
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      THE CASE OF THE FINAL FEMME FATALE IN LAS VEGAS

    

    




      
        A.R. WINTERS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Untitled

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
        The Case of The Final Femme Fatale in Las Vegas

        Copyright 2023 by A. R. Winters

        www.arwinters.com

        This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.

        This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Thank you for downloading this book!

        Grab your copies of two FREE A.R. Winters cozy mysteries:

        CLICK HERE

      

        

      
        You can also follow AR Winters on Facebook

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      I was sitting in Mom’s dining room going out of my mind. As a detective, my nature is to dig up secrets, reveal them to the world. Keeping a secret, on the other hand—

      Ugh! Not my thing.

      Yet my secret sat one person away from me. His dark eyes met mine. Did he look like he was going to explode from keeping a secret? Would he lose his mind by keeping his mouth shut?

      Of course not.

      “So, you see why Giant Investigations is such a bargain at that price.” Sue Giant pitched the sale of one of her zillions of businesses. Theoretically, it was my competition. In practice, not so much.

      “Why would anyone want to buy a private investigation business that never solved a case?” My assistant Rosie grabbed a green-frosted cupcake off the lazy susan.

      Sue focused on Rosie. “It’s not about the success of the firm but the building of success. It’s all there in very simple steps. Anyone could become an instant, efficacious investigator. There’s probably a huge franchise opportunity that I’m throwing in for free and don’t even know about.”

      Mom and Dad exchanged a look, not wanting to get sucked in. I didn’t blame them. Sue Giant’s schemes were very successful, but only for Sue Giant, the self-described Giant Self Improvement Guru. Anyone else who got trapped in her web of self-improvement and positivity ended up positively bankrupted. Or worse.

      “So, you’ve taken a completely viable investigative firm and turned it into a training method?” my secret said.

      Nanna snorted, although she tried to hide it behind a napkin.

      “Training? Why bother with training? My steps lead to absolute success. Anyone could follow the steps. With these steps and some positive visualization, why, we could probably locate Jimmy Hoffa’s grave!” Sue said.

      Rosie finished licking the icing off her cupcake. “That would be an awesome promotional opportunity. Solving a famous cold case like that. Or maybe you could identify D.B. Cooper. I bet you’d sell your business in a hot minute if you did that.”

      “I bet I would,” Sue agreed. “If only I didn’t have so many other ventures to oversee.”

      My secret had had enough. Stone had sold his securities business to Sue. He surely didn’t want it back. What it had become was hard to describe. As was my relationship with Stone.

      For now, it was a secret. We’d agreed on that much. The two of us had been friends for years now. I was always attracted to him—but circumstances had always conspired to keep us apart. That, and my mom and Nanna constantly setting me up with blind dates, some of whom had become relationships I hadn’t expected. Not that Stone had escaped Nanna’s matchmaking clutches either, but that hadn’t worked out. Thankfully.

      Now it was all me, and I couldn’t speak a word. It was killing me to see him get up.

      “Thanks for brunch, Mr. and Mrs. Black. I’ve got some things to attend to.”

      “Don’t be a stranger, Stone,” Dad said.

      Mom got up, walking him to the door. “It’s always a pleasure to have you here.”

      I did not get up and walk him to the door. I did not stare after him longingly. I did not sigh wistfully. Instead, I turned to the TV in the living room. There was some kind of breaking news, but the volume was all the way down. I saw an ambulance and police vehicles parked outside a house in a lot with a few scraggly trees.

      Sue started to wind down. I wasn’t sure whether she was trying to get Stone to buy back his now-tarnished security business, find investors, or what. Certainly, no one seemed interested. “Guess I should go, too. Busy-busy! Where is Jenks anyway?”

      Nanna’s brows went up. Jenks was Sue Giant’s main investigator or head of talent at her investigations firm, or something similar. For a brief time he’d been Nanna’s terrible boss, and for far too long, he’d been a thorn in my side. A very annoying, self-grandiose thorn.

      He was also the one person in the world who had completed Sue’s vast self-improvement curricula. As such, she put him in charge of her major projects. Like driving her around.

      “Jenks thought someone might be following you,” I jumped in. “He’s circling the block, trying to scope them out.”

      “Following me? Where would he get an idea like that?” Sue said.

      Grabbing a cupcake, Nanna shoved the whole thing in her mouth. She shrugged, words muffled.

      “Angel want cupcake, too!” To make her point, the non-angelic toddler banged her fist on the table and looked at her mom.

      My cousin Amber, her mom, eyed Nanna but didn’t say anything.

      “Not until you’ve finished your eggs, sweetheart.”

      “Well, toodles, all. Positivity and motivation doesn’t spread itself,” Sue said, walking out.

      “Cupcake, cupcake, cupcake!” Angel said.

      Mom walked back into the dining room, balancing her open laptop. “Oh, that’s wonderful news. Here, let me put you down in front of everyone.”

      She was on a Skype call. Ian, my cousin and former investigative partner, sat with his fiancé Sally. She waved with a smile.

      “Hey, everyone,” Ian said.

      “Tell them what you told me,” Mom said. She put the computer down among the empty platters.

      “We’re going to be in Vegas soon. There’s a bunch of wedding planning that we need to iron out,” Ian said.

      Sally nodded. “We wanted to make sure to get your input.”

      “Cupcake, cupcake, cupcake…”

      “What’s to plan?” I said. “This is Las Vegas. You can have a drive-through wedding.”

      “We were thinking maybe a little more personal, Cuz,” Ian smirked.

      “Why would you want personal when you could have Elvis?” Nanna said.

      “For you, Nanna, we would consider getting married by Elvis,” Sally smiled.

      “You want my advice?” Dad leaned in, photobombing the Skype chat. “Find the most romantic place in the world. Then, run away there. Stay for a while.”

      “Hon!” Mom nudged him.

      He shrugged. “That’s what we should’ve done.”

      “You love scrambled eggs, Angel. They’re your favorite,” Amber tried to distract the little girl.

      Rosie mouthed at me: “Does he want his apartment back?”

      She was currently living there. At this point, there was no reason she couldn’t find a place of her own. As far as I knew, Ian wasn’t moving back. Only visiting.

      I shook my head at her. “I don’t think so.”

      “Hey, Ian, Rosie wants to know if you’re kicking her out of your apartment,” Nanna leaned into the frame.

      Sally chuckled.

      “No, no, she’s welcome to stay. We have other accommodations,” Ian said.

      “I’m going to make you a list of my favorite Elvis impersonator ministers,” Nanna said.

      “Maybe they want a nice, normal wedding,” Mom suggested to Nanna.

      Rosie sat up straighter. She was focused on the TV in the living room. “Retired actress?” she said. Her phone came out.

      “We’re gonna let you go, guys. We’ll be in town soon,” Ian said.

      “’Bye, everyone,” Sally said.

      “Cupcake, cupcake, cupcake!”

      “’Bye, kids,” Mom said.

      “Can I borrow that, Mrs. Black?” Rosie pointed at the laptop.

      Mom shrugged. “Be my guest.”

      “Heaven’s sake, somebody give that child a cupcake,” Dad said.

      Angel made a happy squeal when Amber gave up on the eggs. “Don’t get it all over your face, baby.”

      Which Angel promptly did.

      Rosie elbowed me. She nodded to the laptop. On a gossipy site, the local news had already been scooped and the details spilled. Not because the local news was lacking, but because of the sensationalism.

      “Who’s Felicity Locandro?” I squinted at the screen. A beautiful woman in evening wear appeared. This was followed by several mug shots. Wait. Headshots is what they called them in Hollywood.

      “Felicity Locandro? She was in Casino of Carnage with Charlie Sheen and Robert Englund,” Dad said. “Quite a looker back in the day.”

      “It wasn’t Charlie Sheen,” Mom argued. “It was Emilio Estevez.”

      “Aren’t they the same guy?”

      “No, they’re brothers, dear.”

      Dad shrugged. “Whatever happened to her?”

      “Well, up until recently, I’m not sure,” Rosie said. “But just now, they found her body.”

      “Oh, that’s terrible!” Amber said.

      “Terrible,” Angel said through a mouth of frosting.

      “Here in Las Vegas?” I looked harder at the screen.

      “Everyone thought she’d dropped off the planet, but she’s been retired in Vegas this whole time,” Rosie read. “Huh.”

      Dad pursed his lips. “Casino of Carnage was huge. They did a bunch of sequels without Felicity.”

      Amber grabbed a napkin and her daughter and started wiping away green frosting. Angel tried to break free and stuff the rest of the cupcake in her mouth. It astounded me how mothers gained this amazing ability to multitask. Amber went right on with the conversation, despite the squirmy mess in her lap. “Didn’t I hear they were rebooting that whole series? It was something about filming in the same location.”

      “Good luck with that,” I said. The landscape that was Paradise, unincorporated Las Vegas, had rapidly changed over the years. Casinos went up, imploded, and sprouted again. “Where did they shoot it, anyway?”

      “It wasn’t on the Strip,” Rosie said. “It was downtown. At the Keystone.”

      On the computer, I saw a bunch of actors and movie types standing beneath the Fremont Street Experience canopy. Leaning closer, I read the caption. There was only one name I recognized.

      “Pauly Shore?”

      Angel stopped squirming for a second. “Hey, buh-ddy!” she said, doing a pretty good impression. Did anyone even know who Pauly Shore was anymore? How did Angel?

      “Mostly D-listers in this picture,” Rosie said. “But look, there’s Felicity.”

      She pointed out the retired actress. The woman had aged but was still pretty.

      “Guess there were no hard feelings, then,” Mom said.

      “Well, I heard she got pushed out of the business,” Amber said. “Some high-powered producer. And it was not pretty.”

      Dad nodded sagely. “She was not beloved by the Hollywood community. I don’t blame her for ducking out.”

      I looked at my gathered family. “How do any of you know about this unknown actress in this one obscure movie?”

      Mom shrugged. “Local lore.”

      “If it makes you feel any better, Tiffany, I don’t know a darn thing about it,” Nanna said.

      “Thanks, Nanna.”

      She sighed. “I do know who Pauly Shore is, heaven help me.”

      “On the Who-Culture website, it says that Felicity embraced the remake. She might even have had a walk-on part,” Rosie said. “I guess most of the actors weren’t even born when the original film was made. There couldn’t be any bad blood.”

      “That just makes it all the more sad,” Mom said. “Maybe she could’ve rekindled her career.”

      “I’d see new movies she was in,” Dad said. This earned him the hairy eyeball from Mom.

      “Frankly, I’m glad this isn’t my case. Remember that time the execs on that reality show, Zombie Cash Run, hired me? That was no fun at all,” I said.

      “Yes, we all remember,” Mom rolled her eyes. “You bring it up all the time, dear.”

      “You did an amazing job solving that case,” Rosie said sagely. “You knew what you were doing, boss.”

      Rosie clicked to some new web sites. “Okay, according to this, Felicity died at her home in Las Vegas. The cause remains to be determined. She is survived by her son, Charles. There’s a list of her work, mostly commercials, a few stints on a soap opera, and the blockbuster, Casino of Carnage.”

      I sat back in my chair. “Well, I’m glad this one isn’t my case. I just don’t get along with the Hollywood crowd.”

      My cell rang. When I took it out of my pocket, I didn’t recognize the number. “Tiffany Black,” I answered.

      Mom, Dad, Rosie, and Amber were still going on about Felicity. Nanna and Angel were conspiring to sneak the girl another cupcake. All in all, the dining room was too loud.

      I excused myself, asked the caller to hold on a second, and darted into the study. When I closed the doors, the cool, dark colors of the space closed in. It was the most soothing place in the new house.

      “Sorry about that. What can I do for you?” I asked the caller.

      “I don’t want to discuss this on the phone.”

      Nothing I hadn’t heard before. “That’s understandable. Can you give me some idea of what you’re looking for?”

      “Background. Deep background, not the stuff you can find online. Not the stuff you can dig up with a simple background check.” The voice was female but deep. There was an air of authority. “I’m looking for the real dirt on someone. I can’t say who. Not until we meet. And meet in person.”

      Honestly, most of the background checks I did were quick searches on several websites I subscribed to. Rarely did one go deeper than a LexisNexis report. Yes, there were some special databases I had access to as a PI, but Rosie could find out much more from social media and reverse Google searches than I could from the expensive databases. Still, clients often liked to think there was more to it. And on occasion, there was.

      “Sure, you want more than a computer jockey. Before I decide whether to take the case, is the person I’m looking into a criminal?” Which would entail a bunch of potential risks.

      “The person is not a criminal. Not a convicted criminal,” the woman on the other end said. Which was a sly way of putting it.

      My interest was piqued. If there was something illegal or unethical about the job, I could always turn it down. But I would never learn what it was unless I agreed to meet. “Where and when?”

      “Are you familiar with Decadent for You?” she asked.

      Was I ever. The place had the best pastries in town, and I’d once solved an important mystery there. For a moment, I wondered if the caller was using our clandestine meeting as an excuse to grab a double-double chocolate éclair bomb (because I would be).

      “I know it,” I said.

      “Meet me tomorrow at two,” she said. Then she disconnected.

      I looked at the call log. There was no return number. My potential client was probably using a burner phone.

      Well, there was nothing wrong with a little intrigue. Dropping the phone back in my pocket, I exited the quiet of the den.

      “Felicity couldn’t have been that old,” Dad was saying. “She was just a kid when she did the horror flick.”

      “Sure, maybe in her early or mid-sixties,” Rosie agreed. “We can check on IMBD if you want to be sure.”

      “I’m just saying that’s still pretty young,” Dad said.

      Mom agreed. “Very young.”

      Actually, around my parent’s age. They probably didn’t like to think about people around their age dying. I sure never liked thinking about my folks dying. But that was decades away.

      “If you’re trying to convince me that foul play was involved…” Rosie’s lips squirmed together as she thought. “Let’s say I’m slightly more than half-convinced.”

      “Why slightly?” Mom asked.

      “Well, entertainers. Sometimes they get involved in substance abuse. Show biz can be stressful, taxing, generally unhealthy. A lot of stars die young. Maybe that’s some kind of bias confirmation,” Rosie shrugged. “But if you retire when you’re in your twenties, you’re probably a little more chill by the time you actually reach retirement age. So slightly more than half-convinced.”

      “Well, I’m retired,” Nanna said. “And I’m totes chill.”

      “You are, Nanna,” Rosie smiled. “So if the cops told me you had dropped dead, I’d be more than half-convinced that someone did you in.”

      “That’s nice,” Nanna said. Then her brows came together. “I think.”

    

  







            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      My place was less of a wreck than usual. The dishes were done and put away. I ran the vacuum cleaner for the first time in a while, a cup of coffee in one hand. The picture of domesticity.

      As I debated moving the furniture or just vacuuming around it like usual, a knock fell on the door. Who could it be at this hour? Oh. Actually, it was after eleven. It could be anyone.

      “Hey.”

      Stone stood there when I answered the door. I looked past him both ways down the hall to see if anyone was watching. No looky-loos.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked. He wore a light-blue button-down shirt and black jeans. You could see yourself in the shine on his wingtips.

      I was wearing sweatpants, a jammy tank-top with a faded Betty Boop design, fuzzy slippers. My hair was straight up in a doo-rag. No makeup. Not even lipstick.

      Stone gently pushed me into my apartment. He closed the door behind him. “Just stopping by to see you.”

      “Oh. How nice.”

      He was staring right into my eyes. “I’ve missed you.”

      “You saw me less than twenty-four hours ago. At Mom and Dad’s, remember?” My breathing increased. “Brunch.”

      “I can’t miss you after less than a day?” he said.

      Why couldn’t I stop staring back into his eyes? “You can. Sure. I missed you, too. That’s probably a good sign.”

      “Sounds like,” he said, moving closer.

      He backed me against the vacuum cleaner. I managed not to trip and fall down. Nor did I spill coffee on the carpet.

      “Sorry. I’m just getting used to this—whatever this is.”

      Stone smiled. “Me too.”

      “We’ve been friends a long time, y’know? I just don’t want to blow it. You’re such a good—”

      “Good what?” His hands rubbed my arms and then took hold.

      He leaned in, one hand moving up to cup my jawline, his lips brushing against mine. In a moment, we were lost in a kiss. I felt my blood go fizzy. We stayed that way for so long that I felt like I was floating.

      When we stopped, I tried to remember what I’d been saying. He was such a good—good what? Good friend? Good looking guy? Oh, I know.

      “A good kisser,” I whispered.

      “Yeah…”

      Somehow, I managed to still hold the coffee mug in one hand. I stared at it stupidly. “Would you like some coffee? It’s only a couple days old. But I can nuke it for you.”

      “Sounds terrible,” he smiled. “So, yes, I’d love some. Thank you.”

      I microwaved. He passed on the only recently expired cream. The two of us sat down at the little table.

      “I’m not good at deception,” I said. “I don’t want to ruin anything we have going on, but I suck at keeping secrets.”

      Stone nodded. “It’s not for everyone.”

      Though he didn’t say much, I deduced the rest of it. He’d worked for an offshoot of the CIA for quite a few years. Guess keeping secrets was sort of second nature to him. It didn’t occur to him that it might be difficult for me.

      “You don’t think it’s weird not telling our friends and family what’s going on?” I said. “Like, a really good thing?”

      “Looking for backup?” he said.

      “Well, yeah. Some support anyway.”

      “Yes. But you’re the one who wanted to keep it a secret. And I agree that it’s a good idea.”

      “Especially how Mom and Nanna are,” I said. “They’d be wanting us to get married next week. Maybe even a double wedding with Ian and Sally!”

      I shuddered. I could think of nothing worse.

      But Stone’s eyes were twinkling, as though he wasn’t completely horrified by the idea.

      I took a deep breath. “We’ve been so close for years.”

      We’d been friends for a long time. And now…

      I hadn’t wanted to risk our friendship. But on the other hand, seeing Stone with someone Nanna and Sue Giant had set him up with had made me see what else I was at risk of losing.

      I started again, trying to explain the jumble in my head. “I’m not going into this relationship lightly. No way am I going to mess this up. I think we’re really going somewhere.”

      He nodded. “Yes.”

      It was one word but seemed to speak volumes. Did he know where we going? I for sure didn’t.

      Surprisingly for him, Stone kept talking. “And until we figure out exactly how to be together, I don’t want to include anyone else.”

      “It’s our thing to figure out,” I agreed. “I’m just a little…”

      “Nervous?”

      “Terrified.”

      “Ah.” He sipped some coffee. To his credit, he didn’t make a disgusted face. “I’m a little nervous myself. It’s a big deal. We’ve been close friends. Now we’re closer. And… I don’t want to start going the other way, drifting apart.”

      I stared at him. This was way over Stone’s usual limit of two words per conversation. I guess he did have something to say to me after all.

      I nodded. “Absolutely not, no drifting apart.” That sounded even scarier. “So, maybe it’s good to keep this under our hats.”

      “I think so.”

      “If you have any advice about how to keep secrets, I’m all ears,” I said.

      “You’re doing fine, Tiffany. You didn’t throw yourself at me during brunch or sit in my lap. When I left, you didn’t get all teary-eyed.”

      “Oh, c’mon, I’m not that bad,” I said.

      “No, you’re not. But this coffee is. Try not to be offended when I dump it down the sink,” Stone got up. “I think I may put myself in charge of the coffee situation.”

      “Where were you when I needed the coffee brewed?” I said.

      Stone turned from the sink. “Not where I wanted to be.”

      The answer made me blush and tingle and prickle with heat. Yikes.

      After he washed the mug and set it in the drainer, he turned back to me. “We need to work out a schedule. It needs to be sneaky, but we also need some time alone.”

      I was totally there. The idea of sneaky appealed. “Well, there is a potential case coming up. I can’t say for sure what my schedule will be like. I have a shift at the casino later. I’ve got an appointment at two.”

      Stone’s brows went up. “Two? That gives us some time.”

      “Does it?” My voice caught in my throat.

      As he sauntered closer, I leaped out of my chair. It tipped over and crashed to the floor. Ignoring it, I stepped into his arms.

      He cupped my chin. My hands went around his neck. Stone drew me closer. A knock sounded on my door. We looked at each other.

      “Ignore it,” Stone whispered.

      I nodded.

      The knock fell again. “Hey, Boss. Didn’t you say our meeting was at noon?”

      “Rosie,” I whispered fiercely. Was our secret blown already?

      “Is that Stone’s Porsche down in the parking lot?” she called.

      Stone’s face remained passive. “You know there’s no fooling your assistant,” he said.

      Rosie was smarter than anyone I knew. Maybe she wasn’t the most sophisticated or experienced. But it was almost impossible to put one over on her.

      “Guess I’d better get the door,” I said. Reluctantly, I let go of his neck. “Try to act casual.”

      “No problem.”

      Easy for him to say.

      “You’re early,” I said, opening the door. “Our appointment isn’t until two.”

      “Oh, sorry boss. Should’ve written it down.”

      “You want some coffee?” I asked.

      “Is it cowboy coffee, boss?”

      “Cowboy?”

      She nodded. “Left over from yesterday.”

      “No, not at all. It’s been there for at least three days. I like my coffee, but I don’t drink very much at a time.”

      “Get a Keurig, Boss” Rosie said.

      “Be serious. I only drink real coffee. Not reconstituted stuff.”

      My assistant stopped short. “Why is that chair lying on the floor?”

      “Hey, Rosie.” Stone casually sat at the little table in the kitchen. Once again, he had a cup of coffee in front of him. I guess he didn’t have time to right the other chair.

      “Stone?” Her face wrinkled in confusion. “What are you doing here?”

      “He’s just stopping by to say hi,” I said. Moving quickly, I lifted the chair and pushed it into place.

      She turned her confused expression on me. “We just saw him yesterday, boss.”

      “It was on my way,” Stone said.

      “On your way where? You’re retired.”

      “Um, podcast?” I tried.

      It was foolish to just make stuff up in front of Rosie. Her mind was usually a steel trap. I never understood that expression, and now my thoughts were circling the drain. We’d just decided to keep our relationship on the down-low, and here I was, blowing it already.

      “To buy a Keurig,” Stone said. “I thought I’d discuss it with Tiffany first.”

      Years in the CIA made Stone a master of deception.

      “See?” Rosie eyed me. “You just make one cup. It makes sense if you live alone and don’t drink a whole pot at a time.”

      “Exactly,” Stone said. “But there is a drawback with the flavor of those little pods.”

      I tried not to look too shocked. Stone had always been a man of few words. Who would’ve guessed he had such strong opinions about coffee?

      “You get used to it,” Rosie said.

      “Yes, but is that too much of a compromise?” Stone asked. He rose and headed out the door. “I’ll call you later. Let you know what I decided.”

      I watched him go. No wistfulness. “Okie-dokie. Talk to you later.”

      My heartbeat fell by thirty beats per minute when the door closed.

      Rosie’s brows drew together as she stared at the closed door.

      I tried to distract her. “Listen, I still need to take a shower and get ready. You can watch TV or whatever.”

      “You never did say what this job was about, boss.” Maybe I was drawing suspicion away from Stone and myself.

      “She wasn’t too specific,” I said. “It’s deep background. Not just the usual computer search. This woman wants real dirt.”

      “Dirt on who?” Rosie asked.

      “We need to meet in person. The client didn’t feel the phone was secure enough, I guess,” I said.

      “That’s a little paranoid,” Rosie said. “Have you ever had your phone monitored? I sure haven’t. Seems a little extreme.”

      “I suppose that depends on who you wanted the dirt on,” I said.

      She smiled with half her mouth. “That’s kind of intriguing.”

      I nodded. “What I was thinking. Let me get ready.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Decadent for You patisserie wasn’t particularly busy in the early afternoon. Still, it was a popular place. Customers waited in line or sat at tables enjoying espresso drinks with decadent treats. Thus the name.

      I scoped the customers. Several were women sitting alone. Maybe she knew who I was. That meant grabbing a snack and waiting to be approached.

      “It’s the woman in the green suit sitting near the bathroom, boss,” Rosie leaned in and whispered.

      “How do you know?”

      “She’s the only one not using a laptop or playing on her phone. Also, she’s pretending not to notice us, but in an ineffective way. Like we’re supposed to recognize that we’re being surreptitiously eyeballed.”

      That was a complex answer but pretty close to the mark. The woman had red hair cut in a wedge. It made her head look like a bird in flight.

      “You want the usual?” Rosie asked.

      “Please.” I tried not to stare at our potential client. She tried hard not to stare at us. It was awkward.

      “How does this go, boss?” Rosie asked me. “Are we supposed to pretend we don’t know who wants to talk to us?”

      “I’m guessing she’ll get up once we have our order in hand,” I shrugged.

      I was right. Once our hands were full of cups and plates, the woman in green stood up. She extended her hand to shake. This wasn’t going well.

      I managed to corral her back to the table so we could set down our food. Then I shook her hand. “Tiffany Black. This is my assistant—”

      “Rosie,” she said, sticking her hand out.

      “Pleased to meet you both. I’m Lucy McGoogan.”

      Which stopped me halfway to sitting in a chair. “I know that name.”

      “You host a gossip podcast, right?” Rosie remained standing.

      “Podcast? Hardly. I’m a stringer for ET and TMZ,” McGoogan said.

      I finished sitting. My knees were getting tired. “What can we do for you, Miz McGoogan?”

      “I’m looking for the lowdown on Felicity Locandro. She’s been living right under everyone’s noses here in Vegas. I want to know what she’s been doing, who she’s been with, why she decided to be a hermit, why she was opting to do a cameo in the Carnage remake—”

      “Hang on a second,” I said. “That’s not exactly the kind of work we do.”

      “You don’t? Aren’t you PIs? That’s what PIs do—they dig up dirt on people,” McGoogan said.

      “Felicity Locandro opted not to be a public figure for a long time. She dropped out of the limelight. We’d like to respect that,” I said.

      “She was in a blockbuster horror flick,” McGoogan said. “That makes her a public figure for the rest of her life.”

      “But she died—” Rosie started.

      McGoogan held up a finger. “And after.”

      “I’m sorry, Miz McGoogan, but this isn’t what we do. Besides, you’re a reporter, right? How is what you do any different?” I said.

      “Because you’re supposed to be good at it,” Lucy McGoogan said. “I didn’t want the usual vague info. I want in-depth. Did her neighbors know she was a celebrity? Why did she shy away from the limelight? Was she really drummed out of Hollywood?”

      “You can’t find that out yourself?” Rosie asked.

      “I could,” McGoogan stuck her chin in the air. Then, she deflated a little. “But not by my six p.m. deadline tomorrow. Oh, c’mon, ladies. I’ll pay your usual fee. Heck, this is Hollywood money—I’ll double it.”

      Rosie gave me a look. I shook my head.

      “We don’t want to do celebrity journalism,” I said. “Felicity wanted to become a private citizen. It’s only fair she retains her privacy in death. Looking into her life is a little on the sleazy side.”

      “Sleazy? I own a bungalow in Hollywood. I drive a Mercedes-Benz SUV. You think I’m not legit? What makes you so high and mighty? Do you do divorce work?”

      “Yeah…” I had to admit.

      “Really? Spying on people? Getting into their intimate lives? How is this any different?” McGoogan demanded.

      “Well, in a divorce, we can side with our client,” I said. “And their life and all their private details stay private. Whether the client is right or wrong, there’s a hearing at the end. But this? It isn’t the same. Unearthing a private person’s life over the past few decades just isn’t for me.”

      “There are plenty of PIs in this town who’ll take the case,” McGoogan said.

      I picked the double-double chocolate éclair bomb off the little white plate and grabbed my coffee. “Well, then, you should have plenty for your deadline.”

      Rosie followed suit. She smiled. “Have a great day, Lucy. Nice meeting you.”

      Out on the street, we headed for my beat-up car. I shoved the éclair in my mouth so I could dig out my keys. “Sorry. That was kind of a bust.”

      “No biggie,” Rosie said. “There was pastry involved, so it wasn’t a total loss.”

      My eyes narrowed at a noticeable figure hurrying toward the patisserie door. His upper body was puffed up with insufferable self-importance above spindly legs. “Is that Jenks?”

      Rosie peeked. “Sure is. Let’s get out of here before he sees us.”

      I beeped the doors open and we drove off.

      “Do you think he’s Lucy McGoogan’s second choice for dirt-digger-upper?” Rosie looked over her shoulder.

      Of course, he was, I thought. This was exactly the kind of case Giant Investigations would take on. “Well, at least we can hold onto the hope that Jenks’ incompetence might make for an uninteresting story.”

      Rosie hiked her shoulders. “Well, what now?”

      “Home. I’ll drop you off. I gotta change. I have a shift at the casino this afternoon.”

      A while later, it was off to The Strip. Dressed in my croupier’s uniform and sensible shoes, I speed-walked over to my job. Our meeting with the reporter had left me a little down.

      My car, reliable as it was, did not look pretty. My private investigator career had made me somewhat famous. Yet here I was, walking to my part-time job. I did not own a Hollywood bungalow or a Mercedes.

      There wasn’t much of a crowd as I walked through the dim casino to the pit. That was fine. I was feeling moody.

      “Do you know this lady?” My supervisor eyed the only person, a woman, seated at the table. “She’s been asking for you.”

      To my surprise, Lucy McGoogan sat in front of a short stack of chips. Wasn’t this awesome?

      I walked past the current croupier, putting my fists on my hips. “I told you I wouldn’t help you, Lucy.”

      “I thought you were a famous PI. What are you doing dealing blackjack?” Lucy slurred her words. From the empty glasses on the apron, I’d say she’d downed a few before I got there. That took some doing. I’d only left her an hour before. “Some hotshot.”

      “You should probably go,” I said.

      She leaned closer, hands flat on the felt. “I already found someone, you know. Someone just as good. Even better.”

      The floor supervisor gave me the nod. He was signaling security. I had to guess that Lucy had been tossed out of casinos before. She got to her feet, heading for the door as security guys closed in.

      “What’s her problem?” the other croupier asked, getting ready to cash out.

      “She tried to hire me. I didn’t want the job,” I said.

      “Well, I’m sure you’re gonna hear from Stella about this,” he said.

      Stella Smithfield. My nemesis in HR. This shift was getting better and better.

      



  




CHAPTER 3

      A few days later, we sat in my kitchen eating toaster waffles.

      I’d only gotten a verbal reprimand from HR pawn Stella Smithfield, which wasn’t too bad, considering how annoying she’d been in the past.

      The hubbub surrounding the death of Felicity Locandro had died down. Rosie was still interested in it. On her phone was Lucy McGoogan’s gossip vlog (the liar).

      “Final Girl’s Final Hours” was the title of the video.

      “What’s a final girl?” I asked.

      “That’s the girl who survives at the end of a horror movie,” Rosie said. “It’s a trope.”

      “I haven’t seen anything on the news lately,” I said.

      “According to Lucy, it’s because the production company is trying to keep the case on the D-L. They don’t want a tragedy interfering with the success of the reboot.”

      “Isn’t all publicity, good or bad, always good publicity?” I said.

      “Guess not,” Rose shrugged. “There’s something about her son, Charles, suing the production company. Over what, I have no idea. Maybe they promised a big payday for a bit part or something.”

      I sighed. “Why is it that everything Hollywood is involved in is so sordid? I have no interest in cases like that.”

      “You’re on your own there, boss. Most people are crazy interested in Hollywood and filmmaking and movie stars and all that,” Rosie said.

      “Huh.” This was probably true. “You want more blueberry Eggos?”

      “No thanks. Five’s my limit.” Rosie sat back in her chair, rubbing her tummy. “Is there more coffee?”

      I grabbed her cup and filled it. Just for her, I made fresh. Then, I filled my own cup and sat down. For a while, I read her phone upside down.

      “I’m glad we didn’t take Lucy’s case, at any rate,” I said. I went to the fridge for cream. “There wasn’t anything about Felicity on TMZ or Entertainment Tonight. She was totally putting us on.”

      “I don’t know. It seems like celebrity death is her beat. She’s got hundreds of vlogs and videos on her channel,” Rosie said. “Lucy could well be a contributor to any of those syndicated tabloid shows.”

      I thought it over. “More of a presenter than an investigator,” I mused aloud.

      “Could be.”

      My phone hummed its way between the coffee cups. I didn’t recognize the number when I answered. “Tiffany Black.”

      “Hello, Miss Black,” a deep voice responded. “I think you may be the woman I’m looking for.”

      I turned on the speakerphone. “How can I help you, Mr…?”

      “Locandro. Charles Locandro. You may have heard of my mother.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a surprised look.

      “It’s my understanding that you turned down a job from a nationally known media vulture.” He paused. “It seems you might have the moral fortitude to take on this case.”

      “No offense or anything, Mr. Locandro,” I said carefully, “but is there any way you can prove you are who you say you are?”

      A chuckle followed. That was good. Certainly better than outrage.

      “Yes, indeed, I believe I’ve found the right investigator. I can certainly prove my identity. Where and when can we meet?” so-called Charles asked.

      “Do you know Eataly?” I asked. It was a great Italian food court.

      “At Park MGM? Yes, I know it. Say, one o’clock?”

      “We’ll see you then,” I said. “By the Il Gelato counter.”

      After I hung up, I felt Rosie’s eyes on me.

      “Why Eataly? Why Il Gelato?”

      “Eataly, because it’s a big market. We should be able to lose ourselves in there easily if we need to. The Il Gelato counter because if Charles turns out to be another reporter, at least we can have ice cream.”

      Rosie nodded. “You always have the best plans, boss.”

      She wasn’t wrong. At least when it came to gelato.

      We headed out early, mostly to find a reasonably close parking place. Also, to scope out the place to spot Charles and any cronies he might be hanging out with.

      Eataly was a sprawling indoor market under a vast roof. This close to lunchtime, the place buzzed. Throngs of people ordered from counters or waited in line for a table at a separate restaurant. Rosie and I slipped in, checking out the customers.

      “Any idea what Charles looks like?” I asked.

      Rosie was already checking on her phone. “The only pictures I’ve found are from when he was a baby,” she said. “Nothing recent.”

      But then, why would a regular guy have a bunch of pictures on the internet? His mother was the famous one. She had chosen to step out of the spotlight.

      Circling the establishments, we moved through the throngs. Delicious smells filled the air—sausages, garlic, pesto, baking bread. I was glad I’d had that sixth waffle. Otherwise, I’d be far too distracted.

      Singles, families with small children, employees, delivery people, and gawking tourists managed to fill the huge space. Rosie noticed a few tables unattached to any counter or restaurant in a quiet corner. A man in a suit sat at one of them. He occupied himself with his cellphone and checked his watch frequently.

      “I think that’s him,” Rosie said.

      “Why?”

      “He kinda looks like Felicity. Same dark hair, similar cheekbones.”

      “Okay, let’s keep an eye on him. If he heads over to Il Gelato at one o’clock, we’ll know we have our guy,” I said.

      Sure enough, at ten minutes to one, the dark-haired man flagged down an employee. As we watched, cash clandestinely changed hands. Our target headed to the ice cream booth.

      We followed him at a discreet distance. After watching him crane his neck looking for us, we approached.

      “You have ID, Mr. Locandro?” I asked.

      He took out his wallet and showed us his Nevada driver’s license through the little plastic window.

      “How about you?” he asked.

      I showed him my PI license. He gazed at Rosie.

      “My assistant,” I said.

      He nodded. “Let’s talk.”

      We returned to the corner table he’d been sitting at. When we approached, the employee he paid smiled and stepped away. Neat way to hold a table in this crowded market.

      “You’ve already done me a solid.” Charles politely pulled out and pushed in chairs for us.

      “How’s that?” I asked.

      “When you turned down Lucy McGoogan, it threw a monkey wrench in the works. The studio was going to play up Mom’s death with all kinds of gory details to help promote the relaunch. I had enough time to get my attorney in there to stop them.” He frowned. “The ghouls.”

      “Is that why we haven’t heard much on TV?” Rosie said.

      He nodded. “We came to an agreement.”

      “You still want to know what happened to your mother,” I said. “Is foul play suspected? What have the police said?”

      “Not much so far. They’re moving too slowly. That’s why I’ve come to you.” He folded his hands, elbows on the table. “Lucy McGoogan hired another agency, Giant Investigations.”

      Rosie and I couldn’t help a chorusing groan.

      “There’s a gag order in place for now. I want to know who or what killed her. She was in good health, happy, excited to get back into the business, even if only for a short time.”

      “Does she have any other children besides you?” I asked.

      “No. I’m an only child.”

      “Your father?” I didn’t expect him to balk.

      He looked at the ever-moving crowd. “I don’t see why that’s important.”

      “It is if you want quick results rather than us floundering around with paternity,” Rosie frowned.

      Charles sighed “Fine. My father is Fred Hearthstone.”

      Rosie blinked. “The billionaire?”

      “Hearthstone Logistics and Investments,” Charles nodded. “He wanted to have a beautiful movie star for a girlfriend. Just not a wife. For sure not the mother of his child. When Fred found out about the pregnancy, he paid Mom off to stay away.”

      “That’s awful!” Rosie said. “What a jerk!”

      “She was able to live off that money. It allowed her to do what she wanted, which was live a normal life,” he said.

      “Your mother raised you on her own?”

      Charles nodded. “Did a good job. We always lived comfortably. She got me interested in computers. I’ve sold a few start-ups since my college days. My current company is food processing software the FDA uses. I had Mom on as an employee until…”

      For a few moments, we listened to the booming echoes of footsteps and voices in the vaulted space. I got positive eyebrows from Rosie. I was feeling the same. It seemed like Charles was in need of investigators. Both of us felt inclined to help him.

      “Did your mother have any enemies?” Rosie asked after a while.

      Charles took a moment to study the people around. “Sorry. I keep having the feeling I’m being followed.”

      Rosie and I took a look around ourselves. There weren’t any obvious candidates. Still, Charles lowered his voice.

      “Mom was in show biz. Of course she had enemies. I don’t think it’s a coincidence she died at the same time the reboot of Casino of Carnage was announced. I can’t say if it was another actor or someone in production.”

      I couldn’t argue with him. Not at the moment.

      “We need to cast a wider net than that,” I said, only partly making it up. “Who else was close to your mom?”

      “Nobody who would hurt her.” Charles turned evasive.

      “Please, Charles. You want this to go smoothly. Part of our job is asking questions and using the answers to solve cases,” Rosie said.

      “Fine. Mom’s boyfriend’s name is Baz. He’s a personal trainer.”

      “Tell us about him,” I said.

      “Wait. What kind of name is Baz?” Rosie said.

      I shrugged. “Short for Basil?”

      “Baz is a nice man, gentle. But from Mom’s perspective, he was eye candy. Back when I was younger, she had similar boyfriends. They weren’t too close or too serious. Mom told me she just liked to have pretty arm candy. I’m pretty sure that’s all Baz is. They’ve been together for a few years now. He’s not in the will,” he said.

      “How would you know that?” I asked. “Are you the executor?”

      He nodded. “I am. I’m not getting anything, either.” He chuckled.

      “Why is that funny?” Rosie asked.

      “I own everything anyway. Her condo. Her car. She made my life comfortable when I was a kid. I just returned the favor,” Charles said.

      “To that point—who is in the will?” I asked.

      “Mostly charitable donations. Oh, her best friend, Gina, got a small bequest. Gina’s been Mom’s friend as long as I can remember. She’s like an aunt to me. Very sweet woman.”

      I thought for a moment. “Do you think Baz expected something?”

      Charles shrugged. “I don’t know why he would. They weren’t married or living together.”

      “How about your biological father? Would he expect a bequest, maybe some property?”

      “The last time I saw Fred, it was when I graduated college. I reached out. He reached back. It was awkward, of course. Nothing came of it. I didn’t feel a connection. Neither did he, apparently. No, he’s done his best to forget us.”

      I expected Charles to sound bitter about it, but he didn’t. Life with his mother had apparently been good enough to not need a reluctant father figure.

      “Anybody else?” I asked.

      Charles shook his head. “She’s got friends, of course. Gina is the only long-standing one. That’s why I believe Mom’s murder is tied to the movie people.”

      “No one has called this homicide as far as I know,” Rosie said.

      “A healthy, happy woman dies the minute her past shows up in town?” Charles said.

      Which was compelling.

      “If there’s nothing else, I do have a micro-empire to run,” he smiled.

      “No, nothing else. Thanks for being candid. We’ll get to work on this, and we’ll be in touch,” I said.

      He handed me a business card. “You can make retainer and expense payment arrangements with my financial manager. Please call when you find something.”

      “We will,” Rosie said earnestly. “As soon as we have something.”

      Charles walked out of Eataly.

      “We should get out of here too, before we get a parking ticket.” I stood up and grabbed my purse. When I turned for the door, I ran into someone.

      “Oh, I am so sorry!” I started.

      Rosie frowned. “What are you doing here?”

      How we had missed the overly puffed-up Jenks I couldn’t say. He gazed at us, a spoon in one hand, a container from Il Gelato in the other.

      “My bad,” he said. “I was too deep in visualization to see you there.”

      That made me shake my head.

      “You were listening in, weren’t you?” Rosie pointed a finger in his face.

      Jenks’ smile was greasy. “I was visualizing anything Mr. Locandro might have to say to a private investigator.” He shrugged.

      “If your best idea of an investigation is following actual investigators, you should find a new line of work, Jenks,” I said.

      “Who’s to say I’ve been following you?” Jenks said. Then, with a dramatic turn, he walked away.

      Rosie stared after him, features fallen. “I do not want to put up with that guy anymore.”

      I agreed. “I wish Sue would sell that business already.”

      



  




CHAPTER 4

      Neither Stone nor I had been to the quaint Summerlin Café. Trying to keep things quiet, we’d settled on a place beyond our usual stomping grounds. We took separate cars. Arrived at different times. This was getting stupid.

      Just to divert more attention from us, the café sat a short distance from a far more interesting place called Beer Zombies. How could anyone notice us in this little café when there were beer zombies just down the street?

      The weird master-planned community wasn’t one of my favorite places in Vegas—which was why we had chosen to meet here. Though the café looked quaint, it was all part of the modern development of restaurants in the area.

      “Long drive for coffee,” Stone smiled.

      “But worth it,” I said.

      He put his elbows on the table, studying me. “You don’t look particularly happy.”

      “It’s just…” How to put this? “We’ve been doing the secret relationship thing for how long?”

      Stone shrugged. “A week or so.”

      Only that long? It felt like months.

      But—whatever. “We’re getting some alone time at least.”

      His foot touched mine under the table. “And technically, we’re out in public.”

      Just not public where anyone I knew would see me.

      I reached across the table to take his hand. I knew so much about Stone, and yet there were enormous gaps in his history.

      He’d spent time working for the CIA and had a mysterious past in Afghanistan. How did you ask a person about that?

      I’d learned a bare minimum when Stone and I had to sort things out during a misunderstanding with the CIA—trust me, you don’t want to get into a misunderstanding with the CIA. Thankfully, we’d had a former mentor of his helping us out, and in the end, things were sorted—but I still didn’t want to talk about his past.

      Instead, I tried for the mundane.

      “Well, you’ve sold your business. You got money. Time on your hands. What are your plans, Stone?”

      “There’s the podcast. And we’ve talked a little about some personal training ideas,” he said.

      Stone was well built. His handsome face could turn stern—to stone, if you will.

      “If you were my personal trainer, I’d definitely do what you said.”

      “And yet you seem to never go to your Krav Maga classes.”

      My face became flame.

      “What about you?” He kept a straight face. “You’re still working at the casino. Do you think you can get serious enough about the PI game to make a real go of it?”

      “It’s not really about seriousness. It’s about consistency. I like the regularity of the work, it’s calming, and it helps me think things through. The PI business isn’t exactly steady.”

      “You could make it more steady,” Stone said.

      “I could? How?”

      “Branch out a little. That’s what I did. Security consultation, fugitive apprehension, personal security duty, get in with worker’s comp investigations, civil investigations. I can put you in contact with some lawyers, some insurance companies.”

      “That sounds interesting. You’d do that for me?”

      “Well, sure. One, because I like you and it would make me feel good to do it. That would probably make you feel good as well. Two, because I no longer have a private investigations business and all these contacts do me no good.”

      I’d thought the private eye business would always be a side gig, but there were plenty of big firms in Las Vegas and around the country. Why couldn’t Black Investigations grow a little?

      He gripped my hand a little tighter. His thumb ran over the back of my knuckles. “We can talk about business stuff later.”

      “Okay. You know, it’s kinda weird. Usually, when I first start dating someone, I’m trying to learn more about him. But I’ve known you for so long, I’m not sure what I need to find out.”

      “Do you know what my favorite color is?”

      “Green. The color of money. And trees and parks.”

      He frowned. “Favorite food?”

      “Braised ribs with the bones removed and lots of barbecue sauce.”

      “Favorite band?”

      I eyed him. “I didn’t know you had a favorite band. Do you know what mine is?”

      “Shocking Blue,” he grinned.

      Nobody knew that!

      Stone shocked me by quickly pulling his hand away. Before I could feel hurt, I saw a familiar figure sail into the café.

      “Well, if it isn’t Tiffany Black. I didn’t know you came here!” Jenks folded his hands on his outthrust chest.

      “You liar! You said you weren’t following me!”

      “I never said anything of the sort,” Jenks said. “Mind if I take a seat? Well, hello, Stone. Fancy meeting you here.”

      Argh! What was he doing here?

      “You must be missing the ol’ investigation game,” Jenks said to Stone. “Are you acting as Tiffany’s operative?”

      Before I could blurt out an answer, I stopped myself. Stone and I had come out here to avoid people we knew. Our relationship was still young, possibly fragile. If I denied Stone was working for me, then why were we sneaking out to Summerlin?

      “I’m acting more in a consultant capacity.” Stone was much smoother than me, much calmer. He could think on his feet a lot faster. Keep secrets well.

      “Oh?” Jenks said.

      “There’s a lot of work a private eye can get involved in. It’s not all surveillance and mysteries.”

      “It isn’t?” Jenks said. Then he blinked a few times. “Well, of course it isn’t! Everyone knows that.”

      “Is Sue planning on taking Giant Investigations in different directions?” I asked. Mostly to get rid of him. I doubted Sue told Jenks anything. I was hoping to annoy him away.

      “Oh, you know Sue. Always plans. Big plans.”

      All I could take comfort in was knowing that she no longer had big plans for Stone. That relationship was over. Ours was just beginning. It made putting up with Jenks almost tolerable.

      Almost.

      “So, as a colleague, as a friend, as a friend of a friend, tell me what you know about Felicity Locandro,” Jenks said, smiling his oily smile.

      “All I know for sure is—you’re stalking me. You stalked me to Eataly at Park MGM, you stalked me here to Summerlin, and I’m guessing you’re going to stalk me back to my apartment building.”

      Stone sat back, viewing the exchange. His face didn’t register whether he was disappointed that it looked like our date was coming to an early close.

      “Why would I need to stalk you? I can visualize where you are any time of day,” Jenks said.

      “Oh, that’s not creepy,” I said.

      I was frustrated. Not only was I keeping the connection between Stone and I secret, I had to keep it quiet while being shadowed. “Guess I’m going home for a nap before my shift.” Did I keep the disappointment out of my voice?

      “Think about what we discussed,” Stone said.

      At that moment, skipping out on the casino sounded like a distant dream. “I have to admit I get a kick out of solving a case. A lot more than I do as an anonymous croupier.”

      Stone toasted me with his cup. He knew this date was a bust, but he didn’t let anything show in his expression.

      Could I ever learn to do that?

      Disappointment was really dragging me down when I got back to the apartment. How could this ever work? Stone and I would have to leave the state to avoid running into people we knew. Not that leaving the state sounded like a bad idea. It was actually intriguing. But I had just caught a case.

      “Hey, boss, why so glum?” Rosie practically danced down the hall. She had a market bag slung over one arm.

      “Just thinking,” I said.

      “Me too! I was digging into the background on this case. Fascinating stuff. But then I love Hollywood stories. Went out for some brain food,” she hefted the bag.

      I looked inside. “Cheese corn and Slim Jims are brain food?”

      “Oh yeah,” she said. “What were you thinking? Fish?”

      I was thinking whether or not to tell Rosie about Stone, the café, Jenks’ tailing me.

      “S’up, girls?”

      We turned to see Jan saunter down the hall. The muscular woman was a former employee of Stone’s. An IT expert and a really good hacker, she wore black short-shorts and tank top that exposed head-to-toe tattoo art. Her hair had grown out a little so the tatts on her head were fuzzy and faded.

      “S’up with you, girlfriend?” Rosie said.

      Jan walked up and took a Slim Jim out of the bag. “Meat stick. That’s me. I was just on a date.”

      “A date? Really? You seem moodier than the boss here,” Rosie angled her head at me.

      “He was really boring,” Jan said.

      I had been under the impression that Jan liked girls more than boys. Maybe I needed to be less judgmental.

      “That sucks,” Rosie said.

      “Well, I broke up with Roy a week ago. We’d been together a while. I didn’t want to get sucked down the quicksand of woe, so I figured I’d get back on that horse. Unfortunately, it was a dull horse.”

      If you got past the punk hair, ink, and kohl black eyeliner, Jen was actually pretty in a strong, muscular way. Her features were sharp and even, with good bones and full lips that contrasted her overall skinniness.

      “Just a week ago? You should be drowning your sorrows in terrible rom-coms and ice cream,” Rosie said.

      Jan peeled her stolen snack and bit off the end. “Well, I don’t want to be a sap. I want to get on with life, you know? At the same time, I was hoping you had some free time to drown in ice cream with me.”

      “I just happen to have a gallon of generic rainbow sherbet,” Rosie hiked the bag.

      “Cupcake, you are the bomb,” Jan punched Rosie in the shoulder. “Tell you what, I’ve got an emergency computer crash gig right now, but I’ll be back soon.”

      “I’m down.” Rosie said. “I need to watch Casino of Carnage anyway.”

      “Classic slasher pic,” Jan nodded in appreciation. “We’ll make it a girls’ night.”

      “Best part of being single,” Rosie said.

      “Amen, sister.” Jan hurried away.

      “You in, boss?” Rosie asked. “We single girls gotta stick together.”

      I wasn’t single. Not really. Although I wasn’t ready to announce this. Why was this so hard? “Nah. I’m going to try to nap. I’ve got a late shift.”

      Rosie headed down the hall to her place. A pang of guilt flashed. Did I feel bad about keeping my love affair with Stone a secret? Rosie was more than my assistant. She was my friend. Probably even my best friend.

      Eventually, this would all work out.

      I hoped.

      



  




CHAPTER 5

      Since I was out of toaster waffles, I shuffled over to Rosie’s in the morning. Jan was sprawled out on the love seat, TV still loudly playing a movie. Her legs hung over the arms of the chair. How she could sleep with her neck practically folded in half was beyond me.

      “Bacon and eggs?” Rosie padded into the kitchen.

      I sat across the breakfast bar from her. “Real food? This early?”

      “Toast and coffee?”

      “That sounds better,” I said. “You’re all dressed and everything. How long have you been up?”

      “I never went to sleep,” Rosie said. “That movie, Casino of Carnage? It was really scary. I sat in the living room with Jan for protection.”

      Jan let out a snore and brushed her face with a floppy hand.

      “Good strategy,” I said.

      Rosie dropped bread in the toaster and grabbed a mug. Making a face, she pushed her cellphone over the counter to me.

      “Oh, no.” I saw Lucy McGoogan’s tattle vlog uploaded, photos of us displayed. “What is all this?”

      The first was a picture of Rosie, Charles, and me at Eataly. I had no doubt that Jenks had taken the photo. Final Girl’s Son Hides Truth of Mother’s Death! the headline screamed.

      “Don’t bother reading the stories,” Rosie grabbed a plate. “They’re all about Charles Locandro burying facts about his mother’s death.”

      I looked at a picture of Stone and me in the Summerlin Café. My stomach dropped. I managed to keep it together. “Why would he do that?”

      “Insurance. Lucy McGoogan theorizes a double- or triple-indemnity clause.” The toast popped. Rosie buttered it and passed the plate over.

      “Does she not know that most insurance clauses pay out regardless?” I asked. People assumed that murders and so forth would negate certain policies, but these were just movie tropes.

      “If she does, she isn’t letting it stand in the way of a good gossip piece,” Rosie said. She sat on a stool and sipped her coffee. “You didn’t tell me you were having coffee with Stone.”

      Dang it all. I cursed Jenks as I read the caption beneath the photo. It insinuated that we were hiring more muscle to hide the truth. “We were talking about ways to expand the business.” This was the truth, if only part. “He suggested things I haven’t thought of.”

      “Like what?” Rosie eyed me over the rim of her mug. Was that a suspicious glance?

      “Worker’s comp and civil investigations,” I said.

      She held a palm up. “How do we get into that line of work?”

      “We talk to Stone,” I shrugged.

      “What time is it?” Jan’s face rose above the love seat arm rest.

      “Eight-seventeen,” Rosie said.

      Jan rolled off the little sofa. “Gotta go. For some reason, I have clients who believe computers need to be maintained on an oh-nine-hundred to seventeen hundred schedule. Jerks.”

      She was usually a night person, I knew.

      “You want coffee?” Rosie asked.

      “Can you just pour it right into my brain?” Jan said. “I think I have a cheese-corn hangover.”

      She took a seat beside me at the breakfast bar. The only thing bright about her face was the many piercings. A sip of coffee seemed to make her hair stand up better. “Aah…” she sighed.

      “Breakfast?” Rosie asked. “It’s the most important meal of the day, Jan.”

      “Says who? The most important meal is the one when you feel hungry, not obligated,” Jan said. “Speaking of hungry, I’m heading to a single’s bar after work. You girls want to be my wing-women?”

      “Eew! No!” Rosie shouted.

      I nearly snorted coffee out of my nose.

      “Don’t hold back, Rosie. Tell me what you really think,” Jan said.

      “Singles bars are gross. Even the nice ones,” Rosie said. “C’mon, Jan. You can find dates someplace less… obvious.”

      Jan shrugged. “Suit yourselves. You never know. You could meet someone. It could be fun.”

      “I’ll think about it.” Rosie said it like she would absolutely not consider the idea.

      “Thanks for the coffee. Talk to you later,” Jan said. She grabbed her purse and headed out.

      “Have a good day at work,” Rosie called.

      Speaking of work. “Since you’ve been up all night, have you had a chance to background any people in Felicity’s life?”

      “Actually, yeah. It kept my mind off creepy slashers that I could sort of hear in the hall,” Rosie said. She angled her head.

      I followed her to the glass table in the living room. Her laptop was already set up. She faced the screen toward me.

      “I’ve dug up some dirt on potential suspects. First, we have billionaire absentee father Fred Hearthstone,” Rosie said.

      I saw a news story about Hearthstone in Bali. “Looks like he has an alibi for the night of the murder,” I said.

      “Indeed. He’s at a week-long conference for high profile investor types. As far as I know, he’s still there,” Rosie said.

      “He’s got money. I’m sure he could bribe enough people to confirm his alibi,” I said.

      “He sure could. Except for two things. First, he’s at a conference with a bunch of billionaires. People who theoretically don’t need money that badly. Second, what’s his motive?” Rosie said.

      If what Charles told us was true, Fred never had contact with Felicity and her son. There was no animosity. No anything, really. “What else do you have?”

      Rosie turned the computer back to herself. After a little typing and mousing, she turned it back to me. I saw a picture of a man doing a muscle pose by a nice pool.

      “Baz Boynton,” Rosie said.

      “Short for Basil?” I asked.

      “Nope. It’s just Baz. His given name.”

      I shook my head. “What kind of name is Baz?”

      “Well, I looked it up. There’s only one other Baz I found. He’s an Australian movie director,” Rosie said.

      “Ah. Australian,” I said.

      “His given name is actually Mark,” Rosie said. “Baz is some kind of nickname. Just like Boz Skaggs, the musician. That’s a nickname someone gave him in college.”

      Now we knew all about Bazes and Bozes, I thought. “What’s his deal?”

      “He does personal training, mostly. His family is from Bozeman, Montana. Mother and father are still living, sister and brother.”

      Bozeman, I thought, not Baz-man.

      “Was he in town when Felicity was murdered?” Technically, we didn’t know for sure if Felicity was murdered. While all signs pointed to this, there was no declaration from the police, or from the county coroner.

      “He was, but not at her house. His apartment is not far from here, actually. Baz didn’t live with her. We really only have Charles’ word that the two were a couple. There aren’t any marriage documents or anything like that. Felicity kept a low profile.”

      I could learn a lot from her, I thought. “He said Baz wasn’t in the will.”

      “We have no way of knowing what’s in the will until it goes through probate,” Rosie said. “But there’s no reason to doubt Charles.”

      “I’m wondering if Baz might have been expecting something,” I thought aloud.

      “Maybe some cash? Charles said he actually owns all the real property. But Felicity did have some set aside,” Rosie said.

      “Right. Because she left some to her friend Gina.”

      Rosie pulled the computer back to her. After a moment, she turned it back. “Eugenia Clutterbuck, AKA Gina Buck. Former showgirl at the Tropicana.”

      “Oh, I love the Tropicana,” I said. They were maybe the last casino that harkened back to the old days. “They have that great pool and all those old mid-century cars.”

      “Like all showgirls in this town, she got four-walled back in the ’80s. She became friends with Felicity when she started doing local commercials.”

      “Four-walled?”

      Rosie nodded. “Used to be, all the casinos put on elaborate shows to keep the marks happy. The audience were mostly comped. Then, someone decided that it was too expensive. Singers, dancers, orchestras. They turned it around so that production companies rented the venues and had to fund their own shows through box office sales. They called it four-walled. Not a single company wanted to put on a showgirls show.”

      “Right. It’s all Blue Man Group, Cirque du Soleil, and whatever,” I said.

      “Felicity retired young; Gina was sort of forced into retirement. That might have been the connection,” Rosie said.

      “Or maybe Felicity was giving Gina acting lessons. You mentioned local commercials?”

      Rosie pointed. “There’s a clip on the bottom there.”

      I moused over to it. A blurry, jumpy video played—an old ad for a local maid service. It was followed by another one for a phone directory. “Advertising for a phone book?”

      Rosie shrugged. “Don’t ask me about the pre-internet days. It’s all just confusing.”

      Gina was a pretty blonde, tall, of course, with big green eyes. The next commercial, ironically, cast her as a showgirl. “Does she have an alibi?”

      “Not that I know of,” Rosie said. “Gina lives just down the street from Felicity. We’ll have to talk to her ourselves. It’s not like former showgirls make the news very often.”

      “Not like billionaires,” I agreed. None of it sat very well. “I don’t like any of these suspects.”

      “Me neither. But with some help from Charles, I managed to track down the production company, Pewter Scooter Productions,” Rosie said. “The second unit is shooting at a warehouse and at some downtown casino locations.”

      “Pewter Scooter?” I’d never heard of them.

      “Not exactly Warner Brothers. I’m sure some bigger company will swoop in and give them some funding or distribution. That’s the way the picture business works these days,” Rosie said.

      “We should start with the production people first,” I said. “They aren’t local. They won’t be in town very long.”

      Rosie nodded. “We’ve got a warehouse location from Charles. He said the best time to talk to these people will be at lunch. Supposedly, they’ll be cooperative.”

      “Because of his lawsuits?”

      “That’s what I’m guessing,” Rosie said.

      “Where is this warehouse, the 18b?” I asked. That was the local name for the arts district in downtown Las Vegas. When it was first established, it took up eighteen blocks, thus 18b.

      “Yep. On South Commerce Street,” Rosie said.

      I downed the rest of my coffee. “All right, we have time before lunch. I’m going to get ready.”

      “Wear something fancy,” Rosie said. “These are Hollywood people.”

      Did I even have anything fancy? Not for daywear. “I’ll do my best.”

      “A hat, maybe,” Rosie said to herself.

      “How many people will be on a second unit shoot, do you think?” I asked Rosie. She was more into the Hollywood thing than me.

      “Well, there will be the cast, of course, and the director. His name is Pete.” Rosie began to count on her fingers. She quickly ran out. “The AD, the set PA, the DP, the camera operator, the first AC, the best boy, the gaffer, the ELT, grips, wardrobe, set decorators—”

      I held up my hands. “Stop. Stop, stop, stop. No wonder film credits are so long.”

      “That’s George Lucas’ fault, Boss” Rosie said.

      “Star Wars?”

      “No, not Star Wars. He was making a movie when he was young. Since he didn’t have enough money to pay everyone, he said, ‘hey, how about I put you in the credits?’” Rosie shrugged.

      I headed out, shaking my head. “I hate Hollywood.”

      



  




CHAPTER 6

      Sleep did not want to come. I tossed and turned all night.

      What I needed was a leg up on this case. Felicity Locandro was dead. Much media posturing had followed, more than I would expect for an actress who had appeared in one successful film. She was a local, sure, but she managed to live a normal, uneventful life over the past decades.

      Inside information was usually something I had to earn from the police. Sometimes it was a trade; sometimes it was just being two jumps ahead of the law and letting them catch up for a little tidbit that would move me the rest of the way through the case.

      When I thought about it, it was somewhat surprising the relationships I’d developed. I was actually on the same side as the police, generally. Still, even though I was a licensed PI, the boys in blue considered my investigations amateur meddling.

      Why they continued to think that after I’d successfully solved so many cases that eluded the long arm of the law was probably just professional stubbornness.

      Ironically, one of my oldest friends worked for the LVMPD. Unfortunately, she was out on maternity leave.

      It had been a few weeks since I’d seen her. Should I arrange a coffee catchup or just surprise her at home?

      I decided on the latter and made a call to Tremonte casino, owned by her husband Jack, and told the staff to let me in the next day. Normally, they’d kick up a fuss, but Emily and Jack must’ve told them who I was and what I was like, so they agreed to let me pull off my little surprise.

      I woke at the crack of dawn the next day. Emily was an early bird…

      I showered and dressed. The sun had just peeked over the horizon as I drove off. Even this early in the day, I could sense a real scorcher ahead.

      Uninvited, super early, I hemmed and hawed outside the door of Emily and Jack’s place, their luxury penthouse apartment. My ears pricked up, listening for baby sounds. For any sounds. Of course, their place was perfectly soundproofed. Had I made a mistake trying to pull off a surprise? But wasn’t that just what a new mom would’ve wanted?

      Hesitantly, I rang the bell.

      It echoed inside.

      This was followed by nothing.

      I shuffled, shifting my weight, wondering if I should press the bell, knock, or run away and pretend I was never here at the crack of dawn.

      Was I a bad friend?

      Lost in guilty thought as I was, I made a squeak when the door was flung wide.

      “What?”

      Eyes screwed shut, hair blasted in twists and cowlicks, Emily stood in the doorway.

      “Oh. Hi, Em. I was just coming by to see the baby.”

      “Who are you?” She didn’t open her eyes.

      “Cut it out, Em.”

      “Do you have any idea what time it is?”

      I did. “Don’t mommies of tiny babies get up with the sun?”

      “We do. When our babies are home. This is the first time I’ve gotten to sleep in for months,” Emily said.

      Relief washed over me. I wanted to be supportive, wanted to be a future favorite fake aunt, but tiny babies terrified me a little.

      “Is Jack with the baby?”

      Emily shook her head. “He’s where he always is—out on the road. My mom took pity on me. She took the baby for the night.”

      “Oh. Too bad. Where’s the nanny?”

      “Her day off. Grandma wanted a turn.”

      “Oh great, we can have a girls’ catchup!”

      Emily rolled her eyes at me. “You’re here about Felicity Locandro. You took the case, but you don’t even know what kind of case you took on. Which is par for the course.”

      Emily was right.

      “I was hoping you might clue me in a little,” I said. “Also, how about we get coffee? On me. Donuts if you want.”

      She shuffled out of the way, leaving the door open. I figured she wanted me to follow.

      “Donuts? I’m finally dropping my baby weight.” She stretched, then ran her hands over her perfectly flat stomach.

      “You look great, Emily.”

      “Yeah, but I feel fat.”

      “You’re also a cop.”

      “Touché. Got a reputation to maintain, haven’t I?” We shared a grin. “Donuts it is. Let me get my shoes.”

      Emily wore a long sleep shirt, essentially a knee-length T-shirt. It had an old-school “Baby on Board” yellow caution sign design on the front.

      Who was I to judge? I had stretchy pants on under a long floral print button-down. My current favorite yellow sneakers on my feet.

      She glared at me. With only one eye.

      “You were really going to let me go out in public like this?”

      “You do you,” I said. “I won’t stand in the way of your personal expression.”

      “Let’s get this over with before I stop convincing myself I’m sleepwalking.”

      Emily changed. Her outfit didn’t look much different. There was a donut shop within walking distance. Heat had already begun to infuse the morning air. Before long, Emily had her elbow on a table, her head on her bent wrist.

      I ordered the coffee and donuts and brought them over.

      “Is there a jelly?” She asked.

      “All jelly,” I said.

      “No lemon curd?”

      “You hate lemon curd.”

      “Just making sure I don’t eat one by accident.” Emily took a donut and tried to dunk it in her coffee. The lid was still on.

      I reached out and peeled the lid off. She sleepily dunked.

      “What’s the skinny on Felicity Locandro?” I finally asked.

      “Skinny,” she chuckled. At least both of her eyes were open now. “You ask what the skinny is at a donut shop.”

      I waited. There was no point pushing. Emily would get around to it when she was good and ready. She would make me squirm for waking her up on the one morning she had no husband or baby.

      I could take it. We’d been friends for a while. Although, didn’t she have a night nanny? I tried to think back. Vaguely, I remembered her talking about Jack getting one and then mentioning that she fired her because she wanted to bond with the baby at night time too. I supposed she was regretting that decision and Jack would have hired her a new night nanny as soon as he came back to Vegas.

      “Elwood’s come by to see the baby,” she said.

      I was shocked. “No way!”

      “Yes way. But how’s things with you?”

      “Good.”

      “Stone?”

      “Uh, good.”

      “And you and Stone?”

      I gulped. Emily was one of my oldest friends. She and I hardly kept secrets from each other. But this one was too soon.

      “I, uh. I’m seeing someone but I can’t really talk about it yet.” There, honest enough.

      “Boy-toy?”

      Maybe not so much a toy, I thought.

      Which meant I was caught.

      “Ha! You’ve got a guy in your life. Spill the tea, Tiffany.”

      The hesitation continued, dooming me further with Emily. As a cop, she was an expert at breaking a suspect down. Or a friend.

      “I really can’t. Not just yet.”

      “Oh, so I know him.”

      “Please don’t,” I said. “You’re smart enough to figure it out. I’m just not ready to talk about it. To go public. You get that, right?”

      “How am I the public?”

      I scoffed. “You know what I mean.”

      “C’mon, Tiffany. Do you know how much I need some adult talk? I’ve been baby talking for months. The only topics of conversation involve baby food, which diapers are on sale, and whose turn it is to wake up at three a.m.”

      “My love life isn’t the only adult thing on the table here, Em,” I said. “We’re talking about work, right? Is there anything more adult than that?”

      “Or more boring,” Emily said.

      Right. Emily was a bulldog once she caught a case. And the last time we’d met, she’d been complaining about wanting to get back to it all.

      Even half asleep, I could tell that she wanted to get in on the Locandro case, if only peripherally.

      “You said Elwood came by,” I prompted.

      She sighed. “He’s not excited about pursuing the case. There’s a lot of oversight from the brass. Locandro went from a typical Vegas resident to high profile.”

      “Show biz will do that,” I said.

      “Why did she have to sign up with the new production? If she had just gone on living her quiet life, she would have been fine,” Emily said.

      “That sounds like the movie people are suspect,” I said.

      “Who else?” Emily shrugged. She finished her donut and grabbed another.

      “What was the MO?” I asked. “Is this for sure a homicide?”

      “No doubt about it. The coroner spotted it before even looking at the stomach contents. Felicity Locandro was poisoned.”

      Poisoned, I thought. That was considered a woman’s modus operandi, although it wasn’t a hundred percent accurate. Still, it was something to keep in mind.

      “How did the poison get to the vic?” I asked.

      “Cookies.”

      “Pretty sure-fire method,” I mused aloud.

      “Chocolate cookies. Homemade looking. Chocolate chunks.”

      “Absolutely sure-fire,” I said. “And Elwood suspects the Hollywood bunch?”

      “Well, with the cookies, Elwood is forced to cast a wider net. I mean, anyone could have given her the cookies.” Emily finished another donut. “And who can resist cookies?” she said around a mouth full of jelly and dough.

      “But since Felicity led an otherwise quiet life until the picture was announced and the film crew arrived…”

      “Yep. Ol’ Grumpy is looking at it two ways. First, that a member of the film crew is the doer. Second, that the attention drawn to the movie remake put Felicity in the spotlight and drew a random killer out of the woodwork.”

      Grumpy Old Elwood would want to work it the first way. Finding a random killer would require a lot of time and even more luck. “I’ve talked to the son, Charles Locandro. He’s thinking the same thing. Someone involved with the movie is the killer.”

      Emily nodded. “That guy’s got some money, some pull. Even so, there’s some to-do going on with a city council member. LVMPD is diverting a lot of resources. That’s leaving Elwood to work the case without much help.”

      “If he was a normal person, he’d be glad I was working it, too,” I said.

      “No one ever accused Elwood of being normal.” Emily reached for another donut. She stopped herself.

      “You can take the rest home with you,” I said.

      “No way! I have zero willpower.” Emily said. Then she relented. “Might be good for lunch, though.”

      



  




CHAPTER 7

      I didn’t have anything trendy to wear. My wardrobe included a lot of black, but it would be pushing a hundred degrees by noon.

      Since filming sounded like something people did sitting around in the sun, I opted for a ball cap. I had two, a cheetah print with the Vegas Golden Knights logo and a coveted Desert Dogs lacrosse team cap. Cheetah wasn’t black, so I went with that.

      “That’s really what you’re wearing?” Rosie caught me in the hall. She had on a silk blouse in a cream color over a denim skirt and cute flats. Definitely not work wear.

      “We aren’t going to be on screen, Rosie. This is work, a job site, not a glamourous red-carpet thing,” I said. Rugby shirt and jogger pants seemed apropos.

      She frowned at my feet. “Yellow sneakers?”

      “They’re gold. They go with the hat.”

      We drove to the arts district downtown. The warehouse in question didn’t stand out from the others.

      When we went to the front door, a burly guy opened it. He wore a lanyard over a T-shirt with the company logo—a silvery scooter—and cut-off shorts. The badges on his lanyard indicated he was security.

      “We’re here to talk to the crew,” I said. “Charles Locandro sent us.”

      The guy went to a desk near the door to look over a clipboard. “Tiffany and Rosie?”

      “That’s us,” Rosie smiled.

      “Well, they’re shooting on the second floor. I can’t send you up. The stairs make too much noise.” He handed us visitor stickers with our names in Sharpie.

      Rosie looked doubtfully at it and at her silk blouse.

      “When can we hold interviews?” I asked.

      “You can go up when they take ten. I’ll send Pete a text, let him know you’re here.”

      Eventually, we climbed to the second level. Rosie pointed at a room full of old betting tables. “This is where Joe gets it in the original film. It’s supposed to be in the casino basement. A hidden, super high-stakes gambling room where people were murdered.”

      We headed toward the sound of voices. Rosie had a comment about each room we passed. “Oh, there’s the office where Cathy and Bo work. This is the Eye in the Sky security room. Here’s the cell where the girls are kept.”

      I hadn’t seen Casino of Carnage. None of it meant anything to me. Eventually, hot, bright lights appeared at the end of a hall. As we moved toward that room, a buzzer went off.

      “Action,” someone called.

      We stood still, not knowing what to do. Actors spoke lines we couldn’t make out. Then, that same loud voice yelled: “Cut!”

      A short man with broad shoulders and sandy hair stepped out of the bright room. He squinted down the hall. “You’re the detectives?”

      “That’s us,” Rosie said.

      “We’ve got four more scenes before we strike the bar set,” he said. “Then we can talk. Lunch will be set up outside in the back. I’m Pete, by the way.”

      He bustled over, shaking our hands.

      “You’re the producer?” I asked.

      He nodded. “For Pewter Scooter. This picture is going to really put this production company on the map. Everything is going smoothly. Probably too smoothly. Do you want to watch us shoot?”

      Pete led us through a back door. The room was lit from a few directions. A man played a bartender, a woman his customer. A fat, balding guy stood on the tending side of the bar, pointing out lines in a script.

      There were three people standing at a camera on a tripod and a guy holding an overhead mic on a boom with a woman on the other end at a recorder. A group stood around the light scaffold. A young man and a young woman walked around doing nothing but texting on their phones.

      We found an out-of-the-way corner and stood with a guy in a boiler suit. He must have been dying. Even with big fans blowing, the top floor of the warehouse was sweltering. I rolled up my sleeves.

      The fat guy came back around the bar and stood with the camera guys. “Quiet on set!” It was his voice we’d heard before. “Sound!” he yelled.

      Mic boom guy lowered his overhead device, and the woman at the recorder yelled, “Speed!”

      A woman I hadn’t seen before walked between the cameras and the actors at the bar. She lifted a black and white clapboard. “Scene fifty-eight, take three.”

      After she snapped the top part down and scooted out of the way, the fat guy yelled, “Action!”

      At the bar, the actors went through their lines. I didn’t recognize either one of them. Then the director cut. They moved the camera. First one actor repeated the same dialogue in close up. Then the other.

      “Cut!”

      Rosie grabbed my arm. “Isn’t this exciting? A real movie shoot.”

      Exciting wasn’t the word I was thinking.

      “Strike the set. Jan, what’s our next series?” The director walked away from the camera.

      “Ladies’ shower,” the woman with the clapboard said.

      “If we can get that set up, I’d like to shoot it before lunch.”

      Pete the producer walked around, arms in the air. “Crafty is open if you want to grab something before the next scenes..”

      A lot of people walked out. Bright, hot lights went out.

      “What’s crafty?” Rosie asked him as he came toward our corner.

      “Craft services. They do the snack carts, and they’ll help with the catering at lunch. Help yourselves, by the way.” Pete smiled. “Now, what is it you wanted to know?”

      “Tell us about Felicity Locandro,” I said.

      “Nice lady. Kept her looks. Sharp as a tack. One of our investors thought it would be great to have her do some promo. You know, the original final girl and all that,” Pete said.

      Rosie listened in. “You didn’t work with her?”

      “Not personally, no. Dan, the director, shot a few scenes with her, just walk-on stuff. Mostly she just hung out. Brought her friends by for lunch once in a while. Big guy, Basil? I forget his name. And Gina Buck. I’ve done a couple commercials with her. Local talent.”

      “Does that mean Felicity was all done with the shoot?” I asked.

      “Yep. I’m glad we got it in the can before she died. We’re leaning pretty hard on the nostalgia angle. The last sequel, Casino of Carnage IV: Deadly Deal came out in 1986.” He shrugged. “People have short memories.”

      “Was the production company okay with Felicity coming back? She was only in the first movie, after all,” Rosie said.

      “The execs at Pewter Scooter were lukewarm about it at first. But there was an injection of investor money with the request that Felicity be a part of the reboot. How does the song go? Money changes everything.” He shrugged. “I don’t deal with the talent unless there’s a problem. There weren’t any with Felicity.”

      Out of Pete’s sight, Rosie gave me a shrug. She was right. We weren’t going to get much out of Pete the producer.

      “If that’s all you need, I need to hop on a Zoom call,” Pete said. “You can talk to anybody on the shoot. And like I said, help yourself to craft services.”

      We were now alone on the set, save the couple guys tearing equipment down. “We probably should hang out at the crafty cart,” Rosie said.

      “Get a cross section of the people working on the movie,” I agreed. “Plus snacks.”

      A small crowd gathered around three stainless steel carts parked near the front door. All around, gambling furniture sat in enormous stacks. A couple guys sat on a forklift eating sandwiches.

      “You want a juice?” Rosie asked.

      “I’m going with you. See if there’s iced coffee.”

      We learned a lot about the movie business when we hung around craft services. A gaffer, for instance, was in charge of the electricity on set. A key grip was in charge of rigging. Had this been a larger production, each of those positions would have best boys, which were assistants to the main guys.

      What we didn’t learn was very much about Felicity Locandro. Like Pete the producer said, she’d shot her walk-on parts early in the shoot.

      “Maybe we should split up,” I said. “Talk to as many people as we can.”

      “Oh, can I talk to the actors?” Rosie said.

      “Knock yourself out.” Which left the crew to me. It was easy to tell the difference. The actors were all in costume while the crew wore Pewter Scooter T-shirts, jeans, and boots.

      “She was a hoot!” I was talking to a couple girls from makeup. “Just visiting the old haunt, grazing at craft services like the rest of the crew,” a woman with big blonde hair said.

      “Kinda like a homecoming,” her friend had gray hair cut in a wedge. “She hung out with some local talent. Most of us are imports from LA.”

      “Local talent?” I asked. “Who would that be?”

      “She had a couple friends who were working as extras. You know, people like that. The cleaning crew… If you’re in show biz, you get to know others,” the blonde said.

      “Not that she wasn’t friendly,” gray wedge said. “She was just plain folks. Nice woman. Didn’t put on airs.”

      “Unlike our current ‘stars.’” The blonde made air quotes.

      “Don’t get me started on Angie and Marge!” the gray-haired makeup woman said.

      A couple of food trucks pulled up and parked just outside the front door. People from crafty set out long tables and pushed carts out to the trucks.

      Warming trays, chafing dishes, stacks of plates, bowls, and trays were quickly dispatched making the lower level of the warehouse a dining room. Tablecloths were unfurled and dozens of chairs on a rack were unfolded.

      I found Rosie on the other side of the room.

      “Learn anything?” I asked.

      “Lots!” she said enthusiastically.

      “Anything about Felicity?”

      Her expression fell. “Oh. Not so much. Everyone seems to think she was nice. Humble. Polite. Honestly, I don’t think anyone paid much attention to her.”

      I nodded. “I get the same impression.”

      “I did hear that she tended to hang with local people,” Rosie said. “I guess show biz types she already knew.”

      As she said that, I spotted two women descending from the second floor. One held a mop bucket; the other wore rubber gloves. They shared a uniform of orange polo shirts and dark blue aprons.

      “Those two look local,” I said.

      Both of them made a beeline for the spread. Craft services had it going on. There was soup, sandwiches, baked chicken, pasta dishes, lots of fruit, and bottled drinks in vats of ice. The ladies in orange grabbed trays.

      I motioned with my head. Rosie and I got in line behind them.

      “Hi, we’re here asking people about Felicity Locandro. Did you two know her?” Rosie wasn’t one for beating around the bush.

      One of the women replied in Spanish, shrugging. But the other nodded. “I knew her well. She was a great lady.”

      “Really? What was she like?” Rosie asked.

      The cleaning woman, Clara, grabbed one of everything on the catering table. “She liked working here for the same reason I do. All the free food.” Clara said something in Spanish to her partner.

      “Sí, sí, free food!” the other woman laughed.

      It had to beat cleaning houses, I thought.

      “The hours are long, but they feed us three meals. And not cheap food either,” Clara said. “We clean up after they break down sets, we clean the trailers when the actors are working. Our company, Sunshine Maids, gets a lot of Hollywood contracts. There’s always a shoot going on somewhere in Las Vegas.”

      “Did you ever see Felicity in an argument with anyone? In some kind of dispute?” I asked.

      “No one paid attention to her. This is a movie set. You have people sucking up to the director, brown-nosing the producer. People worried that they’re going to lose their jobs because of some has-been actor’s ego. Felicity was outside all that,” Clara said.

      “Like you two.”

      The two maids had another brief discussion in Spanish.

      “Like us, yes,” Clara said.

      “But they no talk to you,” her partner said.

      “Oh?” Rosie’s brows went up.

      Clara shrugged. “They have their little cliques. Young know-it-alls form one group, old hands another. You can’t get a straight answer from any of them. They don’t want to miss out on any future jobs, so they keep their mouths shut.”

      “Everybody wants the director’s ear, or the producers’, because they might have big projects coming up?” I asked. “No one rocks the boat?”

      They sat down at one of the tables. Rosie and I sat across from them.

      “Like that, yes. Dan is making a splash in the business, I hear. He did a low-budget horror picture last year. Guillermo del Torro produced. And Pete?”

      “Un hombre muy rico.” The other maid rubbed her thumb and index finger together.

      “Señor Pete is rich,” Carla nodded.

      Well, this was show business. Still— “From making low-budget horror movies?”

      Carla shrugged. “I don’t know that side of the business. Streaming deals. Rentals. I can’t say.” She held both her palms up. “Must be nice!”

      “Guess producers make more money than actors or directors,” Rosie said.

      “None of the talent on this film is… talented,” Carla said. “Most of them are washed up. The young ones? If this movie isn’t a hit, you’ll never hear from them again.”

      “What about Angela Rodriquez?” Rosie asked. “She’s got a music career and stuff.”

      “I don’t like talking out of school, but Angela is on the verge of losing it all,” Carla looked over her shoulder.

      Her co-worker nodded. She made a bottle out of her thumb and pinky, tipping it against her mouth.

      “She drinks too much?” I said.

      “Not long ago, she came back here after shooting with a man. She could barely stand,” Carla said.

      That was weird. “Why would she come here after shooting?”

      “Most of the crew, they like it here better than their rooms. The stars have their trailers out back. Every night is a warehouse party,” Carla shrugged.

      “Do you know the man?” Rosie asked.

      “Never saw him before,” Carla said. “Never seen him since.”

      I nodded to Rosie. “Sorry to chew your ears off. You both want to eat.”

      “No problem. Maybe we’ll see you around,” Carla said.

      The line for food stretched toward the stairs. Luckily, we’d been snacking as we talked to the movie crew. We headed back to the car.

      “I don’t think any of these people had a reason to hurt Felicity Locandro,” Rosie said.

      The desert sun beat down on us as we walked. “I agree. Did we learn anything new?”

      “Well, I learned that cleaning up after movie crews must be a pretty sweet gig,” Rosie said.

      “Because of the free food?” I asked.

      “Not just that. Didn’t you see that tennis bracelet Carla had on? I think those were real diamonds,” Rosie said.

      I saw the bracelet. My attention to detail couldn’t compare to Rosie’s. “Valuable?”

      “Diamonds and platinum? Are you kidding? It must have cost a fortune.”

      



  




CHAPTER 8

      My cell pinged as I started up the car. Rosie grabbed the phone out of my purse.

      “It’s from Charles Locandro.”

      “What’s he say?” I pulled out into traffic.

      “Lunch,” Rosie said.

      OMG. I was so full already. “Seriously?”

      “One-thirty. Looks like a trendy grill,” Rosie said. “It’s on Third near the Mob Museum.”

      “Upscale,” I said. “Seems a shame to show up and not be able to eat anything.”

      “Free food tastes better,” Rosie agreed.

      “Maybe we should walk around a bunch. You know. Do some digesting first.” I headed north on Las Vegas Boulevard South. The grill was downtown. There was plenty of parking near Fremont Street. “Does the text say anything else?”

      “All it says is ‘Lunch. Major Players.’” Rosie read my phone again.

      “Weren’t the people at the shoot major players? The director, the producer?”

      “I would think, yeah,” Rosie shrugged. “There’s probably a lot more about the movie business I don’t know.”

      “Probably a lot I don’t want to know,” I said.

      We wandered around the so-called Cultural Corridor until our feet hurt and we started feeling sweaty. Then we ducked into the cool dim of the historic downtown casinos.

      “Are you feeling hungry yet?” I asked Rosie over the ringing of the slot machines.

      “Not even a little,” she said. “But it’s almost one-thirty.”

      We caught Charles outside the restaurant.

      “I was wondering if you were going to make it,” he said.

      “We already ate a lot on location,” Rosie said.

      I tried to stop her from spilling all the gory food details. “What did you mean by major players?”

      “The people who really make movies happen,” Charles said. “The money people, the investors.”

      That sounded awesome.

      No. No, it didn’t.

      There was a reserved table in the back of the place. I’d never been to this grill. Las Vegas had so many restaurants, you could eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner at a different place for four years. Of course, by that time, there would be all new ones.

      “Who is this, Chuck? They aren’t the talent.” A broad-shouldered man who was completely bald leaned forward and leered at us.

      “These are my employees,” Charles said. “I need them here.”

      “Whatever,” another man, older, peered through thick glasses. “Any eye candy is fine with me.”

      “Not with me,” the first guy said. “Where are the stars of this picture? What are we paying for here?”

      “Joe, where are the girls?” the older man asked.

      Joe was young, in shape, and out of place at the table. I figured he wasn’t an investor, but involved in the movie. “They had another event, sir. Something that was scheduled earlier.”

      “Sure. They’re probably just looking for sugar daddies,” the broad-shouldered man said.

      “What the heck are we?” the old guy joked.

      I shifted in my chair. These were the major players?

      Another man, thin, in his late fifties, wearing large, tinted glasses, sat back from the others. While he didn’t participate, I got the impression that he was taking in the conversations for later use.

      “The girls are probably trying to find opportunities for some makeup or perfume sponsorship,” Charles said. “You know what celebrity’s like these days.”

      “Might be helpful if any of them girls was actually famous,” broad shoulders smirked.

      “This picture might do it for Angela,” the old guy said.

      Broad shoulders smiled darkly. “I hope not.”

      Rosie gave me a look. I didn’t know what the guy meant, and I didn’t think I wanted to. Luckily, I didn’t have to.

      “Hey! Sorry we’re late!”

      A group of women walked to the private room. Four of them were young, attractive. I thought I recognized the one in the lead. She flipped her hair and smiled at everyone at the table.

      Except for Rosie and me.

      One of the women was older with more poise and less giggling. She sat next to Rosie.

      The four younger girls descended, taking seats.

      “Now it’s a party,” the broad-shouldered one said.

      I recognized Angie Rodriquez. She had been on a kids’ show and gone into music, I thought. I was definitely no expert on celebrities.

      “Do I know you?” the girl sitting next to her asked us.

      “I doubt it,” I said. “We’re investigators.”

      “I don’t think I’ve seen your show,” Angela said. “Have you, Michelle?”

      Her friend shook her head. “Is it on Apple TV or something?”

      “We’re not on a show,” Rosie said. “We’re real investigators.”

      “Ha!” Michelle’s head fell back as she fake-laughed, her hair dropping behind her chair. “Investigators. What a hoot.”

      “You aren’t investigating Felicity Locandro’s death, are you?” one of the other young girls asked. Then she made big eyes at Charles. “No offense, Mr. Locandro.”

      “Why would you hire investigators, Charles?” Michelle asked.

      Charles’ face went dark. “I’m not sure what you’re asking.”

      “She means that your mother wasn’t interesting, Charles,” the older actress said. “She was old. Less than famous. Even so, she is stealing all the press about the movie.”

      The girls lapsed into guilty silence.

      “Don’t hold back, Margie. Give us the straight dope,” the old man chuckled.

      Broad shoulders scoffed. “Same old Blunt Margorie Ramsay.”

      “I thought that was you,” Rosie said brightly. “I’ve seen a ton of your movies.”

      “Did Marge make a ton?” Michelle stage-whispered to one of the starlets.

      Rosie ignored the mean girl. “You were in Casino of Carnage with Felicity. And the sequels, too. What was she like back then?”

      Charles leaned forward slightly. Of course, he wanted to hear stories about his mom.

      “She was like you,” Marge gave the girls a long stare. “Selfish, brash, thinking you own the world and that it will last forever.”

      “Jeeze. You are blunt.” Michelle rolled her eyes.

      “I was surprised when I met her again, this time around. She was humble, funny, a pleasure to be around. Maybe she was like that before she started believing her own press,” Marge said. “I was happy to see that she lived a good life outside the limelight. She raised a son, a successful, intelligent man. Felicity did all right for herself. We should all be so lucky in life.”

      “Really?” Angela eyed Marge. “I heard she was a total B.”

      “She was. No one on set liked her. I didn’t like her. But why dote on that? Sometimes, young people are just rude and nasty.”

      Did Angela get Marge’s pointed stare? Probably not.

      “Do you think it’s better having a rich son or a rich husband?” Michelle said.

      “Well, a husband can divorce you, and leave you with half your stuff. A son can’t,” Angela smiled at Charles.

      “Yeah, but you have to get pregnant and fat first,” Michelle said. “Would that be worth it?”

      “What if you married, like, a sheik?” one of the other girls said. “Someone who owned a whole country or whatever?”

      The rest joined in, discussing who would be best to marry for financial gain. The men at the table seemed intrigued by the talk.

      Rosie ignored them. She turned to Marge. “Felicity kinda ruined your career, didn’t she?”

      “With her innuendos about my drug use?” Marge’s voice rose. “With her photos of the two of us doing coke together—minus her image? Yes, Felicity definitely gave my acting career quite a twist.”

      Her voice had gotten loud enough to stop all the other conversations.

      “Dang, Marge,” Angela said. “I thought everyone did coke in the eighties. What was the big deal?”

      “Right?” Michelle said. “These days, you just take a selfie outside of rehab and you’re all good.”

      “I never wanted to do drugs. Felicity talked me into it. I’m sorry to say it, Charles, but your mother had a problem back in the day,” Marge said.

      “If she did, she didn’t bear any of the backlash that you did,” Charles said, voice raised.

      “Of course, she didn’t. She dropped out of show biz,” Marge said. She waved to a waiter. “Can I get a vodka tonic over here?”

      “You still finished the Carnage series,” Rosie said. “That was four movies.”

      “I was under contract. They had to use me or buy me out. Turns out, it was cheaper to use me,” Marge said. “Your mother was under contract, too, Chuck. She took the buyout. Maybe she stayed strung out on blow for a while. I don’t know. She wasn’t part of the scene anymore. Nobody cared.”

      The waiter brought over a tall drink. Marge knocked back a big gulp.

      “I guess there’s a lesson to learn there. Felicity’s being mean came back on her, didn’t it? It came back on Marge, too. But Felicity’s the one whose career ended. People saw through her, saw she was backbiting and duplicitous, and then it was over,” Angela said. “Like any of it matters anyway. It’s great to have a career, but there’s other stuff in life.”

      I thought Charles would come to his mother’s defense. Instead, he took it in, looking unhappy.

      “Go home, Angie, you’re drunk,” Michelle said. “Of course, it matters. It’s the only thing that matters. Why else would we be here?”

      Angela didn’t meet her eyes.

      I thought about what Carla said about Angela showing up with a man at the location, late in the evening. Maybe she did have something other than her career on her mind.

      “Yeah, well, if that’s the case, anyone from Felicity’s past could have wanted her dead. I mean, if having a film career is the end-all, be-all.” Angela said. “How many other fellow actors did she get into trouble?”

      “Well, they had four decades to get revenge.” Marge slurred her words a little. “Why kill her now?”

      “In that case, did someone think that Felicity’s death would further their own career now?” one of the other actresses said. “Other than Marge, there isn’t anyone here from the old days who would be interested in revenge.”

      Conversation stopped at the table. They seemed to consider if any of their fellow diners could somehow advance a career with the murder of a former actress.

      “Who says it has to be a work thing?” Joe shrugged. “On the cop shows, they always say the husband is the number one suspect. A family member.”

      Angela nodded. “That’s a thing.”

      “Yeah. Why does it have to be someone in the biz?” one of the starlets said.

      Conversation picked back up. No one said anything interesting. The old guys made a lot of double entendres and sort of flirted. Charles’ expression went far away. If he hoped to gain anything from this lunch, it looked like he wasn’t finding it.

      When the waiter arrived, everyone ordered a salad.

      Rosie and I stayed long enough to be polite before making our excuses. Drinks had arrived with the salads and the talk swerved into Obnoxiousville.

      “What was that even about?” Rosie asked when we were back outside.

      I shrugged. “You got me. You’d think anyone important would be working at the warehouse location. These are guys who are putting up the money, I guess.”

      “Including Charles?” Rosie asked.

      I didn’t answer. Not only because I didn’t know, but because Jenks was standing right there, leaning against a signpost.

      “Couldn’t get a table to eavesdrop on us?” I asked.

      He nodded. “Booked solid. It’s a popular place. Sue brings me here a lot.”

      “Better luck next time,” Rosie said.

      “Luck?” His brows rose, expression incredulous. “I don’t need luck, and I don’t need to eavesdrop. My visualization techniques will give me what I want to know about your conversation.”

      “How did you even know we’d be here, Jenks? Who’s leaking information to you?” I asked.

      “It’s pointless to discuss my techniques. The two of you are on a much lower level of investigative ability. You wouldn’t understand.” Jenks stuck his nose in the air and waddled away.
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      A knock fell on the door while I watched the coffee maker brew.

      “Good morning, boss. Say good morning, Snowflake,” Rosie said to the cat in her arms.

      The cat gave me a bored look with one eye.

      “Coffee’s not ready yet.”

      “Snowflake wanted a change of scenery. She gets so bored, you know.” Rosie set the cat down.

      Snowball stretched with a deep bow. Then she clawed her way up my easy chair. The back of it was the high point of the living room. Once she perched up there, she took a look around and settled down to sleep.

      “There’s no new gossip on any of the web sites,” Rosie said. She took a seat at the kitchenette with me.

      “Guess Jenks’ visualization didn’t pan out.”

      “Or maybe it did. I sure didn’t get anything out of that lunch meeting,” Rosie said.

      Jan walked in. “Hey, why aren’t you home?” she asked Rosie.

      “Snowflake was bored.”

      “Coffee’s not ready,” I said.

      “Sorry I bailed on you, Rosie. I had a late-night gig come up,” Jan stood in the kitchen. She helped us look the coffee machine into working faster.

      “No biggie,” Rosie said. “When you gotta work, you gotta work.”

      “I do have some good news.” Jan pulled out her phone.

      Rosie eyed her suspiciously. “Yeah?”

      “I found this awesome dating site,” Jan said. “It’s for groups so no one has to feel awkward. Genius, right?”

      I didn’t think it was genius. But I hadn’t had any coffee yet.

      “Groups? That’s a little weird, don’t you think?” Rosie said.

      “What? No. I made our own group. The three of us will go out with three guys I pick out who want to be in a group. Then we all go out to dinner. Or bowling. Whatever.”

      The coffee maker sounded dyspeptic. That meant time to grab some mugs. I got up and grabbed two more, and the creamer out of the fridge.

      “You’re moving kind of fast, aren’t you, Jan? I mean, you just broke up with that guy—a guy whose name I don’t even know—less than a week ago,” Rosie said.

      “I don’t kid around with the relationship thing. I need to be in a relationship. Time passes by without you noticing. What if I want to have kids or something? I’ll be way behind if I don’t even have a boyfriend,” Jan said. Her lids lowered as she eyed the two of us. “I don’t know what you two are waiting for.”

      I wasn’t waiting anymore. Yet Stone and I were still on the down-low. How long had I known him before we got together? Not that I hadn’t thought about it before.

      “I took advantage and signed us up,” Jan went on. “We’ve got a trio date scheduled for tomorrow night.”

      “A trio date? Like a triple date?”

      “We’ll all be dating at the same time, same place, each with our own guys who I took the liberty of choosing already. This will be a blast,” Jan said. “We’ll be like the Three Musketeers.”

      “More like the Three Stooges,” I said into my mug.

      “Maybe three blind mice?” Rosie said.

      “Don’t worry about it. It’ll be awesome,” Jan said. “Eight o’clock. I’ll text you the deets. Thanks for the coffee. I gotta run to my stupid nine-to-five thing.”

      We watched her go. The caffeine hadn’t kicked in yet. I was a little in shock.

      “What if we don’t want to go on a triple date?” I said. “What if we have a date for tomorrow night already?”

      Rosie snorted. Luckily, she didn’t have a mouthful of coffee. “Right. Like any of us know any normal guys.”
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      A few hours later, we drove to Felicity’s friend’s house. Gina was an elderly lady. Up until that time, I hadn’t realized that both Felicity and Marge were probably old ladies, too. They were still trying to keep up with the Hollywood set, I supposed. Extreme diets, expensive skin creams, surgeries.

      “I’ve never met private eyes before,” Gina said. Her voice was high and wavery. “It’s like I’m in an old movie.”

      “Nice place you have here,” Rosie smiled.

      It was just down the street from the murder scene. Yellow crime scene tape still fenced off Felicity’s house. At least now we knew she was murdered. That gave us more focus.

      “Why, thank you. Just a regular old Las Vegas house,” Gina said.

      “It smells good in here,” Rosie said. “What are you making?”

      “I’m baking cookies,” Gina smiled. “Would you like one? They’re nearly finished.”

      “No thank you.” I tried to suppress a shudder.

      “How about some coffee or tea?” Gina asked.

      “Coffee would be great.” I never turned down coffee.

      “Gimme one sec.” Gina turned to her oven.

      When she brought out two cookie sheets, I saw and smelled that they were chocolate. The cookies that poisoned Felicity were chocolate, I knew. With a spatula, she moved the cookies to a cooling rack.

      “You were friends with Felicity a long time,” Rosie said.

      “That’s right.” Gina didn’t look up from her work. “Ever since she was a movie star. I met her on set. The bottom fell out of the showgirl gigs. There weren’t any more big productions in town. But I still wanted to stay in the business.

      “I took a temporary gig, and they used me as a script girl on the picture. Boy, I thought that was the biggest deal ever!” she laughed. “A real Hollywood movie! Of course, it was terrible.”

      “I heard Casino of Carnage did really good box office,” Rosie said. Was she getting too obsessed with this movie stuff? She got obsessed with things easily and dropped them the same way.

      “Maybe,” Gina shrugged. “Critics sure didn’t like it. And Felicity really didn’t like it.”

      “She didn’t?” I asked.

      “No! My goodness, no. They made her do a nude scene. It was just five seconds or something, in the shower. She tried to refuse, but it was in her contract. When Felicity threatened to sue, the execs cut some deal with her.”

      “Wow. That’s a lot of animosity at work,” Rosie said.

      “And a lot of pressure. Not a lot of people liked Felicity. At least, no one on the picture. The nude scene really brought her down. It was going to be on film forever, she kept saying. I tried to convince her that nobody would remember that movie five minutes after it was released.”

      Gina moved from her cookie duty to her coffee machine. She grabbed mugs from the cupboard above.

      “Yet here we are, forty-some years later, remaking that same movie. You never can tell.”

      I thanked Gina when she brought coffee. The three of us sat at the table.

      “Back then, Felicity was stressed out and unhappy,” I said, hoping to prompt more about the old days.

      “Oh man, like you wouldn’t believe. She started drinking a lot. She wasn’t technically old enough. Besides, I told her that alcohol had lots of sugar in it. It would make her fat.” Gina shook her head. “That was totally the wrong thing to say.”

      “Why? It seems like a good thing, trying to keep your friend from drinking,” Rosie said.

      “I had good intentions,” Gina said. “But she just turned in a different direction, reached for a different crutch.”

      “Cocaine,” I said.

      Gina nodded. “She started hanging out with the wrong crowd. Vegas always has a drug thing going on. There are always drugs around a Hollywood production, especially one shooting in this town. Felicity was right there with them all. Especially Fiona.”

      I thought it over. “Who’s Fiona?”

      “Fred Hearthstone’s wife. Ex-wife. She was one of the cocaine crowd. She brought dealers in. Fred had money, and Las Vegas was his playground when he was young.”

      Rosie gasped. “Were Fred and Fiona married when Felicity got pregnant?”

      Gina made a deep frown, thinking. “You know, I don’t remember. I was never part of that group. Not in with the cool kids. I was just a local girl who landed a temporary job.”

      “So Felicity wasn’t popular among the movie crowd. She hung out with the trendy locals, the drug crowd,” I said.

      “That’s right. There were times when she was completely out of her mind on drugs. I was there when she crashed a lot of the time. Eventually, she developed a habit. Even if she was working on a movie. Cocaine is expensive,” Gina said.

      “How did she get the coke? Was Fred providing it?” I asked.

      “I’d have to say no,” Gina said. “Maybe because he was with Fiona. I’m not certain. What I do remember is that Felicity needed money. I would lend her some. Hollywood jobs pay really well, and I was still living with my parents at the time.”

      “You certainly didn’t make drug habit money,” Rosie said.

      “Well, no. And Felicity always paid me back.”

      “How did she fund her habit, then?” I asked.

      Gina stared into her coffee for a few moments. “She started selling tips to the gossip rags. Felicity wasn’t much of an insider. But she did have the goods on her director. He was an up-and-comer. Liked the ladies a little too much. His wife didn’t approve.”

      “But Felicity was giving this information to the media,” I said.

      “She even had pictures,” Gina said. Her face colored.

      Rosie exchanged looks with me.

      “Were you helping her take pictures?” I asked.

      Without looking up, Gina nodded. “I was a shutterbug back then. Still am, although I’m mostly using my iPhone these days.”

      “What kind of pictures did you take?” Rosie asked.

      She shrugged. “A couple of the director—Sam Mulvaney, his name was—stepping out.”

      “Sounds like the kind of thing that would make her coworkers dislike her even more,” I said.

      “They probably didn’t know where the leaks were coming from. But it had to be an insider, you know?” Gina said. “Then, when she found out she was pregnant, she dropped out. Principal shooting was over. And she was done. No more acting, no more drugs. She stayed right here in Vegas, raised her little boy.”

      “Do you think Felicity was blackballed by the industry?” I asked.

      “Probably. But she didn’t care. She didn’t want that life anymore. I still did,” Gina shrugged.

      “She helped you get some local acting gigs,” Rosie said.

      Gina nodded. “That’s right. Some commercials, some extras work. She would read the scripts with me, give me pointers. I had the feeling it was fun for her.”

      “It’s funny that Felicity sold out her fellow performers to the gossip rags, and now they’re after her,” Rosie said.

      Gina sighed. “Maybe she shouldn’t have gone back. I don’t think revisiting the past was good for Felicity.”

      “No?”

      The old lady pulled out her phone. “She brought me to the set a couple times. The warehouse location. I took some pictures.”

      We looked them over. One showed Felicity standing with a muscle-bound guy with a big smile. Felicity wasn’t smiling. There was a double selfie of Gina with her as well. She didn’t look happy in that photo, either.

      “Here she is with some of the new cast,” Gina swiped to a new picture. “And with the director, the producer.”

      This was a candid shot, the three of them talking. Other than Felicity’s unhappy mood, I wasn’t getting much from Gina’s cellphone photos. “Can you go back a couple?” I asked.

      Gina flipped. I stopped her on the one that showed the muscle guy. “Who’s that?”

      “That’s Felicity’s boyfriend, Baz,” Gina said. “They aren’t particularly serious. But then Baz is more looks than brains.”

      Rosie nodded. “Sounds like a guy we should talk to.”
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      Baz’s address wasn’t far from Gina’s or Felicity’s. Rosie and I decided to walk, despite the heat of the day. Half a block later, we heard voices coming from the house.

      “Bae, you know my routine. I got reps to do, then I go to the pool. Same thing every day,” a man said.

      “Why can’t you take time off for me?” a woman replied. She sounded angry.

      “You think this body just happens naturally? I mean, I guess for you it’s just a playground. I’m the one who has to maintain it. It’s a lot of work. And a lot of dedication. You wouldn’t know much about that.”

      “Oo!” The door of the house slammed open. A woman appeared, auburn hair, Rubenesque figure. She slammed the door closed behind her, stopped to make a rude gesture, then stalked away on foot.

      “Who’s that?” Rosie said, half ducking behind a light post.

      I didn’t know. “If this is Baz’s house, then maybe he was playing around on Felicity?”

      “Typical male,” Rosie frowned.

      “Let’s follow her.”

      Rosie gave me the eye. “We don’t even know her.”

      “She certainly seems more interesting than Baz,” I said.

      Shrugging in agreement, Rosie fell in step with me.

      The walk wasn’t far. We pretty much retraced our footsteps. The redhead lived next door to Felicity, on the far side from where we stood.

      “Easy to see where Baz and this woman met,” I said.

      “Over the fence.” Rosie nodded.

      We passed the crime scene tape. Las Vegas Metro didn’t bother guarding the house. It wouldn’t take much to get inside there if we needed to.

      For the moment, we had another target.

      When the redhead walked up the stairs of her own house, she didn’t slam the door. Either her anger had burned out, or she was just more careful with her own property.

      “What’s our play, boss?” Rosie asked.

      “I think we walk right up to the door, give it a cop knock, and accuse her of murder,” I said.

      “Really?”

      “For the five minutes we’ve been aware of her, she’s the only one we’ve seen so far with an actual motive,” I said.

      Rosie’s mouth made a moue of disagreement. Clearly, she didn’t approve. But she said, “You’re the boss, boss.”

      I tried to explain my reasoning to her. “She was having an affair with Baz. Still is by the looks of things. She got tired of sharing. Especially with an older woman, a former Hollywood movie star, a woman who was suddenly getting a lot of attention.”

      “Put it that way, it sounds pretty good,” Rosie said. “It could also be neighbor disputes. You know how hairy those can get. I’d be more willing to go with her as a suspect if there was more than just the affair thing. Maybe some pet issues. Fence issues. Noise.”

      I pulled out my phone. Recently, I’d found a really fast background check app. Standing at the end of the drive, I put the address and the name, N. Rutherford, into the search engine.

      The name Nelly came up right away. She was single, had a few parking and traffic tickets, hadn’t paid her garbage bill in a while, worked as a hostess at the Orleans, and still owed three grand on her car.

      “Man. That’s a lot of information really fast,” Rosie said.

      A lot more than I needed. “No police reports on her or from her.”

      “No neighbor disputes then,” Rosie said.

      I remembered a previous case where a neighbor dispute had made me suspect an angry young woman. In the end, the dispute turned out to be a ploy to get some attention. But you could never guess these things ahead of time.

      “Only one way to find out.”

      I put my phone away. The two of us walked down her walkway and up the few stairs. My knock was just like a cop’s. They trained at knocking at the academy, I was told.

      “Hold your horses!” her voice came from inside.

      “Nelly Rutherford?” I called.

      “Hang on!”

      It took her a while to get to the door. Her outfit had changed from floppy shorts, flipflops, and a blouse to stretchy tights and a tank top. She scowled at us at first glance.

      “I don’t do solicitors,” she said.

      “We aren’t selling anything,” Rosie said.

      “Then who are you?”

      I took out my identification. “Private investigators.”

      “We’re looking into the murder of your next-door neighbor,” Rosie said.

      “I hardly knew her,” Nelly said. “Go away.”

      “You sure knew her boyfriend,” I said, getting ready to stick my foot in the door frame.

      “Baz,” Rosie nodded.

      Nellie Rutherford blinked. “There’s nothing illegal about that. And it’s certainly none of your business.”

      “If it isn’t our business, we’ll make it police business,” I said. “Especially if you murdered Felicity Locandro.”

      “Murder? Was she murdered? No way would I murder that old bat. She probably had one foot in the grave anyway.”

      Rosie made a face. “She was only in her early sixties.”

      “That’s still old!” Nelly said.

      “I think you were tired of sharing Baz with her,” I said.

      “Hah!” Nelly rolled her eyes. “Like Baz is worth anything more than a very brief good time. If she wanted him, she could’ve had him.”

      “I’m guessing you met him through Felicity?” I pressed.

      “Well, he is pretty. I couldn’t help but notice him. A girl can flirt. Especially over her own fence,” she said. “Felicity was just a coincidence because she lived there. I couldn’t care less about her.”

      “What about Charles?” Rosie’s question came out of left field. It’s why we worked so well together.

      “What about him?” Nelly stood up straighter.

      “Did you flirt with him too?”

      “You better believe it, sister. Nice looking guy, drove nice cars, well dressed, polite.”

      “Making time with the victim’s boyfriend and her son?” Rosie kept pushing. “You really expect us to believe you had nothing to do with Felicity?”

      Nellie rolled her eyes.

      “Where were you when she was murdered?” Rosie asked. “Do you have an alibi?”

      “How would I know? I don’t even know when Felicity died. Are you trying to trick me?” Nellie said.

      We were. A little.

      Nelly shook her head. “Listen, I hardly ever noticed Felicity lived next door until she got hooked up with those movie people. I guess she used to do movies. Up until they showed up, nothing. All of a sudden, she up and dies. Don’t you think you should be looking at the movie types?”

      I didn’t want to go into our working routine. I wanted to push Nellie a bit, see if she could give us some useful information. After all, she lived right next door and knew Felicity’s boyfriend extremely well.

      “Maybe you were jealous of all the attention,” Rosie said. “Maybe Baz was more interested in Felicity than you.”

      “Is that why you made a play for Charles?” I threw in. It was totally off the cuff. We didn’t really have much.

      “Back off,” Nellie said. “Charles was polite. He was nice. That don’t mean he was interested. I can’t help it if I like nice looking men. Now go away. I got nothing to say to you.”

      She slammed the door in our faces.

      I let her.

      Rosie and I headed back the way we’d just come.

      “Do you think she had anything to do with the murder?” Rosie asked.

      “Nope. I don’t like her for it,” I said.

      “Okay, good. Me neither.”

      “That was pretty swift, pulling Charles’ name like that,” I said.

      “It stands to reason that if she liked Baz, she probably liked Charles as well. A flirt like that? Not that it means anything,” Rosie said.

      “You never know what little thing will lead to a big thing,” I said. “Speaking of big things, let’s go interrupt Baz’s reps.”

      “Before he goes to the pool,” Rosie nodded.

      I turned back as we walked. Nellie appeared in a window, watching. In a moment, she disappeared behind a curtain.

      “I’m pretty sure she’s giving Baz a call.”

      “Maybe not. She was all mad at him before,” Rosie said.

      Once again, there was only one way to find out.
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      Though the neighborhood was a nice one with a few palm trees growing on the street, it wasn’t the kind of place where the houses had swimming pools. Which was why it was a bit of a shock when Baz answered the door in a Speedo.

      “Hey. Investigators. I thought Nellie was pulling my leg,” he said. “You wanna show me your badges?”

      Rosie blinked a few times. It wasn’t often a guy answered the door practically naked.

      I pulled my license out of my purse.

      “We’re here about your late girlfriend.” I picked up the questioning, hoping Rosie would fall in line.

      “I had nothing to do with Felicity’s death,” Baz said, glancing at the ID for a split second. “I was here when the ambulance showed up at her house. When I walked over to check it out, the cops said she was dead.”

      “That’s it? You walked over and heard the news?” I asked. “You’d think a boyfriend would be a little more invested.”

      Rosie began to snap out of it. “More emotional.”

      Baz leaned forward, his hands up on the doorframe. He was muscular—a sixpack of abs, flat planes of chest, bulging biceps and triceps. But on close inspection, he was no spring chicken. He was probably older than Nellie.

      “I was totally sad about it,” he said. “Felicity was good to me. We were good for each other. She paid my car insurance after my last wreck. I mean, I paid her back and everything. We watched cable at her place. Worked out together at her gym. She was introducing me to some movie people. You know, for some stunt work.”

      “Sounds like she did a lot for you,” I said.

      “What did you do for her?” Rosie asked.

      His smile was wide. There was a twinkle in his eye. Rosie returned to the land of embarrassed silence.

      “Did you land any movie work?” I asked.

      “No. None of those guys are calling me back. Figures. They’re all a bunch of snobs. I get why Felicity left that business. Despite all the money. Show business blows.” Baz shrugged.

      “That didn’t stop you from visiting the location shoot,” I said. “The warehouse.”

      “Sure didn’t. All that free food? Good looking chicks in hardly any costume? The warehouse was a blast. Not nearly as cool as the Keystone. That location is fire. They blocked off two whole floors for shooting and the private gaming rooms too,” he said.

      We hadn’t been to the Keystone Casino on Fremont Street yet. Charles hadn’t given us entre. Not that we needed it. If it needed investigating, we would check it out regardless of what Charles did.

      “The Keystone was better?”

      “Of course. It’s an actual resort. The warehouse is just a bunch of sets in, well, a warehouse,” he shrugged.

      “Who else was on set?” I asked.

      “Um. Let’s see. That tall chick, Felicity’s friend. Used to be a showgirl?” His face twisted in thought. I got the impression he didn’t do a lot of thinking.

      “I got some pictures inside on the laptop. C’mon in.” He turned from the door and walked deeper into the house.

      Rosie made a mock terrified face.

      Mostly mock.

      I followed him in. The place was clean, uncluttered. Not much in the way of furniture, aside from a stationary bike and a TV in the living room. I found Baz in the kitchen.

      “Here, this one.” He turned the laptop toward me. “Gina! That’s it. Her name was Gina, she was a showgirl…” he sang.

      “Anybody else?” I asked.

      He scrolled through the pictures. “I was just thinking about Felicity, you know? We’ve been dating a few years now. Off and on. She was fun.”

      Rosie finally found the courage to join us, although she stood a few paces back from mostly naked Baz.

      I saw photos of Felicity and Baz, of Felicity and Charles, and then with some of the new actors for the remake. Angela posed in one shot, Michelle and Joe in another. There was Gina again. There was Felicity talking to the producer, Pete.

      Neither she nor Pete looked like they were having a friendly chat.

      Baz shrugged. “I really don’t have much to say. I liked Felicity. I’m sorry she died.”

      “No idea who would murder her?” I asked.

      “No.” He shook his head. “Well, those Hollywood types—they’re so cutthroat, so bent on whatever it is they’re bent on. Both the dudes and the chicks.”

      “Were you Felicity’s personal trainer?” Rosie finally found a question.

      “Yeah. Not officially, as in a paid relationship. Whenever she worked out, it was with me,” Baz said.

      “Do you know if she was healthy? Did she have any ailments that might have contributed to her death?” Rosie continued.

      “Nah. She was as healthy as an ox. For a sixty-whatever-year old, she had a rocking body. I can’t remember her visiting the doctor. She wasn’t on any medication I could see,” Baz said.

      “Medication you could see?” Rosie said. “As in you were snooping through her medicine chest in the bathroom?”

      Baz colored a little. The blush ran to his neck and chest. “Well, like I said, we were together for a while.”

      His phone buzzed on the table next to the computer. Baz leaned forward, squinting at the number.

      “Hang on. I gotta take this,” he said. “Hello?”

      We watched him wander toward another part of the house.

      “Did you see that?”

      Rosie stared at the computer.

      “See what?”

      She moved closer, grabbing the mouse. After flipping back a few photos, she zoomed in.

      “That.”

      I leaned close. For a moment I didn’t get it. Rosie had zoomed in so that only Felicity was visible. Then I did see it.

      “That tennis bracelet.”

      Rosie nodded. “The one Clara was wearing.”

      “The expensive one,” I said to myself. Putting my hand on Rosie’s shoulder, I leaned closer and lowered my voice. “Any way you could email this picture to me?”

      She tossed me a look. It was part of course and part what if we get caught? Rosie turned her attention back to the computer. She opened Baz’s email. Then, she pushed some buttons. The screen went black for a second.

      “What happened?”

      “I’m actually signing onto my own email. It’s encrypted. If I do it in this safe mode, Baz will never know it happened.”

      I looked down the hall. Baz stood half in a bedroom, still talking on the phone.

      “Will it take long?”

      “No. Just a few extra seconds.”

      We watched a task bar slowly move from left to right. The plain white legend P-MAIL appeared on the black screen.

      We heard Baz’s voice returning, his feet on the hall carpet.

      “Hurry up, Rosie,” I whispered.

      “It’s not my fault. His computer is so old.”

      He disconnected as he reached the kitchen.

      “Well, thank you for your time, Baz,” I said. The black screen disappeared, returning to the page of photos.

      “Is that short for Basil?” Rosie asked.

      “Nah. Just Baz. I’ve always been Baz.” He shrugged.

      “Just curious,” Rosie said.

      He stopped us as we headed for the door.

      “Say, you ladies are pretty good looking. Do you work out?”

      I didn’t work out. I didn’t ever say I didn’t work out.

      “Sometimes?” Rosie said.

      “Just figured, in the private eye business, you’d need to be in shape. You know, to chase down the bad guys or whatever,” Baz said.

      “We do just fine,” I said.

      “Well, if you ever want to get tight.” He nodded, expression unreadable. “Like, really tight, I’m your guy. My rates are reasonable. They can be exceptionally reasonable with the right clients.”

      “Like Felicity?” I said.

      Rosie had the same suspicions. “Like Nellie?”

      Baz’ smile got wide again. “Exactly like Felicity and Nellie,” he nodded.

      Yikes.

      “We do hiking,” Rosie said. “With our exceptionally large police officer boyfriends. They are both the jealous type. Sometimes they get written up for police brutality. You understand.”
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      We got back to my car and out of that neighborhood.

      “Was he hitting on us?” Rosie said. “I mean, if he wasn’t, I feel bad about the large boyfriend lie.”

      “I don’t think you need to feel sorry,” I said.

      We headed south toward the art district.

      “Are we going back to talk to Clara?”

      I nodded. “It seemed odd that she was wearing such an expensive bracelet at work. Now it seems more suspicious than odd. I don’t think there are many bracelets like that around.”

      “Agreed,” Rosie said. “But to riff off what you just said, I’d have to guess Clara has no idea how much that bracelet is worth. It’s not the kind of thing you wear outside a formal event.”

      “Right. It might cause you to get held up. It could get stolen. And if you work with it on, I imagine it could get damaged,” I said.

      “I’m glad we’re on the same page,” Rosie said.

      “Why is that?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I just like her. She seems like good people. I don’t want her involved in a murder.”

      “Yeah, I get it,” I said. “I like her too.”

      “Because I’d really hate to think…”

      Rosie let the thought trail off. But I knew what she was thinking. That a piece of jewelry that valuable might lead to its owner getting murdered over it.

      Back in 18b, the arts district, we parked in pretty much the same spot as before. The sun had shifted, and this side of the street was no longer in the shade. I cracked all the windows before we got out. Like that would make any difference.

      “Stay cool,” I said to my near-vintage Honda Accord just before we walked away. I loved her and she’d always been good to me, but sometimes I did wonder if she was getting on in years. Next to Stone’s Porsche SUV she looked positively ancient, but Stone never seemed to care.

      The same security guard sat near the entrance. He had updated his look to a Pewter Scooter logo polo shirt in black.

      “Back again ladies?”

      Rosie smiled. “Still on the case!”

      “Hope you get somewhere with it. That Felicity was nice enough to me.”

      “We’re hoping to find Carla,” I said.

      “Hang on a second,” the guard said. He took a clipboard from the wall. After he studied it for a moment, he said, “Looks like they just finished up the Eye in the Sky scenes. The cleaning crew is probably there. Do you know where the Eye in the Sky set is?”

      “We saw it yesterday,” I said.

      “Go on ahead. Remember to stay quiet and keep me out of trouble,” he said putting his feet up on a desk.

      “Will do,” Rosie said.

      I let her take the lead. While I remembered her talking about the various sets in the walled off rooms, I hadn’t been paying much attention. Hollywood didn’t interest me. Shooting sets didn’t interest me. Murder interested me, especially the murder of a woman who appeared utterly innocent of anything other than having a film career when she was a girl.

      Upstairs, we saw the tell-tale brilliance of movie lights in one of the rooms. Past that, a room that used to have desks, computers, and windows overlooking nothing now stood empty save the few uniformed cleaners moving things out.

      Clara pushed a broom across the floor. We caught her eye.

      “I got a break coming up in ten minutes. You want to meet me in crafty?” she said.

      “That’s food services,” Rosie whispered in my ear.

      “Sure. We don’t want to be in the way,” I said, stepping out of the way of two guys carrying a desk between them. They walked down the hall, down the stairs. Rosie and I followed.

      Michelle and Angela sat at a table. Both wore cut off jean shorts and skimpy white tank tops. Both of them were splattered with gore. Still, the two had a giggle fit over something as they ate their salads.

      “You want apple juice or a Coke or something?” Rosie asked.

      “I’m going to wait for Clara,” I said.

      Other actors sat at the portable tables. Joe sat with another guy I hadn’t seen before. Like the girls, they were spattered with makeup blood. None of the camera crew were down here. They must be on an intense shooting schedule, I thought.

      After a while, the cleaning crew walked down the stairs together. Clara was laughing with a tall girl in the Pewter Scooter uniform. When Clara saw us, her face brightened, and she hurried over.

      “You want drinks?” she asked. “Snacks?”

      “You know it,” Rosie said.

      “Actually, we need to talk, Clara,” I said.

      “Is it so serious that I can’t have a Pepsi?”

      I nodded at her bracelet. “Maybe. Where did you get that bracelet?”

      Clara’s brows came together. “From Felicity.”

      “We’ve seen pictures of her wearing it,” Rosie said.

      “So, what, you thought I stole it?” Carla said. She looked at us, cold and defensive.

      “We didn’t think anything. That’s why we’re talking to you,” I said.

      “Mostly because that’s a fifteen-to-twenty-thousand-dollar bauble,” Rosie said. “We’re guessing if you knew that, you wouldn’t wear it at work.”

      Carla’s face paled. “Fifteen…?” She held up her wrist, staring. The little diamonds caught the dim light, sparkling up a storm.

      “How’d you get it, Clara?” I asked.

      Her eyes remained on the bracelet. “Felicity gave it to me.”

      “As a gift?” I said.

      “No. More for doing a favor.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a glance.

      “What kind of favor?” Rosie asked.

      “I didn’t think it was that big a deal,” Carla said. “I was helping her keep tabs on Señor Albert. On Pete, the producer.”

      I narrowed my eyes. This was news. “Why was she keeping tabs on him?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe she wanted to get back into the picture business?”

      “Or they were having an affair,” Rosie suggested.

      “It was wrong, I know. But I would let her on location. Sometimes just past the guard, Peewee. But sometimes after hours, at night. Outside his trailer.” Carla shrugged. “I don’t ask a lot of questions.”

      “Anything else? You don’t know why she was keeping tabs at all?”

      “Nah.”

      “And she was definitely keeping tabs,” Rosie mused. “Not just hanging around randomly.”

      “Definitely,” Carla nodded.

      “Thanks, Carla,” I said.

      “What do I do with this?” she held up her arm, displaying the jewelry.

      “Put it in your purse,” Rosie said. “When you get home, put it in your underwear drawer. Or jewelry box.”

      “Do you think the police will want it for evidence?” she whispered.

      “No,” I said. “I don’t think they know anything about it.”

      I wondered briefly if I should call up the cops and let them know about it. Glancing at Rosie, I could see she was wondering the same thing. And we both came to the same conclusion. Clara was nice. Clara had done nothing wrong. Let the cops figure this one out on their own, for now. That was their job.

      After twenty minutes, the cleaners and set dressers headed back upstairs. I sat at an empty table with my phone out.

      “What are you up to?” Rosie sat in a folding chair beside me.

      “Looking up Clara.” I put in her name and the name of the cleaning service she worked for. It took a while, a few more blanks to fill it, before I found her.

      “Anything?”

      I shrugged. “No parking or traffic tickets, no misdemeanors or felonies, new car loan, mortgage on a home in North Las Vegas. Married. Two children. Otherwise, she’s clean.”

      “What we figured,” Rosie said. “Do you think she can keep the bracelet?”

      “If Felicity gave it to her, then why not?” I said.

      “What’s our plan going forward, boss?”

      “I’m thinking we should do the same thing Felicity was doing.”

      Rosie’s brows came together. “Follow Pete around?”

      I nodded. “Maybe not so directly if we don’t have to.”

      “Meaning?”

      “Let’s go talk to Peewee.”

      We hadn’t known the security guard’s name before. It was one of those nicknames. The guard was probably six three and three hundred pounds. When we got close to the entrance, he still sat with his feet on the desk.

      “Done already?” he said.

      “Actually, we had a request from Charles Locandro,” I said. “He was under the impression that security was lacking.”

      “No offense,” Rosie jumped in.

      “Right. It’s not you but the cameras. You mind if we take a look?”

      Peewee put his feet on the floor. “It’s about time someone looked at those. C’mon back.”

      The security office was in a large closet opposite the front door. Inside the room a computer stood on a desk in front of a folding chair. Peewee pushed some buttons on the computer. “Check it.”

      We checked it. The image was frozen. It was a picture looking down from above the front door. I looked at the time stamp at the bottom of the screen. “This is from five this morning.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Peewee said. “That’s when the cameras stop. They run all night from midnight to five. Tonight at midnight, the footage will be erased, and the cameras will run again.”

      “You don’t keep archived footage?” I asked.

      “What if someone’s car got stolen or there was vandalism or some damage that went unnoticed for a day?” Rosie said.

      “Tough oats,” Peewee said. “That’s all the security we got. Other than the guards. But there’s only me and Shorty during the day and Bruce overnight.”

      “Why spend so much money on food and cheap out on security?” I asked.

      “The food’s all about keeping people inside. No one cares about keeping people out,” Peewee said.

      I didn’t like the sound of that. I knew rich and famous people had nonstop cameras and surveillance going on at their homes, ‘round the clock, storing everything in the cloud for eternity. So why cheap out at the place where rich and somewhat-famous people worked? Ok, so the actors on set weren’t ridiculously famous yet, but according to Clara and the other cleaner, Pete was extremely wealthy. So what was going on with the skimpy level of security?

      “You don’t even have eyes on the trailers in back?” I asked. “Isn’t that where the stars stay? The director? The people in charge?”

      “Nope. No cameras. And this is Las Vegas. There’s no need for the crew to stay overnight in the trailers. They’re just there for convenience,” Peewee said.

      There were well over a hundred-fifty thousand hotel rooms in the city. Trailers did seem redundant. “Do they get used at all?”

      “Some,” Peewee said. “This is supposed to be a twenty-eight-day shoot. Bean counters knocked it down to twenty-three. There’s a lot of late nights, and sometimes people just want to crash in the trailers.”

      “Without security?” I said.

      “I’m sure someone tells Bruce. He probably makes a few rounds,” Peewee shrugged.

      The security cameras wouldn’t do us any good for tracking down Pete’s movements. Or anyone else’s for that matter.

      We were going to have to do it the old-fashioned way.

      “Thanks, Peewee,” I said.

      “Sorry I couldn’t be much help,” he said.

      “What do we do now?” Rosie said.

      “Stock up on some snacks,” I said. “We’re going to have some time to kill.”
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      After a short session on Google Maps, we were ready. Rosie and I had stuffed our purses with snacks from crafty. We managed to catch Carla before she went home for the night.

      “I don’t know if I should keep talking to you.” She bustled off toward the parking lot exit.

      “Real quick, Carla. You said you helped Felicity keep tabs on Pete,” I followed after her.

      She looked at me over her shoulder. “That’s not something I want people to know,” she whispered.

      “How often was Pete here at night?”

      “All the time,” Carla said. “This crew works late into the night. He spent a lot of nights here. Pete was practically the only one who used his trailer at night.”

      “Thanks,” I said, letting her go.

      She stopped short of the back door. “That’s it?”

      I nodded. “Don’t want you getting in hot water.”

      I thought Carla was going to say something more, but she walked out the rear door. For a brief moment, we looked out on the parking lot. It was a shared lot with other warehouses. The cars had been chased out by the big trailers.

      As Clara left, the door closed with an echoing bang.

      It locked from the outside. Inside was a push-bar. I couldn’t see that it was attached to an alarm. It was good to know we could get out of here in a hurry if we needed to.

      Rosie had hung back. She looked down the corridor toward craft services. People were still at work.

      “These people work way too much,” Rosie said.

      “Guess they’re trying to get it done on schedule.” I had no idea, really. Maybe this was the usual for movie makers. “At least it gives us an opportunity.”

      Rosie frowned. “It’s going to be a long night.”

      “I could drop you off at home,” I said.

      “No. The boring part is still part of the job,” Rosie said. “And I wouldn’t be anywhere else, boss.”

      “Pro tip,” I said. “Better use the bathroom.”

      The parking lot that served an entire block of warehouses was blocked off. Even so, the smaller lot on the other side of the street was open. It wasn’t an ideal position for surveillance.

      That didn’t mean we couldn’t walk into the lot. It was only blocked off with sawhorses.

      The sun was already below the line of warehouses, throwing everything in shadow. Hot wind still blew. But the desert could get very cold at night with open, cloudless skies.

      Rosie wandered closer to the production trailers. “Wow. There really aren’t any security cameras back here.”

      The structures were different shapes. Most of them conformed to a standard semi-trailer. Some of them were labeled with fluttering sheets of printer paper.

      “Aha,” Rosie stood outside the door to one. “This is the wardrobe trailer.”

      I looked at the one nearest me. The paper sign taped to the door claimed that this was the SFX MAKEUP trailer. I guessed that one would house hair stylists, makeup artists, and all the other spaces associated with movie production.

      “Do you see one for stars? Or for hanging out?” I didn’t know many film production terms.

      We wove between the parked trailers. A few were unmarked. Two of them were set apart from the others.

      “Those have pop-outs,” Rosie said. “Lots of windows.”

      “More like the kind of trailer you’d want to stay in.” We walked closer.

      One of them had a cheesy cardboard star tacked to the door. The other, maybe a dozen yards away, had no markings at all.

      “Does this look like an important trailer or a spare to you?” Rosie asked.

      I folded my arms. From the trailer in front of us, I turned to look at the others. “Tell you what. If I was a big shot on this shoot, and I had to use a trailer instead of a really nice suite in a resort, I’d want the one farthest away from everyone.”

      “Well, of course you would. You’re such a lone wolf, boss.”

      From the herd of trailers, I looked back toward the street. There was a clear shot all the way to my car parked in the other lot. Perfect.

      We were startled by the sound of a trailer door opening. Both of us hid around the end of the solitary trailer. From the special effects makeup trailer, a guy in a shirt and tie headed back for the warehouse. He had a machete sticking out of his head.

      “Realistic,” Rosie whispered.

      It was easy to forget that the big, windowless building looming over us was a hive of activity. Outside, there was nothing but the wind and the distant sound of traffic.

      I motioned with my head. “Let’s get back to my car. I’d rather not be spotted out here.”

      It was a relief to be back at my car. Feeling gritty from the windy lot, I got behind the wheel and pulled out my cellphone in case I needed to take a picture. Rosie broke out a bottle of juice.

      “What are we even thinking, chief?” she asked.

      “We’re thinking like Felicity,” I said, “or at least the best we can.”

      “How do we know for sure that’s Pete’s trailer?”

      “Instinct,” I said.

      We settled in. Rosie put the seat back, her feet up on the dashboard. After a while, streetlights came on.

      Individually and in small groups, employees from the film shoot exited the warehouse. Most of them crossed by the trailers. Some had cars parked not far from mine in this other lot.

      No one stopped at a trailer. A couple people left the working trailers, also done for the day.

      “Don’t fall asleep,” I told Rosie.

      “How could I with all this excitement?” she mumbled.

      I hid a concerned look. Rosie had a tendency to become instantly fascinated with a pursuit and disillusioned just as quickly. This kind of boring duty might be the kind of thing to make my much-needed assistant turn to something new.

      “You want a gummy bear?” she asked, holding out a bag.

      I took a handful and chewed them. Then I sat up straighter.

      Rosie took her feet off the dash and leaned forward.

      Low and sleek, a yellow sports car purred down the road between the parking lots. When it reached the blocked entrance, it stopped. Idling, it flashed high beams a few times.

      “Who’s that?” Rosie said.

      I lifted my phone, using the camera function to zoom in. “Sure looks like a Hollywood car.”

      “Is that an Aston Martin?” Rosie asked.

      “I wouldn’t know an Aston Martin from Steve Martin.” I took a few pictures of pretty much nothing.

      Light flashed. It came from the back door of the warehouse location opening. In silhouette, a man stepped out. Jogging, he made his way to the idling sports car.

      Zoomed in with the phone, I waited for him to reveal himself in the headlights.

      “Is that Pete?” Rosie squinted.

      “Wonder who he’s meeting.”

      To our surprise, Pete picked up one of the sawhorses and moved it out of the way. After some discussion, mostly from the car, he dropped his shoulders. Then he moved another barricade out of the way.

      The yellow car drove into the lot, stopping near the separate trailer. Pete jogged over to meet the driver.

      “What’s going on?” Rosie said.

      I opened the door. “No idea. Let’s see if we can get closer.”

      We stepped out and moved forward quietly.

      It wasn’t hard to move closer unseen with all the parked trailers. Peeking around the last of them, we easily saw Pete. A slender woman with long blonde hair got out of the sleek car.

      Pete opened the door of the stand-alone trailer. “Sorry about that, honey,” we heard him say.

      She waited outside. Light washed over her. I didn’t recognize the woman. I looked a question at Rosie. She shook her head.

      “It happens. I wish I’d figured it out eight hours ago,” she chuckled.

      Pete disappeared inside. We could still hear his voice. “Everything okay with the house?”

      “It’ll do,” the woman said. “Better than a room at a resort, I suppose.”

      “The pool’s more private.” Pete laughed.

      After a moment, he re-emerged. He handed something to the woman. I took a moment to use my zoom. Pete handed the woman a cellphone.

      “Sorry, babe,” he said. “I had no idea why it wasn’t ringing off the hook.”

      She handed him a phone as well. “You left it in the glove box.”

      “Oh. Right. I can’t even remember why I stuck it in there,” Pete said. He looked at the cellphone, fingers scrolling through the contacts or emails or something.

      “Are you still working, or can I give you a lift home?” the woman said.

      Pete didn’t look up from his phone. “I have to return some calls. Don’t worry about it. I’ll call an Uber.”

      “Now that you have your phone you will,” the woman smiled. “Guess I’ll see you at home.”

      The two exchanged a peck on the cheek. When the woman got back in the sports car, we ducked out of sight. In a moment, she purred out of the lot.

      From the shadows, we watched Pete replace the sawhorses. He went back into the warehouse, closing the door.

      “What did we just see?” I asked.

      Rosie trotted back toward the car. “Not much. It would be nice if we knew who that woman was.”

      “We can look into it tomorrow.” I sat back inside the coziness of my car. “Right now, we’ve got to keep an eye on Pete. See if he’s got any other meetings happening.”
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      A knock on my door woke me the next morning.

      Rosie appeared at my door, a smile on her face, a cat in her arms. “Good morning, boss.”

      “What are you doing up so early?”

      “It’s almost eleven,” she said.

      “Can’t be. I haven’t had coffee yet.” I padded into the kitchen. There was coffee left over in the pot. Any port in a storm, I thought, and wondered if that was apropos.

      “Guess what?”

      I dumped creamer and coffee into a mug and sat down. “What?”

      “I learned who that woman was. The one with the fancy car last night,” Rosie said.

      “Let me guess. It was Pete’s wife.”

      Rosie’s face fell. “How’d you know?”

      “I didn’t. I just made an educated guess.” I gulped, hoping to get caffeine into my brain quickly. “Who else could’ve had such a boring exchange?”

      She handed me her phone. “Guess you’re right.”

      The night surveillance on Pete had been pretty much a bust. No one else had shown up to meet him. Rosie and I had taken turns slinking through the parking lot and peering through his window. Each time, Pete was either typing away on his laptop or on the phone—not that we could make out any of his phone conversations, but from his expression we assumed they were boring business conversations. At that time of night? Maybe overseas investors and such, Rosie had suggested. I had to admit, that sounded about right.

      I looked at a few photos. Some were of her and Pete, some just of her. This was no doubt the woman we had seen last night. “Winona?”

      “They’ve been married a few years,” Rosie said.

      “Why is she in Las Vegas? Don’t they live in LA? They’re Hollywood people,” I said.

      “They do live in LA. Well, in Malibu.”

      I handed the phone back. “Do they usually travel together when Pete shoots on location?”

      “Not according to what I’ve read on the gossip sites. Winona is a model. Or was one. I’m not sure which,” Rosie said. “I’m guessing there are more opportunities in California than Nevada.”

      “A lot,” I agreed. “Why would she be here? He’s working all the time. It’s not like they’re hanging out much.”

      “Maybe she missed him,” Rosie said.

      Which was a nicer sentiment than I would come up with.

      Snowflake squirmed, and Rosie let the cat down. She immediately headed for her lookout chair.

      “I would have noticed that snazzy car,” I said. “It wasn’t anywhere near the warehouse. Could she have just arrived in town?”

      “You could make the drive from LA here in four hours with a car like that,” Rosie said.

      “It might complicate things. If Pete’s connected to the murder, is she? One more person to alibi,” I said.

      “I’m sure workers on the shoot would know if she was in town. She is drop dead gorgeous. Winona would draw attention.”

      I nodded. “You’re right. It’s probably easy enough to check out.”

      I drank more stale coffee. Rosie refused a cup—not that I blamed her. “Do you think we should stake out the trailer again tonight?”

      “No,” Rosie said.

      “I’m with you. We didn’t learn much, other than Pete’s wife is in town,” I said.

      “I mean no, not tonight. It’s our triple date night tonight, remember?”

      Ugh. “Seriously? That’s for real?”

      “You want to support Jan, don’t you?” Rosie said.

      “No. Not really. If she just broke up, she should bask in misery for a while like the rest of us. Steep in her own sorrow. You can’t just break up and meet someone new the next day,” I said.

      “I don’t think you believe that at all,” Rosie said. “I think you just don’t want to go on a triple date that you already promised you’d do.”

      She was right. Did I want to admit it? “What if I told you the only reason Jan wants to jump up and go on a date is because it’s bound to suck. That way she can stop with the go-go-go attitude for ten seconds and reevaluate her situation.”

      “Why would she do that?”

      “To give herself an excuse,” I said. “Jan likes to stay in motion, do her power lifting, work seventeen different jobs at the same time. She calls it being motivated. I call it exhausting.”

      Was Jan really always in motion? I didn’t actually know her as well as Rosie did, but what else could I think of Jan’s insistence on trio dating?

      Rosie gave me a long disbelieving look. “So this date is supposed to go so badly, she’ll give herself a break as far as relationships go?”

      “Why else would you go out on a date with two other couples, with three complete strangers? That’s a sure-fire recipe for failure.”

      Her look changed, lower lip poking out, eyes far away. “You know, that makes a lot of sense.”

      “Right?” I finished my coffee.

      “It’s nice that you’re willing to support her, even though we’re sailing the dating Titanic right toward that iceberg.”
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        * * *

      

      His name was Steve. He was a librarian. The sports coat over a T-shirt was very 1992, especially with the jeans and sneakers. At least he sort of made an effort. “Really nice to meet you, Tiffany.”

      Steve was taller than me. He smelled pretty neutral. Obviously, he owned a comb and a toothbrush. It could be worse.

      Jan’s date, Mike, wore yellow-tinted glasses. Hair slid down his forehead and made horns near his ears. He needed a trim. Mike leaned away from Jan, his eyes occasionally darting to her shaven hair and head tatts. His fingers beat a nervous tattoo on the table top.

      Boris was Rosie’s date, slightly pudgy and wearing a shirt with a subtle tiny dinosaur print. Over the blue dinosaur dress shirt, he wore a sweater vest. His hair looked uncombed, face poorly shaved.

      “This is a fun place. Have you been here before, Tiffany?” Steve asked.

      We had opted for a rainforest-themed restaurant with decent food near the Fremont Street casinos.

      Jan had suggested the Savannah Safari Jungle Restaurant, and I had nixed that idea immediately. There were too many memories associated with that place. And too many people I knew who still worked there.

      Instead, she found a near-dupe of the place somewhere with jungle décor and sounds, but without the people I knew.

      I hemmed and hawed as I answered Steve. “Not really,” I said finally.

      Seated in the midst of the jungle, we were treated to a recording of animal calls.

      “My favorite game since I moved here is trying to find places the locals go,” Steve smiled. “There’s another place that’s a lot like here but just a bit different.”

      “Right.” I didn’t want to talk about my experiences at the Savannah Safari, so I changed the topic. “How’s it going finding the local places?”

      “I’ve found a few,” he said. “Luckily, my job is almost exclusively dealing with residents of the city. People love to tell you about their home.”

      “It was either here, the dinosaur restaurant, or the video game bar,” Rosie said. “We figured a rainforest was kind of in the middle of our interests.”

      “Did you know you could eat breakfast, lunch, and dinner at a new restaurant in Las Vegas every day for four years?” Boris asked.

      “Yes. I did know that,” I said.

      “Huh.” His face fell.

      “You’re really in IT?” Mike brushed his overly long bangs out of his eyes.

      “For the third time—” Jan was already annoyed with her date.

      “Is it a freelance thing?”

      “Yes, I’m a freelance—”

      “That explains how you get past the dress codes,” Mike interrupted her.

      Jan made big eyes at me. Why me? I thought she looked great in her camouflage crop top, skinny jeans, and Doc Martens. It put her tattoos on full display. Jan had a lot of ink.

      “Jeeze, Mike,” she turned toward him. Mike’s chair made scooching sounds as he backed away.

      Steve rolled his eyes at the same time Rosie did. The appetizers arrived. Boris snatched up a large bowl, putting it in front of him and digging in with a spoon.

      “You’re a librarian, huh?” I tried to make small talk. “How’s that?”

      “Well, after you get used to the ninja attacks and shoot-outs, it’s not so bad,” Steve said. “Probably a lot more interesting than being a private detective.”

      Boris sorted through the entire basket of fried cheese sticks, taking one from the bottom. “Spinach artichoke dip—I love this stuff.” He poked it into the artichoke dip, took a bite, and dipped it again.

      “Maybe you should order one for dinner,” Rosie said to Boris.

      He continued to devour the dip. “I love this stuff. I stopped eating meat. It’s unethical.”

      “Ah, the dip is really savory, huh?” Rosie said.

      “Umami,” he corrected, talking around a mouthful of dip. He eyed everyone at the table. “None of you is thinking about ordering meat for dinner, are you?”

      Jan shrugged. “I was looking forward to the chicken-fried—”

      “We probably should go vegetarian,” Mike interrupted her. “You know, for the sake of solidarity.”

      “Solidarity?” Jan’s face turned annoyed. Mike backed his chair up another inch.

      “I forget how weird people are,” Steve said low, so only I could hear, “when they let their hair down even a little.”

      It made me smile.

      “Do you eat cheese, bro?” Mike asked Boris.

      “Well, yeah, why wouldn’t I?” Boris finished the dip and put the empty bowl in the center of the table again.

      “It’s an animal product,” Mike shrugged. “Do you eat eggs?”

      “Are you asking if I’m an ovo-lacto vegetarian so you can order an omelet and not make me feel outraged?” Boris asked.

      “Well, yeah,” Mike said. “What about fish? Some vegans eat fish. Do you wear leather? Looks like leather on your sneakers.”

      “No vegans eat fish,” Boris scoffed. “The whole idea of veganism is no meat or animal products at all. I’m not vegan; I just choose not to eat meat.”

      “Well, as long as you’re not calling the vegetarian police on us, I think we should make our own choices,” Steve smiled.

      “Are you making fun of my belief system?” Boris asked.

      “Yeah, bro, the dude doesn’t eat meat. We need to respect that.” Mike said.

      “I think Steve has the right—” Jan started.

      “You think the government should employ vegan police, Jan?” Although Mike challenged her, he appeared ready to back his chair far enough away to join another table.

      “What?” Rosie shook her head at Mike in confusion.

      A waitress wandered over armed with an order pad. “You guys ready?”

      “Hey, haven’t I seen you in something?” Mike smiled up at her. “Are you on TV or in movies or something?”

      “No,” the waitress giggled. “I do appear on my friend’s YouTube makeup channel once in a while.”

      “Maybe that was it. You have striking features,” Mike said.

      The waitress flipped her hair back. “Wow. That’s a nice thing to say. You have striking hair? I guess.” She laughed.

      “Do you think it’s rude for other guests to order meat dishes when someone at the table is vegetarian?” Boris asked the waitress.

      Steve murmured under his breath, “What did I start?”

      “I’m sitting right here, Mike,” Jan said. “You don’t think it’s bad manners to flirt with another woman right in—”

      “Are you still thinking about ordering meat?” he cut her off.

      “We have plenty of vegetarian and vegan alternatives,” the waitress said, looking at Mike.

      Jan pushed her chair back. Mike jumped up a little. She scowled at him, and then at everyone else. “Excuse me.”

      “Oh. Me, too.” Rosie got out of her seat.

      I stood up. Steve caught my eye. “I’m getting the feeling I shouldn’t bother ordering.”

      “I’d go with that feeling,” I said.

      “You’re going now? When the waitress is standing here? That’s kind of rude, isn’t it?” Mike said.

      “I’ll come back. It’s fine,” the waitress said.

      We headed for the ladies’ room.

      “It looks like you work out,” Mike said to the waitress.

      Jan let out an exasperated sigh.

      The three of us entered the restroom and stood in front of the mirror. I admired my zebra print dress. My cuteness was wasted on this evening.

      “Tiffany?” Jan gripped my shoulders. Her eyes burned into mine. “Get me out of here.”
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      Stone wore a snug black T-shirt, black cargo pants, and tactical boots. The knife strapped to one ankle and the large pistol in his shoulder holster were evident. I thought the pearl-handled revolver in a cross-draw rig on his left side was overkill.

      Still, it got our dates’ attention when he rushed into the restaurant. He looked at home in the rainforest setting, as if he were about to plunge into the bush and hunt down drug cartels.

      “We’ve got an emergency. An op has gone sideways,” Stone said through his teeth. “Sorry to break up this little love fest, but we have to move. Tiffany, you’re with me. Rosie, I’ll need you and Jan on recon. Let’s move it out.”

      He tossed a few folded bills on the table and grabbed my hand. Two minutes later, we were in the parking lot.

      “Thank the Lord,” Jan said. “Talk about sideways.”

      “Thanks for getting all alpha and rescuing us, Stone,” Rosie said.

      “Not a problem. But let’s not hurt your dates’ feelings,” he said.

      “Why not?” Jan scowled.

      She’d been ready to walk out cold-heartedly, but I’d reminded her that the date had been her idea, and why hurt the feelings of three nice young men who’d done nothing wrong other than agreeing to go out with us?

      Jan and Rosie had started to explain what else the men had done wrong on the date, and my mind had flashed briefly over to Steven, whom I’d actually liked.

      But in the end, the two had agreed that I should call for backup—and my choice of backup was the person it had been for quite a long time now. Stone.

      I played along with Stone’s ruse. Grabbing the keys out of my purse, I tossed them to Rosie. “Let’s at least try to pretend this is an actual emergency.”

      She caught them and grabbed Jan’s wrist. “Right, boss. Let’s punch it, Jan.”

      “Getting away from this date fast is okay with me.”

      Through the window, I saw the three guys. Mike and Boris wore expressions of irritation, likely complaining about our quick exit. Steve just looked like he wanted to finish his non-vegan burger and bolt.

      I felt a stab of guilt. Steve wasn’t too bad looking. He was quiet and funny. If I wasn’t secretly dating Stone…

      “Let’s roll, partner,” he said.

      That was the greatest number of words I’d ever heard Stone say during a quick getaway, and I shot him a pleased smile. Ever since we’d kissed, Stone had been talking quite a bit more. I liked that. Who knew that kissing was the cure for quietness.

      We headed up the street as he beeped open his Porsche Boxter Cabriolet. It was vivid green, unlike his Cayenne. I thought the green suited him better. In a moment, we roared down Las Vegas Boulevard, hit traffic, and sat still.

      The top came down automatically. It was something to do in a traffic jam.

      “Thanks for coming for us,” I said.

      “What were you doing on a date?” He kept his eyes on the road.

      Was he angry? Would I be? Yes. I would be.

      “I got dragged into it to support Jan. She set up a triple date on some app. I’m sorry.”

      “What was Jan doing on a date? She has a boyfriend,” Stone said.

      “They broke up.”

      “When?” Stone signaled and changed lanes.

      “Couple days ago, I think. Jan wanted to get back on that horse, I guess.”

      “Sounds like Jan.” Stone shook his head. “That’s a terrible idea, jumping into the dating game right after you’ve broken up.”

      “You should’ve been there. That’s what I said. No one listens to me.”

      After a few minutes, he pulled the convertible into the brightly lit Town Square. He walked around the car to open my door after he parked. “I have just the thing for terrible accidental dates.” He took my hand.

      He led me past the dozens of shops to a tiny kiosk. I could smell it even as we got in line. “Funnel cake? Fried dough?”

      Stone pulled me closer. “I thought you’d approve.”

      “I thought you’d be mad,” I said.

      “No. That’s you. You’d be mad,” he said.

      “Yeah, well, I wouldn’t blame you. Even if it was perfectly innocent. A perfectly innocent first date with a stranger—”

      He stopped my babbling with a kiss.

      Soon, we were sharing an elaborate funnel cake. Even though Stone’s Porsche was new as far as I knew, he let us eat in the car. As taciturn and stern as Stone appeared, he was a lot more laid back and mellow than I would ever be.

      He put his arm across the seats, around my back.

      “I think I’d prefer meeting in public places rather than these clandestine funnel cake meetings,” I said.

      “You’re ready for that?” He broke off some fried dough.

      Was I? Probably not. “Guess it’s something to look forward to.”

      “Better get used to secret deserts. I’m probably going to have to save you from your Nanna or Mom setting you up,” he said.

      “Or setting you up!” I said. “Remember that time Nanna and Sue tried to fix you up?”

      He laughed. It wasn’t a sound I heard often, but I liked the low, dark sound of it. “We need a plan.”

      “Yeah, we do. And soon. Do you have any ideas?”

      “No,” he said.

      “Me neither.”

      “You have some powdered sugar,” he pointed.

      “Where?” I reached for my face.

      So did he. He kissed me. Then he kissed me again.

      Any thoughts of plans fled my head quickly.
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        * * *

      

      “I’ve never seen you in such a good mood this early in the morning,” Rosie said, sitting next to me in my trusty old Honda Accord.

      She’d tracked down Pete and Winona. They had rented an Air BnB in Henderson, a small mansion. The Aston Martin was parked in the driveway. This was definitely the place.

      Since the sun had yet to rise, we parked a short distance away. They wouldn’t be able to see us from here. We could see no motion in the house, no lights.

      Sipping on Dunkin Donuts coffee, we tried to look inconspicuous in the fancy neighborhood.

      “I got some good rest.”

      “Uh-huh. You didn’t actually enjoy that horrible date, did you?”

      Not the triple date, I thought. The secret one later. One of these days, I was going to be able to talk about this really awesome relationship. This morning wasn’t the time.

      “Someone’s awake,” I changed the subject.

      Lights went on upstairs in the mini mansion. The digital clock on the dashboard said it was quarter to five in the morning.

      “Winona doesn’t strike me as an early riser,” I said.

      “Well, movie productions start early. Sometimes, actors have to be in makeup at four a.m. It can take hours. Especially in a horror movie like this,” Rosie said.

      “That will be Pete up and around then,” I said.

      “Why are they renting this house?” Rosie said. “If it were me, I’d just stay in a nice suite in a resort.”

      “It is weird,” I agreed.

      “Not like I have a boyfriend currently or anything, but if I had a job out of town, I’m pretty sure I wouldn’t bring him along. Maybe a movie shoot is different from most jobs. I can’t see an employer being stoked that I brought my significant other along,” Rosie said.

      “She isn’t working on the locations shoots,” I said. “What does she do all day?”

      “Guess we’ll find out.” Rosie toasted me with her to-go cup.

      A black sedan, something from a car service no doubt, pulled into the circular driveway outside the house. Lights went off upstairs.

      Pete appeared a moment later, locking the front door and heading for the black vehicle. Headlights swept over us as the car drove off. No one seemed to notice our stalking.

      The street went quiet again. It was chilly in the car, but the horizon brightened beyond the houses. It would be abundantly warm soon enough.

      Winona was not an early riser at all. I nudged Rosie awake hours later. It was nearly lunchtime.

      She sauntered out of the house wearing a flowing dress with a bright flower print and                      broad-brimmed sun hat. Getting into the sporty car, she put the top down.

      “Hope she’s going somewhere in town.” Rosie yawned and stretched. “We’d never catch her if she decided to give us the slip.”

      I started the car, trying to squinch down out of view. Winona pulled out of the driveway. She didn’t gun it or anything. After giving her a moment, I followed.

      “Where do you think she’s going?”

      “Coffee,” I said. “That’s always the most important thing when you first wake up.”

      “It is?”

      I eyed her. Rosie was one of those people who shouldn’t drink coffee first thing in the morning. She was always raring to go.

      As I figured, Winona followed the highway briefly and drove to a restaurant. I parked far away from the building, checking it out.

      “There’s patio seating,” I said, getting out.

      “So?” Rosie followed.

      “You don’t put on a sun hat and not expect to sit in the sun,” I said.

      We went up the back stairs of the patio. Few diners remained. At the same time, a hostess led Winona to a table a few feet away from us.

      When the hostess left, we invited ourselves to sit. “Hi, Winona. I’m Tiffany Black. This is my assistant, Rosie.”

      Winona had high cheekbones, a trace of freckles, big eyes behind big shades, and a nose so tiny I wondered how she got any air.

      “I’ve heard that name. You’re a private detective,” she said.

      “You’re getting famous,” Rosie said to me.

      “No, she’s not,” Winona said. “My husband mentioned her name.”

      “Pete,” I said.

      “I know you’re looking into that old actress’ murder,” Winona said.

      “Did you have anything to do with it?”

      The woman fake laughed. Had she done any acting? “No. I have no reason to interact with some has-been old hag. Nostalgia isn’t my jam.”

      “She was a big deal when the production started up,” Rosie said. “Lots of press, lots of attention. Were you in town when shooting started?”

      “I’m taking a small vacation to spend time with my husband. After the shoot, he’ll be even busier with postproduction. I may not see him for another month,” she smiled. “The man gets so involved with his work.”

      I leaned forward. “Does he get involved with his co-workers? Actors? Actresses?”

      Winona slowly and carefully folded her hands on the table. A large diamond glittered in the sun. “No.”

      She didn’t elaborate.

      “Was he involved with Felicity Locandro?”

      The woman sat back in her chair. She looked at us over the tops of her sunglasses. “Be real.”

      “She was kinda famous. The first final girl in the movie series,” Rosie said.

      “She was also pushing seventy,” Winona said. “Why would Pete even give that senior citizen a second glance?”

      I didn’t bother pointing out that Felicity was neither pushing seventy nor, technically, a senior citizen. “Sometimes it happens when people work closely. We know that Felicity had some interest in Pete.”

      “They weren’t working closely!” She slapped her palms on the table. “He barely talked to her. Felicity did her walk-on bits early on. That was it. No more contact. You’re barking up the wrong tree.”

      “What did you think of Felicity?” Rosie asked.

      “I didn’t think anything. She was old enough to be my grandmother. She had no connections in the business. It wasn’t worth my time getting to know her. For the same reasons, I also had no reason to kill her,” Winona said.

      “Yeah, but Pete—”

      Winona folded her arms. “I don’t have to talk to you at all. If you don’t get off this patio, I’ll have management call in the police.”
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      We headed back to the shoot. If we wanted to find out about Pete’s affairs, we should probably get it straight from the horse’s mouth.

      The horse in question had its mouth on a sandwich in craft services. Pete sat at a table with the starlets Angela and Michelle and Dan the director.

      “Sorry to interrupt your lunch, Pete,” I said, “We’ve learned a few things. We have questions.”

      “For me?” He bit off some more sandwich and washed it down with a swig of Coke. “Why don’t you grab something and sit down? I know Dan and the girls have a scene to shoot.”

      “I can’t wait to wrap this thing,” Dan said. He covertly eyed his female talent with raw contempt.

      “Me, neither,” Michelle said. “If the dailies are any indication, this movie is fire.”

      “Both of you, hit SFX Makeup to freshen up your wounds. I’ll see you on the counting room set. If you see Frank and Joe, tell them to get upstairs too.” Dan stalked down the hall and toward the central stairs.

      When the young women stood up, I saw a fake knife stuck in Michelle’s thigh and long scratches on Angela’s midriff and bruises on her face and neck. “You got it, chief,” Michelle made a salute.

      “We’ve been working hard.” Pete shrugged when they left. “Dan’s a little grumpy.”

      Figuring we could either grab a bite after talking, or that Pete might get angry and force us to eat fast food for lunch, I nodded to Rosie. We sat at the table.

      “Were you having an affair with Felicity Locandro?” I jumped right in.

      He took another bite of sandwich, unfazed. Did he need chewing time to come up with an answer?

      “Why on Earth would you ask me that?” He drained his Coke.

      “We found out she was interested in you,” I said. “Keeping tabs on your movements. Having people watch you.”

      Pete paused for a split second while putting his can of Coke down. The briefest of pauses, but just enough for both Rosie and I to notice. His eyes seemed to widen for a split second too, but then he lifted the can again and took another gulp.

      “She was following me around?” He didn’t bother to hide his surprise. Or was he just pretending to be surprised?

      “It sounds a little like the actions of a jealous woman,” Rosie said.

      Pete wiped his mouth with a napkin. “Sure does.”

      “So were you having an affair with her?”

      He shook his head. “Of course not. I didn’t have an affair with Felicity. I’m married to a beautiful woman.”

      “Yeah, we talked to Winona. She said the same. That Felicity was too old for you,” I said.

      “Then she said if we didn’t stop talking to her, she was going to call the cops on us,” Rosie added.

      He barked a syllable of laughter. “Aha! You really have talked to Winona.”

      “I never met Felicity,” I said. “But from the pictures I’ve seen, from the people she was close to, I’d say she kept her looks. She was in good shape. Maybe she was over sixty, but she didn’t look it.”

      Pete’s face went thoughtful as he nodded. “It’s funny. In this business, I’m always surrounded by beautiful women. Mostly young, because the standard of beauty in this country includes youth.

      “Felicity had a few wrinkles, a few crows’ feet, a gray streak in her hair, but she was the same final girl from Casino of Carnage. Maybe even more so. She’s even more of a survivor. Got out of the business. Lived a happy life.

      “But we didn’t hook up. As I’ve said, we didn’t have many interactions. Plus, Winona keeps me more than busy. Even when I’m working. So honestly, no. There was nothing going on between me and Felicity.”

      Silence followed. Pete spoke sincerely. My take was that he was speaking honestly. Besides, logically, he was right. Why would he have an affair with an older woman, no matter how “good for her age” she looked, when he was married to a stunning former model and was surrounded by up-and-coming attractive starlets?

      “The thing is, even if you weren’t interested in Felicity, she was crazy interested in you,” Rosie said. “Do you think she wanted to get back into the movie business? Was she trying to find out what other projects you were involved in? Maybe a letter of recommendation or something?”

      “Or was she digging up dirt on you?” I suggested.  “Back in the day, she sold out a lot of her co-stars, co-workers, to the tabloids. We’ve heard she did it for drug money. But she was done with drugs and Hollywood, as far as we knew.”

      “That’s probably something to bring up with Marge,” Rosie said.

      “You probably should,” Pete said. “But you won’t be doing it on my location.”

      His friendly demeanor remained in place, yet his words took a turn toward hostility.

      “What are you saying?” I asked.

      “I’m saying your investigation has stirred up everyone on this shoot—actors, technicians, even the cleaning crew.”

      I tried not to react to that. Had we gotten Carla in trouble?

      “We are going to wrap this shoot on schedule,” Pete went on. “Even if Felicity was peripherally involved in this project, historically involved in the franchise, her death has nothing to do with our work here. I would very much appreciate it if you no longer showed up on this location or any other related to the picture.”

      He got up. Rosie and I sat at the table in shock.

      “When Charles asked that I accommodate you, I did so for the sake of our relationship and out of respect for his mother. His investment group has some money in this picture. But courtesy extends only so far. In fact, by accommodating you further, we would only by eating into our budget by delaying the wrap of this shoot. That would go against the group’s interests in seeing a profit.”

      Rosie recovered from the blow first. “Does that mean we can’t grab a sandwich?”

      Again, Pete barked out a mirthful sound. “Yes. I’m asking you to leave immediately. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have a shoot to wrap.”

      We got up as he walked away. Our access to the location was gone. “What did we say?”

      “Something he didn’t like. We accused him of having an affair and potentially dark secrets—”

      “Obviously, it was something he didn’t like. But what specifically? If we could figure that out, we might be that much closer in solving this case,” I said.

      “Sorry, ladies.”

      We turned at the sound of a deep voice. Peewee the guard stood there, shifting his weight from foot to foot. He didn’t look us in the eye.

      Another guard showed up. He looked seven feet tall. Like Peewee, he didn’t look happy. “We got our orders,” he shrugged.

      “You’re escorting us out,” I said.

      “Is your car out front or out back?” the tall one, Shorty, said.

      “We parked on the street out front,” I said.

      “Pete said he wanted to make sure you had to walk all the way around the warehouse in the heat,” Shorty said.

      Peewee shrugged. “We aren’t that mean. You didn’t do nothing but try to solve that nice lady’s murder.”

      Though not menacing, the guards were firm in their resolve. Rosie and I started toward the front door.

      “Did you talk to Felicity Locandro at all?” Rosie asked.

      “Sure. She was just here for a few hours. But nice. She signed some autographs for a few diehard fans,” Peewee said.

      “We heard she snuck in here after hours,” I said.

      The two guards tried not to react.

      “Maybe we need to talk to the other guy, the overnight guy, Bruce,” I said.

      “We can’t talk to you about this,” Peewee said.

      “That confirms it, as far as I’m concerned,” I said.

      “It was just short visits,” Shorty said.

      Peewee shook his head. “Don’t talk to them, dude. We’re gonna lose this gig.”

      “Short visits so she could check on Pete,” I said. “Maybe short visits into his trailer?”

      “All of a sudden, Pete is super opposed to our investigation,” Rosie said.

      “Not all of a sudden, Pete decides who gets hired and who gets fired,” Peewee said.

      “Peewee’s right,” Shorty said. “Much as we’d like to help you, we can’t afford to get fired from this job. The salary is outrageous. I’m going to pay off my car.”

      “My mama’s got medical bills,” Peewee said. “She’s on a medication for the next couple months that I couldn’t afford otherwise.”

      I felt sympathy for the guards. “We get it. We don’t want to put your jobs in jeopardy. But if you know why someone murdered Felicity Locandro and you don’t say anything, losing your job is going to be the least of your problems.”

      “If we knew something, we’d say something,” Peewee said.

      I believed him. “Can I give you my card? Maybe if you think of something, anything at all—”

      “I don’t know…” Peewee said.

      Shorty stuck out his hand. “There’s no cameras in here. I’ll take your card. Maybe we’ll look into Pete a little bit. Since he’s being a jerk all of a sudden.”

      We then found ourselves on the sidewalk in front of the warehouse. The sun burned down.

      “That was a quick reversal,” Rosie said.

      I beeped open the car. “From complete cooperation to kicking us off his set? Yeah, that was pretty quick.”

      I took out my cellphone.

      “Who are you calling?”

      “I’m texting Charles. Felicity’s son got us on this shoot, maybe he can do it again,” I said. I tried not to let the concern show in my voice. Perhaps Pete was right—perhaps Charles’ influence had run its course.

      Perhaps we were barred from entering the set forever.

      “What should we do in the meantime?” Rosie asked. “I get the feeling this goes back to Felicity’s days in the movie business.”

      “It wouldn’t hurt to hit up her old buddies again,” I said. “Let’s hit the road.”

      “No way,” Rosie said.

      “Why not?”

      “So far, we’ve gotten kicked out of breakfast and lunch. Maybe you can survive on coffee, but I need to eat.”
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      We grabbed lunch; I was a lot hungrier than I realized.

      Details of the case were dominant in my head. Rosie and I had taken a turn on this case. I knew it. All we needed to do now was figure out what street we’d turned on.

      “Who else would know why Felicity was stalking Pete?” Rosie dragged on her take-out cup. The sound was ice and emptiness.

      “Baz can be eliminated, I think. My impression is that he’s way too self-centered to care what Felicity was feeling about her past.”

      “Or the new movie,” Rosie said. “How about Marge? She was in the original movie and the new one.”

      I ate some fries. “She might have an idea. How interested she would be in solving the murder of a woman who derailed her career, I can’t say.”

      “She’s talky when she’s drinky,” Rosie said.

      We were sitting in a decent burger and fried chicken joint on the Strip at Fashion Show Drive. Traffic piled up on South Las Vegas Boulevard as usual.

      Throngs of tourists walked the street, skin pinking with the sun. Apparently, they were unaware that you could walk long stretches of the famous street in the air-conditioned corridors of the resorts, on a tram, or on a monorail.

      “We only got to talk to Marge because she was in that investor meeting.”

      “We could still try her,” Rosie said. “Unless she’s on location.”

      Where we were persona non grata at the moment.

      I checked my cellphone. Charles hadn’t texted me back. I really hoped he could get us our set access back, and soon.

      “Gina is probably the person to talk to,” I said. “She mentioned working with Pete on commercials or something.”

      “That’s right, she did,” Rosie said. “Pete must really like working in Las Vegas. He probably has the connections to get film projects finished around here.”

      I finished my late lunch. “Well, we like working here.”

      “You’d think if he worked here a lot, he’d buy a place instead of renting,” Rosie said. “That Airbnb he’s staying in now isn’t cheap.”

      Giving that some thought, I could only come up with a conundrum. “Pete likes working in Vegas, but doesn’t like staying in resorts?”

      “I don’t like staying in resorts,” Rosie said.

      “Not even if you’re comped?”

      “Nah. A free room for a few nights would be nice if I didn’t already live here. Now, a free buffet—that I’ll take.” Rosie patted her stomach. She was the only one I knew who could think of food after eating a double-decker fried chicken sandwich and a large order of fries.

      The restaurant validated our parking, the car inside a cool garage for a change. We got in without burning ourselves on the vinyl spots. I was able to grip the steering wheel.

      “Why don’t we park in a public garage all the time?” Rosie noticed the difference.

      “We could expense it to the clients,” I said. “I prefer not to.”

      “You sure you aren’t a masochist?” Rosie said.

      I sat in the relatively cool car, thinking. “You know, what you said about Marge should probably be followed up on.”

      “We’re going to try to talk to her?”

      “No, not that. About how much she talked when she had a drink or two,” I said.

      “That’s not uncommon for people,” Rosie said.

      “I’m hoping that’s true,” I said.

      Rosie and I had been working together for a while. It was getting to the point where she was reading my mind. That was kinda scary. “Oh! You want to get Gina drunk before we talk to her.”

      My fingers tapped the steering wheel. “Is that wrong?”

      Although I was not much of a drinker, the phrase “It must be five o’clock somewhere” indicated a socially acceptable time to invite someone for cocktails. Turns out, that’s when most of the fancy lounges opened their doors.

      Rosie and I decided to make it an event to hide the fact we were trying to get Gina tipsy. We selected one at the far end of the Strip. It required making reservations and buying tickets. There was also a dress code. Evening wear. I considered the zebra print dress. It was a waste on the triple date. Stone sure liked it. But did it count as evening attire?

      Luckily, Gina didn’t suspect anything. She seemed thrilled someone was asking her out for a night on the town. When we met at five o’clock, the place wasn’t crowded yet.

      Given the advantageous position of the resort on the Strip and the fact that the lounge was on the sixty-fourth floor, the view was spectacular. Windows looked down on the iconic architecture of the neighboring Luxor pyramid and the castle of Excalibur.

      “I’ve always wanted to come up here,” Gina said. “But it’s a little spendy.”

      “No worries. It’s on our expense account,” I said.

      Rosie looked a question at me. I waved her away. If Charles decided not to pay this expense, we could eat the cost. It would be worth it if Gina provided a lead.

      “I’ll be right back,” Rosie said as the hostess seated us. We’d arranged in advance that we make sure our own drinks were alcohol free. Out of the corner of my eye, I saw her talking to the bartenders.

      I distracted Gina with a menu of “shareables.”

      Since we were early, the waitress was more than attentive. Once tiny pizzas and hors d’oeuvres were ordered and the drinks were in front of us, we started chatting.

      The place specialized in custom cocktails. My custom cocktail included cranberry juice and a twist of something. Gina pulled on the straw of a spicy potable.

      “Can you remember when you first started working with Pete?”

      “Wow. That was a while ago,” Gina said. She wore a lacy dress in powder blue, her blonde hair in an up-do. “Not as long ago as the first Casino of Carnage.”

      That’s right, I thought. Pete wasn’t involved in that project. Rosie made a face. Were we barking up the wrong tree?

      “I worked with Pete on some commercials, but that was probably ten years later,” she said.

      This conversation wasn’t going in the direction I’d thought.

      “Back when she was shooting, it was all about the in-crowd,” Gina said. “Felicity wasn’t that interested in her co-stars.”

      “Fred Hearthstone?” Rosie said.

      Gina nodded. “Him for sure. And Fiona. More importantly, she hung out with drug people. There was one dealer in particular. Really good-looking guy.”

      “Was she dating him?” I asked. “Were they intimate?”

      “No idea. I never really thought about it, but it’s likely,” Gina said. “He was certainly her partner in crime.”

      “Drug crime?” Rosie asked.

      “More than that.” Gina drank some more. She sighed. “This is one tasty cocktail. I never thought about making drinks spicy like this.”

      “Mine sure is delicious,” I agreed. “More than that how?”

      “I told you a little about what Felicity was doing back then,” Gina said.

      “Right. A little drug dealing. A little blackmail. Selling out her co-stars so she could pay for her coke,” I said.

      Rosie hailed the waitress. She pointed to Gina’s empty glass.

      “They were a regular Bonnie and Clyde team,” Gina said. “Felicity and Jack.”

      “Jack?”

      “His name was Jack Quade.” Gina nodded to herself, as if confirming the memory. “He always wore black jeans, a black leather jacket. Wore a mullet dyed a bunch of different colors.”

      “Doesn’t sound that menacing,” Rosie said.

      “Well, it was the eighties,” Gina said. “That was as cool as you could get. He wasn’t trying to be menacing.”

      I shrugged. “That sounds about right.”

      “They worked the movie crowd pretty hard. Jack would sell the coke, and Felicity would be hiding out with a camera.”

      “Then they would blackmail the buyer?” I asked.

      “First they would try blackmail. Then they would go to the tabloids if the mark didn’t pay. Back then, Hollywood was full of tattletale magazines. The magazine reporters would pay big. Since the shoot was outside of Los Angeles, Felicity and Jack had a corner on the market. If the story was big enough, it might end up on one of those tabloid shows, like ET.”

      “Which would totally ruin a career,” Rosie said.

      “Right,” Gina said. “Anyone involved in the entertainment business would go a long way to avoid that.”

      I tapped my fingernails on the tabletop. “I can’t believe someone back then would hold a grudge for forty years.”

      “There might be one person.” Gina dove into her second cocktail.

      I sipped some juice. “Marge?”

      Gina chuckled. “No. Everyone says Marge got drummed out of the business. But she was in four slasher pictures. That’s a lot more movies than a lot of actresses get. I think it was more the genre that faded. Nobody wanted a scream queen anymore, you know?”

      “Who then?”

      “He wasn’t an actor. More a friend of the drug dealers. Charles’ father, Fred Hearthstone,” Gina said.

      Rosie and I blinked at each other.

      “Is he still in Las Vegas?” Rosie asked.

      Gina shrugged. “Not sure.”

      I made a mental note to double check. “How did Felicity ruin his career? He’s super rich, isn’t he?”

      “Not his career—but his life,” Gina said.

      “Because Fred got Felicity pregnant?” I said.

      Rosie nodded. “That sure would put a damper on a relationship if you got some other girl pregnant.”

      “Frankly, I’m not even sure Fiona ever knew about that,” Gina said.

      “Wouldn’t that be hard to cover up?” I said.

      “Not when you had a trust account and access to Daddy’s money,” Gina said. “But all the money in the world couldn’t save that relationship.”

      “Oh. Fiona passed away, didn’t she?” Rosie said.

      “She did. And it was sort of Felicity’s fault.”

      We stopped at Gina’s words. Neither one of us spoke. Eventually, Gina went on.

      “Felicity was out of her mind most of the time. Part of it was drugs. Part was the stress of carrying a movie when it was her first big part. None of that excuses what she did.”

      “Which was?” I asked.

      “I guess you can’t blame someone else for your own problems,” Gina said. “But Felicity went out of her way to get Fiona hooked on coke. She and Jack teamed up, always giving her a taste. Later, she told me her plan was to get Fiona so deeply addicted that Fred would dump her.”

      “Why would Jack go along with that plan?” Rosie said. “Weren’t those two romantically involved?”

      Gina stared into the depths of her cocktail for a while. Eventually, she sighed. “Everything was so crazy back then. I’m not even sure Jack and Felicity were involved other than in doing business together. One thing for sure, Fiona overdosed on cocaine. You couldn’t really put that on anybody else. But if anyone else had a hand in it, it was Felicity.”

      “And Fred never did take up with her,” Rosie said.

      Gina shook her head. “Didn’t want anything to do with her or the baby. Maybe he knew what Felicity’s plan was. Or he could’ve figured it out over the years. Anyway, he bought out of the relationship, both as a husband and a father.

      “After she found out she was pregnant, Felicity got off the drugs. She didn’t want her baby born addicted to cocaine. After he was born, she stopped doing drugs all together. She hated drugs. She didn’t even drink.” Gina picked up her glass. Put it down.

      “I guess Felicity ended it with Jack Quade,” I said.

      “Well, she stopped getting high. She stopped dealing. Jack probably wouldn’t give her the time of day after that,” Gina said.
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      After putting a slightly inebriated Gina into an Uber, Rosie and I stood under the awning of the resort. A cool desert breeze moved over us.

      “It sure sounds like Fred Hearthstone has the motive. Even if it is four decades later,” Rosie said.

      She pulled out her phone and started typing away on it, clearly doing some quick research.

      I thought it over. “Other than the fact that Hearthstone is Charles’ father, his name hasn’t come up at all. He isn’t connected to the movie franchise reboot. We haven’t seen him around or heard anything about him lately. Not even from Charles.”

      Rosie looked up from her phone. “From what I’ve found out, he’s still loaded. That kind of money can probably buy a murder.”

      “If I was going to buy a murder, I’d make sure it was undetectable. Not an obvious poisoning from dosed cookies,” I said.

      “Maybe he went for the bargain murder?” Rosie said.

      I thought about it. “It’s been a long time. There’s probably no provable connection between Felicity and Fiona’s overdosing.”

      Rosie put her phone away. “What are you saying? Fred wouldn’t risk retribution unless he had irrefutable proof?”

      “With the movie franchise being revived, it might have stirred old hatreds, old suspicions,” I said.

      “More likely, it was someone coming back in contact with Felicity because of the new movie. Someone from her past, a former co-worker with an axe to grind.”

      I started walking toward the car. I’d parked on the street since we arrived not long before dark. “Well, we didn’t hear anything about why Felicity spent her time on the location stalking Pete.”

      “You’d think there would be something,” Rosie said. “Maybe it’s a dead end?”

      “He banned us from the shoot,” I said. “We struck a nerve. For sure, there’s a connection between Felicity’s stalking and Pete’s reaction to our telling him about it.”

      “True that,” Rosie said. “But he’s got security guards and a warehouse between us and him.”

      “He does,” I nodded. “But Winona doesn’t.”

      Rosie frowned. “You really want to confront her again?”

      “The last time we did, there was a response. Not a positive one, but more than we’ve gotten so far,” I said.

      We finally reached the car. Rosie got in the passenger seat, pulling out her phone again.

      “Huh. That’s an odd coincidence,” she said.

      I started the engine. “What’s that?”

      “According to Pete’s socials, he’s made a trip home to Los Angeles.”

      Before pulling into traffic, I thought over the possibilities. “It could be that our confrontation has sent him running.”

      Rosie shrugged. “I doubt it. It’s not like he can stay away long. The shoot is almost over. He needs to be here in town.”

      “So some other reason.” I signaled and swung out onto the Strip. “Does he mention bringing his wife along?”

      Rosie scrolled around on her phone. “Nope.”

      I banged a U-turn a few intersections later and took Las Vegas Boulevard south toward Henderson. There was an easy way to confirm whether Winona was still in town.

      “Where are we going?” Rosie said. “Home is the other way.”

      “Planning our morning,” I said.

      It only took a short while to drive to Henderson and the Airbnb Pete and his wife rented. Lights were out in the house except for a strobing blue light on the second floor. The light of a television. In the driveway sat the sporty yellow car.

      “Oh. So he didn’t take her with him,” Rosie said.

      “Doesn’t look like it.”

      “It does look like another early morning of surveillance,” Rosie said.

      She was right.

      The next morning, less than six hours later, I pulled the car to the exact same spot on the curb.

      “She was really cold the last time we talked to her,” Rosie said. “Why do you think this time will be different?”

      “Something changed,” I said. “Even if we don’t know what. Pete decided to take a trip home at the end of a shoot. He didn’t bring his wife along. All of this happened after we confronted the two of them.”

      “What are you thinking?”

      I drank some Starbucks. “For now, I’m keeping an open mind.”

      This time, Winona struck out much earlier in the morning. She wore stretchy shorts, a cropped and sleeveless T-shirt, and bright pink sneakers.

      “Looks like she’s off to the gym,” I said.

      “Looks like she’s off to get noticed at the gym,” Rosie said. “You don’t wear stretchy shorts with a pink heart on the butt and don’t expect some attention.”

      I looked at Rosie. She wore combat boots under a long bohemian skirt and a draped top with long faerie sleeves.

      “You aren’t dressed for the gym,” I said.

      “Says the woman in Crocs and bell bottoms,” Rosie returned.

      I frowned thoughtfully. “I could probably do squats in these. Maybe.”

      Winona shot out of the driveway and down the street. I followed, trying to keep a discreet distance. It wasn’t hard to do. Pete’s wife had a lead foot this morning, but at least there wasn’t much traffic. We moved further into Henderson. Rumble strips vibrated under us at every crosswalk. There weren’t many traffic signals this way.

      She pulled up to a gym a few miles away. It was a busy time, with members getting in a workout before the workday. Winona quickly vanished inside.

      “Let’s go,” I said.

      “Are you a member?” Rosie asked.

      “No. Is that a problem?”

      “We’ll have to get day passes.” Rosie frowned. “If they even believe we’re here to work out.”

      I didn’t even have a duffel bag or backpack in the trunk. We couldn’t pull off a decent bluff. Oh, well. “Here goes nothing. Probably.”

      At the front counter, we were confronted by a skinny girl with enviable eyelashes. “Welcome to Iron Heart Gym. How can I help you?”

      “We’d like to tour the place. See if it’s right for us,” I said.

      “We have day passes for twenty-five dollars,” skinny girl said.

      I blinked. “Each?”

      “It’s refundable when you join up,” Skinny said.

      Rosie snorted. Blowing it.

      “What are your fitness goals?” the girl asked.

      “Right now, finding a gym,” I pulled the wallet out of my purse.

      “But are you interested in cardio, weight training, maybe classes?”

      “Sure. All that.” I handed over my card.

      The girl rang me up. “Can you tell me what attracted you to Iron Heart?”

      “We’re sick of our old gym,” I said.

      “Oh?” she handed my card back. “Why is that?”

      I looked her straight in the eye. “They ask too many questions.”

      We wandered around, trying to locate Winona. The place was overly air-conditioned and chilly. Despite this, it still smelled like dirty feet and Lysol.

      “Where would she be?” I asked.

      “No idea. Maybe the stationary bikes, maybe the weight room,” Rosie said.

      “This place is huge,” I said.

      “Good place to get lost,” Rosie agreed. “Way too busy in here.”

      We wandered through the place. People were working out everywhere. There were classes going on behind glass walls. Weight lifting with machines in one room, and with weights in another. Stationary bikes and other torture devices took up a room of their own.

      Doors led to hydrotherapy, a spa, a steam room, the lockers, and the pool. There was some kind of boxing ring set up on the second level.

      We stopped in the weight room next to some people sitting on benches, moving heavy dumbbells, and grunting.

      “Maybe we should stake this out from the parking lot,” Rosie said. “We’d probably have a better chance of seeing her.”

      “After I paid for day passes?” I said. “No way. We can find her. We just have to think like a Los Angeles debutante.”

      Rosie pooched out her lower lip, thinking. “I’m guessing she’d want to be seen.”

      I glanced at the sweaty crowd going from machine to weights to the locker room. Making sure none of them touched me, I shrugged. “Where would that be?”

      A guy sat on a bench right next to us, alternately lifting dumbbells. In between grunts, he said, “probably the juice bar.”

      Was he talking to us? “Juice bar?”

      “On the second floor,” he panted. “That’s where the posers hang out.”

      “Thanks.”

      He grunted and groaned a response, the dumbbells unceasing.

      “Upstairs,” Rosie said, leading the way.

      Threading our way through the perspiring crowd, we took to the stairs. From here, the boxing room looked like a set from a TV show with bags hanging in all the corners. No one boxed, but all the speed and heavy bags were occupied. I recognized those from my Krav Maga classes. Which I had been ignoring.

      But the dumbbell guy was right. The juice bar stood in an alcove. None of the seats were occupied but one.

      “Gotcha,” Rosie said.

      Winona posed on one of the stools. A good-looking guy in a white tank top and shorts was up in her face, chatting. Rosie moved forward as if to confront them. I grabbed her arm and pulled her back.

      “What?”

      “We’re surveilling, not provoking, remember?” I said, hauling her around the corner.

      “Sorry, boss. I got carried away.”

      We spied on the couple, but not for long. The guy took Winona’s hand. A moment later, they headed out together.

      Rosie and I stared at each other.

      “Unexpected,” Rosie said.

      We hurried after them, trying to avoid the workout throng. I half expected them to hit the locker rooms. Instead, they went right out the front door.

      “Dammit, I paid for day passes,” I complained. At least I could bill them to Charles.

      “Looks like they turned up… something,” Rosie said.

      Although they got in separate vehicles on opposite sides of the parking lot, he followed her. And then so did we.

      Well, it was not so much following as driving back to the house. Because sure enough, that’s where both of them were headed. I was able to hang much farther back this time. When we reached the Airbnb rental, both Winona and the guy from the gym were no longer in their cars.

      “Are we surveilling more?” Rosie said.

      I parked. “I want to talk to Winona again.”

      “You know, I get the feeling she’s going to be busy for a while.” Rosie’s face flushed.

      I think mine did as well. “This was unexpected.”

      “The lady doth protest too much,” Rosie said. “All her talk about Pete not cheating on her.”

      “Everyone has secrets,” I said.

      “I’d prefer if this little encounter were a secret,” Rosie said.

      I couldn’t argue. There was still a case to solve. That meant keeping an eye on our target no matter how embarrassing it was. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

      “But aren’t—”

      “Shut up and put on the radio or something.”

      An awkward hour or so later, the guy walked out of the house. He got in his car and drove off. We continued to sit in mine. The awkwardness ensued.

      “Oh, come on,” I said, mostly to myself. “Did someone actually suggest we try to get some divorce work? Why do I feel completely mortified that two people hooked up? People hook up all the time, for crying out loud.”

      “I think it’s the indiscriminate nature. Maybe. And the fact she was so adamant about how in love she and Pete were the last time we talked to her. Although, that’s not really what she said, was it? And if we hook up, it’s because we’re really in love with someone,” Rosie said. “Right?”

      “Absolutely. We don’t pick up guys at the gym.” The person on my mind was Stone and our own secret relationship. But that wasn’t anything like this! Was it? I got out of the car. “Let’s get this over with.”
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      Though I didn’t want to, I pounded on the front door. Rosie stood a couple of paces behind me. The chicken.

      I didn’t know what I was expecting, but when Winona flung the door open, she wore a silky white dress. Her makeup was in place. She didn’t even have bed hair.

      “What do you want this time?” She folded her arms. At least she didn’t slam the door.

      “Ironically, the last time we were here, we were discussing Pete’s infidelity,” I said.

      The words settled in Winona’s mind. To her credit, other than a slight shift in posture, she barely reacted. “I’m guessing you didn’t just arrive.”

      When the moment turned awkward, I just leaned on it. It didn’t take long for Winona to drop my direct gaze. She whirled and walked into the house leaving the door open.

      “I hate this.” Winona dropped onto a broad white couch.

      Rosie was still feeling too weirded out to say anything.

      “We’re just doing our jobs.”

      Winona stared at the TV, which wasn’t on. “I hate that I’m so easy to predict. I hate that I have needs, that I’m so vengeful. That two complete strangers can walk into my life and turn my behaviors against me.”

      I felt a pang of sympathy but pushed it away. What if she was a killer? Or had been an accessory to murder?

      “What we want is information about Pete and how that relates to Felicity’s death,” I said. “Can we revisit the idea that he might have been having relations with the victim, Felicity Locandro?”

      Winona continued to stare at the blank screen. Even just sitting on the couch, she gave off a vibe. Sophistication, maybe, because even in nervous repose, she gave off a glow.

      “I lied about Pete.”

      We waited for her to go on, letting the pressure of her statement and the following silence force more words.

      She sighed. “I’m an idiot. Pete is a powerful producer, wealthy, still young. He can have any woman he wants, any woman in the world. I’m still banking on the fact that he chose me. That the man who could have anyone wants me. I take some kind of sick pride in the idea.”

      Winona was easily as good looking as the starlets in Pete’s production. It was strange that she didn’t have the self-esteem to match.

      “He could have any woman,” I repeated.

      “Yet I fool myself into thinking that I’m enough for him. More than enough for him. Beautiful enough, sexy enough, desirable enough.” Winona shook her head.

      “Is that why he took off for LA?” Rosie finally found her voice.

      Winona shot her a hot look. “Of course. Why else would he just leave like that?”

      “Well, he is in the middle of a shoot,” Rosie said. “There could be something wrong. Something he needs to fix in LA right away.”

      Winona snorted. “Right. They all do it. Everyone in Hollywood. Affairs disguised as business trips, dalliances claimed as business dinners, the casting couch, late night shoots…”

      “Everyone does it, including you,” I said.

      “Do I sound disparaging? I have no grounds, I suppose. In the end, I’m no different from the rest. Since the beginning of our relationship, I’ve been running around on Pete. The same way he’s been running around on me. Tit for tat.”

      “Do you have any proof he’s cheating on you?” What I was after was his current behavior and some insight into why Felicity was hell-bent on knowing what he was up to.

      It seemed to me that might be the actions of a jealous woman. If Felicity was having an affair with Pete, would she try to catch him with someone else? It didn’t make a lot of sense. Love and passion were irrational. Would she have felt slighted to catch Pete with his own wife?

      “Why do I need proof? Actions speak for themselves,” Winona said.

      Rosie frowned. “I don’t get why you would put up with it. You’re young and pretty. Why stick with a guy who cheats on you?”

      Winona colored and went back to staring at the blank television. It took her a moment to speak.

      “It doesn’t speak well as to my character,” Winona said, “but I enjoy the lifestyle my marriage provides. Is it so wrong to want to live comfortably? Luxuriously, even? Am I selfish for wanting it?”

      “Guess not,” Rosie said.

      “Pete has lots of money. Money lets you do whatever you want. I wanted to be near him while he worked, and here I am in a five-thousand-dollar-a-day rental house with a pool and meal services, everything I could want.”

      “Except being happy,” I said.

      “This is the next best thing,” she smirked.

      It was time to change tack. “If someone pointed out that Pete was in fact cheating on you, how would you react?”

      “Pointed out?”

      “Proved it to you. Maybe pictures or video, an audio recording of an intimate conversation. If someone presented you with that, what would you do?” I said.

      I was thinking that if Felicity was just back at her old blackmail schemes, the one she would approach with the information would be Pete’s wife. It was just as reasonable an explanation for Felicity’s behavior. But was it enough to get her killed over?

      “Well, I supposed I would act shocked,” Winona said. “I have landed a few parts on TV and film. I know how to look shocked.”

      “I mean, what would you do with that information?”

      “Probably stuff it away in case I needed it. It might be good for leverage in a divorce. Or simply a way into guilting Pete into doing something I wanted, something big,” she said.

      That didn’t seem very extreme. Pete was married to the woman. He’d have to know she was more on the scheming side than the explosively emotional one.

      But Winona’s cool façade showed a few cracks. Her gaze turned shy.

      “Wait. Why?” she said, hugging herself. “You don’t have any evidence like that, do you?”

      Rosie shot me a surprised look.

      “I don’t think I want to know,” she said. “My assumptions…”

      I understood her reaction. She thought we were there to prove Pete’s infidelity.

      “My assumptions were very comforting.” Winona’s voice broke.

      “Winona, we’re not here—”

      “Please!” Her lips quivered. “I don’t want to know. I really don’t think I could stand knowing. Please, if you have anything, keep it to yourselves. Go after Pete with it. I can’t—”

      She sobbed.

      Rosie’s face broke into sympathy. She sat on the couch and put her arm around Winona. “No. That’s not why we’re here. Honest!”

      “Don’t you pity me!” she wailed. “I’m young, beautiful, and wealthy.”

      Winona put her face in her hands, her shoulders shaking. Rosie gave me a helpless look as she gave Winona a hug.

      “What’s wrong with me?” Winona sobbed. “I’d rather live in a loveless marriage in comfort than being truly in love. When did I turn into such a horrible wretch?”

      “Maybe the love part is more important than the nice car and house?” I tried.

      “Ha! I use my suspicions about Pete to pursue my own selfishness. In the meanwhile, I don’t have to lift a finger to have anything I want,” she said. “I don’t have the strength to change that.”

      Rosie searched around. She found a box of tissues on the end table. Yanking a few free, she passed them to Winona.

      With an unladylike honk, she blew her nose.
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        * * *

      

      “Did we get anything out of that other than embarrassment?” Rosie walked out to the car with me.

      “Not really. Pete acts like he’s having an affair. With Felicity? Winona thinks not. I guess its egotistical on her part to think her husband would only take up with someone equally as beautiful and most likely younger.”

      “Aha,” Rosie lifted a finger. “He acts like he’s having an affair. But he isn’t necessarily hooking up.”

      “Which kind of puts us back at square one. Why was Felicity stalking Pete?”

      “I think it’s just as important to ask what Pete was doing that made Felicity so interested. Was he doing something that would get Felicity killed if she found out?” Rosie said.

      There was that.

      “What do we do now, boss?”

      I beeped the car open. We held the doors open, letting the heat escape. “Lunch, I think. Then I need a nap. We’ve been pulling a lot of early mornings. I have a shift tonight.”

      We figured that the diner Winona went to yesterday must be good, so we went there. It was close. Loading up on comfort food made me sleepy. I was half nodding off when I drove us home.

      Thoughts of the case chased me down into sleep.

      It seemed like only a moment had passed, but the sun was in a different location when I opened my eyes. I looked at the clock on my nightstand. My nap hadn’t lasted that long. As an expert sleeper, I wondered why—

      The knock sounded on my door again.

      Ah.

      I pulled on my blue leopard fluffy robe and jammed my feet into slippers. It was absolutely the wrong look for the guest at my threshold.

      “Stone?”

      He passed me a box. “I thought you might need some cupcakes.”

      “You always know what I need.”

      “The thought is mutual,” he said. Then he leaned in and kissed me.

      It seemed like he was just going to walk off after delivering sweets, so I reached out and grabbed his arm. “Where are you going?”

      “I interrupted your nap.”

      “Totally worth it.” I led him to the breakfast bar, setting the box on the counter. “Coffee?”

      An eyebrow twitched up. “Always.”

      As a concession to politeness, I dumped the old coffee and made fresh. I filled him in as I poured the coffee. “The case isn’t going very well. We’ve heard that Felicity was obsessed with the film producer, Pete. But we don’t know why. The idea that the two of them were having an affair was poo-pooed.”

      As I filled the machine, I saw the light on my phone blinking. When I checked, there was a text from Charles. “Ugh,” I said.

      “Problem?”

      “According to Charles, we still have Pete’s full support. Just as long as we stay away from the shoot. Which is where Pete is nearly all the time.”

      “Tunnel vision,” Stone said.

      “I’m sorry?”

      “You’re too focused on Pete.”

      “Cops usually fall into the same trap,” I mused. “You’re saying I should explore other leads?”

      “Yes.”

      Did I have any? “I’m not sure I have anything else.”

      “There’s always something else.”

      I started thinking out loud. “Well, there is the poisoning angle. Maybe I can hit up Grumpy Old Elwood. Find out what kind of poison it was and who might have access to it.”

      “Good,” Stone nodded.

      “Then there’s Felicity’s own past. Pete wasn’t a part of that, but there were unsavory elements who were. I’m not sure if we can track down people from forty years ago,” I said.

      “Unsavory elements often have records,” he said.

      Well, duh. Since the phone was in my hand, I sent a text. “I’m going to have Rosie look into those unsavory characters. At least we can keep the investigation going while I’m dealing cards.”

      “See? Always something.”

      His little smile was so adorable, I couldn’t help but lean in and kiss him. He made a satisfied sound and kissed me back.

      “Got your text!” Rosie said as she busted into my apartment. She had Snowflake in her arms. The cat squirmed free. Claws tearing up the carpet, she raced into the kitchen and jumped in Stone’s lap.

      “Oh. Hey, Stone. What are you doing here?”

      He pointed at the pink box. “Cupcakes.”

      I opened it to distract her. “Would you like one?”

      Stone rubbed Snowflake behind the ears. The cat purred, eyes closed in happiness. I figured cats were attracted to his calm, quiet demeanor.

      “You aren’t going to believe what I’ve found,” Rosie said, licking white frosting off a cupcake.

      The coffee finished its horrible end noises and I poured mugs all around. “What have you got, Rosie?”
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      The blackjack tables were slow. I had no customers seated. Then a man hurried over to the table.

      “There’s a big shakeup at the film shoot,” Jenks puffed out his chest and took a seat. “The producer had to fly to LA. What do you know about it?”

      “Am I dealing you in?”

      “No.”

      “Then you need to leave.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw a couple of security guards heading our way.

      “C’mon, Tiff. Cut me a break. People need to know about this,” Jenks said.

      “People need to know?”

      “Yeah. Media is big business in this town. If the shoot is being shut down—”

      “I don’t know anything about that.” The shoot was being shut down?

      The guards stood on either side of Jenks. “I’m sorry sir, the tables are reserved for betting customers.”

      Jenks deflated a little. “Throw me a bone here, Tiff.”

      “I don’t have a bone to throw,” I said. “And stop calling me Tiff.”

      The guards led Jenks out. I was left with the thought that something was happening with the production that I didn’t know about. Being banned from the location, I was out of the loop.

      How did Jenks know about it? No doubt his so-called visualization techniques were filling in some of the blanks. It was on Pete’s social media that he was in LA. Speculating that something had gone wrong was easy enough.

      On my break, I found a text from Rosie. She moved amazingly fast when she had something to work on. We had an appointment for tomorrow. I texted her back, asking her to look into Jenks’ speculations.

      While it was nice that the case was progressing, it made my slow shift seem to drag on forever.

      The lights of the casino flashed bright, slots jingled, and the whoops of delighted winners rang through the air—all while I dealt cards, thought about Pete and Felicity, and hoped the appointment that Rosie had arranged went well.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, I woke up late and hurried to the shower. Rosie had set our appointment for lunch. As I finished getting ready, I heard her in the living room.

      “C’mon, boss, we don’t want to be late for this,” she called.

      I went with a skirt suit and low heels. Brushing out my hair, I walked into the living room. “Sorry. Long night.”

      “What happened?”

      “Nothing. That’s what made it such a long night. Where are we headed?”

      Residents in Las Vegas often avoided the tourist-packed casinos on the Strip, instead frequenting local resorts. We headed for the Boulder Strip and a Western-themed casino with a decent steakhouse.

      When Rosie and I walked in, she pointed to a man seated at the bar. He wore an expensive silk suit in black. His dove gray hair was slicked back. “That’s him,” she said.

      We walked over. Rosie introduced us. “Mr. Quade? Hi, I’m Rosie, and this is Tiffany. We chatted on Facebook?”

      He had a sharp nose and high cheekbones. Though he looked to be in his sixties, his face was smooth. “The detectives looking into Felicity’s death. I’m happy to talk to you, although I doubt I’ll be much help.”

      Jack Quade. The drug dealer who used to partner with Felicity. Rosie really did work fast.

      It was really only a quick search on Facebook. She confirmed with Charles that Quade was an old friend of his mother’s. Gina identified him as Felicity’s drug-dealing partner. From there, it was only a matter of connecting with him. I was a little surprised that he agreed to meet.

      “Let’s get a table,” I said. “I’m starving.”

      They served pork chops in mushroom sauce that was to die for here. If nothing else, lunch would be excellent.

      “You used to work with Felicity,” I said after we ordered.

      “No. Felicity and I were good friends. We shared mutual interests. But we never worked together.” It seemed Mr. Quade was going to be coy.

      “Well, maybe not officially,” I said. “But the two of you teamed up.”

      He smiled, and crinkles formed around his eyes. “You’re talking about the bad old days. I don’t deal drugs anymore. That was a different time. I was a different person. I’m guessing you want to know about the little blackmail schemes, getting certain people hooked on blow, that sort of thing.”

      Okay. Not so coy. I nodded. “Yeah. That’s it exactly. More specifically, would any of the people from the bad old days have a motive to murder Felicity?”

      “In a sense, all of them did.” Drinks arrived, and Jack picked up a fresh tall glass of something. “Things were hectic back then. But for my part, I was only looking to make a buck. Did well enough for myself.”

      “With Felicity’s help?”

      His head angled back and forth. “Sort of. We didn’t share the same agenda. I was just trying to move product. Felicity was out to manipulate people. Cocaine is an excellent tool for manipulation.”

      “You don’t seem to feel guilty about being a drug dealer,” I said. “A woman died of an overdose back then. Fiona Hearthstone.”

      “People make their own choices,” Quade shrugged. “For me, it was about money. It was a steppingstone to make other investments. I’m retired now and living well off those investments. I have no qualms about how I came to live comfortably.”

      “How did Felicity help you get there?” I asked.

      “Mostly through her connections with the picture business,” Quade said. “She introduced me around, we partied with a few key people. Funny you mentioned the Hearthstones. They weren’t involved much in the movie biz. Fred had some money invested, or maybe his daddy’s money, so he was around.”

      “Felicity was romantically interested in him?”

      “She was, yeah. But he was with Fiona. Felicity wanted to break them up, so she got Fiona hooked pretty bad. It didn’t work, though. Fred just kept putting her in rehab.”

      “Do you think Fred would come after Felicity for Fiona’s overdose?”

      Quade knocked back his drink. “Fred liked his blow as much as anyone. More likely, he felt guilty himself for his gal’s addiction. They partied together, so all things being equal, it was as much his fault. Ultimately, of course, the fault lay with Fiona.”

      “That’s kind of a harsh way of looking at it,” Rosie said.

      “You pays your money, and you takes your chances,” Quade said. “I mean, look at Felicity. When she found out she was pregnant, she tossed all the bad stuff out of her life. The drugs, the movie business, everything. It takes a lot of sand to kick blow, even if it is for the sake of your baby and all.”

      “Did she toss you too?”

      Quade shrugged. “We went our separate ways. But we stayed in touch over the years. I always liked her. She was a go-getter. She had discipline and strength. She knew what she wanted, and she went after it. It’s an admirable quality. Plus, she was easy on the eyes.”

      “We learned that Felicity was tipping off the gossip rags in LA,” I said.

      He nodded. “It was all part of her scheme. She was making money on that picture, but it was low budget. Felicity used leverage, blackmail, payoffs from reporters, whatever she could to keep solvent.”

      “You went along with this?” Rosie said.

      “I didn’t know about most of it until later. At the time, movie types had entrée into the posher clubs, private parties, lots of places where I could move a lot of product. We were using the notoriety, but for different ends.”

      Our food arrived. Jack Quade’s matter-of-fact description of the drug dealing life made me lose my appetite. A little. The smell of porcini mushroom sauce brought it back around.

      I dug in.

      “You can’t think of anyone from that old movie production wanting to hurt Felicity?” Rosie said.

      “If she’d been murdered at the time, it would’ve made more sense. Everyone was so coked up, they were in a frenzy.

      “There was an actress, Marge, the co-star. She had a huge rivalry with Felicity. Marge was sleeping with the director, trying to get more camera time and changes to the script.

      “Then there was the male lead, Bob something. He had a romantic relationship with Felicity that she broke off to pursue Fred. I imagine he was pretty angry about that, especially since he was forced to do love scenes with her.

      “Then there was that knock-out blonde. She wasn’t in the cast but on the crew. Gina maybe? Felicity was crying on her shoulder one minute, borrowing money the next, treating her like a dog, making her look bad in front of the actors, especially when she took up with Bob.

      “The director hated her. The crew hated her. Most of the cast were being blackmailed or had their pictures smeared all over the tabloids because of her. So back then, yeah, I can see any one of those people having an axe to grind.

      “Four decades later? Who remembers all that? Felicity quit the business right after the film wrapped. Far as I know, she had no contact with any of them ever again.” Jack stopped talking and cut into his steak.

      It was a lot to take in. At the same time, there was nothing new—we either had the information or a strong suspicion about everything he said.

      Rosie ate French fries with a fork, poking her cellphone with the other hand. “Bob something is Robert Newark?”

      “Sounds right,” Jack said, swallowing. “He’s dead, right?”

      Rosie nodded. “Pancreatic cancer in 2012.”

      “You see what I’m saying. This all went down in the early eighties. It makes no sense someone would hold such a serious grudge all this time and then finally act on it,” Jack said.

      The pork chops were as good as I remembered. At least I had that going for me. Even if we were dining with a former drug dealer.

      “Sorry I wasted your time, Mr. Quade,” Rosie said.

      “Wasting my time?” He smiled at her. “Talking with pretty girls is one of my hobbies.”

      “I thought for sure there would be something in Felicity’s past that would mean something,” Rosie said.

      Jack paused. For a moment, he shook his fork at Rosie. “Y’know, there is one thing that was weird. Pretty much unheard of at the time.”

      I put down my fork long enough to listen. “What’s that?”

      “Before the picture wrapped, Felicity found out she was knocked up. I think Freddy paid her a big chunk of change to get out of his responsibilities, but she threatened to quit the picture before principal shooting was over with.”

      “She did?” I said.

      “Yep. Part of her turning over a new leaf. But the production company talked her into finishing and doing a few re-shoots to boot,” he said.

      “How?” Rosie asked.

      “They offered her a percentage of the profits. It was some dinky thing, one or two percent. Back then, a low-budget picture might be lucky to break twenty million at the box office. Felicity’s deal wasn’t a percentage of the box office, but the profits. Nobody counted on the video tape market.”

      “Felicity got a cut of that?” I asked.

      “To the tune of roughly a million bucks—and counting. With this new release, a lot more interest in the picture would net her a lot more. Maybe millions,” Jack said.

      “How do you know this?” Rosie asked.

      “It’s how I got the idea to invest in the movie rental business. Made myself a lot more money than dealing snow. I have Felicity to thank for that. Peripherally.”

      “Would Charles inherit that percentage?” I wondered aloud.

      “Knowing these Hollywood types? I doubt it. There must be some clause in that contract,” Quade said. “Still, it might be something worth looking into.”

      It sure was, I thought. “We’ll check into it. Thanks, Mr. Quade.”

      “Don’t mention it. Free lunch, cute women? Call me anytime.”

      We headed out. There was that one tidbit that might mean something. “Do you think a small percentage of an old horror movie is worth killing over?” I asked aloud.

      “Charles already has a lot of money,” Rosie said. “I guess more would be better. But that’s his mother.”

      I nodded. It seemed out of the question. But it was a question I would ask anyway.

      As we headed to the car, I caught a glimpse of Jenks. He was sneaking into the restaurant we’d just left.
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      “Have you heard anything about a shakeup on the set?” I drove us back into town.

      “No. There’s a shakeup?” Rosie pulled out her phone. After a few moments, she shook her head. “Nothing on the gossip sites. Who told you that?”

      I didn’t even want to admit it. “Jenks. He bothered me at work last night. For some reason, he thought I’d dish. But I didn’t have anything to begin with.”

      “Is that where we’re heading?” Rosie asked. “We got kicked out. You do remember this. There were harsh words, guards, humiliation.”

      “Pete kicked us out,” I said. “If he’s still in Los Angeles, who’s going to give us the boot?”

      “Staff. Security. The police.”

      “Nah. It’ll be fine. Besides, I have Carla’s number in my cellphone. Maybe she can sneak us in from the parking lot side. No one needs to know we’re there.”

      This time, I parked around the block, and we walked back despite the heat of the day. I tried Carla a few times. She didn’t pick up. “Dang. I guess she’s taking Pete’s ousting us to heart.”

      “What do we do now, boss?”

      I had no idea. But I pretended to.

      Instead of heading for the front door, we headed to where the trailers were parked.

      To my surprise, a crowd was gathered around the special effects makeup vehicle. All of them had ghost-white faces and bloody wounds. One had a hatchet sticking out of her neck.

      Shrugging, I hurried into the crowd. Rosie followed, shaking her head. I didn’t have a plan, but sometimes it was better to let fate carry you along in its currents. Sure, you didn’t know where you’d end up, but often you’d end up some place interesting.

      As we milled around trying to look like we belonged, a man stuck his head out the door.

      “Hey, you two, what are you waiting for? Get in here.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a look. Then we headed inside.

      “This scene is supposed to shoot in ten,” the guy said, pushing us into barber chairs. He started wiping our makeup off our faces and applying his. “You’re giving me a heart attack here. Julie, help me out. We still got the last two.”

      A large woman with blue hair waddled up from the back. “According to the list, all the extras are ready to go.”

      “Well, how do you explain these two?” he indicated us.

      “Sorry. We were in crafty,” Rosie said.

      “Maybe next time do some work, then have a snack,” Julie grumbled as she spackled me with pale makeup.

      Well, this was fun, I thought to myself. Getting my makeup professionally done. When was the last time I’d pampered myself like this?

      “My goodness, where did you get these costumes?” the man said.

      “Uh. Wardrobe?” Rosie said.

      “They’re all wrong! Where’s the weapons slits? How are we supposed to stick a knife in you?” the guy whined.

      “Oh, come on, Connor. They’re going to be in a crowd, in the dark, with ten seconds of film time. No one’s going to notice,” Julie said. “I’ll just make this one look like she’s been dead for a long time. Hand me that purple and green.”

      Julie continued to go to town on me.

      She messed up my hair and covered me with unattractive colors. Not quite what professionally done makeup should look like, I thought. Wasn’t I supposed to come out of a makeup artist’s chair looking better than my usual non-made-up self? Instead, I looked like an amazingly realistic zombie.

      Rosie got similar treatment, except Connor glued a fake knife into her chest just below the neck. Lucky for her she’d worn her new peasant blouse to lunch.

      “How does Pete expect us to do our best work under these conditions?” Connor said. “It’s a hundred degrees outside. The AC is failing in this trailer. The undead are melting out in the parking lot.”

      Pete? Was he here? I hoped Julie gooped enough makeup on me to make me unrecognizable. The upside of looking like a zombie.

      Connor dumped half a bucket of blood on Rosie then splashed some on me with a brush.

      “You got blood all over her peasant blouse,” I said.

      “What. Ever. If wardrobe can’t get it together, what do they expect from me? Now shoo. Follow the rest of the extras into the warehouse. You’re shooting the cardroom scene on the second floor. Go! Go! We need to wrap this stupid movie!” Connor waved the backs of his hands at us.

      The warehouse door already stood open. The undead crowd wandered inside. We took our place at the end of the line.

      “Jeeze, Rosie, sorry about your new blouse.”

      “What, are you kidding?” She clasped her hands together. “We’re gonna be in a movie!”

      We were herded upstairs into a set I hadn’t seen before. It looked a whole lot like the casino where I worked. The game tables were spaced the same, with six chairs in front of each. I studied the layout.

      “Okay, we’re gonna need all of you to duck down behind the tables.” A man waved his hands over his head to get our attention. Two guys with a camera followed behind him. I didn’t know the shouting guy.

      “Where’s Dan?” I asked one of the other undead.

      He shrugged. “I’m just here for the day.”

      “Well, these tables are all wrong. Why put the six deck shoes in front? Those are, what, ten-dollar games? You want double decks in front. Let the fish search for the cheaper buy-ins.”

      “Miss?” the arm-waving guy poked me in the shoulder.

      “Yes?”

      “Take your place. We need to get this shot in the can and move on.”

      “But your tables are all wrong. Does Dan know about this? Where’s the verisimilitude?”

      “Tiffany,” Rosie stage whispered. “Get in place. Don’t rock the boat. We’re going to be in a movie.”

      “What. Ever. I’m just trying to help.”

      “Places!” arm-waver shouted. “Let’s get those lights set. I want to get this in one take. Actors ready? Camera?”

      “Ready,” the camera guy said.

      “Okay, action. Everybody slowly get up. Then stay still. Five, four, three… Okay, cut. Next set up. Let’s get another angle.”

      We did the same thing again, this time with the camera moved to the left. Then we did it with the camera behind us.

      “Okay, one more. New setup. You and you,” he pointed to Rosie and another guy. “Set it up for a two-shot. Stay at your positions. Lights? Let’s get an extra blue spot on this.”

      If this was filmmaking, I wondered why anyone wanted any part of it. The shouting guy treated the extras like meat puppets. Shots were set up and shot in a few seconds. Then, the action stampeded to something else.

      “Okay, we’ve got it. Strike the set. Moving on.”

      Rosie’s brows came together. “That’s it? I ruined my blouse for that?”

      “Okay, if the extras could all move downstairs to craft services, we may need you again later,” a woman with a clipboard said. “Craft services is where the food is.”

      “You look super gross, boss,” Rosie said as the extras broke up.

      I smirked. “Thanks.”

      “No, I meant it as a compliment. You’re one of the grossest looking extras! I’m surprised they didn’t pick you for the two-shot. Oh! I was in a two-shot! I’ve got a much better shot of making the final cut!”

      “It’s because your friend is a troublemaker,” an extra with a knife in his neck said. “They don’t like it when you point out their errors. Everybody knows the double-decks go in front. Tourists!”

      “Guess we should head down with the others,” I said. Still full of pork chops, I wasn’t going to do much more than sit around and try not to fall asleep.

      “Hope they have ice cream or something,” Rosie said.

      As we headed out, the cleaning crew followed the set decorators in. I flagged down Clara.

      “Hey, why aren’t you returning my calls?”

      “Ay!” She made the sign of the cross. “Dios mio!”

      I forgot I looked like I was a week in the grave. “It’s me. Tiffany.”

      “I know!” she clutched her broom tighter. “That’s why I crossed myself!”

      I sighed. “I’m that bad?”

      “Señor Pete kicked you out. I can’t be seen talking to you!”

      Fine. I caught up with my fellow undead and headed downstairs. In spite of the rumors, it seemed the shoot was moving right along. At least with the makeup on, we might pass unnoticed on the location.

      Rosie got a Drumstick ice cream and a chocolate milk from crafty. She stood, looking at the rest of our undead comrades as she sucked on the straw. “I hope they call us for some more shots.”

      I didn’t. “Maybe we should split up. I don’t know if Jenks was right, but I want to find out. If Pete ran off to LA to fix something, I want to know what it was. If he ran off to LA for another reason, something Felicity had been watching for, I want to know that too.”

      Rosie tossed her milk carton and started on the Drumstick in earnest. “I think we should stick together. One undead girl wandering around might draw attention. Two? Those are just extras. I don’t think anyone would even notice us, despite our gruesome appearance.”

      Movie sets were weird. Rosie probably had a point.

      “We need to get back to the second floor. There’s nothing down here but food and a bunch of casino furniture in storage.”

      “Upstairs we’ll get noticed no matter what. They aren’t shooting undead extras right now.” Rosie crunched the cone part. Around a mouthful she said, “Guess we could just say we’re lost.”

      Not the greatest plan, but I didn’t have anything better. “Let’s go.”

      Rosie tossed her cone paper in the trash. As we approached the steps, I saw two people, a man and a woman, arguing near the back door. One of them was Pete. Angela was the other.

      “Do you think Pete and Angela are having an affair?” Rosie asked.

      These were Hollywood people. Anything was possible.

      “How close can we get before they notice us?” I whispered to Rosie.

      “Probably not too much.”

      “Try not to look like you’re sneaking,” I said.

      Too far away to hear their voices, I could still read their postures. Angela had her arms folded, head hanging, staring at the floor. Pete stood, shifting his weight from foot to foot, nervous. His fists were clenched, angry.

      They were having an argument. Or maybe Pete was just yelling at her. Either way, we needed to hear what they were saying. There was nowhere to duck behind to overhear them. We had to approach head-on.

      “You are under contract, Angela.” We could hear Pete because he was shouting.

      I couldn’t make out Angela’s response. Her head was down.

      “Get back on set right now. I won’t be held responsible if you walk off. If you’re trying to fish for a deal like Felicity Locandro got, you’re out of your mind. You don’t have that kind of pull,” Pete said.

      Our ears pricked up. We’d only just heard about Felicity’s deal. She’d threatened to leave the picture as well. Was that a well-known fact?

      “I don’t want any kind of deal.” I could hear Angela now. “None of this really matters.”

      “I’m sure it will matter when we sue the pants off of you—”

      “I’m out.”

      Angela turned away from him. She walked quickly toward the back door. I fished for my keys and tossed them to Rosie. “Shadow her.”

      “You got it, boss,” Rosie said. She pushed out the door a moment after Angela.

      I headed for Pete.

      “What was that all about?”

      He stared at me. “Shouldn’t you be in shooting?”

      Then recognition dawned on his features. “Tiffany Black? I kicked you off this location. I’m calling security.”

      I held up surrendering palms. “I’ll go. But tell me what that argument was about.”

      “Why should I?”

      I ticked off on my fingers. “Rumors are circulating about trouble on the set. You seem to think Angela is fishing for a cut of the profits, like her predecessor had. You made an emergency trip to LA. How much of this do you want getting out? I can’t say for sure what’s going on, but a few details will get the tabloids fired up and the public speculating.”

      “You wouldn’t.”

      I shrugged. “I sure don’t want to.”

      He headed toward me. I thought he was going to grab me. Instead, he motioned toward the front door of the warehouse. I started walking.

      “Angela wants to quit the picture. We only have three days of primary shooting left and she wants to drop out,” he said.

      “Why? She’s almost done. That doesn’t make sense. Is she pregnant?”

      Pete made a face at me. Then, he relaxed in understanding. “Because that happened on the first picture. I get it. If she is, I don’t know anything about it. She claims there’s something going on in her personal life. My theory? Your investigation is spooking everyone and driving my employees off the shoot.”

      “Oh, be real. I’ve hardly said two words to Angela. The only people I talk to are locals, not your crew. You’re not making sense.”

      Pete scowled. “This is a high-pressure job. Anything might push an actor or a crewmember over the edge. I told Charles I would cooperate. If you need to speak to me, and for the life of me I don’t know why you would, you can do it after hours.”

      We’d reached the door. Peewee, the security guard, stared at me openly. When he recognized me, he stood straighter. “How did you get in here?”

      “How indeed?” Pete scowled at him. Then he pushed the door open. Bright, hot light flooded in. “Don’t let me see you here again. If I do, I won’t be escorting you out. The police will be escorting you to jail for trespassing.”
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      I was standing on the street looking like I died a week ago but was still walking around. Of course, this was Las Vegas. Undead people probably walked around all the time here.

      Pulling out my cellphone, I called an Uber. When it arrived fifteen minutes later, the driver took one look at me and peeled out down the street.

      Great.

      Maybe I should try Lyft instead. Or take the bus. If the driver would let me on. A car drove by, the passengers yelling something at me.

      “What’s the matter? You’ve never seen a zombie before?” I shouted after them.

      I was miles from home. If I got really desperate, I could hoof it. But I didn’t want to get that desperate. Not in this heat. I could already feel the makeup melting off me.

      With a sigh, I tried an actual cab company this time. Cabbies were much more professional, weren’t they? You’d see a lot if you drove a cab in this town. What was an undead girl to them?

      Again, I waited. Letting them know I was looking unusual today might get me inside a car. Because this was Las Vegas, only about two hundred cabs rolled down the street.

      My phone rang.

      “Rosie. What do you got?” I hoped nothing so she could come pick me up.

      Luck was not with me.

      “I trailed Angela to Bouchon,” she said.

      “In the Venetian?” Dang it.

      “She’s having dinner with a tall, handsome guy.”

      “Do you recognize him?”

      “I can’t get close enough. There’s a knife stuck in my chest and my new blouse is soaked in blood. You need to get her quick. Can you call an Uber?”

      “I can call as many Ubers as I want. They don’t want to stop for a woman who appears to be melting and rotting simultaneously in the sun,” I said.

      “Oh. Right. You look even worse than me. Super gross.”

      “I called a cab. Hopefully, they’re more professional. Or jaded.”

      “Okay, just hurry.”

      She disconnected.

      One of the many cabs wandered to the curb. Thankfully, it didn’t squeal back into traffic at the sight of me. I hopped in. “The Venetian, and don’t spare the horses.”

      The cab driver glanced in the rearview mirror. He had a thick Indian accent. “You are just dying to get there, huh?”

      “Please just hurry,” I said.

      “Would it kill you to be a few minutes late?” he said in his sing-song accent.

      He reminded me of my former assistant Ian when he was practicing to become a stand-up comedian.

      The driver went on. “I have got a million of them. I am practicing to become a stand-up comedian. Am I slaying you yet? Or am I too late?”

      Just my luck. “The Venetian,” I said louder. “And step on it, Shecky Greene.”

      “Shecky Greene? That is quite a compliment. Hang on. You do not want to die in a wreck.” With that, he signaled and caromed into traffic without checking the mirrors.

      Horns chorused behind us. The cabbie floored it, weaving in between the cars.

      “Say, has anyone in this cab been to San Francisco?” he said.

      I shook my head. “No.”

      “Oh.” He hit the brakes, then the gas. After scooting through a stale yellow light, he looked in the mirror again. “Say, has anyone in this cab been to Los Angeles?”

      “Okay. Sure. I’ve been to LA.”

      “Why does New York City have so many rats and Los Angeles have so many entertainment attorneys?” He jammed the gas, whirled the steering wheel, and cut off a car in the left lane. His back end missed the other car’s front bumper by an inch. “Because New York had first pick!”

      The driver leaned on the horn. My cabbie waved to him.

      “Thank you, I will be driving this cab all week.”

      He was worse than Ian.

      He fought his way onto Interstate 15 South, maneuvering all the way to the left lane, back to the right lane and cutting off a bunch of cars to exit on Spring Mountain Road.

      Instead of driving all the way to the Strip, he made a screeching right on Mel Tormé Way then took the access road past the Mirage. Somehow, following a bunch of curving paths, we reached the Strip at the McDonald’s. Just as the light turned red, the cab driver screeched across all lanes of Las Vegas Boulevard, then went the wrong way down a one-way street and pulled over.

      “Venetian tower,” he said over the honking of oncoming traffic. “How fast was that?”

      I tossed money in the drawer. When I got out, I waved my arms, trying to make sure the oncoming cars didn’t run me over. Soon, I was in the elevator, heading for the tenth floor.

      When the elevator doors opened, I walked out under a dome. A rose compass tile design covered the floor. There were two bronze walls with torch sconces ahead, a door central. Rosie stood to the right of the door.

      Seated in the middle of the restaurant was Angela. The man at her table was tall and thin, a streak of gray at the temple of his dark hair. He had a good profile, but one I didn’t recognize.

      I walked over to where Rosie stood. “Who’s that guy she’s eating with?”

      Rosie shrugged. “You got me.” She still had a prop knife jutting below her collarbone, her white top soaked in bright red. The blood looked fake. Kind of.

      “We should try to get a table near theirs,” I said.

      “Right!” Rosie said. “Good luck. I don’t think they’re seating the undead at this hour.”

      How were we ever going to get this makeup off? There had to be something extra sticky to keep that knife in place. Using the mirror app on my cellphone, I saw that I still looked very long dead. For working so fast, Connor and Julie had done a stellar job. Way too stellar a job.

      “How are we going to listen in on them?” Rosie said.

      I reached in my purse. There was a little wallet where I kept cash for bribes. I pulled out some bills, grabbed Rosie, and walked through the arched door.

      The hostess gasped when she looked up from a schedule.

      “Sorry. Working today,” I said.

      “You know, I can’t seat you looking like that. The customers…”

      Would probably lose their appetites, I got it. “That’s fine. I won’t make a scene or anything. I just need to know—who’s that man sitting at Angela Rodriquez’s table?”

      “We value our customers’ privacy,” the hostess said. Her name tag read Helena.

      “I could make it worth your while.” I casually showed her the money in my hand. For a moment I almost lost it. Without realizing it, I had yanked out a hundred-dollar bill.

      Helena shook her head. “I really need this job.”

      That was something I understood. But I wasn’t going to let this go. “Integrity. That’s rare. I really admire it.”

      Rosie piped up, sounding tougher than she normally did. “I’m working too. Tell me about the man at the table, or me and my friend are going to haunt this elevator landing and drive away all of your guests for the night.”

      Jan must’ve rubbed off on her, I decided.

      “I’ll call security,” Helena said. But she couldn’t hide her worry.

      “Then you’ll have horrible looking zombies and a big to-do with the hotel detectives. Maybe Metro. I’m sure that won’t chase people away.”

      Helena took a breath. She looked past me out the door. No one had shown up for dinner yet. It was a little early—but not that early. “Promise you’ll go away?”

      I put my hand over my heart. “Scout’s honor.”

      Helena shot a look at the guests in question. Then she leaned closer over the counter. “I don’t know who he is. He’s British, he has a lot of money, and he comes here a lot.”

      I aimed my chin at the occupied table. “With Angela?”

      She nodded. “Almost every night this week. I don’t deal with the hotel much, but I’m pretty sure he’s a whale. His first name is Nigel. That’s all I know.”

      A whale or a cheetah was a high roller, a guy who dropped hundreds of thousands at a table. In my pit, wagers were limited. I never had to deal with whales and cheetahs, except for that one time a high roller had decided I was his lucky charm. That had only lasted a few hours and ended up with a mystery. Thankfully, one that I’d been able to solve.

      I forced my mind back to the present. “You said he comes here a lot?”

      “I’ve only had this job for six months. Can you please leave now?”

      I looked over my shoulder. Rosie had her cellphone below the knife in her chest. After a few camera noises, she nodded.

      “We’re out of here. Don’t feel bad—you’re helping us solve a murder,” I said to Helena.

      Down in the resort’s garage, we walked over acres of concrete to my waiting car. I didn’t berate Rosie for parking here. It was an emergency. I’d save the receipt for expenses.

      “Wealthy older guy, beautiful young actress starting her career—I’ve heard that story before,” Rosie said.

      “Do you think that’s why she’s quitting the film? To marry this Nigel guy?” I headed out, driving home.

      “He doesn’t seem too old,” Rosie said. “He is nice looking. Good bones in profile. That white streak in his hair is kinda sexy.”

      “Enough to quit a career over?” I asked.

      Rosie played with the jutting knife, watching it vibrate when she plucked it. “Who knows? People do things for all kinds of reasons.”

      We headed for Rosie’s apartment. Jan was standing in the hall, bent over her phone. “Oh, there you are. Don’t you look cute?”

      “I really need to get this stuff off my face,” I said. “I have a shift tonight.”

      Jan twanged the fake knife. “I’m not going to ask.”

      Rosie made a face, her hand going to the knife. “This thing is starting to hurt.”

      When we entered, Snowflake was asleep on the back of Rosie’s couch. Opening one eye, the cat leaped straight up in the air. She disappeared down the hall.

      “Sorry, kitty!” Rosie called. She plopped down on the couch and looked at her phone. “Okay, how do we get rid of special effects makeup?”

      “Hey, I want to apologize about that disastrous date,” Jan said. “Guys suck.”

      “You’re moving too fast, Jan,” I said. “After you break up with a guy, you’re supposed to suffer and ease your pain with ice cream and chocolate.”

      “Maybe,” she shrugged. “I just wanted to prove I wasn’t going to be brought down by a break-up. Keep it positive.”

      Rosie put her phone down and walked down the hall to the bathroom. “Nothing about the triple date was positive. Oh, that guy you were with seemed at least normal, boss.”

      “He was okay.” But I had something better. It killed me not to talk about Stone.

      “Ow! Ow!” Rosie reappeared, the knife in her hand, a bottle of rubbing alcohol in the other. “Well, that took care of that. Let’s hope the red comes out of this blouse.”

      An angry pink mark showed where the knife had been stuck. Better a mark than a prop.

      “I think I’m going to use my extra time for more strength training,” Jan said. “If I meet a guy, I meet a guy. I’m not going to push it.”

      “If that means we’re not triple dating anymore, you have my support,” I said.

      Rosie disappeared into her bedroom. She reappeared wearing a T-shirt. “Maybe I should try strength training. You’re pretty cut, Jan, but you don’t have bulky man-muscles.”

      “I recommend it. Makes you feel great. I could show you some clips of my last power lifting meet,” Jan said.

      “Oh, that would be cool,” Rosie said.

      “Now I have time to really focus on the next one,” Jan said.

      With all this talk about working out, I began to feel guilty about skipping my Krav Maga training. Stone was sure to get on my case about it. What a nag.

      My boyfriend was a nag. Why did I have the urge to giggle?

      “Maybe we could go to the gym together instead of dating?” Rosie said.

      Jan made a thoughtful frown. “You really want to go to the gym?”

      “Not so much. I just don’t want to go on any more dates,” Rosie said.

      “Me, neither,” I said. “I do have a shift coming up. Did you find anything online about getting this goo off my face?”

      “Shaving cream,” Rosie said. “Put it on for twenty minutes or so before you take a shower. Do you need to borrow my shaving cream?”

      I felt myself scowl. “You don’t think I shave my legs?”

      Rosie and Jan shared a sad look.

      “Okay, fine. Yes, please, let me borrow your shaving cream.”
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      The shaving cream trick worked. I showed up at the casino looking fully alive. This was an overnighter, so I would probably go back to looking dead by the end of the shift.

      No one was lining up to play blackjack, even at our low buy-in. I caught the pit boss’ eye. Carrie was acting as my supervisor tonight.

      “Another slow one. Don’t worry. It’ll pick up,” Carrie was a short, plump redhead. Despite her soft appearance, you could tell by her eyes that she was tough as nails.

      “Say, Carrie, do you know much about whales?”

      “We don’t get them in the pits. Why, did you want to work a high-stakes table in the back?” she asked.

      She was new, so she didn’t know about my brief, disastrous foray as a high-stakes dealer.

      “No, I was hoping you knew this guy. Nigel. He’s English and spends a lot of time at the Venetian,” I said. “Tall, handsome, dark hair with a white streak.”

      Carrie shook her head. “I don’t know him. I’ll ask around during the shift.”

      Casinos networked. High rollers were kept track of. It was likely that someone here would know the mysterious Nigel. But I had bettors walking up. It looked like a bachelorette party. Those were always fun.

      Thankfully, there was enough action to make the night pass quickly. I left before the sun rose, heading home for a few hours’ sleep.

      Few being the operative word. The sun was still at an early angle in my bedroom window when my phone started blowing up.

      I considered getting up and muting it, but if I got up, I knew I wouldn’t go back to sleep. It was a thing. The dang thing wouldn’t stop making noise. It was all the way on my dresser.

      Groaning myself out of bed, I stumbled over to the phone, wanting to see who I was going to kill. Ah. Rosie was at the top of my “to kill” list.

      When I swiped the phone open, I had to sit on the bed. “Aw, man.”

      Jack Quade’s photo appeared, his eyes wide, a hand coming up to shield him from the camera—but not quite in time. I recognized the background. It was the steakhouse in the Boulder Strip resort.

      We had spotted Jenks as we left. I’d assumed he was just following us. That was his usual MO. How he knew about Quade and his dark past, I didn’t know. Maybe he was just taking the guy’s picture because we talked to him and got the dirt from some other source.

      Regardless, the headline pinned him as a drug dealer. Lawsuits were probably already filed. Starlet Death Linked to Drug Dealer Takedown. Yikes. That was as libelous as it was inaccurate.

      The accompanying story speculated that Felicity was murdered because she was turning in evidence against her former friend and partner. A supposed ring of drug dealers retaliated by murdering her. It seemed to me that drug rings were a lot more serious than that. Gangs who dealt drugs also tended to be efficient. Had they wanted Felicity dead, they simply would have shot her and dumped her in Lake Mead.

      “What a mess,” I said to no one.

      Knowing Rosie was awake, I headed to her apartment. I needed to do some grocery shopping. Rosie would probably have food on hand.

      Jan was crashed on the love seat again, feet up on one arm. Snowflake decided to sleep on top of her. The TV played an old movie. Where was Rosie?

      I walked to her bedroom. She had a sheet pulled over her head.

      “Do you have coffee?” I asked.

      “Aah!” Rosie jumped in the air and yanked the sheet down, staring at me with big eyes. “Don’t sneak up on me like that.”

      Served her right for sending me phone stuff so early. “Coffee?”

      She shook her head. “I’m not big on coffee. I only drink it with you. Do you want some tea?”

      “Ugh, no! Fine, I’m going back home. I think I can use the grounds from yesterday,” I said.

      “Wait, wait,” Rosie said. “I can’t let you do that. It’s disgusting.”

      “You’re right. It would be like decaf.”

      She raced past me in the hall and into the kitchen. From out of the cupboard, she pulled out a glass jar. “Instant?”

      “Any port in a storm, I guess.”

      Rosie put on her electric kettle. “You need to get it together, boss. You’re usually much more organized than this. I can’t ever remember you running out of coffee before.”

      “It’s this case. I’m all out of sorts. Maybe it’s all the Hollywood stuff. Somehow, Felicity’s death has really gotten to me. She was just living her life, and someone killed her.”

      “You’ve solved lots of murder cases,” Rosie said. “Why is this so different?”

      I shrugged, waiting for the water to boil. “It’s like Felicity atoned for her checkered past. She should’ve been free and clear, living her life. I just don’t know.”

      Or it could be Stone. Keeping our relationship—which was the most awesome news ever—a secret weighed on me as well. Secrets were usually not good for people in my professional experience.

      “I feel guilty.” Rosie grabbed some milk out of the fridge. “If it wasn’t for us, Jack Quade wouldn’t be the target of all the gossip sites.”

      “We’re not the ones who did that. Jenks did that.” I spooned way too much instant coffee into a mug and dumped boiling water on it.

      “Why does he do that? If he’s working for Sue Giant, he’s getting a decent paycheck. You can’t make that much money as a snitch for Lucy McGoogan and her cronies,” Rosie said.

      I sipped. It was terrible, but it contained caffeine. Almost immediately, I perked up. “It’s part of his technique. Or should I say Sue Giant’s technique. Pulling in the press can stir up all kinds of information. It can also really muddy the waters. And it gets them more attention, which is the core of Sue’s ‘technique.’”

      “And it makes our informants and suspects mad or afraid so they won’t talk to us anymore,” Rosie said. She eyed the instant coffee. Then she thought the better of it and screwed the lid back on. “I thought Sue’s technique was all about guided imagery and visualization.”

      I sipped more. Could I get used to instant? When had I become so dependent on caffeine? “Jenks had to use some kind of pseudoscience technique to come up with that story. Or maybe McGoogan came up with it.”

      “Either way, I don’t want them hanging these lies on some guy just because we bought him a steak and asked him some questions,” Rosie frowned.

      “I hear you. Sue Giant and Jack Quade have enough money to fight a titanic court battle. That doesn’t mean Jenks has the right to drag a guy through the mud just so he can try to get ahead of us on a case.”

      “We need to shake Jenks,” Rosie said.

      Unfortunately, while Jenks wasn’t a very good investigator—even if he was a graduate of all Sue’s self-improvement classes—the one thing he was good at was following us and tracking down our informants. Visualization aside, it seemed his only real investigative technique.

      “Why are you talking so early in the morning?” Jan moaned, hidden behind the love seat.

      “It’s not early. It’s nearly eight,” Rosie said.

      “Oh, man, why did I fall asleep here?” Jan’s blue hair appeared over the back of the chair. Snowflake hopped down and then lay in the middle of the floor cleaning herself. “Today’s my day off. I could’ve slept in if I was home.”

      “You’re the one who keeps crashing on the love seat,” Rosie eyed her. “You want some instant coffee?”

      “Eew, no! They still make that stuff?” She rolled off the couch and moved into the kitchen. “You have tea?”

      I suddenly had an idea. Maybe instant coffee was good for something. “How’d you like to make two hundred bucks for doing next to nothing?”

      “What am I gonna say? No?” Jan found a mug and a tea bag. The water in the kettle was still hot. “What do you want me to do?”

      “Drive my car,” I said. Then I stared at her blue hair. “And wear a hat.”

      “Wait. Drive it where? Like a chauffeur?”

      “Nope. Just drive it. Go to the store, go to the lake, the desert,” I shrugged. “Just don’t go near the Strip.”

      Jan stuck out her lower lip. “Can I drive home and go back to sleep?”

      “No. At least, not for a while. We’re just trying to ditch somebody,” I said.

      “Ah,” Rosie nodded. “A decoy. Good idea, chief.”

      “Will it be dangerous?” Jan asked.

      “Nope. It will be boring,” I said.

      “Dang,” Jan dunked her tea bag for a moment. “I was hoping to mix it up with somebody. Life has been stressful lately.”

      “Can you hang out? I need to take a shower. And find you one of my better hats.”

      “Could I wear the Desert Dogs hat?” Jan asked. “That has one bad logo.”

      It hurt a little. Hats with the lacrosse team logo weren’t easy to come by. But I was just loaning it, right? “Since you’re doing us a big favor, I’ll let you wear my favorite hat.”

      “Fire!” Jan said.

      Half an hour later, we carefully studied the street without showing ourselves. I’d lent Jan a jacket as well as the hat. Her arms stuck way out of the sleeves. But once she was seated in my battered Honda Accord, you wouldn’t be able to tell.

      “Do you see Jenks?” Rosie whispered. Which was unnecessary. There was no one else standing outside of the building. “What kind of car does he drive?”

      “Look for something expensive and impractical that stands out way too much for a private eye and is parked illegally,” I said.

      Rosie peeked out from behind the wall again. “How about an orange Corvette parked in front of the driveway across the street?”

      “That’s Jenks,” I said. “No doubt about it.”

      “You sure, boss?”

      “Absolutely.” I handed Jan the keys. “Be careful with my baby.”

      Jan nodded. “I will drive like an old lady.”

      “You go, girl,” Rosie said. “And go slow.”

      We hung out while Jan pulled my car out of the lot. Sure enough, five seconds later, the Corvette roared after her. I caught Jenks’ profile as he focused on tailing the Honda.

      “Gotcha,” I said.

      “Are we taking an Uber?” Rosie asked.

      “Nope, something even more discreet.”

      The city bus took us from our apartment building to the Strip in about fifteen minutes. Why did I bother owning a car?

      We knew that the cast of the movie had been put up at the MGM Grand. Which made a general kind of sense, even though a company called Pewter Scooter was making the movie. History, I guessed.

      MGM resorts were so big, they took up both sides of Las Vegas Boulevard. Truthfully, MGM owned most of the resorts on the Strip, but the iconic green building was the one the bus left us in front of.

      There was a line of people checking in or out. Hardly anyone stood at the concierge desk. “We’re looking for Angela Rodriguez,” I told the guy behind the counter. “Can you ring her room?”

      The man had a thin face, a long nose, and a receding hairline. “Can I ask what this is regarding?”

      “We’re not fans.” I pulled out my PI license. “We want to talk to her about a murder.”

      “I’ll call her,” he said, looking at us down his nose.

      He talked as we looked around the lobby. I didn’t spot any other showbiz types. I did see a woman in an up-do, heels, and a micro mini walking a pair of identical poodles. Did they allow pets here?

      Long Nose hung up. “She said you could come to her room. It’s on the twenty-eighth floor.”

      “Swanky,” Rosie said.

      Angela was a beautiful young woman, even with a towel wrapped around her hair, no makeup, and a worn tiger print bathrobe. After answering the door, she walked back to the bed on her heels. Foam separators were lodged between her toes. There was polish and acetone open on the lamp table, making the room fumey.

      “Did Pete send you?” She started painting her big toe.

      “Nope. Pete doesn’t like us,” I said.

      That earned me a speculative glance.

      “Like everyone else, I’m sure, we want to know why you want to quit the slasher reboot,” Rosie said. “Oo, nice color. Lavender sparkle?”

      Angela nodded without looking up. “My hands are in frame a lot. I can’t paint my fingernails. I need to get them done in makeup. But my toes are my own. Unless we’re shooting a pool scene or whatever. It’s nice to have at least a little control over my life.”

      Aha. “Is that why you’re quitting?”

      “I’m not quitting. This picture, I’m totally done with. They can bring in a body double. Lord knows they have enough takes of me. Forget post production. I’m never doing a horror picture again.”

      “If you walk from this one, will you do any pictures again?” Rosie asked.

      Angela finally looked up. “I went from modeling to acting. It happens a lot. Modeling is tough, although most people don’t think so. I thought I could handle a lot. But I didn’t expect making movies to be so exhausting. I’m twenty years old, but I limp around like I’m eighty.”

      “Do you even like acting?” I had to ask.

      “Yeah. That’s the funny thing. I love playing parts, pretending to be someone else. Maybe I’ll try for the stage. Or have my agent look for smaller parts. I get why Felicity Locandro dropped out of the business. She could’ve been the biggest scream queen ever. But this shoot—I’m just so tired.”

      Which might explain Felicity’s addiction to coke. Angela did look worn out. She had dark circles under her eyes and a small outbreak of acne on her chin. I could see her looking for a pick-me-up.

      “We heard you arguing with Pete,” I said. “He doesn’t want you to quit.”

      “They just want to keep me on a string. My parts are in the can. If they screwed up, that’s on them, not me. I’m not doing re-shoots. Forget it. Dan, the director? He just expects too much. The role is physical, very physical. I spent twelve hours in a swimming pool with hypothermia. I spent six hours completely covered in blood. I spent eight hours hiding under a blackjack table. How hard is it to get that shot?”

      “Pete threatened you with legal action,” I said. “Doesn’t that scare you?”

      “They can’t prove anything. Like I said, my parts are in the can. I did what I was contracted to do. If they think they can stop me from finding other work, they are out of their little minds,” Angela said.

      “Are you sure this is about workplace abuse,” Rosie said. “Or is this about Nigel? Are you in love with him?”

      Angela went back to focusing on her toes. “You see? I have no private life. Everything I do is either overanalyzed or controlled by the production company. I think we’re done talking now. Have a nice day.”

      “That would be totally understandable—”

      “I’m done talking. I don’t want to be in this room, I don’t want to be in this picture, I don’t want to be in this town. I just want to go home.”
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      “That was not helpful,” I said. We took the elevator back down to ground level.

      “What Angela said was BS,” Rosie said.

      “How do you figure?”

      “She’s afraid of something. Maybe Pete’s lawsuit. Maybe having to do some more torturous shooting. I’ve seen a lot of interviews with Angela. She’s a go-getter. As far as I can tell, she loves attention—thrives on it. In this town, she should be making herself seen. Instead, she’s painting her toenails in her suite.”

      We exited on the ground floor.

      “Let’s talk to her coworkers. Maybe they have some insight.”

      I speed-dialed a number as we walked across the lobby.

      “What do you want?” she answered.

      “Good morning to you too, Carla. Are you at the warehouse yet?” In the background, I heard the rrumm-rrumm sound of tires on a rumble strip.

      “I’m not. The shoot is closed for the day. Pete says so.”

      “The shoot is closed?” When she heard my words, Rosie gave me a startled glance. “Why is it closed?”

      “Señor Pete say everyone is too anxious. We’ve been working too hard. And there’s outside influences making it hard to focus. I’m guessing the outside influence is you.”

      I paused. “Do I make you anxious?”

      “No. Losing my job makes me anxious. Pete doesn’t like you. That means I don’t want to be friends with you. Not at work, anyway.”

      “I wouldn’t either.” I didn’t mean to say it out loud. “When this case is over, I’m going to buy you lunch. How does that sound? Maybe dinner. I feel like I owe you.”

      “After?” A long pause followed. “Okay. Maybe.” She disconnected.

      “Why is the shoot closed?”

      I shrugged. “Anxiety?”

      “If that was a good reason, would anybody ever go to work again?”

      “Pete’s the one who closed it. He said we could talk to him outside of work. Well, it seems like today’s the day.” The phone was still in my hand. I redialed the cab company and headed to the driveway in front of the resort.

      “Why don’t we just call Jan and have her pick us up?”

      “I’d like to spend as much time away from Jenks as possible.”

      To my surprise, a cab pulled up right away. When we got in, I gave the driver the address in Henderson.

      “Thank you for coming to my cab. It is great to be driving you. Is anyone in this cab from New York City?”

      Oh, no. It was the same driver as I had yesterday. I put my face in my hands.

      “We’re from here,” Rosie said.

      “I am practicing to be a stand-up comedian. I am Indian, and my wife is white. I teach her about astrophysics and quantum mechanics, and she teaches me how to be shallow and when pumpkin spice lattes are coming back.”

      “That’s pretty funny,” Rosie said.

      “You do not think I should go with Seven-Elevens and dots on my head?”

      “No. It’s good that way.”

      “I am a taxi driver. This morning, I drove my mother to the train station. Her train departs next Tuesday. What is the difference between a well-dressed man on a bicycle and a poorly dressed man on a unicycle? Attire!”

      We got his whole act as we headed for Henderson and Pete’s Airbnb. I hated to say anything nice about Ian’s standup comedy, but this guy’s stuff was way worse.

      When we got to the Airbnb, Winona’s sleek car was parked in the driveway. It was the only vehicle.

      “Thank you for riding in my cab. I will be driving it all week.”

      We got out and headed for the front door. “There’s only one car,” Rosie said. “Do you think Pete’s here?”

      “He’s not working.” I knocked on the front door.

      Winona answered, eyeing us. “What is it this time?”

      “Is Pete home?” I asked.

      “It’s ten o’clock. He’s working.” Arms akimbo, she frowned at us.

      “He canceled the shoot for today,” Rosie said.

      I folded my arms back at Winona. “And we need to talk to him.”

      “I said he’s not here,” Winona said.

      Rosie shook her head. “And you don’t know where he is?”

      Winona rolled her eyes and let us inside. She took her cellphone from the end table and speed dialed. After a moment, we heard a tune being played someplace in the house. It stopped when Pete’s voice mail picked up.

      “Huh,” Winona said.

      I gave Rosie a hard look. My eyes darted at Winona’s phone. Then hard look again. It took a moment, but then she got it. I wanted Pete’s phone. Her lower lip pooched out as she considered her options. Winona put her phone back on the table. “Well, he could be networking.”

      “Networking? Wouldn’t he need a phone for that?” I said.

      “I suppose he would.” Winona looked at the floor. “He’s with someone else.”

      “Well, he’s not with Angela,” Rosie said. “She’s too busy painting her toenails.”

      “Angela. She’s the one who wants to leave the picture. The star,” Winona said.

      “Who else would he be having an affair with?” Rosie said.

      “Maybe Michelle,” I speculated. “She’s young and pretty.”

      “Wait one second.” Winona whirled on me. She pointed a finger. “The last time you harassed me, you were asking me if I had any proof Pete was cheating. Now you’re saying he is?”

      I didn’t want to do it, but I wanted Pete’s phone. It was someplace in the house, someplace close. Rosie would still need some time to find it. I took a deep breath.

      “Have you ever known your husband to randomly shut down a movie shoot?” I watched Winona’s expression. Only the slightest change was visible. A downward tug of the lips. “Have you ever known Pete to go anywhere without his phone?”

      “No.” Her voice was small.

      “Well, what do you think that might mean?” There was no point laying it out for her. Winona’s own imagination had been working overtime on this subject for years.

      “That it—that it’s,” Her mouth quivered, brows angling. “It’s over?”

      The last word turned into a shaking wail. I nodded at Rosie. Then, I grabbed Winona in a big hug. It was awkward. I was not good at hugging. Especially crying strangers.

      Rosie took off, making a quick search of the house.

      I gripped Winona, patting her back as she shook and sobbed. When did I become such a terrible person? Really, I was just giving her the rope. Winona was doing all the hanging. Still, it was mean. I didn’t like to think of myself as a mean person. And maybe Pete wasn’t cheating on her—or maybe he was. Either way, she would be happier once we found out for sure.

      Rosie skidded as she hurried out of the kitchen. Glossy tile floors might look nice, but they weren’t good for racing around. She ducked down the hall. I didn’t know how much hugging I had in me.

      “Why?” Winona said into my shoulder. “Why? I know I wasn’t the best wife. But I’m so beautiful!”

      I looked skyward for help. None came. Continuing the back patting, I tried to think of something to say that sounded comforting but would keep her miserable.

      The woman pulled away. “I’m calling my attorney, that SOB.” She spun on her heel and headed for the end table.

      As she did, Rosie appeared in the bathroom door.

      Winona stared at her.

      “Sorry,” Rosie said. I could almost hear the gears in her head churning out a reasonable excuse. “Uh, Tiffany made me drink instant coffee.”

      “Everything okay?” I asked her, pointedly.

      She was up to speed. “Great,” she returned the meaningful look. She had the phone. Time to get out of here.

      “Good luck with your divorce,” I said. We headed for the door.

      The neighborhood was upscale with the houses separated. Nothing but a narrow street and no sidewalk. I pulled out my phone.

      “I already called her,” Rosie said. “Jan’s on the way.”

      “You did?” We hurried up the road.

      “Yeah. As soon as I grabbed Pete’s phone,” she said. “Oh. Hang on.”

      She grabbed Pete’s phone from her purse. “Shoot. It’s locked.”

      “Can you break into it?”

      “Jan’s the tech expert,” Rosie said. “I could try some stuff. It would be hard to do out here in the bright sun.”

      We continued walking, putting distance between us and the house. It seemed like hours passed before a familiar car drove toward us and pulled to the side. Jan waved.

      “Oh, here she comes.” Rosie opened the passenger door. “Can you let Tiffany drive? We need you to hack into this cellphone.”

      Jan got out, still wearing my hat. “I don’t have any of my stuff with me. Not even a laptop.”

      “Well, do the best you can. If we can get to his call list, we can call some of the other actors. They might have some idea what’s going on,” I said, getting behind the wheel.

      Jan and Rosie got in the back seat, looking over the phone. “You’d think a wealthy guy would have a new phone,” Jan said.

      I made a U-turn and headed toward Las Vegas. There was no sign of Jenks’ Corvette. “What happened to your shadow?”

      “Lost him in traffic,” Jan said, studying the phone. “I thought he’d be better at following. Can you bring up a photo of Pete on your phone? Looking forward?”

      Rosie did a search on her phone. “Got one.”

      “Great,” Jan said. She faced Rosie’s phone screen at the other phone’s camera. “I’m in.”

      Rosie took her phone back. “That really works?”

      “As long as the phone isn’t an iPhone. This is an older Android thing.”

      “You couldn’t do it with an iPhone?” Rosie asked.

      “No, Apple uses sophisticated facial recognition. All I’m doing right now is disabling the phone finder function. If they looked on Winona’s phone and saw this one moving down the street, they might get suspicious.”

      “Good thinking.” I drove on, having no idea where I was going. “It’s lunchtime, right? Anyone hungry?”

      “You know it, boss,” Rosie said.

      “Okay, I’m disabling the face unlocking and changing the password. That way if it shuts off, we won’t have to go through that same song and dance.”

      “Can we access his contact list?” I headed for a deli near Summerlin. We’d been eating too much junk food. This place had a salad bar.

      “Yep. Star-star Winona, star-Michelle—”

      “What about Angela?” I asked.

      “After Aaron.”

      Whoever that was. “Call Michelle,” I said. “Put it on speaker.”

      I hopped on the 215. Pete’s cell made the usual ringing noise. Traffic wasn’t bad at this hour.

      “Hey, you know it’s me, leave your digits or whatever, you know I prefer a text,” a jaded recording said before a beep.

      “Message?” Jan whispered, thumb over the microphone.

      “Nah. Try sending her a text, since she prefers them,” I said.

      Rosie sat back. “Funny that she wouldn’t answer. Pete’s the producer. This is his phone.”

      “What am I texting? ‘Call me?’” Jan asked.

      “That’ll work,” I said.

      We waited for the callback as I drove. It didn’t come. After plenty of time had passed, I asked Jan who else was in Pete’s directory.

      “How about Marge?” Jan asked.

      We called her. The second she found out we weren’t Pete, she unceremoniously ended the call.

      “Here’s one we know,” Rosie got in on the action. “We met him at that investors' luncheon. The male lead, Joe.”

      “Give him a try,” I said.

      Joe picked up on the second ring. “Hey, Pete. S’up?”

      “Hey, Joe,” I said. “This is Tiffany Black. We met at the investors lunch?”

      “I remember,” he said. He didn’t ask what I was doing with Pete’s phone. “You’re a cop or something.”

      I didn’t bother to correct him. “We’re trying to figure out what’s going on with the shoot,” I said.

      “Pete didn’t tell you?” Still, he didn’t ask about the phone. “Huh. Weird. All he said to me was we’re shut down for the day. Take some time off.”

      In the background, I heard excited shouting and a big splash. Joe was relaxing by the pool.

      “Nothing about why he wanted to stop shooting when there’s only a few days left on the schedule?” I pressed.

      Joe scoffed. “The producer says take the day off, I gladly take the day off. I don’t ask questions.”

      He sure didn’t. For instance, he hadn’t asked why we were calling on the producer’s phone. “One last thing: have you seen Michelle around?”

      “No, thank goodness. I’m actually having a nice day off. Look, I gotta go.” He disconnected.

      “Important pool things, no doubt,” Rosie said.

      “Try Michelle again.”

      We were at the deli. It was still lunchtime, so the place was packed. Before we went in, we listened to Michelle’s snotty voicemail message again.

      “Do you think she’s with Pete?” Jan asked.

      “Might be the reason she’s not answering his calls,” Rosie noted.

      Making us look like chumps. “On the other hand, Pete might be curious about who’s got his phone.”

      “Good point,” Rosie said.

      We went into the deli, all of us ordering the salad bar so we didn’t have to wait. After snagging a table, we loaded salad fixings on our plates. When we sat down to dig in, the phone lay centrally on the table. Jan poked around.

      There was no one else in the contacts we knew for sure. She moved over to the text app.

      “What has Pete been up to?” I tried to get an angle. “Is he having an affair?”

      “No texts from Angela or Michelle,” Rosie said. “What’s this one?”

      Jan poked it open. “Just a message from Airbnb.”

      “Well, he is renting that mini mansion,” Rosie said.

      I squinted. “Hold on. That’s not a Henderson address. Can we see the whole conversation, Jan?”

      Crunching through salad, I read the little text balloons. Then, I nearly dropped my fork.

      “He really is having an affair,” Rosie said.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      “Why else would he rent another Airbnb?”
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      I called the MGM Grand. The movie cast was staying there. From what I knew, the crew was staying at the Orleans. The bus that went by there had a route that passed the warehouse. That was a special kind of snobbishness.

      You’d think Pewter Scooter would get a better deal putting everyone in the same resort. There was a hierarchy in Hollywood that didn’t make sense. Of course, if you had the money to throw around, you didn’t have to make sense.

      Was it the concierge desk? I asked to speak with Michelle. The phone rang but wasn’t picked up. “I’m sorry, she’s not answering. Would you like to leave a message?”

      It could be that the desk was instructed not to put any calls through to the actors. They were somewhat famous and might get stalked by fans. “I’ve already left messages. Do you know if she went out?”

      “If she did, she didn’t leave word at the desk,” the clerk said.

      “Okay, thank you.” I disconnected.

      “She could still be with Pete,” Rosie shrugged.

      “Without Pete all suspicious about his phone?” Jan picked it up.

      I gave it some thought. “Well, the phone was at his Airbnb. He might think his wife is making the calls.”

      “If the two of them are together, it makes sense that they’re at the second rental,” Rosie said.

      “Let’s check it out.” We put our trays in the dirty pile. The deli had emptied out by now. “You want to investigate with us, Jan?”

      “Well, it is kinda fun,” Jan said. “I was planning on working out today. That address is all the way past Centennial Hills.”

      “We can drop you off, no problem,” I said. “Thanks for helping us out. I owe you one.”

      “Can I keep the hat?” Jan asked.

      “No.”

      The address of the second Airbnb was way out at the north edge of town. Beyond was nothing but state parks, fossil beds, and flat, featureless desert.

      Even here, only three houses had been completed in a new development. Apparently, one of the buyers thought it would be a great investment for a nightly rental place.

      Dry, hot wind blew as we got out of the Honda. There was no traffic.

      “Wow. What a lonely place,” Rosie said, looking around.

      A blocked-off road led further into the future development, looking like a road to nowhere. Soundwalls blocked the houses from the main street.

      Las Vegas continued to grow, spreading like a tenacious fungus into the harsh environs of the Mojave. The endless, dun-colored expanse spread to the horizon like a bone-dry sea.

      “Let’s get this over with,” I said.

      Following the instructions on the text app, we found a lock box near the front door. Pressing in the code opened it. We grabbed the key.

      “Should we knock?” Rosie asked.

      I looked around. Other than a construction pickup truck we’d seen four blocks away, there were no vehicles at all. “Well, you can’t get here any other way than driving.”

      Still. I gave a tentative knock. Rang the bell. It echoed through the new construction.

      “Good enough.” I stuck the key in the lock.

      Inside was as featureless as the outside. Off-white rugs, light, neutral-colored walls, beige furniture, a modern art print in muted colors. It held a silence greater than the wastelands we’d left outside.

      “I wouldn’t want to rent this place,” Rosie said.

      “What if you wanted privacy?” I said, standing in the middle of the living room. The TV set was hidden behind the ivory doors of a cabinet.

      “Does anyone need this much privacy?” Rosie hugged herself. “I’ve seen Motel 6s with more character.”

      I walked deeper into the house. “It does have that motel-y vibe.”

      We explored, the remoteness of the place and the chill décor putting me on edge.

      For the most part, the house looked unused. Nothing adorned the walls. The furniture was functional and new but without character.

      “Okay, here we go.” Rosie opened a door to a bedroom. It was an en suite, windows curtained and shaded. A small suitcase sat on the bed, a towel hanging over the closet door to dry.

      “Someone is staying here,” I said. “Wasn’t there something about a safe?”

      “Yeah, when he texted the travel agency, he went out of his way to ask for a home with a safe.”

      “Why would he want that?” I asked.

      “To hide something,” Rosie said. She didn’t add “Duh!” although her face said she wanted to.

      “There isn’t one in the closet. That’s where I would expect.”

      We continued searching.

      This house had three bedrooms, the en suite plus a jack-and-jill bathroom, a gourmet kitchen with lots of boring tile and an island that would rival Gilligan’s. A chandelier hung over a dining room table. There was also an office room with a desk. Maybe in a house like this, you’d call it a den. Either way, we found no safe.

      “Look through the texts again,” I said to Rosie, getting only a little frustrated at our lack of results.

      We headed into the attached garage. It was the cleanest I’d ever seen.

      “It just confirms a safe and how to set the code for yourself,” she said as we stepped back into the house. “But not where it is.”

      “Everything is so bland, so pale, where could you possibly hide a safe in a home like this?” I asked.

      At exactly the same time, we both turned to the only decoration in the entire place.

      The painting on the living room wall.

      “No way. That would be too cliché,” Rosie said.

      And yet when I tugged on the painting’s frame, it came away from the wall on a long hinge. Grey metal lay behind. There was a keypad and a handle. It sure looked like a safe.

      “Okay, how do we get in?” I asked.

      Rosie looked at the phone. “There are instructions. Hang on.”

      She moved close, pushing some buttons. After a few minutes, lights began to flash. Rosie fiddled around some more. She paused. Then pushed the keypad again. With a beep, the handle turned. She pulled the door open.

      “Holy smokes,” she said, taking a step back.

      I turned on my cellphone flashlight app and shined it inside.

      Light reflected off plastic and duct tape.

      There were bricks and smaller Ziplock bags, two pistols, and two bags full of bound cash. Contained in the plastic was a white powder.

      Our jaws were slack, and we stared for a few seconds, taking it all in. In all my time as a PI, I’d never seen anything like this.

      “Cocaine?” Rosie asked.

      “Sure looks like it.” I looked closer. “Not a stash, either. There’s way too much.”

      “Pete’s a drug dealer,” Rosie said. “People always wondered how a guy who produced unsuccessful low-budget movies could have so much money.”

      “I’m guessing this is how.” Reaching in, I grabbed one of the money bags. Hundred-dollar bills were bound with currency straps.

      “How much money is a bundle of hundreds?” Rosie asked.

      “Ten grand,” I said. And there were more than ten bundles in the bag, more than one bag in the safe.

      “Do you think this means Michelle is in trouble?” Rosie continued to gawk at the contents.

      “Just by the look of things, I’d say everyone on the shoot is in trouble. Pete must be using the location as a cover.” I put the bag of money back.

      “Should we call the cops?” Rosie said.

      “Yes. We should definitely—”

      Glass broke, the sound of the smash a split-second before the blast of a gunshot.

      I grabbed Rosie and dragged her to the ground. “Get down! We’re being shot at.”

      “By Pete?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “There are guns in the safe,” Rosie said, eyes big.

      I wasn’t that good a shot. Pistols weren’t that accurate in general. Whoever was shooting at us was using a rifle, something with a long range.

      “Which window broke?” I asked, searching the living room.

      “There, the one with the bent-up shade,” Rosie pointed.

      It was on the opposite side of the front door. Someone was out in the desert, shooting blindly. “They’re just trying to scare us,” I said.

      “It’s working.”

      “Let’s just get the heck out of here.” I leaped up and closed the safe. No bullet followed. “C’mon.”

      When I flung open the front door, another blast followed. It was the change in light that made them fire, I thought.

      I keyed the car doors open, and Rosie and I drove away.

      “Stay down,” I ordered. But out in the unremarkable dusty flats, I saw no one. Even though every muscle in my body clenched in anticipation, no shots were fired at the Honda.

      “This must be what Felicity was stalking him for,” I said. “She had her own problem with drugs, one that almost ruined her life. Felicity must have gone after Pete hard.”

      “You think? How would she know? Why wouldn’t she just call the police?” Rosie said.

      “Maybe she didn’t know. Only suspected. She could’ve been watching him, sneaking into his trailer, hoping for proof.”

      “With Clara helping her,” Rosie said.

      “Maybe others too.”

      “Maybe Michelle?” Rosie’s eyes went wide. “Maybe they aren’t having an affair at all.”

      I drove toward the Strip.

      “Should I call Detective Elwood?” Rosie palmed her phone.

      “No.”

      “No?”

      “When you opened the safe, did you change the combination code?” I asked.

      “Well, yeah, that’s the only way to get it open,” she said. “You have to reset it. I don’t think Pete knew what he was doing when he put his contraband in there. I used our regular code.”

      “Then we’re good. Since we’ve changed the combination, Pete can’t get into that safe anymore. He doesn’t have his phone with the instructions to reset the combination. He doesn’t have access to the drugs or the cash. It’ll keep.”

      Rosie made a face. “He does seem to have access to guns.”

      We’d have to cross that bridge if we came to it.

      Was that even Pete shooting at us? He must have others in on this with him. Maybe it was them keeping an eye out on the place and shooting at us. That didn’t make me feel any better.

      And that didn’t make sense, I told myself. My instincts told me this was one big, Pete-run operation.

      The Airbnb was in the northwest part of the city. Paradise, the unincorporated area where the Strip ran, was on the opposite side of town, southwest of Las Vegas proper.

      We were close to Interstate 95 which cut a diagonal through the city. Interstate 15 was the south-leading interchange that would get us to Paradise. Yet only five minutes after jumping on, traffic slowed to a crawl.

      “Must be an accident,” Rosie said.

      It was too early for rush hour. But in Vegas, traffic had increasingly become more of a nightmare with every passing year.

      Luckily, there was an exit coming up. Fighting my way to the right, I managed to get off the freeway near Kyle Canyon. From there, I would have to take the surface streets.

      I caught a flash of orange in the rearview mirror. Was Jenks back on our tail already? As we descended the ramp, I saw nothing but a panel truck behind us. No Jenks. We drove on.

      If the freeway had been clear, the trip would’ve taken about forty-five minutes. On the streets, I had no idea how long it would take to get to the MGM Grand.
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      By the time I fought through traffic, the radio reporting a major pile-up throughout the whole city, it was late afternoon.

      “I don’t have time to mess around. You have to believe me. It’s for her own good,” I told the concierge. This time, it was an older woman at the desk. Holding my wallet in front of me, a fifty-dollar bill poking out, I asked for Michelle’s room.

      “You want me to call her?” the woman eyed the money.

      “No. We want to go up and see her. Is she on the twenty-eighth floor, like Angela Rodriquez?”

      Slowly, the concierge nodded. “Yes. She is.”

      She slipped the bill out of my wallet and gave us the room number. It was only a few down from Angela’s.

      Michelle answered the door with a puzzled expression. She wore a raspberry bikini under a knitted pink wrap and flip-flops. “Oh. You’re the ones from the investigator show. What do you want?”

      “We’ve been trying to get hold of you all day,” I said, pushing my way into her room.

      “I was down by the pool. I left my phone here. But then I got too much sun and had to come up and lay down for a while,” she said. Walking over to a round table, she picked up her phone. Michelle gave it a suspicious squint. “All I see are calls from Pete.”

      Time to bluff. “I’m not surprised.”

      Michelle eyed me. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Her expression didn’t change. She might actually be a decent actress. But under her tan, she went pale.

      “Pete told us everything,” I said.

      Michelle carefully put down her phone. “Told you what? That he went with the wrong leading actress? That I’m a thousand times more talented than Angela? That I look like the original final girl? That I would never have quit this picture?”

      “Right. We got shot at, drove like crazy, and busted into your room to talk about that,” Rosie said.

      Michelle kept her expression neutral and shook her head.

      “You know we’re going to the police, right? We thought it was only fair to get your side of the story first. Maybe we shouldn’t lump you two together,” I said.

      She sighed, making a conciliatory face “Well, it’s nothing to go to the cops about.”

      We were not on the same page.

      “What are you talking about?” Rosie said.

      Michelle shrugged. “What are you talking about?”

      I wasn’t interested in a standoff. Michelle wasn’t dumb. Maybe if I set off a potential bomb, she might panic.

      “It’s the innocent look, right? Your youth. The big, dark eyes. The pretty face.” I stared at Michelle, who looked confused. “No one would suspect you of being the biggest drug dealer around. No wonder Pete decided to throw in with you. How could he possibly lose?”

      “Wait. What are you saying?” Michelle had the eyes of a trapped animal.

      “Coke dealing. You’re the best. A regular honey trap, but with drugs at the business end. I can hardly blame Pete for wanting a piece of the action,” I said.

      “Pete wanting a piece of the action?” Her face went stony.

      “I’m guessing he called to warn you,” I nodded at the phone.

      Michelle picked the cellphone up and pressed the button. There were obviously calls from Pete on there; she had no way of knowing that the calls had been made by us. Apparently, she hadn’t checked her phone. Maybe she did get a little sun stroke.

      Then, she flung the phone across the room. It smashed against the wall, taking a bite out of the sheetrock.

      “That dirty SOB!” Michelle said, her teeth showing. “That POS scuzzball! How dare he try to hang his crimes on me!”

      “His crimes? Not yours?”

      “Pete’s the drug dealer, not me. I mean, look at the box office bombs he produced. How could he even get another job, let alone be swimming in cash? I can’t believe it. He’s trying to put this on me. What a douche canoe!”

      Michelle stopped talking.

      For a while, we just stood there looking at each other. Whether Michelle was involved or not, she was cagey. She already had her right to remain silent running full blast.

      But then, her cellphone rang.

      We were surprised. Michelle had really whipped it against the wall, and I’d expected it to be non-functioning by now. Before I could react, Michelle had stalked over and picked it up, but not before Rosie caught a glimpse of the caller ID.

      “It’s Winona,” Rosie said.

      “Which means it’s Pete,” I said, trying to think fast. What did this mean for our standoff with Michelle?

      Michelle frowned as she answered. “Hello?”

      Her eyes wandered around the room. “No, I haven’t said anything. I don’t know anything.”

      I moved closer, trying to hear Pete’s voice on the other end.

      “Do what? Okay,” Michelle said. To my surprise, she put it on speaker phone.

      “I’d like my phone back, please, Miss Black,” Pete’s voice came from the speaker.

      Although I knew it was him, somehow the sound of his voice made my blood run cold.

      I tried to keep cool. “Well, I want to talk to you first. There’s a little matter of murder and drug dealing to discuss first.”

      “What you want,” Pete repeated my words. “Do you want to know what I want?”

      Nobody spoke.

      “I want the combination to that safe.”

      “No, you don’t. We’ve already called the cops,” I said.

      “You’re lying. Or at least you should hope you’re lying. I have someone close to you here with me. Someone from the shoot. I expect you to be back at the Airbnb house within an hour, or you’ll be the one responsible.”

      I wasn’t close to anyone on the shoot. In fact, I hated going there. “Who is it? Angela? I don’t really give a hill of beans about her. In fact, I’m pretty sure she’s in cahoots with you.”

      A chuckle followed.

      Rosie’s eyes went big.

      “Tiffany?” a quavering voice came from the phone. Michelle made a puzzled face. “Tiffany, please do what he says.”

      Oh, no!

      “Carla?”

      There was a muffled noise, a familiar double sound that I couldn’t place. Pete came back on the line. “You have an hour. And bring that back-stabbing Michelle with you.”

      “Pete, you totally suck!” Michelle said.

      Her phone went beep-beep as Pete disconnected.

      Rosie’s eyes remained wide. “Well, I guess we have our murderer,” she said low.

      “You suck!” Michelle’s voice disappeared in a high-pitched cry. She started blubbering. “He said I couldn’t be in the movie unless I helped him!”

      I studied the waterworks, wondering if she was acting. Her tears seemed less crocodile and more legit. But she was an actress who could cry on command—should I really trust her?

      “I thought he wanted sex like any normal guy! No! He wanted me to help him deal drugs!” she wailed.

      We didn’t have a whole lot of time for the sobbing confession. “There’s a chance to make it right,” I said. “Come with me.”

      “I don’t want to-ooo-ooo!” Michelle’s whining was nails on a chalkboard.

      Rosie was the more compassionate of us. She put her arm around Michelle. “It’s okay. We’ll get this sorted out. Let’s get you in some actual clothes.”

      Michelle moved to a suitcase. She found a T-shirt and shorts, putting them on over the bikini. Then, she moved out of sight to the other room of the suite. In a moment, she returned wearing a pair of high tops. “He made me do it! Be all flirty with guys, then sell them coke!”

      Okay, that was enough, I thought. I didn’t need to hear her emotional confession anymore.

      But she went on. “That old lady, Felicity. She found out. And he killed her with poisoned cookies!”

      Rosie searched around. She came up with a washcloth and handed it to Michelle.

      “He’s gonna kill me next!” She wiped her eyes and blew her nose in the washcloth. “You have to heh-heh-help me!” she panted.

      When Michelle handed the washcloth back to Rosie, she picked it up gingerly by the corner and ran it into the bathroom.

      “First, we have to get Clara away from him,” Rosie said.

      I didn’t respond to that. “Pete’s all bluff. Even when he was shooting at us, he had no way of actually hitting us. Now this phone call. I don’t think he’s got the ability to hurt anybody.”

      “Don’t forget the reason we’re in the middle of this,” Rosie said. “He murdered Felicity Locandro.”

      “Well, that’s kind of a cowardly murder. Pete couldn’t even face her,” I said, studying Michelle. “What a wimp. I’m not scared of him, drug dealer, poisoner, or not.”

      “Do I really have to go with you?” Michelle sniffed.

      “You want to take him down, don’t you? Make sure he’s put away and put all of this behind you?” Rosie said.

      Her mouth made a straight line, but Michelle nodded.

      “We’re wasting time. Traffic is a nightmare. Let’s hit the bricks.” I moved to the door and held it open.

      Michelle and Rosie walked out.

      “What’s the plan, boss?”

      I didn’t have one. “Wing it. Get Pete to talk. Try to record it. If he’s got Carla, get her safely away.”

      Rosie smiled. “Oh. The usual.”

      “Then we call in the cops.”

      Rosie’s brows came together. My words had reached her, and she thought she’d misheard. She hadn’t. But Rosie was just about to ask a question, a question I knew would blow the whole case. It would only be one syllable. I shook my head at her, willing her to stay quiet.

      “We need to split up,” I said.

      Rosie frowned. “We do?”

      I raised my chin, pointing down the hall. Rosie gave me a sideways glance.

      “How do I get there? Call a cab?”

      “Yep. We’re going to have to play this by ear. Maybe a little visualization would put us on the right track. Some positive thinking.”

      Rosie looked confused. I couldn’t spell it all out for her, not in front of Michelle. She glanced in the direction of Angela’s door.

      I nodded. “Good luck, partner.”

      “You too, boss.”

      Then I nudged Michelle toward the elevator. Rosie went down the hall the other way.

      “What’s she doing?”

      “Getting backup,” I lied.

      Michelle pushed the summoning button. The elevator hummed. We took it down to the garage level, and I led her to the Honda. She made a face at my unwashed, slightly dented ride. But when I beeped the doors, she got into the passenger seat.

      The stereo was still on all-news radio, almost all the talk about the current traffic disaster in Sin City. Could I make it to the northern city limits in an hour? At least I knew better than to take the interstates.

      “Wow. This is some heavy traffic. We’ll never make it there in time,” Michelle said.

      “Think positive,” I said. Even on the Strip, cars sat still. We had to get past the ocean of vehicles. Making an illegal U-turn among a symphony of car horns, I headed the other way.

      “What are you doing? You’re going the wrong way.”

      “Away from the resorts. There has to be a clearer road.” I drove a handful of blocks in ten minutes. Eventually, I made a left on Maryland Parkway. It was slightly less packed. By moving over a block to the west, then heading north, I eventually found a road that wasn’t congested. I hit the gas.
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      While it didn’t take an hour, the sun touched the horizon as we reached the blighted northern end of town. As before, there were no cars parked, no dog walkers, no traffic. There weren’t even any lights on in the Airbnb.

      “I think we beat him,” I said.

      “What are you talking about?”

      I drove on until I found a place to hide the Honda. Then, I hurried Michelle to the front door. The key was in the lockbox. Unlocking the door, I returned the key.

      When we entered, I saw the broken, gunshot windows and damaged shades despite the gathering darkness. The painting hung ajar, the safe revealed. I knew Pete had been here. Maybe after he shot randomly at the windows.

      “What are we even doing?” Michelle looked around. “Where’s Pete?”

      I went to the safe and used Rosie’s combination. Taking the simplest looking gun, a revolver, I closed it up again. Knocking out the cylinder to see if it was loaded, I nodded to myself.

      Michelle eyed me. “Do I get to have a gun?”

      “Let’s not complicate this any more than it needs to be,” I said. “I want Pete to surrender, not die. I can’t turn him into the police if he’s dead.”

      Her eyes burned in the dark. Although she didn’t say it, I was pretty sure she would rather Pete die.

      “How are you going to do that?”

      “When Pete gets here, he’ll open the shade on that window, the one over the breakfast nook. It’s the one that looks out on the path to the front door. Then he’ll try to ambush us, expecting us to still be on our way.”

      “How did you know he wasn’t here already?” Michelle asked.

      “When he made that call, supposedly threatening Carla the cleaning lady, he wasn’t here. He was at Carla’s apartment.”

      Michelle’s eyes were wide, head shaking.

      “When I called her before, I heard a curious noise. It was those rumble strips they put in front of crosswalks to slow cars down. There aren’t any of those around here. There aren’t even any crosswalks. It’s a whole new development.”

      “He’s not going to hurt her?”

      “I figure he just threatened her job to get her to talk to me. Pete’s not a tough guy. He’s a movie producer who deals coke. Soft hands, a money guy. Since Carla’s apartment is probably somewhere where there aren’t a lot of traffic signals, I’m guessing Henderson, it would take him longer to drive here than it would take me. The Strip is at least ten miles closer.”

      Michelle sat at the breakfast bar. “That’s a lot of guesswork.”

      I shrugged and pulled up the shade. “I guessed right.”

      “So now we ambush him,” Michelle said.

      “That’s the plan.”

      “And then your assistant arrives with backup.”

      I peered into the gathering gloom. “Let’s hope.”

      A car drove up the driveway. Pete exited the vehicle, sneaking toward the house. He had a rifle in his hand.

      Even with my head start, I almost didn’t beat him. What the plan would have been in that case, I didn’t know.

      But in this case, I did. I got up from the breakfast bar, putting my back against the wall near the front door.

      “What am I supposed to do?” Michelle whispered.

      “I don’t know,” I whispered back. “Say hello?”

      I heard the metallic fumbling of Pete freeing the front door key. His footsteps slowly grew louder, closer. The knob rattled. I lifted the revolver.

      Pete walked in and stopped short at the sight of Michelle in the dark kitchen. I didn’t give him time to think. Placing the barrel of the revolver just behind his ear, I said, “Drop it.”

      Immediately, the rifle hit the tiles. His hands shot up in the air.

      He froze for a second and then started talking. “Are you going to kill me? Take my money, my drugs?”

      “No, those are going to the cops,” I said.

      “You’re lying. I know you’ve already been in here, messing with the safe. You aren’t calling anybody. You’re just an opportunist like everyone else.”

      Which is just what an opportunist would think. “I’m more interested in the murder of Felicity Locandro. Why did you do it? I’m guessing she found out you were using your movie shoots to deal coke. You needed to shut her up.”

      “I’m no murderer. I’ve never hurt anybody.”

      “Sure. Illegal drugs make every community better. Walk slowly into the living room.” I prodded him with the gun.

      He took careful steps. Once we were in the room, I flipped a light switch. The place looked worse under artificial light. “Sit on the couch.”

      I took out my phone with my left hand and found the recording app.

      “I’m guessing you think you’re some kind of kingpin. You supply the drugs, and you have pretty actors and actresses like Michelle do the dirty work. You’ve never had to hurt anybody, like you said. But then, you don’t take many risks.”

      He eyed me. “I know you have a recorder running. Do you really think I’m going to confess?”

      “Your dealing is why Angela bailed on the production. She would rather have a normal life than be a movie star who deals drugs for you. Am I right?”

      “Like I said—recorder. I’d ask for a lawyer, but you aren’t the police,” Pete said.

      “Did you hurt Carla?” If he did, I wasn’t sure what I would do.

      “Just scared her. She likes that her employer contracts with movie companies, and she gets to work on set. Carla doesn’t want to lose that. Her job sucks, let’s face it. Working on movie shoots makes it bearable.”

      Right answer, I thought. “Here’s the big question. Did you kill Felicity when you discovered she uncovered your operation?”

      “I didn’t discover anything,” Pete said. “I didn’t know anything about her stalking me. Not until Michelle told me.”

      “Cute, Pete,” Michelle said.

      I turned to look at her and found myself facing a gun.

      “You’re pointing that thing in the wrong direction, Detective,” she sneered. “Drop it, or I’ll put a hole in you.”

      “I don’t think you will.”

      “Oh, won’t I? Both of you idiots have guns. I’m going to shoot each of you with the other’s gun and tell the cops it was a shootout. Why wouldn’t I plug you right now?”

      I blinked. “The angle?”

      When she frowned darkly and sighted down the barrel, I dropped the revolver.

      “I’m betting you didn’t even find out that Felicity was onto Pete’s game,” I said. “My guess is that Felicity came to you. Maybe it was another one of her blackmail schemes, or maybe she just wanted to warn you that Pete was a bad person. She certainly hated drugs after what they did to her, her life, her friends.”

      “So what if she came to me?”

      “Your response was to poison her with chocolate cookies,” I said.

      Pete’s brows came together. “Chocolate cookies?”

      Michelle glared. “That wasn’t me. I had nothing against the old lady. Why would I kill her?”

      “Because if she brought Pete down, it would be all over for the movie, for your career. Maybe you didn’t like dealing, but you sure like acting. Or at least being a movie star. You knew if the cops got wind of it, Pete would go to jail. Pewter Scooter would abandon the project, because there would be no hope of a bigger company offering to partner up for distributing the film, for advertising, for more funds.”

      “You’re just making stuff up. Like this goofy plan. I’m going to shoot you now, and after I shoot Pete, I’ll put the gun in his hand.”

      “I know you killed her because you knew she was poisoned with chocolate cookies,” I said.

      “What?” Michelle said.

      “It isn’t public knowledge. That information wasn’t released. So the only person who could possibly know would be the actual killer,” I said.

      Michelle rolled her eyes. “Fine. You got me. Good for you. It isn’t going to do you much good when you’re dead, Tiff.”

      Okay, I had it on tape. All I needed to do now was survive a gunshot wound. No problem.

      While I knew Michelle was the killer after she dropped the cookies line, I had no idea she had a gun. Otherwise, I would’ve played this differently. Still, I’d needed to make sure Carla was all right.

      What I needed to do now was find a way out of this stupid plan of mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      “Why did you do the cookies? You have a gun,” I said.

      “I got the gun because Mr. Wonderful here had me dealing to real lowlifes. But guns can be traced. Cookies, not so much. I watch a lot of detective shows,” Michelle said.

      I nodded. “That’s a pretty good MO.”

      “What about the shootout thing? Will that work? I see it in movies and TV shows a lot,” she said.

      “We’re about the same height,” I said. “You might pass ballistics from that side. I’m not sure about Pete. He’s tall. You’d have to stand on something to make it believable that Pete shot me.”

      “Pro tip,” Michelle said. “Thanks.”

      “For heaven’s sake, why are you helping her?” Pete said.

      I was only trying to keep her talking until I figured out something better.

      “She’s just stalling,” Michelle said. She lifted the gun.

      “Nah, not like that. They’ll know something’s up. That angle is completely wrong, unless they think Pete was already on his knees or something,” I babbled. “Unless Pete was closer, but there won’t be any gunpowder residue from that distance.”

      “Shut your mouth, Tiffany,” Pete said. “Jeeze!”

      Michelle took my advice and moved two steps closer.

      I had to resist taking two steps away. But then, flashes of light came from the kitchen.

      Michelle kept the gun on me but looked over her shoulder. The flash went off again.

      Jenks stood outside, the flash on his phone camera revealing him.

      “Who the hell?” Michelle whirled around, aiming at Jenks.

      I moved, my Krav Maga training taking over.

      As I turned my body sideways to avoid being shot, both my hands reached for the gun. My left thumb hit the trigger guard, my right coming up to grip the barrel. With all my strength, I pointed the gun down and toward Michelle.

      In surprise, she pulled the trigger. She nearly shot herself. Thankfully, she hit the floor instead. Then, I easily ripped it from her hand.

      I pressed the barrel to her forehead.

      “Don’t move, Pete,” I said, not looking. But knowing he wanted to make a break for it.

      “Omigod, omigod,” Michelle breathed. “Don’t kill me.”

      “Sit on the floor,” I said to Michelle.

      Her eyes widened, not comprehending.

      “On the floor! Do it! Now!”

      She dropped, holding her hands up. I quickly stepped behind her to keep them both in view. But Pete was gone.

      He couldn’t have gone far. “I’m going to shoot under the couch if I don’t see your hands.”

      A second later, shaking hands popped up. “I surrender! I surrender!”

      All at once, a bunch of people burst through the front door. I had to restrain myself from shooting Pete accidentally.

      “Stand down, Black!”

      I looked over my shoulder.

      Grumpy Old Elwood, my favorite Metro detective, walked in behind Stone, who had his own gun drawn. Rosie came in after that, dragging Angela. Behind them came Jenks.

      “Ha! Solved another one!” Jenks stuck his thumbs in the waist of his pants and rocked back and forth on his heels.

      And then the Indian cab driver walked in. “Is anyone here from Las Vegas? I have a joke for you. If a dog farts in the living room and there is no one around to hear him, is it still stinky?”
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      Police cars gathered outside, the soundwalls painted with red and blue light.

      I was happy to get out of the monochromatic house; I was ecstatic to get out of there alive.

      Stone put his arm around my shoulders, supporting me. I leaned into him, trying not to look utterly attached.

      Jenks scurried around, snapping pictures.

      “Hey,” one of the unformed cops called. “This is a crime scene. You can’t be here.”

      A moment later, Jenks ran for his Corvette and roared off.

      “That guy really bugs me,” Rosie said.

      I nodded. “But he did save me. So, I guess I have to not be annoyed at him?”

      “Glad you’re keeping up on your Krav Maga,” Stone said.

      Was he being sarcastic? I did take down a skinny actress, after all. Even now, she was being led to a waiting police SUV in cuffs.

      “What’s the deal?” Elwood asked, arms folded.

      “Michelle killed Felicity. After all these years, Felicity was very much anti-drug. Somehow, she got wind of Pete’s dealing when she was doing her walk on part for the movie.”

      “Why would that pretty little thing kill Felicity Locandro?” Elwood said.

      Angela stepped forward. “It would’ve ended everything if Pete got busted. Because we’d all get busted. We were dealing for him. Private parties, social events, exclusive clubs. That was his whole deal.”

      “You quit the movie.”

      “Because there are more important things. If I knew I’d get stuck being some low totem pole drug runner, bringing coke to some nightclub I wasn’t even old enough to be in, I never would’ve signed on in the first place, my agent be damned,” she said. “I thought Felicity was going to shut the picture down. Honestly, I was relieved. But then she was dead.”

      I pursed my lips. “You still tried to shut it down your own way.”

      She nodded. “I didn’t know that Michelle killed Felicity. But, you know, I suspected someone in our little gang did. I should’ve come forward from the get-go. Guess that was pretty cowardly of me.”

      “Your plan really sucked, boss.” Rosie wore a scolding expression. “You should’ve brought me along.”

      “Then who would’ve called in the cavalry? And boy, you sure called everybody.” I looked at the sea of black-and-whites outside the development.

      “I could’ve called in the cavalry when we were driving. We have these crazy new devices. They’re like telephones, except you carry them in your purse,” she smirked. “Handy.”

      “Well, I couldn’t do it that way. Not when I heard Michelle talk about the chocolate cookies. I knew I had to get the truth out of her. It wasn’t going to happen with you in the car calling Stone and the Metro police, the fire department, the Mormon Tabernacle Choir, the Circus Circus Clown Show—”

      “Hey.” She punched my shoulder lightly.

      “We can get your statement tomorrow,” Elwood said. “I wouldn’t mind a copy of Michelle’s confession, though.”

      “Are you going to arrest me too, Detective?” Angela said. “I’ve confessed to drug dealing. I really just want out of this life. I’ve been a hamster on a wheel since my kid’s show days.”

      “If you wouldn’t mind coming down to the station, I would like to get your story, Miss Rodriquez. But I don’t think we’ll need to keep you,” Elwood said. “Might help if you call your lawyer, just to keep the wheels of justice moving.”

      “When did you become such a softie, Elwood?” Stone frowned.

      Elwood shrugged. “I’m an actor. We gotta stick by each other.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a glance, and I tried not to smirk.

      When Elwood drove away, the logjam of police vehicles broke up and followed him. A couple of official vehicles remained, including the crime scene investigators.

      “What was your plan, exactly?” Stone said.

      I took a breath. “Well, I was almost positive that Pete showed up to Carla’s apartment and told her she needed to talk to me or he’d get her fired. Meaning that he didn’t have her at the Airbnb. And if he was at her place in Henderson, it would take him longer to reach the Airbnb.”

      “Oh!” Rosie said, catching on. “I almost blew it. You said if he’s got Carla. If! I nearly called you on it.”

      I nodded. “Sorry I had to cut you off, but you were going to spill right in front of Michelle.”

      “And you knew she was the murderer when she mentioned poisoned cookies,” Rosie said. “That went right by me. I didn’t realize that wasn’t public knowledge.”

      Stone shrugged. “I didn’t know.”

      “It wasn’t in the papers or the tattle blogs,” I said. “Metro was keeping that under their hats. They’d need that evidence for a conviction, I figure.”

      Rosie pursed her lips, her expression lifted in admiration. “Really nice catch, there, boss.”

      “I thought you caught it as well. At that point, I just wanted to rush us out the door and get here,” I said. “Michelle is no dumb bunny. One slip from either one of us and she would’ve darted. Getting her to confess on tape was my goal.”

      “You almost got shot instead,” Stone said.

      “Admittedly, I didn’t see that coming. Where did Michelle get a gun from, anyway? She said she needed it to protect herself from the scum buckets she dealt to,” I said.

      “It must have been when she went into the back room of her suite at the MGM Grand,” Rosie said. “Remember? She grabbed clothes out of her suitcase but left the main room to put on her sneakers.”

      “Oh, yeah,” I said. “That must have been when she grabbed her gun. It was a big surprise, let me tell you. There’s no way to conceal a weapon when you’re wearing a bikini.”

      “Okay, now we know what was on your mind,” Rosie said. “It was a pretty loose plan.”

      “The loosest,” Stone said.

      “How did you know about Jenks, though?” Rosie said. “You talked about visualization. You were trying to send me mental messages at the time. You know. Get Angela. Call Stone and the cops. I need chocolate ice cream. Psychic messages.”

      “I wasn’t sure, actually,” I said.

      “What?”

      “When we got caught in the traffic jam on the freeway, I was pretty sure I saw an orange car behind us. But then, it was gone,” I said.

      Rosie thought about it. “Orange isn’t the most popular color for cars.”

      “Sure, there’s that. But maybe a Corvette isn’t the stupidest car a private eye could drive,” I said. “The thing sits so low, it can hide behind almost any truck. I think that’s how he’s been following us. We haven’t spotted him because he wasn’t in our line of sight.”

      “It might be easier to sneak around if the car was gray or silver or something,” Rosie said.

      “Or beat up and dusty,” Stone said. His cars were always gleaming with wax and didn’t have fast food trash in the passenger seat.

      “Are you complimenting my choice of inconspicuous vehicle?” I leaned my head back to look up at him.

      “No.”

      You can’t win ’em all, I thought. And then I noticed Rosie eyeing us. Stone still had his arm around me. I was leaning into him pretty hard. Honestly, after nearly being shot by a snotty actress who’d nearly outsmarted me, I needed the comfort.

      What I didn’t need, what Stone didn’t need, was Rosie outing our relationship. Reluctantly, I pulled away. This totally sucked. We really needed to make a confession, and soon.

      “Thanks for coming to my rescue, Stone. Again,” I said.

      “This wasn’t a rescue,” he said. “You had it under control.”

      “Just barely,” Rosie said. “You really need to talk these plans over with me, boss. This was so off the cuff, you’re lucky you weren’t hurt. Or worse.”

      “Yeah, in a perfect world, I would’ve clued you in. I wouldn’t have run off with a suspect in my car and a killer potentially ambushing me.

      “But life isn’t like the movies. Sometimes, we just have to play it by ear. Move things along faster than the bad guys can keep up with. Felicity was just a regular person living a normal life. I felt like I really need to avenge her. I’m not sure why this one was such a big deal,” I said.

      Rosie’s face drew down in sympathy. “I get it. You’ve been really breaking your back to find her killer. Maybe there has to be someone out there who sticks up for the regular people. Why not you? You’re regular people too.”

      Was that me? Defender of the regular people? I guess there were worse titles. “What I really need is food,” I said.

      “Oh, good. Me too. I’m totally starved,” Rosie said.

      “Stone?” I asked.

      “Raincheck,” he said.

      “Aw!” Rosie said. “You never pig out with us, Stone.”

      I chuckled. “Stone never pigs out with anyone.”

      “I’ll check on you later,” he said, looking into my eyes.

      Could Rosie hear the undertone in his casual, comforting words? Did she notice the shiver that ran through me? She was nearly as good a detective as I was. Was I a better actor than Angela or Michelle?

      I watched Stone walk away. My eyes probably lingered longer than they should have. Secrets. I was terrible at keeping them.

      “So, where’s the Honda?” Rosie asked. She hadn’t noticed.

      I sighed in relief.

      “I hid it behind one of the model houses,” I said.

      We walked past the officials still working the scene.

      Evidence bags and boxes came out of the Airbnb. Drugs, guns, and money, I knew. Hopefully, it was enough to put Pete and Michelle away for a long time. I beeped the car open when we rounded the corner.

      Unlike the tourist impression of Las Vegas, this part of town was quiet. Restaurants generally closed at ten p.m. People went to bed at normal hours. Rosie found us a nearby chain Mexican joint. We hadn’t had Mexican food in a while.

      The hostess seated us in a round booth and we perused the menus.

      “Do you think you’ll write up the case file tonight?” Rosie asked.

      “Nah. I’ll do it in the morning. We have to gather up all our receipts for our expenses report,” I said. The waitress came over, and we ordered our usual go-tos. Chips and salsa arrived promptly.

      “This was a crazy one,” Rosie said. “Especially the takedown.”

      “I don’t want to go through another one like that,” I said. But I noticed Rosie staring at my hand.

      I held a chip covered in salsa. My hand shook radically, dripping red sauce everywhere. On the table, my other hand began to tremble. In a moment, I was overcome. I dropped the chip, and my face went into my hands as my whole body shook uncontrollably.

      Rosie slid around the booth, putting her arms around me.

      “Hey, you’re okay. It’s okay.”

      “I underestimated that bratty actress so badly,” I said into my palms. “She nearly killed me.”

      “She didn’t. You’re okay. She’s going to jail, and you’re okay,” Rosie said calmly, a hand rubbing my back.

      I had grabbed the gun out of her hand. It had gone off. Krav Maga aside, it was an insane move. A move that could’ve ended me.

      It seemed I stayed like that forever, shaking, on the verge of tears. I’d nearly died. And right after Stone and I had gotten to the perfect place.

      “We don’t serve hard alcohol here,” I heard a voice say. Then a glass slid across the table. “On the house.”

      “Thank you so much,” Rosie said.

      When I looked up, there was a single shot of tequila. I knocked it back, gasping. I really needed that.
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      I wore a sleep shirt and fuzzy slippers. Comfy not sexy. There was a movie on the TV. Cocoa on the end table. The tremor had left me, the shock after the near-death incident wearing off. Inside, I was still Jell-O.

      “You okay?”

      Stone had slipped in silently. I hadn’t even heard him enter. He sat next to me on the couch and put a strong arm around me.

      “Sort of,” I said.

      He leaned in and kissed me, then sat back and looked into my eyes.

      “Better now,” I breathed.

      “You’re tough,” Stone said. “Don’t get me wrong. But maybe you need to start thinking about another career.”

      Stone had been in security for a long time. Of course, he came from a background that required courage, gunplay, and nerves of steel. I was a blackjack croupier. A wannabe-baker. An even better baked-goods-eater. Various things that didn’t involve violence or physical threats.

      “Just when I thought I was getting good at being a detective,” I said.

      “I didn’t say you weren’t,” he said.

      “Maybe I’m too impulsive,” I said.

      “No doubt.”

      “Too reckless.”

      “Indeed,” Stone said.

      “You don’t have to agree with me, you know,” I said. “Aren’t you here to comfort me?”

      “I am.”

      He kissed me again, deeper this time. I felt myself sink into the kiss. My hands roved over his back, making sure he was real, solid. His hands roved as well. It made me feel ethereal.

      I pulled away to look at him. His eyes were dark and intense.

      “Why do we have to hide?” I mused out loud. “Why can’t it always be like this? Why can’t we tell everyone?”

      “Soon,” Stone murmured. “As soon as you’re ready.”

      Images of Mum and Nanna planning our wedding popped up, unbidded. No, I wasn’t ready for that just yet!

      “It’ll have to be our secret a bit longer,” I admitted. “I don’t want anyone trying to meddle, or trying to push us faster than what we’re ready for.”

      Stone’s eyes never left mine. “I’m ready for anything.”

      I gulped. I wasn’t. Why wasn’t I?

      “Soon,” I agreed with him. “We’ll tell people soon.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Charles Locandro had the most impressive office I had ever seen.

      In the reception area, the ceiling was vaulted, the floor tiled in dark, glossy stone, walls covered in rich, creamy plaster. Photos lined the walls. Some were large buildings, and others showed famous people, celebrities, and US presidents, shaking hands or standing around with Charles.

      His receptionist looked like a supermodel, perched behind a broad, marble-topped desk.

      She smiled at us. “Mr. Locandro will see you now.”

      She pressed a button beneath the desk. Behind her, a section of the wall slid sideways, revealing a door.

      “Holy cow,” Rosie whispered to me. “Does it get fancier than this?”

      It did.

      Prominently hung was a Mondrian painting, a large canvas with blocks of primary colors.

      The wall of windows behind the desk mirrored the grid of the painting. Different shades of tinting took the places of the colors on the work of art.

      The floor was black marble veined in gold. The ceiling was a dome of stained glass. Sunlight beamed in, tossing colors in all directions.

      Purple and globular, the desk Charles sat behind was a strange organic shape. Only the top was flat. He looked up from a computer screen.

      “Thanks for coming so quickly,” he said.

      “A pleasure. We found your mother’s killer.” I put the file on his desk. “She’s in custody.”

      He raised his brows at us. Then, he perused the file for a time. Eventually, he closed the folder and leaned back in his chair. His fingers made a steeple over his chest.

      “Thank you for this. I can’t describe the guilt I felt for advising one of my investment groups to help fund that movie. It was supposed to be my mother’s legacy.”

      We sat in the chairs in front of the desk. “You can let her trying to bring down a drug dealing ring be her legacy.”

      He nodded. “I was aware of her history with drugs. Mom drilled into me how bad drugs could be. Addiction. The ruination of lives. I always took it to heart. Yet she put her life on the line. She lost her life trying to live up to her words.”

      “From my experience, you were lucky. Lucky your mother left show business behind. It’s a dog-eat-dog environment, loaded with betrayal and back-stabbing. But it’s also ego-stoking and can put you on top of the world. According to other people on the shoot, your mother could have been the greatest scream queen of all time.”

      “No wonder it’s so addictive to be a movie star,” Rosie said.

      Charles nodded. “I was aware of what she sacrificed for me, but thank you for saying so.”

      He pressed a button on his desk. There seemed to be a lot of that in this office. The supermodel entered through the secret door.

      “Yes, Mr. Locandro?”

      He opened the file and scribbled something with a gold pen. He stood and handed it to his secretary. “Take care of this for me, please, Kyla.”

      “Of course, sir.”

      He remained standing, pocketing his hands, waiting for the secretary to exit his office.

      “I received a call from Metro not long before you arrived. It seems you downplayed the risk to your own life, Miss Black,” he said.

      I shrugged. “There were possibly other people at risk. I did what I thought was necessary.”

      He nodded. “Not everyone would put themselves in that kind of jeopardy for others. You can be as modest as you want, but it’s admirable.”

      “It sure is,” Rosie agreed.

      I eyed her.

      “I’m sorry your mom was murdered. Nothing is going to make up for that,” I said.

      “This is a start,” Charles said. “A good start.”

      “What’s going to happen to the movie?” Rosie asked.

      “I have yet to receive a report on that. Since primary shooting was nearly complete, I don’t see why an assistant producer couldn’t easily finish the project. What’s more important is my mother’s story. I’m having that written up for another potential project. Maybe a book, maybe a movie. I’m not sure how involved I want my investors to be in the motion picture business.”

      Rosie perked up. “Your mother’s story would be an excellent movie,” she said.

      “One project at a time,” Charles said, but at least he smiled slightly.

      “Well, if there’s nothing else, we don’t want to take up your time,” I said.

      “There is one thing.”

      Rosie and I exchanged a look. Now what?

      “CLI International has recently invested in a number of resorts. They are new to the company,” he said.

      I knew that CLI was Charles Locandro Investments, but I hadn’t known there was an international division. The company served as both an investing firm as well as an investment advisor. Even without visiting this office, I knew that he made money by the ton.

      “What I need is someone, a person I can trust, to discreetly monitor these locations. All of them are famous travel destinations. Yet the company isn’t nearly familiar enough with any of them.

      “To do this, you would act as a travel reporter. Mainly, you would report back to me. But there’s no reason the travel articles couldn’t be published. Either as stand-alone articles or as copy for brochures, web pages, et cetera,” he said.

      I felt my brow crinkle. “Hang on. Are you offering me a job?”

      “You will, of course, need an assistant and a photographer.” Charles looked at Rosie.

      Rosie’s eyes popped. “You’re offering us a job?”

      “It sounds like a great opportunity,” I said.

      “Well, if you enjoy visiting fabulous locations, expenses fully taken care of, as well as being paid for your time, then yes. This would be a great opportunity,” Charles said.

      “Holy smokes,” Rosie said under her breath.

      “It will be a job like any other. A few extra perks, perhaps. But I expect full reports from you, thorough investigations. You’ve already proved to me that you excel at this,” he said.

      “Wow,” was all Rosie could manage.

      It sounded impossibly cool. Being paid to travel to fabulous locations? That was the kind of job I’d always dreamed of. Certainly, it was a lot more exciting than dealing blackjack on the late shift.

      “Full time?” I asked. Amazing as it sounded, I still wanted to be a PI. I still wanted to be a casino dealer.

      “You can do this occasionally, if you prefer,” Charles said. “In between your other jobs.”

      I nodded. That sounded good.

      “Is it okay if I—if we accept provisionally?” I asked.

      Charles’ brow wrinkled. “Provisionally?”

      “My family lives here. I really ought to let them know about it first,” I said.

      “Oh, c’mon, boss. What are they going to say? Don’t take the most excellent job ever?” Rosie said.

      But it wasn’t really Mom, Dad and Nanna I needed to speak to. Even though I still couldn’t say it, the person I needed to talk it over with was Stone.

      “Fine. You’ve accepted provisionally.” Charles walked around the desk and stuck his hand out.

      We stood up and shook on it.

      “Very good. You can pick up a check for your services from Kyla. If there’s any issue with your future employment, let me know. Otherwise, in a month or so, it will be bon voyage,” he said.

      “Right. Bon voyage,” I said, trying to sound confident. In actuality, my head was spinning. Trying not to stumble, I followed Rosie out the secret door.

      “Here you go, ladies.” Kyla perched at her marble desk, holding out an envelope.

      “Thank you,” Rosie said, taking it from her.

      “I imagine I’ll be seeing you again soon,” Kyla said.

      We wandered out into the hall, heading for the elevator landing. As we called the car and waited, Rosie ripped open the envelope.

      “You can’t wait for us to get out of the building?” I said.

      “Is that some kind of rule or—” Her eyes popped, face going white. The elevator door opened behind her, but she didn’t react. It closed again.

      “What is it?” Irritated, I pushed the call button again.

      She didn’t speak but instead handed me the envelope. I grabbed it and walked into the elevator when the door opened again.

      “I can get some catnip for Snowflake. New shoes. Maybe a fancy hat,” Rosie mumbled to herself.

      On the bottom floor, there was an open office space. Dozens of people sat at desks, talking quietly on the phone or working on computers. I made my way to the parking garage.

      Once we were sitting in the car, I took the check from the envelope. I nearly choked. After looking at it three times to make sure I was reading it right, I sat back in the seat. It was more than ten times what we would charge for a case like this.

      “A sun dress? Some new shades?” Rosie said.

      Sun dress? More like a new Honda, I thought. I took a few breaths to steady my nerves. Plans had changed. I headed straight for my bank.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      “You are not gonna believe this one, Nanna,” Rosie said.

      Nanna peered at Rosie over her glasses. “Let me guess. You hit the jackpot on the Wheel of Fortune slot machine.”

      We were back at Mom and Dad’s for dinner. I had a shift later.

      “This is so nice. Thank you for inviting me,” Clara said. She had been reluctant at first, but I owed her. Maybe not as much as she owed me.

      “Any friend of Rosie and Tiffany is a friend of ours,” Dad said. “Glad you like meatloaf.”

      “It is so exotic. An entire loaf of meat,” Clara said.

      I guessed they didn’t make meatloaf south of the border. I’d never thought about it before.

      “No!” Rosie said. “Tiffany and me got a really sweet job offer.”

      Stone sat silently on the opposite side of the table from me. His only response was a slight lift of his brows.

      “What kind of sweet job? Don’t you have enough jobs?” Nanna said. “Back in my day, you had one job. That was all you needed. You could work as a boot black and still afford a house.”

      “You didn’t say anything about a new job, hon,” Dad said to me.

      I could feel Stone’s eyes on me. “It is kinda sweet,” I admitted.

      “It’s a travel job. We’ll be travel reporters,” Rosie said. “We get to visit exotic locales, all expenses paid, and then get paid for writing about them and taking photos.”

      Mom’s eyes went a little wide. “That does sound kinda sweet,” she said.

      “Kinda sweet!” Angel said.

      Amber bounced her up and down in her lap. “That’s right, baby.”

      We passed around potatoes, succotash, salad, and meatloaf.

      “When do you start, Tiffany?” Dad asked.

      I shrugged. “I haven’t officially accepted yet. Although I am leaning toward it.” I did not sneak a look at Stone. I did not blush under his gaze.

      Mom grabbed the empty salad serving bowl and walked it into the kitchen. When she returned to the dining room, she said, “This is the kind of thing you’ve always dreamed about, Tiffany. I’m surprised you haven’t jumped on it.”

      “Well, I do have roots here. I have a business, a job at the casino. It’s not like I can just pick up and go somewhere,” I said.

      “It’s not?” Nanna said.

      “You know, it might be a great opportunity for you to meet your special guy,” Mom said.

      “That’s right! Maybe a handsome foreign guy,” Nanna said. “Say, whatever happened with the group dating thing?”

      “Oh, the triple date we went on with Jan?” Rosie said. “It was a total bust. Well, Tiffany’s guy was all right. The other guys were total duds.”

      “That’s too bad,” Nanna said. “What’s wrong with guys these days? Don’t they know a good thing when they see it? I’ll bet Stone knows a good thing when he sees it.”

      “I’d like to think so,” he said.

      I did not look his way. We did not exchange longing glances. Neither one of us blushed.

      “You know, there’s the cutest girl at my hairdresser,” Nanna said. “She’s new. You’d like her. She got a cute shape, curly brown hair, she’s funny.”

      “Sounds like my kinda gal,” he said.

      Lord save me, I thought.

      “I’ve been hearing a lot about that murder case you solved,” Dad said, thankfully changing the subject. “Although every time I hear about it, that Jenks character is involved.”

      Mom sliced up her meatloaf. “He’s been on the news a bunch of times; I saw his picture in the paper.”

      “Let him hog the credit,” I said.

      “Absolutely,” Rosie said. “We got the paycheck.”

      “Kinda sweet!” Angel said.

      “Better than sweet. Money!” Rosie said.

      “Money!” Angel said. “Money! Money! Money!”

      Amber gave the girl a hug. “Eat your meatloaf and potatoes, honey.”

      “Money! Money! Money, honey!”

      Mom pointed her fork at me. “You know, I’ve seen that pretty girl more than Jenks. I hear she’s going to testify about that drug bust.”

      “I heard she was going to be in a Lifetime movie,” Nanna said.

      “She might be the hero in all of this, but according to Lucy McGoogan’s vlog, her rich boyfriend Nigel broke up with her,” Rosie said.

      “That’s a shame,” Mom said. “It’s always a little tragic when young people fall in love.”

      “The guy must be an idiot,” Dad said. “That Angela—what a knockout.”

      “Hon!” Mom elbowed Dad.

      “Angela, she’s not so nice,” Carla said. “Not as bad as that Michelle. But not so nice.”

      “Not the kind of girl we’d hook Stone up with, huh?” Nanna said.

      “Not if he is a good guy.” Carla turned to Stone and looked him up and down. “Looks good to me.”

      “Do you think you’ll travel to France, Tiffany?” Mom asked. “Or Italy? Germany? It will be so exciting for you to meet men from other countries.”

      Dad chewed meatloaf and swallowed. “You won’t be traveling anyplace dangerous, will you? I don’t think I’d feel safe if you headed out to some unsavory place.”

      Mom looked at Dad. “I didn’t think of that. You aren’t going to some war-torn country, are you, hon?”

      “I was thinking more like vacation destinations,” Rosie said. “Besides, you don’t need to worry. I’ll have her back.”

      “I think Charles might send us to some places nearby, first,” I suggested. “Like other states. Or maybe Canada.”

      “Uh-huh,” Dad said.

      “You know, travel sounds like it might be fun,” Stone said.

      Carla fluttered her lashes at him. “I think anywhere you go, it will turn into fun.”

      I did not jump up and threaten her with my fork.

      I did not tell her to get away from my guy.

      I did stare at Stone in surprise.

      “Travel, huh?” Dad said.

      “Maybe you can meet some nice girl in another country,” Nanna said. “Maybe France. Those are some good-looking girls, those French.”

      “I had no idea you were interested in traveling, Stone,” Mom said. “You’ve been in the military, right? You’ve seen some of the world.”

      “Not the better parts.” Stone smiled.

      Carla continued to eye him. “Parts would be better if you were there, Stone.”

      Get away from him, I said in my head. I bounced the salt shaker off her head in my imagination.

      “I’ve been at odd ends lately. My business is sold. I have money, but nothing to do,” he shrugged. “Why not travel?”

      “Travel is so romantic,” Nanna said.

      “What’s romantic, Mommy?” Angel said.

      Amber looked a little nonplussed. “Um, it means nice, Angel. Sweet.”

      “Kinda sweet!” Angel said. “Money! Money! Money, honey!”

      “More honey and less money,” Rosie said.

      Dad pushed his plate away. “Well, I for one would feel much better if Stone was around to keep you safe, Tiffany.”

      “I agree. She’d be much safer with you, Stone,” Mom said.

      Would I? I kept a smirk off my face. At the same time—Stone traveling with us?

      “That could be cool,” Rosie said. “You’re pretty chill, Stone.”

      “Thanks,” he eyed Rosie.

      I shrugged. “I think it would be awesome.” It felt really good to say it out loud.

      “Totes awesome,” Nanna said. “You can each help the other to find dates.”

      “That’s right,” Mom said. “Sometimes, it helps to have a wingman of the opposite sex.”

      Dad frowned at Mom. “How would you know that, dear?”

      “Hey, I watch Ex on the Beach,” Mom frowned back.

      “Yeah,” Nanna said, “And Love Island. We’re dating experts.”

      With an eyeroll, Dad sat back in his chair. “What’s for dessert?”

      “Something romantic,” Angel said.

      I had to laugh. Suddenly, I felt a little giddy.

      Rosie gave me a strange look.

      “Jell-O parfait,” Nanna said. “The fancy kind that’s on a slant.”

      Mom got up. “Let me get them. Does anyone need anything else?”

      Nanna gasped and clasped her hands together. “Do you think you’ll go to Paris?”

      “You know what’s in Paris, Angel?” Rosie asked.

      “Money!” Angel said.

      “No…” Rosie prompted her.

      “Sweet!” Angel said.

      “No…”

      “Romance?”

      “Yay!” Rosie said, clapping her hands.

      Mom came back with the Jell-O parfaits on a tray. “Well, Paris might be okay for Stone, but you’ve seen Love Trip Paris,” Mom said to Nanna.

      “Oh. That’s true. Those French guys are kinda rude, huh?” Nanna said.

      Mom passed out the parfait glasses and spoons.

      “What’s wrong with girls right here in the USA?” Dad said. “I’m sure Stone could find a girl here and do it all on his own. A nice girl, someone responsible and kind. A girl like Tiffany.”

      Stone dropped his spoon on the floor. Calmly, he picked it back up again.

      “Let me get you another one,” Mom said.

      “I’m fine, thank you,” Stone said.

      “He is fine,” Carla murmured to Mom.

      I leveled a gaze at Carla. Maybe inviting her over wasn’t such a good idea. Then, out of the corner of my eye, I caught Rosie giving me a weird look again.

      “Do you want to meet the girl at the hair salon, Stone?” Nanna said. “She’s really nice. You need someone nice in your life.”

      How much matchmaking could I take? It was tough enough, keeping the relationship between Stone and I a secret. “Well, like Dad said, Stone is perfectly capable of finding a nice girl all on his own.”

      Stone nodded. “A nice girl. Like Tiffany.”

      Was he blowing it? Why not just come out with it? But he didn’t really have to.

      “OMG!” Rosie said. “Stone doesn’t want you to fix him up. He’s already got somebody!”

      “Please, dear, don’t interfere. We’re expert matchmakers,” Nanna said.

      Mom dug into her Jell-O. “I only wish we could go with you to help you out. Maybe Berlin? Is that romantic?”

      Rosie locked eyes with me. “And Tiffany has someone too.”

      Dang it. The girl was too smart for her own good. Certainly too smart for my own good. “Rosie—”

      “You know what I want to know?” she asked.

      I swallowed. No doubt about it. Somehow, Rosie had uncovered our secret. I glanced at Stone. He sat there like his namesake. I turned back to my assistant. “What?”

      “Why doesn’t anyone ever try to fix me up? What am I, chopped liver?” Rosie said.

      “Chopped liver,” Angel said.

      Stone, who was not the biggest fan of dessert, became laser-focused on the parfait in front of him.

      “Well, I, for one, am totally stoked about our new travel jobs,” I said, trying to divert her. I lifted my parfait glass to Rosie.

      She lifted hers, clinking it against mine in a strange Jell-O toast.

      “Hear, hear,” Rosie said.

      But the smug look didn’t leave her face.
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        Note from the author: THANK YOU!

        And Please, Please Leave A Review

      

        

      
        Thank you so much for reading my books!

        I know my books aren't for everyone - but if you enjoy reading them, thank you so much!

      

        

      
        If you liked the book, please, please take a few minutes and leave a review. Even just a few words help!

      

        

      
        An independent author does it all on their own, and reviews are very helpful. I appreciate each and every review, no matter how long or short.

      

        

      
        Reviews help new readers find out about my books, which is crucial for the continued success of this series, and my ability to keep publishing work for you.

        Every single review really does make a difference. Thank you again for being a reader, and I hope to see you again soon!
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