Cheighton huddled in a weeping heap in front of the ornate coffin. She wailed into her hands. 

Alan raised his arms ignoring the woman on the floor. “Ladies and gentleman. I apologize, someone has played a horrible prank. And now it's over. But we do have to temporarily close the gallery. If everyone could please return to the rotunda. There's still plenty of food and drink out there.” He smiled, but it was more of a grim pulling back of lips over teeth.

The crowd appeared skeptical but slowly moved away. I saw a few faces looking quite pleased, as if that had been the best museum show ever. Alan's staff, the men dressed in black, in addition to two middle-aged men in security jackets, assisted in escorting guests out. 

Oscar and I hung back. One of the security guards attempted to get us to leave, but Alan quickly waved him off. When the last person had left the gallery, Oscar and I shut the gallery doors. 

We turned. Mrs. Cheighton had remained on the floor though her loud cries had simmered down to whimpering.

Alan kneeled by her side. “What happened, Mrs. Cheighton?”

She turned red eyes up to him. “I, I just wanted a peek at a mummy. I know I wasn't supposed to touch.”

“This museum is liable for those things. You're right, you should've kept your hands to yourself,” he spat. “I'm so tired of you people thinking you can do whatever you want.”

Mrs. Cheighton's head snapped around. The whimpering ceased immediately, and the tears evaporated as if a spigot had been turned off. She held out a hand and said curtly, “Help me off this dirty floor.”

“Help yourself.” My friend retorted while getting to his feet. Then he sighed and reached for the sarcophagus’s lid.

“No, don't,” Mrs. Cheighton cried in a shaky voice from the floor. “I don't want to see her again.”

Alan ignored her. The hinges creaked until the lid reached its apex. 

Inside, Nia appeared even smaller that she had while living. 

Behind us, I could hear one of the heavy gallery doors sliding open. It thudded to a stop. 

Mrs. Cheighton craned her neck to see around us. When she caught sight of who'd entered, the woman did a lopsided lurch to her feet. She pointed at Alan and screamed, “He did it!”

I turned to see two New York police officers in dark blue uniforms. Jessica stood between them. She pointed a finger at me and Alan. “There they are.”

So much for loyalty.

 

 

Chapter Twelve

 

 

 

For the past hour, we'd been playing 'Hurry up and wait' with the authorities.

Hurry up and tell us what happened.

Hurry up and sit over there.

Now wait until we get further orders. 

Sometimes art doesn’t imitate life. And thank the heavens it didn't. If this had been a movie, I'd likely be on my way to jail.

Instead, I sat on a couch enjoying some roast beef and pasta. 

On television, police investigations look very orderly and end with the cops hauling off the 'perp' in metal cuffs. In reality, investigations are much more disorderly. 

Oscar plopped down and handed me a glass of seltzer water. “This is the only thing left. Anything new happen in the last five seconds?”

“Nope and thanks.” I took a sip and frowned. Seltzer is so bitter.   

Jessica had fled from Elsa's office and promptly called the police. On their arrival, she dished everything she knew, showed them the body, and lead the cops to Alan and myself.

From that point on, it had been hurry up and wait. The cops quickly sequestered everyone who'd still been in the exhibition hall in the rear atrium. Alan and I were 'encouraged' to take seats apart from one another. 

The EMTs came, confirmed there was nothing they could do for Elsa's former assistant. They stayed to administer oxygen to Mrs. Cheighton who'd suddenly started to hyperventilate. 

Now, we waited to be questioned further. Mrs. Cheighton, Jessica, Alan, Oscar, and I all were seated on settees well within the cop's view. 

But from what I was able to overhear from the two units of officers that had arrived already, the situation was to be handled 'discreetly'. Apparently there were some VIPs in attendance tonight, and it was vital their good time not be too disrupted. 

So we waited. Two police officers remained in the atrium with us. The other two had departed.

After forty-five minutes Mrs. Cheighton complained about low blood sugar. The police arranged for a food and drink cart to be wheeled out from the kitchen. I couldn't believe it. The elite had ridiculous privileges.

I wasn't part of the elite, but that didn't stop me from helping myself to a plate.

Oscar asked, “How much longer, you think?”

This pasta was delicious. I said, “I don't know. Homicide detectives have to be assigned and then they may want to talk to the guests, too. We'll be here for a while.”

I didn't have to look at Oscar to know what he was doing. “You shouldn't be pouting because this is going to take all night. We both should be concerned there's a killer lurking.”

He slapped a palm to his chest. “You think someone in here did it?”

“No, not in here in this room, here.” I whirled my fork in a circle, “But, you know, around.” I finished my food and put the plate on the floor. “Let's say Nia took out Elsa. Who killed Nia?”

“You said she was talking to some man. Maybe he did it?”

In that conversation, there had been only one dominate personality. That person was now laid out in a centuries-old coffin in the next room. “The guy was the one taking the orders. I don't think he would've had the gumption to challenge Nia, much less hurt her.”

“If it wasn't him, then who? Could they have had another partner? Someone else who works here?”

“A partner? Maybe. But it doesn't have to be an employee. The only thing we know for sure is that the person was here tonight.”

Oscar leaned over to whisper. “What about Alan?”

I shot him a look and didn't reply. The evidence was stacking up against Alan. Though I was pretty sure he hadn't been the man I'd heard speaking to Nia, he could have easily put her in the sarcophagus. He also had the most to lose, the most access to all parts of the museum, and could navigate the halls at all hours without notice. 

But then again, the same could be said for his assistant. The assistant with the family history of mental illness. I looked over at Jessica. She was pacing in between the couches and casting looks at Alan. 

When we'd been outside waiting for the ambulance, she'd spoken about Alan with such reverence in her voice. I could've sworn she had a crush on him. Maybe she didn't want Alan to be fired but wanted to prevent him from being terminated. 

Killing Elsa would've taken care of that.

Jessica wrapped her arms around herself and mumbled. 

Maybe there wasn't one killer, but two. 

I sighed and dropped my head into my hands. From between my fingers, I told Oscar my thoughts.

He said, “But if you are right, and she was trying to protect Alan, who came and staged the office against him?”

“Nia? Or maybe as soon as I left her, Jessica went back to clean the office, Nia found her, they fought and Jessica offed Nia. The lab is just down the hall from Elsa's office, and Nia was really petite. Jessica could've put her in a chair and rolled her a few doors down to hide the body.”

I raised my head. One of the cops stood near the opened door of the gallery. The sarcophagus with its open lid was visible from where I sat. The cop's eyes narrowed, and I rolled mine at him.

No. Nia may have been a victim, but she wasn't an innocent victim. Elsa's former assistant was firmly entangled in this mess. I just had to string together all the pieces. Or piece, like a single bead.

“Hey, Alan.” My friend was on a settee a few feet away to my right. He sat alone with his eyes closed. 

The moment I called, Alan looked up and raised his eyebrows. “Yeah, Ali?

“Would Nia have any business use for a respirator?”

Alan's brows furrowed. “Um, no. I don't think so. Why?”

The cop, who'd been holding up the wall near the gallery's door, perked up. “Hey, let's keep things quiet between you two, for now.”

I ignored Officer Friendly. “Not for cleaning or helping out in the lab?”

“No, she was an executive assistant. She had no reason to be in the lab.” Alan rubbed his chin and turned his body toward me. I think if he could've communicated telepathically he would have. 

Huh. So what was that gear doing in her cabinet? I was starting to get an idea. My friend was practically beaming questions at me from across the atrium. Finally he said, “You've got something, don't you?”

The cop barked, “Hey! You two have been accused of some serious charges. We're giving you a courtesy right now. Don't abuse it.”

I nodded just enough for Alan to notice. He settled back into the couch folding his arms.

Oscar however was champing at the bit. “What! What did you figure out?”

I didn't get the chance to answer. Just then, two men in suits entered from the hallway. Badges hung at their waists. One was older, late fifties, with a head full of brown hair. The other was in his thirties and so lean his face had deep hollows under the chiseled cheekbones. 

They stopped long enough to chat with the other uniformed cop and EMTs who'd been loitering by the atrium's threshold.

All of us, including Jessica and Mrs. Cheighton who'd been nibbling on bites of pasta in between taking gulps of oxygen, stopped and watched the cops. 

It was a long conversation. The entire time I could feel my pulse jumping about like a wild thing. The uniformed cop read from a notebook (that part from TV is true), pointed at the gallery, and finally jabbed a stubby finger in Alan’s direction and then at me.

The older detective walked toward our loosely assembled group while the other spoke with the EMTs.

“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen. My name is Detective Reginald Miller. I know you've been waiting here for quite some time. If you'll be patient a little longer, we're going to get this sorted out as best as possible.”

As he'd been speaking, his eyes squinted in my direction. The second he finished the little intro, he headed right in my direction.

Mrs. Cheighton, however, likely sensing she wasn't going to be first in line for personalized attention, popped up like a meerkat. “Young man, young man. I can tell you everything you want to know. I'm a member of the board of this establishment.”

“Thank you, ma’am. I will speak to everyone in turn.” Detective Miller stopped in front of me. “Evenin'. You Ali Daniels?”

There was something in the way he asked the question that made me pause. I could feel Oscar looking back and forth between us. 

I remained seated. “Yes.”  

“The baker?”

“Yes.”

To my surprise he offered his hand. “Thought I recognized your name. My kid is a cop over at the Seventh in Manhattan. He told me about how your shenanigans helped solve a case in some restaurant. A shooting with no gun?”

He said a name I didn't recognize. There'd been a whole lot of police in Grover's that day. I didn't meet most of them. But looking more closely at Detective Miller, I made a guess. “Does your son have a really young face?”

“Yeah, that's my boy! He gets ribbed about that all the time. Was impressed with you though. And here you are again in the middle—”

“Detective!” Mrs. Cheighton slapped her hand against the couch. She took a final hit of oxygen, tossed the mask aside, and stomped over to us. Her black bag swung about like a lethal weapon. With a harrumph, she forced her body between me and the detective, forcing the man to step back.

“I am the person to whom you need to be addressing. I know who is behind all of this and you're wasting time!”

Detective Miller unbuttoned his jacket and rested hands on his hips. “And you are?”

“Mrs. Jonathan Cheighton,” she answered with her nose nearly pointing at the ceiling. “Listen, I hate to point fingers, but I'm a very astute woman and I've seen plenty here tonight.”

A squawk erupted from the hallway. I glanced past the folds of Mrs. Cheighton dress to see another uniformed cop leading her son Lance toward the atrium. 

All of a sudden, my eyes started to tear. I cleared my throat. 

Mrs. Cheighton said, “Young lady, you may clear your roughshod throat all you wish, I'm not moving until this detective hears me out.”  She shifted and her bag swung out in an arc like a missile. Oscar and I ducked. 

Lance's voice drifted in from the hallway. “There she is. That's my mother.” 

“Oh, good. My son is here. He can corroborate what I have to say. Yes, officers let him by please.”

Just then I heard the buzz of a cellphone. And then a song, 

I'll take you to the candy shop.

I'll let you...

Oscar laughed out loud. “Are you telling me, he of all people has Fifty Cent as his ring tone?”

As Lance strode by the cops and EMTs, he pulled the phone out of his pant's pocket. The tune got louder for a millisecond before it cut off abruptly.

Lance. Lance had been the man speaking with Nia. My mind shifted into third gear. It was Lance! It was Lance!

He walked over, eyes surveying the room. “Mother, I thought you had taken the car home. Then I heard you were here in the atrium, and I actually had to make a call to the police chief's office before they'd let me in.”

A tickle was building in the back of my throat. I let loose a sneeze that felt as if half of my face had come off. 

Mrs. Cheighton raised her arm motioning her son closer. We had to duck the purse again. Common sense dictated I should move but doing so would be admitting some type of defeat to this woman. My eyes were tearing something awful now.

“Mother, what is going on?”

I didn't recognize Lance's voice. In the office, the man had been speaking much more softly than Nia. Was he her killer?

“I was just telling this detective how Mr. Wiggins had to have a hand in the death of the chief curator and that poor girl.”

Alan jumped to his feet, but one of the cops waved him down.

Lance tugged at his ear and frowned. He said absentmindedly, “What girl, mother?”

I finally got my feet and pointed at the gallery. “Nia. Someone hurt Nia. Permanently.”

The man's eyes went from me then to the gallery. Lance strode past us. 

His mother called, “Lance, dear, come back here. You don't need to witness that unpleasantness.”

But Lance ignored her. His feet moved without hesitation to the threshold of the gallery where the cop put out a hand to stop him. He didn't resist the cop at all. Just merely stood there not speaking. 

I sneezed. Again.

After several heartbeats, Lance spoke without turning around. “So you finally did it, huh, mother?”

From his seat, I could hear Oscar say under his breath, “Did he say what I just thought he said?”

Lance Cheighton spoke over his shoulder. “Did you, Mother?”  He whirled around, teeth bared. “Did you?”

His mother inhaled and puffed out her cheeks. “Dear, what ever is wrong with you?”

“Mother, if you make me come over there, I won't be responsible for my actions. Tell me the truth.”

Mrs. Cheighton took a half-step back and laughed nervously. “Lance, I knew the sight of such gruesome—”

Lance charged and her words ended in a shriek. The cop by the door was quick and caught the man by the arms. 

“Oh, oh my,” Mrs. Cheighton said then fanned herself. “I don't know what's come over you, son. Perhaps I should go and the detective could call me later.”

I sniffled and stepped into the woman's line of view. “Mrs. Cheighton, what's in your bag?”

She took another step back but bumped into Detective Miller. “Nothing, just my personal things.”

“I've been sneezing and hacking ever since you came close swinging that purse of yours. I'm allergic to something you're carrying.”

“That's not my prob—” she started but in one swift motion I snatched the loops from around her arms, pulled the drawstrings open and dumped everything out.

To my surprise, the first thing that tumbled out was like a small, golden bowling ball.  It burst at our feet, sending up a plume of white powder. Everyone jumped back. When the dust cloud cleared, the rest of Mrs. Cheighton's things were scattered about on the marble floor. Quickly I picked out a lipstick, mirror, keys, and a wallet. But there, just near the tip of Detective's Miller wingtip—an inhaler.

Lance saw it, too. He lunged but the cop held him fast.

Alan raced over and stared at the floor with the rest of us. He said, “Wait, is that..? That looks like the head of the mace from the Durga's statue in the exhibit.”  

He was right. It was a perfect replica of the goddess's weapon I'd seen earlier. To the naked eye, the mace's head had the same intricate designs carved into the outer layer. The outside part had cracked open like an egg, revealing an ivory layer just under the burnished gold paint. Inside the ball, something dark gray peeked through. 

Mrs. Cheighton stared at the shattered thing on the floor with the rest of us.  She jerked up suddenly and flinched. “Why are you all looking at me like that?” she started then paused.  

Mrs. Cheighton flinched again as if she’d been slapped. Her lips went slack then jerked taut and then loosened, as if she was experiencing a kaleidoscope of pathetic emotions—disgust, indignation, rage—in battle to be the dominant expression.  Finally her eyes settled on me and her mouth settled in a half-cocked smirk.  

I said, “It's a forgery. Mrs. Cheighton here took it from Lance. Didn't she, Lance?”

I turned around. Lance fought for a second more, then deflated as if the steam had been let out of his engine. “Yes, she took it from me before I was able to give it to Nia. Nia was going to make the switch out with the real thing later.”

“You were stealing from my museum?” Alan barked.

Lance simply nodded. “Yes, someone approached me months ago. I wasn't interested but Nia was. She liked the idea of building a nest egg. And I felt like I owed her so I went along with it. Nia had all the access she needed to tinker with manifests and get access when she wanted.”

Mrs. Cheighton snapped, “You dolt! Quiet!”

“No, Mother. No. You shouldn't have hurt her. She didn't do anything to us, but our family certainly ruined hers.”

“Son, you need to think about what you're saying.” Mrs. Cheighton moved forward, but Detective Miller caught her by the elbow.

 “I overheard Nia earlier tonight. It sounded as if some things went off schedule.” I prompted Lance.

“Yeah, yeah, you can say that.” Lance’s eyes met mine. “It took me time to find a new person who could do good enough forgeries, and that caused a delay. Then Elsa suspected I was working with someone else, and Nia had to make sure she didn't find out or report me too soon.”

I was getting lost in his explanation. My gaze went to the forgery. I know nothing about art tools, but if I had to guess, it was molded plaster over a lead center. I bumped the thing with my toe.

“Hey, hey,” Miller said. “Take it easy. That's evidence.”

The thing had weight. But it was nothing but a complicated art project. My mind flashed to the intricate mini-sarcophagi in Elsa's office. And the statuettes on the cake dessert table. Those all had been small works of art. 

“You convinced Elsa to help you,” I said speaking as the pieces slid into place in my mind, “then she changed her mind, threatened to expose you.”

Lance slowly nodded his head. To my surprise, his eyes glistened with unshed tears. “Yes, I started dating her so she'd trust me. But then she grew a conscience and got paranoid. She suspected someone else in the museum was in on it but didn't know it was Nia.

“Nia eventually came up with the idea to scapegoat Alan. He and Elsa didn't get along. But when Alan was about to get fired...”

I finished for him, “Nia had to act quickly. She had to come up with a quick plan to take out Elsa so Alan would be blamed. So she poisoned Elsa's inhaler, but some things went wrong. I'm guessing Elsa didn't go quietly and they fought.”

“Son, I want you to be quiet now. We can still walk away.”

“No, Mother. You shouldn't have done it.”

Mrs. Cheighton strained against Detective Miller's grip. She roared, “Dolt, that girl like her mother, was a leech. And she was going to lead you right to jail. She'd left evidence all over that office. All over it!  It would've lead right to you if I hadn't done something. So I did what that fool girl should've done in the first place. I fixed it.  I fixed up your mess, Lance. I made sure the ambulance didn't come too soon. But then the trollop walked right in and caught me cleaning up that sloppiness she’d left behind.  Then she had the audacity to threaten me if I didn't give that rotten forgery back. Me, she threatened me!  So I gave it back to her, all right! I swung it hard enough to make sure she wouldn't want anything ever again!”

With every word, Lance's eyes had grown bigger and bigger. Finally, his shoulders slumped until I thought he would topple to the floor. Now, instead of holding him back, the cop struggled to hold him up.

This didn't sway his mother. The woman seethed, her entire face flushing until it was a bright, flaming shade of red. Teeth bared she raged until the hoarse screams echoed off the walls. “Mother took care of it!”

“MOTHER TOOK CARE OF IT!”

 

 

 

 

 

Chapter Thirteen

 

 

 

The police had taken mother and son away in handcuffs. Later, much later, Oscar and I were free to go. 

Despite the excitement in the back room, the party had died down. It was a few minutes past midnight, and the last stragglers were soaking up the final sips of free alcohol.

Oscar pointed, “Well at least they ate most of the mini-cakes.” I glanced at the spectacular display table Elsa had designed with a little bit of sadness.

“Let's go home. My feet are starting to hurt.” And with that thought, I slipped out of my shoes. The cool marble made my toes tingle. From where we stood, the front doors seemed an eternity away. Walking over there was going to feel like trying to swim the Atlantic. 

We'd made it halfway across the floor when I heard a familiar voice. 

“Ali?”

I didn't have to turn to know who it was. I had forgotten all about him. Oscar, however, had no problem reacting. 

“Well, well, well. Look who it is.” 

I put a restraining hand on his arm. “Down, boy.”

And there stood Derek Tomes. Handsome as ever. My belly did a little flip-flop. Okay, what was the best approach for a man who had blown me off? Attitude? Aloofness? Act coy?

I was too tired for anything other than authenticity. “Hi.” Brief, but it was all I could manage.

“In trouble again?” He grinned.

“No, no trouble.”

Derek glanced at the floor and around the room. “I thought I saw you earlier. Then later on I heard there was some trouble in the gallery and a baker was involved. When I saw the HoneyBun's logo on the cake wrappers, I put two and two together.”

Oscar looked him up and down. “Sooo, where's your date?”

“Oscar!” I scolded, despite being happy he’d put the question out there. But I could tell Oscar was gearing up to give major attitude. I didn't have enough energy for that right now so I sent him off to the van. 

He pouted, angling for a scuffle with the guy who'd hurt my feelings (which I loved him for), but Oscar left without a huge fuss. 

Then Derek and I were left alone. My usual feelings of extreme dorkiness rose like a swamp monster from the deep. But I was ticked off, too. 

“Where’s your date?” I quipped, not in the mood to hold my tongue.

Derek sighed. “I sent her home in a car. When I heard you might be in trouble—again—I stuck around to make sure you were okay.”

“Well, I'm fine. Thank you for your concern. And now, I'm going home. I'll text you.” 

Ha! That last line was good. ‘I'll text you’. Where did that come from? I was getting better at this social maneuvering stuff. I backpedaled, managed not to give him the double-gun shooter fingers (dorkiness averted), and started to turn.

“Listen, I'd be mad with me, too. It's just that—”

I faced him. “Derek, you don't have to explain. We went out once. I'm a big girl.”

He took a step closer. “Ali, I really like you. It's just that the mayor's office is a mad house right now.”

“You managed to take a giraffe out on a date tonight.” It came out sounding really bitter. I hadn't meant it to.

Derek swallowed a grin, then sighed. “Yeah, but my grandmother arranged it. She's a friend of the family and—”

I put my hands up. “Derek, listen, it's cool. I've heard about your family wanting you to marry well. And I'm not that kind of material.”

“I don't care what my family thinks.”

“And you’re busy with your career. So it's better things have worked out the way they have. Okay? Look, I've had a long night and we have a drive back to the city. So, thanks again for staying. Maybe I'll see you around.” With that I did an about-face and headed for the front doors.

The entire time I could feel Derek’s eyes boring a hole into my back. Just as I reached the doors, he said something that I couldn't get out of my mind for the rest of the night.

“Ali Daniels, I'm going to change your mind.”

 

 

Chapter Fourteen

 

 

 

Six weeks later, I stepped into the office's open doorway.

“Knock, knock,” I said and smiled.

Alan Wiggins looked up from the laptop. “Ali-bear!” He came over, gave me a kiss and a big 'ol hug. It's was about three in the afternoon, but his five o’clock shadow tickled my neck. 

“Sit, sit.” He waved me to a chair. 

I put an orange HoneyBun box on his desk. “I bring before you this week's special.” I tipped the lid open and the sweet scent of chocolate enveloped us. “Be witness to what I call a chocolate Disney Land in your mouth. Cinnamon chocolate cake, chocolate chips, salted chocolate-ganache frosting. Now prepare to worship me.”

Alan took one look and said, “Mm, mm, mmm. Dark and sweet. Just like me.”

I laughed and flopped into the brown leather chair in front of the executive desk. 

He started to speak, but I cut him off. “Hold on, aren't you creeped out being in here?”

Alan looked around the office as if for the first time. “I moved in a week ago. It's starting to feel less like Elsa's space and more like mine. But I ain't stupid. I have a priest, a shaman, a rabbi, and a hoodoo lady coming next week to bless this place.”

He grinned and pulled out a cake. 

“So, new chief curator, how's it going?” I asked.

“Okay. My former boss and her assistant left a huge mess to clean up. We shut down the goddess exhibit to do a full inventory. And we're doing full checks on the permanent exhibits upstairs, too.”

My friend bit into the cake and the look of sheer bliss on his face was enough to answer if he liked it. 

Of course he gushed about the cake and I let him. For a minute. 

I said, “So, what about the Cheightons? I've been checking the paper, and nothing.”

The corner of his mouth rose in a smirk. “Does that surprise you? House arrest for the both of them. Exorbitant bail but they were able to pay it, of course. But I think Detective Miller has a crush on you.”

“Shut up. Why?”

“He has been quite vocal about how your 'shenanigans' has made his job easy. You connected the dots between the bead and the respirator in Nia's office. They may not have realized Nia was crushing the beads from the mother goddess’s necklace and using the dust to slowly poison Elsa.   

Oh and because of that, we had to sanitize the whole building. Furniture, air vents, everything. Nia was smart enough to use the respirator to protect herself, but who knows if she took other precautions.”

“So, is that what did Elsa in?”

Alan nodded. “Yes and no. The coroner's report came back with fluid on the lungs triggered by abrin poisoning. The abrin is a result of crushing the jequirity beads. But they also found evidence of it in Elsa’s system like she’d been ingesting really small doses for over a period of time. The police kept hearing how Elsa had been complaining about coming down with a bug, so they suspect it was Nia spiking her food. Then later, Nia spiked Elsa's inhaler, and did what she could in Elsa's office to trigger an asthma attack.”

I had told the police about how the windows were open and the humidifiers had been dumped when we first came to the office.  Later, I found out that cold can trigger asthma attacks.

There was something about the Cheightons and Nia I hadn't been able to figure out. “Did you ever find out how they were connected? The Cheightons and Nia? Oscar heard about a secret affair and Nia being a love child? Was it Mrs. Cheighton’s husband?”

My friend had the audacity to look smug. “You won't believe it.”

“Try me.”

He leaned forward in his chair. “The affair was between Nia's mother and Mrs. Cheighton’s... wait for it...father! Mrs. Cheighton and Nia were half-sisters.”

No way. He was right, I didn't believe it. I tried to do math in my head. “Hold on, there had to be a what? At least a thirty-year age difference?”

“Yup, papa was a rolling stone until he was at least in his eighties. And it burned Mrs. Cheighton up for years. So when Nia and Lance connected—”

I stopped him. “Do you mean connected or connected?” I curled my fingers as air quotes on the last word.

“Lance and Nia always knew the truth from what I understand. So it was platonic. But when Mrs. Cheighton found out about their relationship, she lost it.”

“So,” I paused in an attempt to be dramatic, “think she can loan me some of those diamonds when she goes to prison?”

Alan laughed. “I know, right? You may not want to hold your breath on that. I doubt she'll do hard time. I'm hearing talk of an insanity plea. And Lance will do time in some white collar prison. He'll be out soon enough.”

That sounded unjust. Maybe shame and rage had driven Mrs. Cheighton mad. Yet, deep down she had been trying to protect her son in a warped way. And yes, Lance did act out of greed, but it had sounded like he had wanted to repair his family's legacy. Good intentions gone perverse. It was unfortunate people had to pay with their lives. 

“I did read in the paper, Alan, that the goddess exhibit is set to reopen tomorrow.” 

He licked frosting off his thumb. “True.”

“And you know I never had a chance to see the exhibit.”

Alan looked up and nodded. “True.”

I rose to my feet. “Isn't it time your childhood friend had a personal tour by the new Chief Curator?”

My friend came around his desk and linked his arm through mine. “True, indeed. Let's go.”

He winked and together we headed off to see the goddesses of war, peace, and creation. 
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