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      Nanna is a sweet, little old lady—or so she'd like you to believe. Too bad the cops investigating Adam Bitzer’s death don’t buy it for a second. And worse, they think she’s the one responsible for Adam’s death.

Just when Tiffany was ready to take a break from being a private investigator, she's pushed back into the thick of things. Along with some help from her friends Ian, Stone, and Jack, Tiffany must uncover the truth about what happened to Adam—before it's too late.
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   ***
 
   Red Roses in Las Vegas (A Tiffany Black Mystery)
 
   ***
 
    
 
   Tiffany Black is sick of the dangers that come with being a PI. She’s about to throw in the towel, when events force her to investigate one last case…
 
   Nanna is a sweet, lovely old lady – at least, that’s what she’d like you to believe. Too bad the cops investigating Adam Bitzer’s death don’t buy it for a second. And worse, they think she’s the one responsible for Adam’s death…
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter One
 
    
 
   The building was dark.
 
   It was three stories high and wide enough to look short. From the street, we could see a couple of lights blinking out at us; goody-two-shoes employees burning the midnight oil. 
 
   When we pulled into the large, barren car park, there were only six other cars there. Jack had chosen to drive one of his low-profile vehicles today, a sparklingly clean late model Honda, instead of his usual red Ferrari. Opposite the car park, on the other side of Sunset Road, the vast, empty expanse of land belonging to McCarran Airport stretched out into darkness.
 
   I wondered if anyone could see us from the planes that rose and sank so close to us. But of course they couldn’t – we couldn’t even be seen from the road, thanks to our all-black outfits. Beyond the airport, the Strip glittered in the distance, bright and tiny, like an over-priced miniature model sold at a gift shop. 
 
   I caught up with Jack at the door. It was motion-sensitive and constructed from sparklingly clean glass. When I glanced down, I saw the large, flat pebble he’d dropped onto the floor earlier, in between the two sliding doors. 
 
   “They lock automatically after 6pm,” Jack had told me. 
 
   But not tonight. Tonight, our pebble held the doors an inch apart. The gap was small enough to go unnoticed, but large enough for Jack to insert a long, thick extension of wire and push a button on the other side of the doors.
 
   I glanced around. There was nobody else in the car park, and Jack had told me that the security camera facing the door was a decoy. Nobody would know we’d been here. The glass doors slid open, and we stepped inside. 
 
   A burst of lights came on. I blinked and looked around, my heart beating furiously. Nobody. Stupid motion-sensitive lights.
 
   I took a deep breath, and watched Jack slip on a pair of thin, surgical gloves – all the better to prevent fingerprints. He handed me a pair, and I pulled them on as we headed wordlessly towards the elevator.
 
   “There won’t be anyone at the Verdant Wealth Solution offices,” Jack had told me, and I trusted him. The midnight-oil burners probably worked in different offices, on different levels of the building.
 
   Jack and I had met under strange circumstances a few weeks back, and now we were on our first official date. I glanced sideways at him as we made our way towards the elevators. My heart was beating furiously because we were breaking into a building; but even if we’d been on a “regular” date, I’d have been almost as flustered and nervous as I was now.
 
   Jack was impossibly handsome, with his short, dark hair and emerald eyes, and his suave charm made him pretty irresistible. He was a local entrepreneur who owned shares in a couple of casinos and a few other businesses, but unlike most businessmen, he had an unusual hobby. 
 
   A few days back, he’d admitted to me that he had pretty cool burglary skills, and I’d insisted he teach me something. He’d given me a lock-picking set, and shown me how to open locked doors and drawers, but I’d insisted he show me how to get into a locked building. 
 
   So here we were, breaking into the offices of Verdant Wealth Solutions. 
 
   The elevator made its way up, the air inside tinged with the hint of stale coffee. My heart hammered away like crazy, and my hands felt ice-cold. When we stepped out into the hallway, the motion-sensitive lights came on, one by one, preceding and following us as we walked. 
 
   We finally reached the door– more sliding glass held open by another flat white pebble. As Jack did his trick with the wire, I peered inside. The lights were all off in the VWS office, but the hallway lights allowed me to make out a small, posh-looking reception area, with a fancy sign on the wall behind the receptionist’s desk. I pictured the receptionist working there during the day – a snobbish blonde, refusing to grant the undesirables access to the inner offices.
 
   The glass doors slid open; Jack put the wire away and pulled a tiny flashlight out of his pocket. There weren’t any motion-sensitive lights in here, so Jack pointed the flashlight around, showing me the empty office.
 
   We walked around slowly, the tiny point of light coupling with the slivers of street lighting that slid past the closed blinds. There was an open-plan work area before us, the desks empty at this hour, the carpet a stiff, commercial grey. The office was T-shaped, and the open-plan area was the short, stubby base of the T.
 
   The loud hum of a commercial vacuum cleaner emanated from the floor above us. I glanced at Jack, and wondered why he chose to go out with me. Jack could date just about anyone, and for some reason he’d picked me. He looked as calm and cool as ever, as he peered at someone’s stapler and then at the framed cat photo on someone else’s desk.
 
   He looked up at me, and one corner of his mouth went up. “This is the most boring burglary ever,” he whispered. “Any idea what souvenir you want?”
 
   My eyes darted around, and I breathed in a deep, steadying breath. This place was eerie, but I was glad I’d come. Despite the loud thudding in my chest, I’d never felt more alive.
 
   “Let’s explore some more,” I whispered back.
 
   I wasn’t really here for the souvenirs. I’d been curious about how to break into a place, but burglary wasn’t on my list of possible future careers. 
 
   We turned left at the corner and took two steps down the hallway that formed the top of the T, before we realized what we were seeing and froze. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Two
 
    
 
   Bright, yellow light was glowing below a closed door, spilling from the crack underneath, and I was sure I heard muffled voices.
 
   Jack grabbed my elbow and pulled me close against the wall. The hairs on the back of my neck were standing up. We stood there, silent, trying not to move. Our fingers interlaced and at his touch, a jolt of electricity shot up my arm. The residue of a feminine perfume lingered near this wall, sickly sweet. Jack and I breathed steadily, our chests moving up and down in tandem. 
 
   We waited, looking for some sign of another person’s presence. The loud hum of the vacuum cleaner was all I could hear. I could feel the tension in Jack’s fingers, and I tried to stay calm. Maybe there was nobody in the room, maybe some careless employee had forgotten to turn off their light before going home. And maybe they liked to close their door when they left.
 
   I frowned, trying to convince myself, and then we heard a sharp crash, like glass shattering.
 
   I tried to squeeze myself into nothingness against the wall. My first burglary, and I’d get caught. 
 
   The vacuuming stopped abruptly. The silence throbbed, and I watched the tiny sliver of light, holding my breath and half-expecting someone to open the door, any moment now. A few silent seconds passed, and then we heard the distinctive, low murmur of two voices. They were having some kind of serious conversation, and I felt a sharp tug on my hand. 
 
   I looked at Jack just as he stepped to the left and back, and then I felt myself dragged into the empty room with him.  
 
   Jack swiped his flashlight around the room quickly, and I made out a large desk placed near the opposite wall. There was an ergonomic swivel chair between the desk and the wall behind it. Jack pulled me behind him as we stepped past the desk quickly, and then he pushed the ergonomic chair aside. We crouched down behind the desk, and Jack switched off the flashlight.
 
   I tried to steady my hands, tried not to think about getting arrested for a silly, unnecessary crime.
 
   Beside me, Jack seemed calm and steady, and I reached out and placed my fingertips on his arm. I could feel his body heat through the thin cotton of his shirt, and he turned to face me. Even in the darkness, I knew that his eyes were glimmering emerald.
 
   “Don’t worry,” he whispered, and I nodded, not trusting my voice.
 
   We seemed to have been sitting there in the dark for a long time, and I began to strain my ears, wondering what the people in the brightly-lit room were discussing. There were only two people, I decided, judging from their voices. Both of them spoke softly, and I couldn’t tell whether they were male or female.
 
   After a while, one of them raised his voice. “I’m not giving it to you,” he said, “And like hell you’ll tell me what to do.”
 
   I couldn’t hear the other person’s response, but the man who wasn’t “giving it” lowered his voice again. What was “it?” And then I heard the same voice, raised once again, but this time sounding panicked.
 
   “Are you nuts?” he said. “Put that thing away.”
 
   I couldn’t hear the response his partner made. It was a low, muffled hum of conversation, but once again the panicked man said, “No. It’s mine. I’ll choose what to do with it.”
 
   His partner said something, and for a few seconds, the silence throbbed loudly. And then, out of nowhere, a blaring alarm sounded. My eyes widened and I felt the iciness travel down through my body. 
 
   “The cops’ll be coming,” I hissed to Jack. “I know that alarm.”
 
   “Put that away,” the man in the other room said, sounding slightly less panicked now.
 
   I froze as I heard gunshots ring out - once, twice - and then there were muffled noises, followed by the sound of heavy footsteps running away. I heard the glass door open and slide shut, and I closed my eyes and leaned weakly against the table. 
 
   “Come on,” Jack said, grabbing my arm and pulling me upright. “We need to see what happened.”
 
   I wanted to faint. I wanted to wake up and see that this was just a bad dream. I wanted to be anywhere but here, but Jack was still there, dragging me with him.
 
   “We’ll get life sentences,” I managed to croak out. “Breaking and entering. And possibly killing someone, too.”
 
   “My friend Clark is the CEO of Verdant Wealth,” Jack said. “He gave me the keys.”
 
   We were in the tiny corridor now, and I stopped and stared at Jack. 
 
   In the dim light, he looked tall and responsible and he turned back and said, “What? I wasn’t going to take you with me and not have a good excuse, just in case something went wrong.”
 
   And now something had gone wrong, but still. What a cheat. I frowned, and stepped into the brightly-lit room.
 
   The room was slightly larger than the one Jack and I had hidden in, and bright overhead lights coupled with my nerves to make everything seem sharp and dangerous. Like the previous room, this one also had a large desk, with a chair behind it and a couple of chairs in front of it, but it also had a bookshelf and a bit more empty space. 
 
   There were letter size papers spread out on the floor, and behind the desk, I saw the body of a man lying on the ground. A few quick steps forward, and I was kneeling down beside him. His dark eyes were squinting in pain, and his forehead was beaded with sweat. He was slightly overweight, his face round and his head balding. His white shirt had dark bloodstains around the stomach area and he groaned softly.
 
   “Who did this?” I asked, but he just groaned again.
 
   I glanced up at Jack. He was speaking into his phone, his body stiff and his eyes somber. “Yes,” he was saying, “I need to report a gunshot victim.”
 
   The man grabbed my hand tightly and I looked into his eyes again. They were dark and vacant, and his skin seemed to be unnaturally pale.
 
   “Roses,” he said, his voice seeming to come from far away.
 
   “What about roses?” His grip on my hand weakened, and I felt a sudden panic take hold of me. Where were the paramedics? “Who did this to you?”
 
   “Stupid red roses,” he said.
 
   His hand slipped off mine and his eyes stared straight ahead. I stared at him, wanting to shake him, wanting to wake him up. My eyes began to mist over, and then I heard footsteps running towards us. Loud voices said, “Hands behind your heads! Now!”
 
   I looked up and stared into the barrel of a gun. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Three
 
    
 
   Jack and I let the two Rent-A-Cops cuff us and waited for the police to arrive. They entered the building at the same time as the paramedics, and the Rent-A-Cops, who’d been alerted by the loud alarm going off, explained the situation to the police and disappeared. Two women in white shirts and dark slacks felt for the man’s pulse, and spent five minutes trying to find his heartbeat before pronouncing him dead.
 
   I was slightly dazed as the cops uncuffed us and asked what we were doing here. They were two young men I didn’t know, but Jack made regular, large donations to the LVMPD Foundation, so both the cops knew who he was. 
 
   “Insurance,” Jack had told me once, about the donations, and it seemed to have paid off now. The two rookie cops apologized for the Rent-A-Cops’ behavior, and treated Jack and I with a respect not normally reserved for civilians found at the scene of a crime.
 
   They questioned us politely, and Jack and I told them the same story: we were out on a date, Jack’s friend owned Verdant Wealth Solutions and had given him a key, and we’d come up to have a look around. 
 
   We told them what we’d seen and heard, and I wiped away a few stray tears. More cops arrived on the scene, and someone led us away, saying something about “not disturbing the crime scene.” 
 
   “You can leave now,” said one of the cops who’d been the first to arrive. “You can come into the station and make a statement tomorrow, but it’s getting late now and I know you folks’ll want to get home.” 
 
   “Do you have any idea what he meant?” I asked them. “‘Stupid red roses?’”
 
   One of them, the one with dark brown hair and a mustache, shook his head. “Dying people say strange things. Most of them don’t make sense.”
 
   I couldn’t quite believe that a dying man would make an offhand comment about red roses. Surely they meant something. But it wasn’t up to me to investigate – if the police thought the red roses meant nothing, there wasn’t much I could do about it.
 
   Jack wrapped an arm around me and walked me out of the building. He dropped me off at my tiny condo, and walked me upstairs to my door. We’d been silent on the drive over, neither of us in the mood to talk. 
 
   “I’m sorry,” Jack said as I unlocked my door.
 
   I shook my head slightly. “Not your fault.”
 
   Our eyes locked and neither of us moved. This wasn’t how I’d imagined the date ending. In my fantasy, we’d left the building successfully, and laughed about it over drinks or coffee. He’d walk me up to my condo, and then we’d share our first, exciting kiss.
 
   But instead, we looked at each other sadly. This had probably been the worst date in the history of bad dates, and I stepped inside and closed the door behind me.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Four
 
    
 
   “Thanks for having me over,” Ian Ewanson was saying. “This food is amazing. I hope I’m not being too much trouble.”
 
   My mother smiled wearily and looked at me. “No, of course not,” she said. “We’re always happy to have a friend of Tiffany’s over.”
 
   Her voice was studiedly polite but I could see the exasperation in her eyes. Why me? she seemed to be saying. Why am I the one whose daughter brings over a pathetic male friend to our Saturday lunch instead of a nice boyfriend? 
 
   The dining room, where we all sat around digging into mashed potatoes, gravy and roast chicken, seemed warmer than the air outside, but maybe that was just because of all the hot food we’d eaten. My parents had moved into this house soon after I’d graduated high school, and the walls were still builder-beige, with only a few floral and abstract prints to liven up the space. The bedrooms and the den seemed dark and heavy with hefty furniture and thick drapes, but the formal living areas, including the dining space we sat in, were decorated with lighter furniture and sheer, white drapes, and the spaces were largely empty, all the better for our occasional guests. My mother had shifted all our clutter to the den, including my dad’s collection of signed baseball prints and Nanna’s framed black-and-white family photographs. 
 
   “Ian just broke up with his girlfriend,” I told my mother, answering her unasked question. 
 
   “That’s tough,” Nanna said to Ian. “Love’s tough.”
 
   Nanna gave Nathan a meaningful look and I stared at my post-lunch coffee and stifled my groan. Nanna’s seventy-four, and Nathan is her twenty-something-year-old “boyfriend.” I’m not quite sure what’s going on between them, but my friend Stone thinks that Nathan’s just after some poker tips from Nanna, who happens to be a good player. I think that Nathan’s a bit of a con artist, with his blonde curls and big blue eyes, although I’m not yet sure what his con is.
 
   “Did I mention Nathan just got a job as a valet at The Treasury?” Nanna asked us.  
 
   Only a thousand times, already. It’d be great having Nathan work in the same casino I did – not. Hopefully we wouldn’t work the same shifts, but I kept that thought to myself. Instead, I smiled politely and said, “I look forward to it. Just a fortnight before you start.”
 
   Ian said, “That’s so great! You’re so lucky to have a job!”
 
   Nathan smiled at him. “And you’re so lucky to have a trust fund.”
 
   Ian had earned a truckload of cash by being one of the early investors in an internet start-up. After selling his shares, he’d chucked all his cash into a trust fund managed by his parents and an external financial advisor, who seemed about as strict with money as Scrooge McDuck.
 
   Ian shrugged and twisted his lips. “Damn trustee. That’s why Stephanie dumped me.”
 
   Stephanie was the latest in a series of women who came and went from Ian’s life. Ian has curly orange hair, a wide, doughy physique, and a strange obsession with sci-fi movies and action figurines. He attracts a surprising number of stunningly beautiful women, who all claim to love him for who he is. All of whom leave him, once they can’t enjoy his substantial trust fund.
 
   Nanna sipped her decaf and said, “You wouldn’t have been happy with a gold-digger.” Ian started to protest and defend his ex’s virtuous nature, but Nanna interrupted him and said, “That’s all she was. Any girl who leaves once she can’t get her hands on your cash is a gold-digger. Isn’t there a song about that, now?”
 
   Nanna looked at me, but I just shook my head, refusing to be drawn into a conversation about hip-hop and women.
 
   Ian said, “What do you think, Tiff?” 
 
   I shrugged. “Nanna might be right.”
 
   “I guess I shouldn’t date gold-diggers then,” Ian said. “It’s no fun being broken up with.” 
 
   “Then you need to stop acting rich,” said Nanna. “Take your girl out to the movies instead of a five-star restaurant.”
 
   Ian turned to me. “Does that work?”
 
   “I’ve never tried acting poor. I’ve never been rich enough.”
 
   “Not that I don’t sympathize with you, Ian,” my dad said, “but Tiff, how’s the PI work going?”
 
   I sighed. “Not good. I’m thinking of quitting.”
 
   Everyone stared at me in surprise. My “regular” job as a dealer at The Treasury Casino pays the bills, but there’s only so long you can deal cards to belligerent drunks and hopeful gambling addicts. I’d been thinking of transitioning into being a full-time private investigator, but recent events had me looking for alternative career options. 
 
   Ian was the first to speak. “I can’t believe this! After all that time I spent watching spy movies and reading detective novels. We were going to be partners! How could you do this to me?”
 
   “Hey,” I said. “I never promised we’d be partners, I said I’d think about it. You don’t have any experience.”
 
   “I’ve got experience saving your li—” I shot him a warning glance, and he got the hint just in time. “I’ve got experience dealing with Mr. Beard,” he said instead.
 
   “Who’s Mr. Beard?” asked my dad.
 
   “Um, just this… guy,” I mumbled. “He had something to do in one of my investigations. Nothing serious.”
 
   That was a complete lie, of course. Mr. Beard was a crazy freakazoid who’d been after my blood, and Ian had indeed saved my life. 
 
   “Anyway,” Ian said. “We’d make a great team. You should keep on being a PI and let me be your partner.”
 
   “You should keep on being a PI,” my mother said. “Aren’t you tired of being a dealer? Don’t you want a better job? You keep talking about how you want to help people, instead of just taking their rent money.”
 
   “I don’t like being a dealer,” I said. “But being a PI has other problems.”
 
   “Like what?” she asked.
 
   Like people trying to kill me, I thought. Like people stalking me, and threatening me, and making me worry that I wouldn’t live long enough to see my next birthday. Oh, and the need to carry a loaded gun whenever I could, and go to Krav Maga classes where I had to learn how to hurt people. None of that was any fun, but I couldn’t worry my parents with any of it.
 
   So I just said, “This and that.”
 
   “Is it money?” Ian asked. “Are you having trouble with money? Because, you know, I’ll invest in our PI business. And I’ll do all kinds of marketing and get you a bunch of good, new clients.”
 
   “It is partly money,” I admitted. “I don’t see the PI stuff earning me enough, any time soon.”
 
   “I’ll invest in the company,” Ian said, “And you don’t have to worry about cash anymore. But we’ll still be fifty-fifty partners.”
 
   “That sounds like a good deal,” Nathan said, and I shot him a death glare.
 
   “See?” said Ian, his eyes wide with optimism.
 
   I shook my head. “Your trustee wouldn’t allow it.”
 
   “I’ll convince my trustee,” Ian said. “And you can help me.”
 
   “Surely you can convince his trustee?” my dad said, and I looked at him pleadingly.
 
   I wasn’t really concerned about the trustee. Even if I didn’t have to deal with any more life-threatening scum, I didn’t want to be a PI if it involved taking on Ian as a partner. 
 
   It was bad enough that he lived across the hall from me and was constantly coming over to make “helpful” suggestions about being a better PI. I didn’t want to make things worse by allowing him to officially invest in my business.
 
   “We can convince my trustee together,” Ian told me. “He’s only concerned about gold-diggers and you’re not one.”
 
   My mother made a low snorting noise.
 
   “What?” I asked her.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   “No, what?”
 
   She looked at me steadily. “You haven’t had a boyfriend in ten years so I wouldn’t expect you to be a gold-digger.”
 
   That’s not quite true. I’ve had boyfriends within the last ten years, just not within the last ten months. Jack didn’t count as a boyfriend yet.
 
   “What about Stone?” Nanna said. “Stone seems to have money, and Tiffany’s almost hooked him.”
 
   “I haven’t hooked him!” I looked at Nanna, exasperated. I seem to have to remind my family every other week about this. “Stone and I are just friends. Nothing’s going on between us.”
 
   I wasn’t entirely sure about that, of course. Stone is a good friend and he’s helped me out with my PI work on occasion, but every now and then, it seems like there might be something more between us. But things haven’t gone anywhere, and when I told him I was thinking about dating Jack, he hadn’t advised me not to.
 
   “Really?” said Nanna. “Maybe there’s nothing between you two because you can’t send him the right vibes. I know some good tricks.”
 
   “That’s ok, Nanna.”
 
   “No, really, you need to know this stuff. The first thing is, you look at a guy, like this…”  She feigned wide-eyed admiration. “And then you look down, like this.” She looked down and smiled. I supposed she was trying to look shy and embarrassed, but instead, she looked like she’d spotted an empty slot machine that was due to pay out.
 
   I groaned. “Nanna, please stop.” I turned to my mother. “Make her stop.”
 
   Nanna batted her eyelids rapidly, giving Scarlett O’Hara a run for her money.
 
   My father stared seriously at his coffee, and Ian said, “Hey, I’ve seen girls do that. It works. At least, I saw a girl do that once, then she came up to me and asked me to buy her a drink.” 
 
   I shook my head in disbelief. “Nanna, are you done? Where’d you learn that stuff, anyway?”
 
   “Cosmopolitan,” she said. “Gotta keep up with the latest. And I’m not getting any younger, you know.”
 
   “You look plenty young,” said Nathan, with a charming smile.
 
   “Thank you, sweetie,” said Nanna, her smile equally wince-inducing. She turned to me again. “The next thing is– ”
 
   “Please stop,” I pleaded. “I’ll take flirting tips from you another day, I promise.”
 
   “Where is Stone, anyway?” asked Nanna. “I thought you’d bring him along.”
 
   “He’s away on business.” I wasn’t sure what business it was, but Stone’s an ex-Special Forces guy who runs a security company, and I didn’t really want to know the details. 
 
   “You should make Ian your partner,” Nanna said. “He seems like a nice young man and goodness knows you need to invest some cash and attract new clients.”
 
   Ian beamed at her and Nathan said, “Otherwise you might never be able to leave your job at The Treasury.”
 
   I froze and looked at Nathan steadily. He smiled back helpfully. I didn’t trust him, and I hated him for getting to the root of my fears.
 
   “I’ll be a great partner,” Ian said again. “Why don’t I start tomorrow, by– ” 
 
   There was a loud rap on the door, and I jumped up. “I’ll get it.”
 
   I all but raced to the door.
 
   When I opened it, I saw Detective Elwood and Detective Wilson standing on the other side and I frowned.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Five
 
    
 
   I’d given Detective Wilson my statement about the man’s death I’d “witnessed” in the Verdant Wealth Solutions office the previous morning, and Detective Elwood was a fat, grumpy man I’d first met a few weeks ago when I’d been working on my last case. They were both wearing tan Dockers and polo-necked t-shirts, although Elwood’s shirt was a dark navy blue and Wilson’s was a green-and-white stripe that almost blended in with our front lawn. Wilson was carrying a black leather file holder, and Elwood and I looked at each other in surprise.
 
   “What’re you doing here?” he said.
 
   “This is my parents’ house.”
 
   “Hunh,” he said. “Figures.”
 
   I frowned again and crossed my arms. Elwood and I aren’t exactly the best of friends, and it usually wasn’t good news when cops showed up at your front door.
 
   “Is Ms. Gwendolyn Dayton home?” asked Detective Wilson.
 
   “That’s my nanna,” I said. “What’s going on?”
 
   My mother, Nanna and Ian appeared behind me.
 
   “What’s going on?” Nanna repeated. And then she peered at Elwood. “You’re Niagara’s nephew, Rupert, aren’t you?”
 
   I sniggered mentally. Elwood shifted from one leg to another and glanced at Nanna and then at me. “Uh…”
 
   “I know you,” Nanna told him. “Niagara says you’re a big disappointment to her and the family. Especially since you let your wife walk out on you. Everyone loves her.”
 
   Elwood stiffened and I glanced down at his hands. He wasn’t wearing his wedding band. “We’re talking things through,” he told Nanna.
 
   “That’s great!” I said, and I really meant it.
 
   Nanna nodded. “It’s wonderful. You’ll be less of a disappointment if you manage to get her back.”
 
   Wilson stood straighter and cleared his throat. He was a tall, lanky man with dark, crew-cut hair and dull grey eyes. When I’d given him my statement yesterday he’d seemed tired and humorless. He looked a bit less tired today, but he still had the sallow skin and deadened eyes of a man who didn’t have time for fun. 
 
   “What’s wrong with your throat?” Nanna asked him. “You sound like you’re coming down with a cold.”
 
   Wilson looked at her blankly and ignored her concern about his health. “I’m Detective Wilson, ma’am,” he said. “Could we step inside for a moment, please?”
 
   “I’ve never met you before,” Nanna said thoughtfully. “Detective Wilson.”
 
   Nanna isn’t a Vegas local, but since moving here ten years ago to live with my parents, she’s quickly infiltrated Vegas’ mafia-like Old People’s Gang. Between them, the gang knows just about everyone who lives here, plus everyone’s extended family. The Vegas rumor mill is kept alive by these septuagenarians, and they’re the ones who stalk the popular slot machines, sliding in to play just before the machines are set to pay out. Except my Nanna of course – poker is her sport of choice, but we’ve kept that a secret from my parents, so far. 
 
   “Come in,” said my mother from behind us, but Nanna said, “Hold on a second. Detective Wilson. I’ve never heard of you. How do I know you’re really a cop? Maybe you’re just impersonating an officer so that you can barge in and rob us blind.”
 
   He showed us his badge and Nanna shook her head. “Easy to make replicas, and you can buy anything on the internet. All kinds of things.” She looked at me and added hopefully, “Maybe you can buy one of those things to help your love-life.”
 
   I sighed, hoping Nanna wouldn’t start listing possible internet purchases to help my love-life.
 
   Wilson took a deep breath and said, “You’re welcome to call the precinct, ma’am.”
 
   Nanna looked at Elwood. 
 
   “He’s with me,” Elwood told her. “We’re partners.”
 
   “I thought you were working Theft,” I said to Elwood, as we all walked inside.
 
   Elwood rolled his eyes. “I was pulled onto this case today.”
 
   “Well,” Nanna said. “At least I’ll have something to tell Niagara.”
 
   Elwood flinched at the name and I sympathized.
 
   We all trooped into the den, with its over-stuffed furniture, navy blue drapes, and vague smell of musty roses. My dad came out of the dining room with his coffee mug in hand. “What’s going on?”
 
   “This is my friend Niagara’s nephew,” Nanna told him.
 
   “I’m Detective Elwood. We’d like a word with Ms. Dayton.”
 
   My parents exchanged a look and Nathan peeked in. “I have to leave for work,” he announced, and took off before anyone could get a good look at him. Running away from the cops, I thought.
 
   “This is exciting,” Ian said, mostly to me. “The cops are here. Maybe we can pick up some tips from them.”
 
   “Maybe we should leave,” I said loudly. “I’m sure these gentlemen want some privacy.”
 
   Ian looked crestfallen and Nanna quickly said, “No, no. Stay.”
 
   My parents had disappeared somewhere, and Wilson said, “Actually, we’d prefer to talk to Ms. Dayton alone.”
 
   Nanna gave him a sharp look. “What’s wrong with my grand-daughter and her friend sitting with us? I’ve got nothing to hide.”
 
   Elwood stared glumly at his shoes and Wilson looked from Nanna to me to Ian.
 
   Wilson and Elwood were sitting side by side on the overstuffed couch with its faded green-and-yellow checked pattern. Nanna sat on an armchair on the right of the couch, and Ian and I sat on rose-patterned fabric chairs to the left of the couch.
 
   Wilson blinked and took a deep breath. “Certainly.” He opened his leather file holder, pulled out a glossy five-by-four photo and handed it to Nanna. “Do you know this man?”
 
   “Of course,” Nanna said. “He’s Leona’s son. Managed some funds for me, and what a stupid funds manager he was. Lost me over nine thousand dollars in three months. And I only gave him ten to invest.”
 
   Wilson glanced at his partner, but Elwood was still staring intently at his shoes. Ian was craning his neck, trying to get a peek at the photo. “Sit still,” I hissed at him, and he looked at me pleadingly. I frowned, and Ian sat back in his chair.
 
   “When was the last time you talked with him?” Wilson asked Nanna.
 
   “Early last week.” Nanna leaned back and crossed her arms. “I let him know just how disappointed I was in him and that I’d take care of things.”
 
   Wilson looked at Elwood sharply but, once again, his partner sat wordlessly, entranced by his shoes. “You were angry,” prompted Wilson.
 
   Nanna nodded. “Of course I was angry. I was furious. The idiot had just lost most of my money. If I wanted to lose nine thousand dollars, I’d take myself to the roulette wheel and place it all on red. And even then, I might’ve done better than him.”
 
   Wilson looked at Elwood, and this time his partner looked back at him and nodded.
 
   “Ms. Dayton,” said Elwood, “Adam Bitzer was found dead, late Friday night.”
 
   Nanna’s eyes grew round, just like she’d shown me during her flirting tips, and she leaned forward. “No!”
 
   “Hang on,” I said, frowning. “Adam Bitzer from Verdant Wealth Solutions?”
 
   Elwood and Wilson looked at me seriously. 
 
   “You’re kidding,” I told Wilson. “I just gave you my statement yesterday.”
 
   “Yes,” he said. 
 
   “How’d he die?” Nanna said. “Poor Leona. She must be devastated.”
 
   “He died from multiple gunshot wounds,” Wilson told Nanna. “Can you tell us anything more about that?”
 
   “Hold on a second.” Nanna narrowed her eyes and Elwood looked down at his shoes again. “Are you accusing me of murder?”
 
    The room was silent for a few seconds, and I felt like I’d stepped into a bad movie.
 
   And then Nanna broke the silence. “Rupert! I don’t believe the gall! I’m going to have to have a word with your aunt.”
 
   “Please don’t.” Elwood - Rupert – looked at Nanna pleadingly. Wilson stared at him icily and Elwood turned to him and said, “Why can’t you work with someone else?”
 
   “Grow a pair,” Wilson told him.
 
   I felt sorry for Elwood. I knew the power of the Old People’s Gang, and his aunt sounded like a terror, so I said, “What’s Nanna got to do with this, anyway?”
 
   Wilson looked at me seriously. “We believe Ms. Dayton has some involvement in the matter.”
 
   “Really,” said Nanna. “Is that any way to talk to an old lady? And here I am, just sitting here, waiting for my time to come, and young men like you accuse me of crimes. Hunh.”
 
   Wilson turned his watery grey eyes towards Nanna and pulled out a piece of paper. “We have it on record here that you’d called Mr. Bitzer and threatened him. Witnesses say he was ‘quite nervous’ after your call and that you said you’d ‘set him straight’ and ‘take care of him.’ We believe that the loss of your funds gives you motive, doesn’t it?”
 
   “He’d better have been nervous! I was going to tell his mother what he’d done.”
 
   Elwood and Wilson looked at each other.
 
   “That’s what you meant by ‘set him straight?’” Elwood said, and Nanna nodded.
 
   “We don’t know that,” Wilson said. “It sounds like you threatened to kill him.”
 
   “How would I kill him?” Nanna said. “I’m a weak old lady.”
 
   Wilson said, “It doesn’t take much strength to lift a gun.”
 
   “Hang on,” I said. “I was there when it happened. Whoever killed the guy ran away. Nanna couldn’t have done that.”
 
   “You were there? Why didn’t you tell me?” Ian looked at me mournfully. “Nothing exciting ever happens to me.”
 
   “I didn’t get a chance to tell you,” I said. “There’s not much to tell.”
 
   Nanna was looking at me funny, and I knew she’d quiz me later about what I was doing when a man was being murdered.
 
   “Anyone can run when they need to,” Wilson said. “Besides, you said you never heard the killer’s voice clearly, and it could’ve been anyone.”
 
   I looked at him, and nodded reluctantly.
 
   “Ma’am,” said Wilson, turning to Nanna again, “We found your prints in Adam’s office.”
 
   “I went to see him that afternoon.”
 
   “And what were you doing between twelve midnight and one a.m. on Friday?”
 
   Nanna took a deep breath. “I was at The Tremonte Casino. You can see me on the video footage.”
 
   Elwood and Wilson exchanged a glance. Elwood looked visibly relieved and said to Nanna, “We’re sorry to have bothered you. I hope you won’t mention this to my aunt?”
 
   Nanna and Wilson both looked sternly at Elwood and, after a few awkward seconds, the two detectives said their goodbyes and left.
 
   “That was interesting,” Ian said, once they were gone. The three of us had come back into the living room and were standing around thoughtfully. “How come you were there at the murder scene?”
 
   “I wasn’t there, exactly,” I said slowly, and looked at Nanna. “So, you were in the casino the entire time?”
 
   Nanna looked at me and I noticed she’d gone slightly pale. “Uh. Now that I think about it… I was in the casino the whole night. But…”
 
   I felt my mouth go dry. “But what?”
 
   “I stepped out for a walk just after twelve.”
 
   We stared at each other, wide-eyed. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Six
 
    
 
   Ian broke the silence. “So, you killed this guy?”
 
   “Of course not,” I snapped. And then I turned to Nanna. “You didn’t, right?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, I just went out to clear my head. I walked up and down the Strip. It was a tough game that night.”
 
   “Did anyone else see you?”
 
   She shook her head and I sank down onto a sofa.
 
   “You don’t think I’ll be in trouble, do you?” Nanna asked, and I stared at the floor and shook my head.
 
   “I hope not.”
 
   “Maybe she killed the guy,” Ian said hopefully. “You can tell us the truth. We can’t help you if we don’t know the truth.”
 
   I glared at Ian and looked at Nanna again. I’d been there that night, and the footsteps had sounded pretty heavy when the killer had run away, but still, you don’t want to annoy my Nanna. “You didn’t really kill him, did you?”
 
   Nanna shook her head, no. “What do I do now?”
 
   “You get a lawyer,” I said, “And hope that the cops find another, better suspect.”
 
   “You can use my lawyer,” Ian said. “He’s the best. Or maybe I can look stuff up online, like how to defend yourself when the cops think you’re a murderer.”
 
   Ian jabbered on about the justice system, the police, jail, and lawyers, while I went through the motions of helping Nanna. I was trying not to panic and, judging by stoic look on Nanna’s face, so was she. 
 
   While Nanna made a few well-placed phone calls, I dragged Ian out of the room with me and filled my parents in on what had happened. When we returned to the living room a few minutes later, Nanna had gotten herself a lawyer – Chris Appleby, her friend Gayle’s son, who worked in a law firm downtown.
 
   “You met him once, a few years back,” Nanna told me. “He’s a little overweight, balding, divorced – your mother tried to set you two up.”
 
   I shook my head. My mom introduced me to new, “wonderful” men every other day, and I’d lost track of who I’d met. 
 
   After she’d decided to hire Chris, Nanna forced me to recount the events of Friday night. My parents were both standing there, looking at me sternly, so I gave everyone the same version I’d told the police. 
 
   “What kind of man takes you to an office on a first date?” asked my mother. “I don’t think this Jack sounds like a very nice guy.”
 
   “Uh…”
 
   “Although,” she said, brightening up, “At least you’ve got yourself a boyfriend! That’s good news. What does he do?”
 
   Everyone was staring at me expectantly, and I said, “Well, I wouldn’t really call him my boyfriend. He’s more like a friend, now. I don’t think I’ll see him again.”
 
   “That’s not right,” my mother said. “Just because you witnessed a murder on the first date doesn’t mean you shouldn’t see him again. Maybe I misjudged him, maybe he thinks offices are romantic.”
 
   She looked confused, trying to justify a strange man’s penchant for offices.
 
   “We should go,” I said to Ian quickly, before Mom could quiz me anymore. “I don’t have all day. I need to run some errands and then get to my shift.”
 
   I dragged Ian out while my parents stared after us, looking slightly worried. They seemed to assume that Nanna would be fine, despite being a murder suspect, but I was the troublesome one because of my dubious dating preferences. 
 
   “You know you have to help Nanna,” Ian said as I drove south along the Vegas freeway. “You’re a private investigator. You need to investigate this mess. Prove she’s innocent, and all that.”
 
   I focused on the road and slid over to a different lane. “That’s not going to happen.”
 
   “Why not? She’s your nanna. You need to help her.”
 
   “I’m helping her by not getting involved. The lawyer can do his job, and this’ll blow over soon. It’s not like she’s a big suspect. She’s a sweet little old lady and the cops’ll find their man, soon enough.”
 
   “But you’re an investigator. You’re meant to investigate.”
 
   “I’ll just make things worse if I get involved now.”
 
   Ian ranted on about helping family and saving the day, but I stuck to my guns. I didn’t want to annoy the detectives by poking my nose in, and I needed to let them do their jobs.
 
   A few hours later, I was in The Treasury, stepping in behind a blackjack table. I clapped my hands out, indicating that I wasn’t holding any chips or cards, and started to deal. The warmth of the casino surrounded me like a security blanket. This was a world away from Nanna’s troubles, and it was my home for the next eight hours. Security cameras blinked away on the ceiling and strobe lights and sirens went off every now and then, indicating a big winner at the progressive slot machines. Players chattered, cocktail waitresses hovered around, and casino security watched from a distance.
 
   I allowed myself to drift into my zombie-like dealer state, as I dealt cards, calculated pay outs and made friendly conversation with the players. I didn’t need to concentrate completely unless there was a player being a complete jerk at the tables, and I used this opportunity to ponder my life and wonder idly about who might’ve killed Adam Bitzer.
 
   On my first break, I checked my messages and found a text from Ian: You really shud help Nanna.
 
   I texted back. No need. Cops’ll find the real killer easily. This’ll blow over soon. 
 
   I was wrong, of course.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Seven
 
    
 
   The next morning, I was sleeping off my late shift when my phone rang. 
 
   “Tiffany,” said Nanna, sounding serious, “I need your help.”
 
   The sleepiness slid off me immediately. My eyes opened wider, and I pushed myself up into a sitting position. “What’s going on?”
 
   I’d come home to my tiny, off-Strip condo just a few hours ago, and had fallen asleep within minutes. But now I was bright-eyed and alert as I listened to Nanna.
 
   She said, “They arrested me yesterday evening, after you left. But Rupert let my lawyer come along and bail me out immediately.”
 
   I let it sink in for a minute. “They arrested you?”
 
   “Yes, they think I killed Adam Bitzer.”
 
   “That’s crazy!” Nanna was silent on the other end of the line, and I said, “Why would they think that?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “And you’re out on bail now?”
 
   “Yes, my lawyer bailed me out straight away. But he might not be able to do that, next time.” 
 
   Her voice sounded small and far away, and I said, “There won’t be a next time.” My voice sounded harsher than I’d intended, so I took a deep breath. “Why?”
 
   “Rupert said he was really sorry, but I’m the chief suspect. No alibi, motive, and apparently anyone can get a gun. They searched the house.”
 
   “Did they find anything?”
 
   “No, but your mother’s been vacuuming since the moment they left.”
 
   I smiled for a moment.
 
   Nanna continued. “My lawyer says to plead self-defense.”
 
   “He sounds like an idiot.”
 
   “No. He says they’ve got no other suspects, that’s why I’m it.”
 
   I believed that. I expected Rupert – Elwood – would be too scared of his aunt to arrest Nanna otherwise. 
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” I told Nanna. “Maybe I’ll stop by the house later.”
 
   We hung up, and I looked down at my phone. I needed to think, and I needed food. I helped myself to a breakfast cupcake and coffee, but the mists in my brain refused to clear out. I took a long shower, cleaned out my bathroom, and thought about doing laundry, but none of those things helped me figure out what to do. I needed to talk to someone, I decided, and was just about to head downstairs when there was a knock on the door.
 
   “What’re you doing here?” I stared out at Nanna, and then glanced at Stone, who was standing beside her.
 
   “Is this any way to greet your nanna?” she asked, pushing her way past me and entering the condo. She made a big show of wrinkling her nose and said, “Peuh! No wonder you don’t invite us over!”
 
   “I was just about to vacuum,” I said, glancing around. The place wasn’t really mess – sure, there was some junk piled up on the coffee table, and I could see some of my dark brown hairs standing out against the lighter carpet, waiting to be sucked up by the vacuum, but by my standards it was pretty decent. “Come in,” I said to Stone, and indicated the sofa. “What’re you two doing together?”
 
   I glanced from Nanna to Stone suspiciously. They’re not the most usual of couples – Nanna is short, thin and wrinkled, with sweet blue eyes and thinning white hair; Stone is an ex-Special Forces guy, with a tall, muscular physique and dark brooding eyes. Nanna was wearing a paisley-print dress, and Stone was wearing his constant uniform of crisp white shirt, dark jeans, and freakishly shiny black dress shoes.
 
   Stone’s dark eyes twinkled with amusement as he sat down on the couch, and I felt my eyebrows start to knit together. The two them being together couldn’t possibly be a good thing. Stone hardly ever shows any emotions, and that look of amusement was extremely suspect: Nanna had probably just been telling him embarrassing stories about me.
 
   “Why are you both here?” I repeated, glancing from Stone to Nanna and back again. “Has she been telling you stuff about me? Don’t believe anything she says when I’m not there.”
 
   “Tiffany!” said Nanna. “What kind of talk is that, about your own nanna, when I’m standing right here? Are you calling me a liar?”
 
   “Hmm.” I looked at her suspiciously. I wouldn’t put much beyond her.
 
   “Of course we weren’t talking about you,” Nanna said, winking broadly at Stone.
 
   A hint of a smile was emerging on Stone’s face, making the corners of his mouth twitch, and I groaned. “What’re you doing here, anyway?” I asked Nanna. 
 
   “Things at your parents’ were getting a bit uncomfortable,” she said. “Your mother keeps crying and talking about me going to jail for the rest of my life and people who threaten financial advisors. She’s all doom and gloom. And, on top of that, we’re getting all these ‘concerned’ phone calls from her friends, and I don’t need to talk to them. I’m going to stay here tonight.”
 
   I looked at Stone. The smile hadn’t quite appeared on his face, but he still looked amused. I glanced down and noticed, for the first time, the massive duffel bag by his feet.
 
   “Is that yours?” I asked Nanna, and she nodded.
 
   “I brought along my laptop, because I know yours takes two hours to start up.”
 
   I started to protest, but then I stopped. She was right. 
 
   “You gave her a lift?” I asked Stone, who nodded. “I hope it wasn’t too much trouble?”
 
   “I was in the area,” he said lightly. I didn’t quite believe him, but it was nice to see him again. 
 
   “I thought you were overseas or something?”
 
   “Job ended early. Got back this morning.”
 
   I looked at him doubtfully. That was the most I’ve ever heard of him talk about work. I don’t know much beyond that Stone runs a security company. I don’t want to know, either – for all I know, he might be a government-contracted hitman. He certainly knows the right people for that job, and he looks like one, too. Not that I’ve met a government-contracted hitman before, it’s just that I assume they’d be like Stone – strong, silent and potentially deadly.
 
   Nanna was rifling through my fridge. “This is terrible. There’s nothing in here, how can you live like this?”
 
   I shrugged. Takeout, McDonalds, and casino food, mainly. Supplemented by my friend Glenn’s cupcakes.
 
   “I’m going to go shopping,” Nanna declared. “You need some decent food. You can’t just survive on peanut butter and pickles.”
 
   “Sure I can. You mean you can’t.” 
 
   Nanna frowned at me and was about to say something, when I interrupted. “What’re you doing going through my fridge, anyway? Don’t you have better things to worry about?” She gave me a blank look, and I spoke slowly. “Like being accused of murder?”
 
   Nanna laughed. “Of course not. I’m not worried about that. Now that I know you’re on the case, I can sleep easy. You’ll find out who did it, lickety-spit, and then I can go back to my poker playing.”
 
   I sat down on the chair opposite my sofa and put my head in my heads. “I can’t believe this. Do you not understand how serious this is?”
 
   “Pshaw,” said Nanna. “I didn’t do it, so why should I worry? I know you’re a really good PI and you’ll find the real murderer in no time.”
 
   I looked up at her in despair. Nanna stared back at me sweetly, her good-natured face full of hope and faith. It worried me just how much she believed in me, so I looked at Stone instead. He was looking at me seriously now, and he seemed to understand how I felt.
 
   “I’m not that good,” I said to Nanna. “What if I fail?”
 
   “You won’t fail,” she said. “And besides, even if you do, I’ll go on trial, and then the jury’ll see what a sweet little old lady I am, and they’ll let me off.”
 
   “The cops didn’t think you were a sweet little old lady.”
 
   Nanna made a derisive noise. “Cops. What do they know? Not much, let me tell you. Besides, you won’t fail. You’ll find the real murderer, like you’ve always done.”
 
   “Right. Like in the two whole cases I’ve solved before.” Nanna started to look a little worried, and I sighed. I didn’t like it when she was complacent and rummaging through my food, but I hated it when she was worried. So I said, “Never mind. I’ll find out who did it. You can relax. You won’t go on trial because someone else will.”
 
   “That’s my girl!” said Nanna. “I knew I could count on you.”
 
   I looked at Stone and thought I caught a glimmer of sympathy in his dark, piercing eyes.
 
   “What’re your plans for right now?” he said.
 
   I was about to answer him when my phone rang.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eight
 
    
 
   “Emily,” I said, answering the phone in a rush of relief. “I was just going to call you.”
 
   “I thought so,” she said. “I heard about your nanna.”
 
   “Are you at work?”
 
   “Nope, I have today off.” 
 
   Emily Sinclair is one of my closest friends in Vegas. We’ve known each other since before I started training to be a PI, and now that I am a PI, she’s supportive of my career, despite the fact that she’s an LVMPD detective.
 
   “Oh, good.” I paused. “How’ve you been?”
 
   “The usual. Busy.”
 
   “Are you seeing anyone?” I asked.
 
   “Nope, but I heard you went out with Jack.”
 
   “Who told you?”
 
   “Elwood.”
 
   “Right.” 
 
   “Heard it didn’t go so well,” she said.
 
   “Yeah. I guess you could say that.” 
 
   There was an awkward pause, as I tried to figure out how to ask Emily about the investigation, but she was the one to plunge in first.
 
   “I heard about your nanna being arrested,” she said, “But you know I can’t talk about an open case. It’s not my case, anyway.”
 
   “I know,” I said. “I understand. But is there anything at all that you can tell me?”
 
   There was a pause and then Emily said, “It doesn’t look good. She’s got motive, means and opportunity.”
 
   “Motive. I get that, even though they’re totally not understanding what Nanna meant when she talked to that guy. Adam Bitzer. But means?”
 
   “Anyone can fire a gun. Ballistics can’t match the trace with anything in our system, and we’re assuming it’s an unregistered weapon that was disposed of later.”
 
   I sighed. Not being able to match a weapon against Nanna should’ve been a positive, but at this stage it was more like a neutral. “But what about getting into the building?”
 
   “Adam buzzed someone in a couple of minutes before his death.”
 
   “And you think it was Nanna.”
 
   “It was someone he knew and wasn’t scared of.”
 
   “Hang on, aren’t you saying he was scared of Nanna?”
 
   “You know what I mean. Not physically scared.”
 
   “Right. And that brings us to opportunity.”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   I frowned and thought over her words. What she’d just told me wasn’t much help, but still. At least now I knew where we stood. It was a start. “Thanks for telling me all this,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”
 
   “That’s ok. Besides, the press’ll probably grab hold of this information pretty soon anyway, so… as long as you don’t snitch to anyone, we should be ok.”
 
   Emily had only met Nanna once or twice and,, although she was downplaying her help, I knew this kind of stuff could put a cop’s job on the line. Despite that, I pressed on.
 
   “What about suspects?” I asked. “Surely there must be a better suspect than a sweet old lady like Nanna?”
 
   “No. I’m afraid not. Adam had no real enemies, and there wasn’t anything much going on in his life.”
 
   I sighed. “I guess that’s good to know. Thanks again.”
 
   She brushed off my gratitude gruffly, and we decided to meet for drinks in a few days’ time. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve spent some time chatting about my date with Jack, but I just didn’t feel like talking about anything else right now, and Emily understood.
 
   “Good luck with your investigation,” she said, as she hung up.
 
   Right, I thought. My investigation. So far I’d learnt that Nanna was the chief suspect, there were no other real suspects, and Adam had no enemies. It didn’t look very promising, but I had to get to work and try to find something useful. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nine
 
    
 
   Stone and Nanna had been watching me during my entire conversation with Emily, and now both of them were staring at me impassively.
 
   “I never had this conversation,” I told them, and they nodded. “It’s pretty serious, you know,” I added to Nanna.
 
   “You sound just like your mother,” said Nanna. “She keeps saying stuff like, ‘This is what happens when you go around threatening people.’ How was I supposed to know that the loser was going to get himself offed?”
 
   I looked at her doubtfully and said, “Best not to talk about the guy like that. And since when do you talk about people getting ‘offed?’”
 
   “You learn things. That’s what you call it, right? My friend Steven used to work for the – ” she jerked her head sideways twice, “as an enforcer, until he had his first heart attack. Still has connections.”
 
   “La, la, la.” I covered my ears with my hands. “I’m not hearing any of this. La, la, la.”
 
   I closed my eyes and wondered just how long Nanna intended to stay at my place. At least the duffel bag wasn’t big – but then again, I’d heard of people who went travelling through Europe for months on end with just a tiny backpack. Maybe Nanna was like one of those people, and she could survive for eons at my place, with just a stiff old purse, some paisley-print dresses and a fast laptop.
 
   There was a knock on the door and I sighed, knowing who it would be.
 
   “Hey!” said Ian, when I opened the door. He peered around me and caught sight of Nanna and Stone. “Everyone’s here! Cool!”
 
   He stepped inside and stood in front of the sofa. 
 
   Nanna closed the fridge and turned around. “Hello, Ian. It’s nice to see you again.”
 
   “Thanks.” He beamed, and I rolled my eyes. Most people probably weren’t very happy to see Ian after the first few times.
 
   Ian glanced at me. “I was wondering if you’d like to go out for lunch?” His enthusiasm waned a little and he glanced doubtfully back at Nanna. “Unless you brought food with you or something.”
 
   “No,” said Nanna. “Lunch sounds like a wonderful idea. Tiffany’s got nothing in her fridge.”
 
   She shot me a disapproving look and I smiled. “You’re welcome.”
 
   “Great,” said Ian. “Where’re we going?”
 
   “McDonald’s,” I said decisively. I could really do with a Quarter Pounder.
 
   I was half-expecting Nanna to offer up a different, more grown-up choice, but to my surprise, she said, “That sounds lovely. I’ll stop at Albertson’s on the way home and pick up something for dinner.”
 
   I felt a pang of guilt and said, “Actually, I’ve got a shift tonight, so my dinner’s covered.”
 
   “Right,” said Nanna. “I’ll dine solo, then.” She looked at Ian. “Unless you’d like to join me?”
 
   “Sure,” said Ian. “I’d love to.”
 
   We all looked at Stone, but he shook his head slowly. “Sorry. I’ve got work tonight.”
 
   “Oh.” Ian sounded a bit disappointed and turned to Nanna. “Do you have a grocery list for Albertson’s? Maybe I should get something for myself, too.”
 
   “I’ll decide when we get there,” said Nanna. “Tiffany can help me choose.”
 
   “Actually,” said Stone. “I was hoping Tiffany could come with me after lunch.”
 
   I looked at him and groaned. “Do I have to? I don’t want to be late for my shift.”
 
   “Bring your uniform,” he said. “I can drop you off at The Treasury and you can change there.”
 
   I sighed. “But I never carry my gun. What’s the point of going to the gun range?”
 
   “Practice,” said Stone. “You never know when you’ll need to shoot.”
 
   “Hopefully never,” I said. I hated going to the range alone, so I should’ve been happy that Stone was dragging me along with him, but I just didn’t see the point. “How’re Nanna and Ian going to get back home?”
 
   “I can drive,” Ian piped up. “My car’s just been washed and everything.”
 
   I looked at him and sighed. Ian had a Ford Fusion and he hardly ever drove – which was a good thing, because he saved lives every day by not driving. I looked at Nanna and she said, “That sounds perfect!”
 
   “Don’t drive too crazy,” I told Ian, and went to pack up my uniform before we all trooped out for a greasy, calorie-laden meal. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Ten
 
    
 
   We ran into Glenn and Karma in the elevator. Which is to say, the elevator stopped at their floor, and we all decided it would be too tight a fit for six people. So the four of us stepped out and I introduced Nanna to Glenn and Karma.
 
   Glenn is my handsome, octogenarian friend who lives downstairs. I’d first met him a few months back, when I was running away from a deranged psychopath and took shelter in his condo. He’s the perfect man: gorgeous, friendly, and a retired pastry chef. He’s a bit too old for me, but I’d had high hopes of setting him up with Nanna, until he dashed all my dreams by getting together with Karma, an aging hippie with waist-length grey hair and self-professed “second sight.” Which she was always claiming to use.
 
   As soon as introductions were over, Karma put her hands lightly on either side of my neck and proclaimed, “You are worried. You must accept help.”
 
   When I hesitated more than a few seconds, Glenn turned to me seriously and said, “Is something wrong?”
 
   Normally, I’m quick to laugh at Karma’s pronouncements, but this time I really was worried.
 
   And then it all came tumbling out – how Nanna was in trouble, how I’d witnessed the murder and was still confused by Adam’s last words. 
 
   “What could red roses have to do with his death?” I asked. I turned to Karma and added, “You don’t see anything, do you?”
 
   She shook her head. “It could mean anything. I’m sorry.”
 
   I sighed, and Glenn looked at Nanna sympathetically. “I feel awful about this. Tiffany talks about you a lot – I wish we’d met under happier circumstances.”
 
   I smiled to myself as he, Karma and Nanna chatted for a bit. Nanna was dating Nathan, and Glenn seemed pretty happy with Karma, but I couldn’t help hoping that maybe something would happen between Nanna and Glenn in the future. I couldn’t think of a better couple. 
 
   ***
 
   Just as we’d all settled in with our meals, my mother called.
 
   “How’s your nanna doing?” she asked. “Is she really planning to stay at your place? We can pick her up tonight, if she’s too much trouble. I know you don’t have any food in your fridge.”
 
   Her voice was a little hoarse, as though she’d been crying, and I said, “No, it’s fine. She seems to want to stay here a few days.”
 
   “But what about food?”
 
   “She’s going shopping with Ian.”
 
   “Hmm. What about lunch?”
 
   “We’ll eat out.”
 
   “Ok, well, don’t let her eat anything unhealthy. You know she’s got stiff arteries.”
 
   Nanna was already digging into her fries like she hadn’t eaten in a week. She’d probably had nothing but health food for the last few months, and now I was the Jezebel who’d reintroduced her to this vice. Best not to mention that to my mother. I changed the topic and told her that I’d be looking into Adam Bitzer’s death and that Nanna would be fine. We chatted a bit more and then I hung up, having successfully avoided mentioning McDonald’s.
 
   On the ride to the gun range, Stone and I sat together in companionable silence for a few minutes. We’d just left Paradise Road when Stone said, “So, Ian’s going to be your partner, huh.”
 
   “He only told you about a dozen times.”
 
   “Might not be so bad.”
 
   “It’ll be terrible.”
 
   The corners of Stone’s lips went up. “Then why do you put up with him?”
 
   I shrugged. “He’s kind of like an orange-haired puppy. I can’t just kick him to the curb, now that he’s decided to follow me around.”
 
   “Hmm. Well, who knows, he might be helpful sometimes. He kept mentioning how he saved your life, once.”
 
   “Ugh. That was a lucky fluke. Although, I suppose I was glad he was there.”
 
   “Get him to join you in Krav Maga class. Maybe he’ll be more useful, then.”
 
   “Sure. I’ll take him with me next Wednesday.”
 
   I wasn’t going to Krav Maga next Wednesday, but Stone just glanced at me and let the white lie slide. “What’re you going to do about this investigation?”
 
   I looked out the window and watched the palm trees race past us. “I’m not sure yet. I haven’t been able to think straight, with Ian yammering away right next to me. But I guess I should talk to the victim’s family. Although it’d be easier to start with his workplace.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   We were pulling up in front of the range, and I put a hand on my seatbelt. “Jack’s friends with the owner of Verdant Wealth, where Adam used to work.”
 
   Stone looked at me, and I tried to read his dark eyes, but failed. 
 
   “And Jack couldn’t think of a better place to take you for the first date,” he said.
 
   “He was teaching me to break in,” I admitted.
 
   Stone looked at me steadily for a few more seconds, and then he said, “Be careful around this guy. He’s already gotten you into trouble once.”
 
   I frowned. “He hasn’t gotten me in trouble.”
 
   “He got lucky, this time. The guy’s bored with his life and he’ll keep trying more and more dangerous things, just for fun. I don’t want you getting dragged into all that.”
 
   “He’s a nice guy. And I like him. Why do you care?”
 
   Stone reached out and tucked a strand of hair behind my left ear. “I’m concerned about you and I don’t like Jack.”
 
   Our eyes locked, and I could still feel Stone’s fingertips where they’d brushed against my earlobe.
 
   “Really?” I said softly. “Then who do you think I should be dating?”
 
   Stone turned away and stared straight ahead wordlessly. He reached over to his seatbelt buckle, but I couldn’t just let him leave.
 
   “What makes you such a dating expert?” I asked. “You’re not even dating anyone now, are you?”
 
   He looked at me again, his eyes darker than before. “No, I’m not. Because I actually care about people and wouldn’t want them getting into trouble because of me.”
 
   “Why would people get into trouble because of you?”
 
   “You do my kind of work, people close to you get hurt. That’s just the way it is.”
 
   We stared at each other for a few more seconds, and then he undid his seatbelt and got out of the car. I followed his lead, and we headed over to the gun range counter to pay the fees.
 
   We practiced our shots silently, and on the ride back to The Treasury, we didn’t bother to chat.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eleven
 
    
 
   I got to The Treasury an hour before my shift started, so I helped myself to the cheap, all-you-can-eat buffet. I stood in a mile-long line with groups of obese tourists who seemed to have come all the way to Vegas just for the inexpensive, plentiful food. I imagined them collecting two-for-one vouchers, trawling the buffets, and trying to get comps for free food and drinks. And, of course, they’d just go back home and complain about how terrible Vegas was and how the food stinks.
 
   As I waited in line, I sent Jack a text. I’d just finished my dinner when he called back.
 
   “I’ve set up the meeting with Clark Morsely for you,” he said. “He’ll tell the staff to co-operate, and he’ll talk to you at 7:30, before he starts work for the day.”
 
   “That’s great!” I said. “I know it was really short notice, and he’s a busy CEO and all. I was expecting maybe he’d see me sometime next week.”
 
   “I did him a favor, once,” Jack said, “So now he owes me. Verdant Wealth might not be around if I hadn’t helped out.”
 
   “Well, thanks, I really appreciate it.”
 
   We were silent for a few seconds, and then Jack said, “I know our date went really badly, but maybe we could have a do-over?”
 
   I smiled. “I think I’d like that.”
 
   “Would you like to come round to The Tremonte for drinks after your shift ends? Or we could somewhere else, if you’d like”
 
   My heart sank. “Uh, thanks. But I’ll probably be too tired by then.”
 
   “Oh.” He sounded a little surprised by my sudden rejection. “I’ll see you later?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   We hung up, and I changed and headed over to start my shift, knowing very well that I was using “tiredness” as a lame excuse.
 
   As I tapped out the previous dealer and clapped my hands out behind a blackjack table, I thought about my relationship with Jack.
 
   I’ve always known that Jack was a mega-millionaire casino owner, and till today, it hadn’t really bothered me. But he was part owner of The Tremonte, next door, and here I was, just a lowly dealer at The Treasury. It was the stuff of fairytales and Cinderella stories, except Cinderalla never had to worry about her prince finding someone more “appropriate.” And Jack certainly had many “appropriate” women fawning over him – models and starlets beside whom I was just a slightly chubby, slightly clueless casino dealer.
 
   I really liked Jack – I had from the very first, strange moment that we’d met. But I realized, as though for the first time, that his wealth put him solidly out of my league. Sure, he might be interested in me for a bit, but pretty soon he’d understand that I was all wrong for him, and that would be the end of us. He would move on to some gorgeous, Amazonian beauty, and I’d be stuck with my same-old, same-old life.
 
   I reminded myself that I didn’t have the luxury of wallowing in self-pity, and turned my thoughts to tomorrow morning’s appointment instead. I needed to plan out what I’d ask Clark Morsely and his employees. With any luck, I’d be able to find out something – anything – that could get Nanna off the hook. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twelve
 
    
 
   Nanna was fast asleep when I got home, sprawled out on my bed. I’d been half-expecting her to be down at one of the casinos, playing poker against unsuspecting tourists, but I supposed she was more worried than she let on.
 
   I slept fitfully for a few hours, huddled on my sofa, until the clanging of pots and the smell of something cooking roused me.
 
   “I didn’t mean to wake you,” Nanna said when I groggily pulled myself upright. “I just wanted you to enjoy some healthy breakfast for once. Not cupcakes and instant coffee.”
 
   “Cupcakes are healthy.”
 
   “Not as healthy as this.”
 
   “It smells nice. What is it?”
 
   “Zucchini, carrot and cheese muffins. They should be done in about ten minutes. How was your shift?”
 
   “Ok.” I yawned and looked at the clock. It was just past 6.30, and then I suddenly remembered and jerked my eyes wide open. “Shit. I’ve got an appointment at 7.30. I’ll need to set out in forty-five minutes.”
 
   “Well, you’ve still got time to eat. Where are you going?”
 
   “Verdant Wealth. I’ve got an appointment with the CEO. Hopefully I’ll find something.”
 
   Nanna and I stared at each other, and she nodded. “I’m sure you will.”
 
   I wasn’t quite so confident, but I showered, dressed carefully, and devoured two of the zucchini-carrot-cheese muffins. They weren’t as good as cupcakes, but they were still pretty yummy, and Nanna assured me that they were full of good vitamins and minerals and proteins. Much more so than cupcakes. 
 
   “Speaking of cupcakes,” I said, grabbing my big tote bag, “We should call in on Glenn. I’m sure he’s up by now, and I need to drop off some chocolate blocks.”
 
   Well, actually, I didn’t need to drop off the chocolate blocks. The blocks were cooking chocolate that I’d bought by mistake, thinking they were regular, edible chocolate. I’d been mentally debating trying to eat them raw vs trying to mix them with milk and flour, and microwave the whole thing into something edible. 
 
   But now that Nanna was here, I needed an excuse to drop her off at Glenn’s, in the hope that something might transpire between them. Despite the existence of Karma and Nathan, I was keeping my meddling fingers crossed for Nanna and Glenn.
 
   We were waiting for elevator, when the doors slid open and Ian stepped out with a rolled-up newspaper under his arm.
 
   “Hey!” he said. “What’re you guys doing up so early?”
 
   He looked at me eagerly and I frowned, wondering how he was so alert, so early in the morning. 
 
   “Tiffany’s going to talk to the CEO of Verdant Wealth,” Nanna said. “And she’s taking me to her friend Glenn, on the way out.”
 
   “Cool!” Ian said. “I’ll come with.”
 
   I shook my head. “No.”
 
   “Come on, I can help out with the investigation.”
 
   “Let him go with you,” Nanna said. “You never know when he’ll be useful.”
 
   I sighed. Nanna had a point – maybe two heads would be better than one, even when that second head was Ian’s. And come to think of it, I wanted to pull out all the stops when investigating this case, and that meant not having to worry about expenses. If Ian was my “partner” on this one, he could do the funding.
 
   “Fine,” I said. “But you’re paying for expenses.”
 
   Ian beamed. “It’s a deal, pardner.”
 
   I rolled my eyes, but let him shake my hand solemnly as the elevator went down. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirteen
 
    
 
   Ian, Nanna and I stopped by Glenn’s place, where we dropped off the blocks of cooking chocolate. Ian and I immediately raced out, leaving Nanna in our wake. We managed to make it to the Verdant Wealth offices just a little after 7.30, and I glanced around as we went up to their section of the building. It looked different in the bright light of the day – it was still too early to be bustling with people, but a few early-birds were arriving, looking all officious with their work clothes and confident strides.
 
   The doors marking the entry to Verdant Wealth Solutions slid open when we got there. The place was brightly lit, with some of the blinds pulled up, and there was a fresh vase of flowers on the receptionist’s desk. The open-space work area was still empty, and there was no receptionist waiting behind the fresh flowers. 
 
   Ian and I took a few tentative strides forward. When I got to the branching-off corridor, I glanced to my right, and noticed that only one of the doors was wide open. It was beginning to feel a bit like the night Jack and I broke in, and I didn’t want a repeat of those events, so I called out, “Helloo-o?”
 
   I heard papers being pushed aside, and a fat, jolly-looking man walked out of the door. He had thick grey hair that framed his face messily, and a puffy face.
 
   “You must be Tiffany,” he said, walking towards me, and Ian and I stepped forward to shake hands. “I’m Clark.”
 
   “Tiffany,” I said. “And this is my friend, Ian.”
 
   “Partner,” said Ian, shaking Clark’s hand. “We’re co-detectives.”
 
   Clark glanced at me, and I smiled thinly. This was probably how commitment-phobic guys felt when they were introduced as someone’s boyfriend. 
 
   Thankfully, Clark let the comment slide, and I told him how much I appreciated his making time to talk to us. 
 
   He brushed away my gratitude. “Anything for a friend of Jack’s,” he said, turning around and leading us to his office. “Just let me know what I can do to help.”
 
   Clark’s office was set in a corner, with windows along both sides, but the only view he had was that of Sunset Road and part of the wide, open grounds of McCarran Airport. The floors had thin, industrial-grey carpeting, and in addition to his large desk with its two visitors’ chairs, there was another round table in the corner, with six chairs grouped around it. A low sofa clung to one wall, and a potted palm stood alone in different corner. The walls were bare – no artwork, no photos, no framed diplomas. 
 
   I was a bit surprised at the lack of artwork. Clark had blue-grey eyes that glinted with what I assumed was a sense of humor, and I’d expected framed prints on his wall, saying things like, “Eat, drink and be merry, for tomorrow we diet,” but I suppose he wanted to keep things serious at work.
 
   We sat down opposite him, and Clark said, “This business with Adam. Pretty nasty. I don’t really believe an old grandma could pull it off.”
 
   “Why not?” I asked. Maybe the guy was being polite, but I needed ammo, just in case we had to go to trial.
 
   “For one thing, how’d she get away? Jack and you were there, and I don’t think an old lady could run away that fast.”
 
   I nodded. “You’re right, but I don’t know if a jury will believe that. Some old ladies move pretty quickly – have you seen them rush into the stores when Metamucil’s on sale?”
 
   Clark laughed, a loud, booming laugh and said, “Well, now that you mention it – my mom can move pretty fast to get the cookies out of my way.”
 
   “How terrible.”
 
   We shared a sympathetic smile, and Ian said, “Tiffany, why are you wasting this man’s time?” He turned to Clark and said, “Tell us about Adam. Did he have any enemies?”
 
   That should’ve been my line. 
 
   Clark shook his head. “Nope.”
 
   “Let’s start at the beginning,” I said. “What kind of work does your company do? What did Adam do?”
 
   “We’re a financial advisory service,” Clark said, glancing from Ian to me. “We tell clients what to do with their money, and most of the time we’ll make the investments for them, if it’s a vehicle like hedge funds or ETFs. We’ve also got a couple of traders on board – Adam was one of them – so if a client wants more hands-on management than investing in some other firm or ETF, we can do that. We can customize their strategies.”
 
   “Right. So Adam was a trader.”
 
   “Yes. He was meant to do long-term, buy-and-hold stuff, although I’ve heard that he did some short-term trades as well.”
 
   “What does that mean?” Ian asked.
 
   “What was his day-to-day like?” I added.
 
   “Well.” Clark rubbed his forehead, glanced at his computer screen and clicked his mouse. “I’m just going through some emails while we talk,” he explained to me, and then turned and scrolled through his screen as he talked. “Right. Adam. Well, he did a bit of trading, and most of his day was spent on researching what to buy or sell. The actual trading – just a few clicks of the button, it’s all done virtually now – didn’t take him very long.”
 
   “Did he meet clients?” I asked. “Or people working where he’d invest?”
 
   “Um, once in a while.” I watched Clark read something on the screen and clicked his mouse a couple of times before he looked at me again. “He was having a hard time managing it all. The clients usually went through an advisor first, and they only spent a few minutes with him, detailing what they wanted. He’d meet some company people once in a while, but mostly, we’ve got another guy who does that kind of info-gathering.”
 
   “Right.” I thought about it, and watched Ian out of the corner of my eye. He opened his mouth to say something, and I gave him a subtle kick and a warning look. I didn’t want him going off on a tangent right now.
 
   “So what kind of people did Adam meet at work?” I asked. “Doesn’t seem like very many.”
 
   “No,” Clark shook his head, still reading something. I wondered if he’d come to the office early because of me, or if he just came to the office early every day. For a brief second, I wondered if he’d killed Adam – as the CEO, he’d have easy access to the building. “Adam met a handful of people each week, and usually it wasn’t for very long.”
 
   “What about Nanna?” asked Ian. “Did she have an advisor here?”
 
   “I went through Gwendolyn’s files here,” Clark said, looking at me seriously. “Once in a while we get clients referred directly to someone, and your nanna was one of them. She dealt exclusively with Adam.”
 
   “So if anything went wrong, she’d only blame Adam.” Clark nodded and I said, “Did Adam lose anyone else’s money?”
 
   “A fair few. But most of our clients have higher net wealth and Clark only invests a portion of their funds. None of them suffered huge losses like your nanna, and she only lost that because she asked for an ‘extremely aggressive’ strategy. It means high risk; it might pay out, but there’s a big, big risk of losing most of the money.”
 
   “So it wasn’t Adam’s fault he lost the money?”
 
   Clark sighed and shook his head. “I’m not saying that. Adam wasn’t performing very well and your nanna should’ve gotten a couple of warning letters each time Adam lost a bit of her funds. That way she wouldn’t have had the shock of losing 90% all at once.”
 
   “What’s the average fund size Adam dealt with?” Ian asked, and Clark turned his attention to him.
 
   “Between fifty and two hundred k,” Clark said.
 
   “So Nanna’s money was peanuts to him.”
 
   “It all adds up,” Clark said politely.
 
   “What kind of funds do your other people manage?” Ian asked.
 
   Clark smiled thinly. “A bit larger than that.” 
 
   “So why was Adam managing less?” Ian asked.
 
   Clark glanced from me to Ian. “I don’t see how it’s relevant to the investigation.”
 
   I needed the man’s help to get his employees to co-operate with me, so I didn’t want to push the matter, but Ian said, “Oh, come on, tell us. Now I’m curious.”
 
   “Well.” Clark sighed and crossed his arms. “We haven’t told the cops this, since it’s not really something they needed to know. But Adam wasn’t doing too well. He was skipping admin tasks – like those letters he should’ve sent your nanna, warning her about the lost funds. His trading wasn’t going too well; he lost his touch a few years back, but we kept him on because hey, the whole market’s doing badly, so maybe it wasn’t all his fault. But we cut back his account limits.”
 
   I frowned. “He must’ve been frustrated with work.”
 
   Clark shrugged. “Look, I was treating him fairly. I didn’t fire him, and I don’t think he would’ve gotten much of a job somewhere else, with that track record.”
 
   “Besides,” Ian told me, “If he hated it here, he would’ve just quit. Right?” he asked Clark.
 
   Clark nodded. “Right.”
 
   “If you were giving him smaller accounts,” I said, “You must’ve also been giving him less pay.”
 
   “That’s how it works,” Clark said. 
 
   “How much does a trader here earn?”
 
   Clark shrugged. “It depends, based on how much they bring in. Adam’s most recent trades hadn’t gone so well, so wasn’t making more than about 60k in the last year or so.”
 
   “Who could’ve been coming here to meet Adam after midnight?” I asked, and Clark shrugged.
 
   “It wouldn’t be a client, because then he’d bill us. I’d say it’s something personal – maybe a girlfriend or something. Although he already had a girlfriend. So maybe he was cheating on her in here.”
 
   He made a face to show just what he thought of that idea, and I said, “Did Adam work late often?”
 
   “Definitely not till midnight, ever,” said Clark. “He usually left by five-thirty, and he rarely stayed after six.”
 
   “Did he have bad relationships with any other clients?” Ian asked. “Did anyone else call him up and yell at him?”
 
   I could see Clark bite back a smile as he shook his head. “I’m afraid not. He lost some money, but nobody else yelled at him.”
 
   I sighed. That had been a good try.
 
   “Did he seem any different in the days before he was killed?” I asked. “Worried, or stressed, or unusually happy?”
 
   Clark shook his head. “No. Not that I noticed. Of course, I’m often not here in this office, and my time’s tied up in meetings a lot. But he didn’t seem different.” 
 
   “He must’ve hated his co-workers,” Ian said. “Seeing how they got more money and bigger accounts than him.”
 
   Clark shook his head. “There’s not much back-biting in this office. Not that I know of, of course.” He looked at me apologetically and explained, “Maybe they hide the backbiting from the CEO. But Clark seemed like a pretty laid-back kinda guy, got on ok with his co-workers. Even when we reduced his pay and his accounts, he didn’t kick up a big fuss or anything. ’Course, we were just doing what’s fair.”
 
   “Who’s we?” I asked. “Who owns this company?”
 
   “Myself, and a few small investors.”
 
   Clark told us a bit about the structure of his company, and it seemed fairly standard to me – a CFO, a couple of admin people, and couple dozen folks in different positions of varying importance. 
 
   “I have a favor to ask,” I said. “Could you maybe send your employees an email letting them know I’ll be talking to them?”
 
   Clark smiled. “Done. Did that first thing, when I came in this morning. One of them probably has his girlfriend’s details too, so you can talk to her.”
 
   “Right.” I nodded. “Who would you say were his closest friends here?”
 
   “Well there’s Sharon,” said Clark. “She’s an accountant here. And I’ve seen him chatting with Noel, Susan and Greg – we’re all pretty friendly here.”
 
   “What about the alarms?” Ian said. We all looked at him in confusion, and he said, “The alarm that Adam pressed that night. What’s up with that?”
 
   I smiled. Ian wasn’t as dumb as I thought he was – but then again, I suppose he must’ve had some smarts to have invested in a company that had a big IPO. 
 
   “We take security measures seriously here,” said Clark.
 
   “Why?” asked Ian. “It’s not like a bank, you don’t keep massive amounts of cash on the premises.”
 
   I watched as Clark looked studiously blank.
 
   Ian said, “You do some money laundering, don’t you?”
 
   Clark smiled and shook his head. “I’ll tell you what we told the cops. You can never be too careful in this town.”
 
   “I don’t believe you,” Ian said. “I think you keep lots of cash in your office.”
 
   Clark’s smile grew frosty, and I kicked Ian under the table.
 
   “Ow!” he said, turning to me. “What’d you do that for?”
 
   “Ignore Ian,” I told Clark. “He’s been watching too many Mafia movies.”
 
   Clark laughed politely, and I frowned at Ian, trying to get the message across. The man might be the biggest money launderer in Vegas, for all I knew, but I needed his help. 
 
   Voices drifted over to us. The office was starting to fill with employees, and Clark used this chance to stand up. “It was a pleasure chatting with you,” he said, and Ian and I followed his lead and stood up.
 
   We followed him out into the open-space area and turned right into a tiny kitchenette with a shiny plastic table, surrounded by cheap plastic chairs. There was a pod coffee machine on one end of the counter, a microwave, a big plastic water cooler and a small fridge. It reminded me a little of a smaller version of the employees’ break room at the Treasury. 
 
   “This is Greg, Jay, Chris and Kareena,” Clark said. “I sent you guys an email – Tiffany here’s looking into Adam’s death and that’s her partner, Ian.”
 
   Clark left us and went back to work, and Ian and I chatted with them about Adam. There wasn’t much they could tell us – Adam was friendly, they said, but it’s not like they were really close. He seemed nice enough and had no enemies, as far as they knew. His closest friend here seemed to be Sharon, the accountant Clark had mentioned to us. They didn’t know much about his personal life, other than the fact that he had a girlfriend. She was an interior designer, Kareena offered, but she hardly came to the Verdant Wealth office parties. None of them had ever seen her.
 
   I excused Ian and myself for a minute. We headed out to the parking lot and stood in a quiet corner to discuss our “strategy.” The lot was becoming busier, mostly filling with late-model Toyotas, Fords and Volvos, and employees were entering the building in twos and threes, chatting with each other or exchanging polite nods. These were all the people who’d left home in time, shaved and packed their lunch, and driven at a reasonable pace along the freeway. A little later, it would be the laggards who arrived – the ones who’d nicked themselves shaving, or taken a little too long at the gym, or kept pressing snooze until the very last minute.
 
   I turned to Ian, who was ogling a pretty woman in a business suit, and said, “You know, I think I don’t mind working with you.”
 
   Ian beamed and said, “See. I told you watching all those episodes of CSI would come in handy. But you should’ve let me ask Clark about the money laundering. I’m pretty sure that’s what he’s doing, and he keeps lots of cash in here. Why else would he have those fancy alarms installed?”
 
   I looked at Ian doubtfully. “I don’t want to piss him off.”
 
   “But what if his company’s like that firm in the movie? You know, the one where all these lawyers were working for the Mafia and then they killed whoever tried to leave? Maybe Clark killed Adam. Maybe Adam found out what was going on and he was about to blab to the Feds.”
 
   I shook my head. “It doesn’t add up. If they really were working for the mob or something, they’d pay Adam more to keep quiet, not pay him less.”
 
   “Maybe they were threatening him.” Ian smiled, his eyes full of visions of a world where the Mob ruled all, and even innocent-looking financial advisory firms were just fronts for them. “It’s just like in The Godfather,” he breathed.
 
   I rolled my eyes. “I doubt it. And if they really are working for the Mob, I can find out.”
 
   “How?” Ian asked eagerly. “Do you know people? Could you get a hit out on someone if you want?”
 
   “Of course not. Nanna knows a guy who’s a retired enforcer.”
 
   “That’s so cool!”
 
   “No. It’s not cool, it’s criminal. And you’re not to say anything about Nanna knowing this guy.”
 
   “My lips are sealed!” Ian made the universal sign of zipping lips and throwing away the key.
 
   “Anyway,” I said, “We should split up to cover the rest of the office.”
 
   Ian grinned broadly. “Really? You trust me to interview people on my own? And this is our first case! And we’ve only been working together a few hours!”
 
   “Sure,” I said. “That’s why we’re splitting up, because I trust you. We’ll just talk to Sharon together.”
 
   We were really splitting up because there were at least forty people in the office, including the interns, and it would take forever to talk to them all if we did it together. I was pretty sure most of them knew nothing, just like the four people we’d talked to in the kitchenette – how much do you know about your co-workers’ lives anyway?
 
   So Ian and I talked about what questions we’d ask, and then we split up. It took a bit over an hour and a half for us to get through the whole office. We asked the same questions each time, and we got the same answers too. 
 
   Adam seemed like a nice guy; no, he didn’t seem to have any enemies; no, he didn’t seem any different in the days before his death. Nobody knew much about his private life, nobody had ever seen his girlfriend, and nobody knew how red roses might have anything to do with Adam’s death. Everyone thought that Sharon was his closest friend here – she’d given him a lift a couple of times when his car wasn’t running, and the two were often seen chatting with each other. 
 
   So, once we’d covered the rest of the office, Ian and I teamed up again to talk to Sharon.
 
   “I could get used to this,” I said, more to myself than Ian. “It’s not so bad having you help me out.”
 
   Ian beamed, and we knocked on Sharon’s door.
 
   “Come in,” called a voice, and we did.
 
   The office was tiny – barely enough room for a person to work in. There was a sliver of window behind the desk, a colorful print on one wall, and a desk with two cramped visitors’ chairs on one side, and Sharon’s swivel chair on the other.
 
   Sharon was a chubby brunette with short, curly hair and warm, chocolate eyes. Her freckled cheeks dimpled when she smiled and said, “You must be Tiffany and Ian. I saw you going around chatting with everyone. Except me, of course. Makes a girl feel a bit left out.”
 
   I smiled back and said, “We saved you till last.” Ian and I helped ourselves to the two visitors’ chairs. “We heard you were good friends with Adam.”
 
   She sighed, and the smile left her face. “Yes. I can’t believe what happened. Who would want to kill him? I can’t believe some little old lady went bonkers and shot him, but then again, it’s a crazy world.”
 
   “Adam didn’t have any enemies? Anyone with a reason to hurt him?”
 
   I saw tears well up in her eyes, and she blinked them back quickly. I was a little surprised – this was the first time I’d seen anyone show real emotion over the dead guy. So far, everyone had said Adam seemed pretty nice, but nobody had known him well enough to be truly saddened by his death. A thought struck me, and obviously struck Ian at the same time.
 
   “Do you have a boyfriend?” Ian said.
 
   “Ian!” I said sharply. “Be nice.” I turned to her again and smiled apologetically. “I’m so sorry about that.” It seemed like every time I took Ian to an interview with me, I wound up apologizing for him. I wondered how many people he’d offended on his own.
 
   Sharon sniffed and said, “No, it’s ok.”
 
   We were silent for a second, waiting for her to answer the question, and when she didn’t, Ian said, “No really, do you have a boyfriend?”
 
   We both looked at her seriously and she seemed to understand that we weren’t letting her off the hook.
 
   She sighed. “No, I don’t.” She looked at me and said, “Hard to find decent men in this town, isn’t it? You go somewhere, they’re all tourists, and even the locals’re having too much fun with all the strippers.”
 
   I smiled politely, and Ian said, “Yeah, even Adam was taken.”
 
   I would’ve given Ian a stern look, but I didn’t want to take my eyes off Sharon. She didn’t seem too surprised by the question; she must’ve guessed that we were steering the conversation that way.
 
   She smiled thinly. “And the irony of that is, his girlfriend doesn’t even live here, half the time.”
 
   “Sooo,” I said. “Adam must’ve gotten pretty lonely at times.”
 
   Sharon shook her head. “No. Look, I get that you’re trying to ask me if Adam and I–” she shrugged, twisted her lips, and waved her hands a little, “–if we ever got together. But believe me, we were just friends. The guy was loyal to his girlfriend, the annoying little twerp.”
 
   I smiled despite myself and said, “Why was she annoying? And a twerp?”
 
   “Please.” Sharon rolled her eyes. “The woman was full of herself. Sure, she was tall and skinny and blonde and had a perfect nose…” For the first time, I noticed that Sharon’s nose was little on the wide side. “And she looked like she’d had breast implants too–”
 
   “Hey,” I said, turning to Ian, “Sounds like your perfect woman.”
 
   We grinned at each other briefly and then I quickly turned to Sharon and apologized for the interruption. 
 
   “No, it’s fine,” she said. “Anyway, what I was saying was, the woman was just… she thought she was so perfect, you know? With her perfect good looks, and her job as some barely-paid junior stylist at some tiny interior design firm. She barely paid any attention to Adam and the man worshipped her.”
 
   “How d’you mean, barely paid any attention?”
 
   “Well, for one, she didn’t care about Adam’s work. She was happy to live off his money, but she never bothered to show up to work events. Never made an effort.”
 
   “And other spouses came?”
 
   “Sure. And you know what?” She was on a roll now. “She never even bothered to give Adam a lift into work if his car wasn’t working, and if hers wasn’t working, she borrowed Adam’s. I had to be the one giving him lifts. The poor guy, stuck with that woman.”
 
   “Instead of you,” said Ian.
 
   This time, I really did give him a stern look. 
 
   Sharon said, “What are you, good cop, bad cop?”
 
   More like good PI, stupid PI.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, “But it does sound like you’re a little jealous.”
 
   Sharon shrugged. “Adam was a nice guy. But he never saw me as more than a friend. Besides, his type’s like your friend’s.” She jerked her head at Ian. “He liked them skinny and hot.”
 
   I felt bad for her and didn’t know what to say. But even if I did, Ian would’ve beaten me to it.
 
   “So you killed him,” Ian said. “You got jealous and shot him.”
 
   Sharon rolled her eyes towards the ceiling and shook her head. “I don’t know where you get your ideas,” she told Ian.
 
   I did: TV shows and movies. Possibly comics, too.
 
   “So you didn’t kill Adam,” I said, “What–”
 
   “Hang on,” said Ian. “Where you that night?”
 
   “I don’t know.” Sharon looked at me. “Just after midnight? I was probably at home, sleeping.”
 
   “So nobody saw you,” Ian said. “You’ve got no alibi.”
 
   She frowned and I said, “Ian. Let it go. She didn’t kill him.” I turned to Sharon and added, “Ignore him. Tell me more about Adam’s girlfriend. How long had they been dating? What was her name?”
 
   “Cynthia Pruttley. They’ve been together for a bit over a year, I think? Before that, he was dating some other blonde bimbo. Don’t get me wrong, Adam’s a great guy, and I’m not judging him. He’s welcome to date whoever he wants. Was.” She looked somber again, but began talking before she could mist up again. “Anyway, Cynthia works for Petite Bijou Designs. The place is as pretentious as she.” Sharon paused for a second, pondering the perfection of their pairing, and then she pulled out her phone. “I assume you’ll want to talk to her. What’s your number? I’ll text it over.”
 
   “Thanks.” I gave her my number and said, “How was their relationship? Other than Cynthia seeming to treat Adam badly. Any fights? Or problems?”
 
   My phone beeped with Cynthia’s details, and Sharon shook her head. “No, they seemed ok. Adam was a pushover when it came to pretty women.”
 
   I thought Sharon was pretty cute, and that Adam was an idiot for not seeing what was right there under his nose, but I kept that thought to myself. Thankfully, Ian didn’t say anything, either. 
 
   “I guess I’ll have to give her a call,” I said. “You know what they say – ‘It’s usually the wife.’ Or girlfriend, in this case.”
 
   “To be honest though,” Sharon said. “I doubt Cynthia would even bother to shoot someone. She might break a nail. And besides, Adam told me she wasn’t in Vegas.”
 
   “Where’d she go?”
 
   “Down to LA for work. She went, sometimes. And I figure, she cares so much about Adam that she’s not even back in Vegas yet.”
 
   “I guess I’ll find out when I call her.”
 
   “Sure,” Sharon said. “You never know.”
 
   “What about work?” I asked, changing the topic. I’d asked this question a gazillion times already, but it never hurt to ask again. “Did he have any troubles at work? Anyone here hate him?”
 
   Sharon shook her head. “Nope. Everyone at this place gets along pretty well, mainly because we’ve got a flat structure and Clark’s a pretty good boss. He definitely didn’t have any enemies here.”
 
   “Hmm.”
 
   “What exactly do you do here?” Ian asked. “Why do you have fancy alarms on all your desks?”
 
   Sharon shrugged. “The alarms’re because Clark’s a bit of a security freak. We do – you know, financial advisory stuff. But I guess you meant me in particular? I do all the accounts work.”
 
   “But Matt DiMucci is your boss.”
 
   “Yep. He just oversees what I do, really. And a couple of extra accounts, but that’s it.”
 
   “Sounds like Mob work to me,” Ian said, and Sharon and I shared a look.
 
   “Listen,” she told Ian, “I don’t know where you get your ideas, but we’re just a regular business, here. If I showed you my accounts, it’d bore you to tears.”
 
   “But you don’t see all the accounts,” Ian said. “Don’t you find it weird that your boss does a bit of extra work and that’s it?”
 
   I took a deep breath and said, “Is there anything else you can tell me about Adam?”
 
   “Not really.”
 
   I cast my mind back to the conversation I’d overheard, right before Adam had been shot, and frowned. “Give it to me,” the other person had said. By the time we got to the room, there were papers on the floor, but the desk wasn’t ransacked and the room wasn’t particularly messy. Whoever it was must’ve taken what they came for.
 
   “Was anything missing from Ian’s room?” I asked Sharon. 
 
   She shook her head. “The cops had already taken his computer and a bunch of stuff by the time we got to work, so even if anything was taken, we wouldn’t know.”
 
   I nodded. “And what about red roses? D’you know if that meant something to Adam?”
 
   Sharon gave me a puzzled look, and I said, “Those were his last words. ‘Stupid red roses.’”
 
   Her eyes misted up again. “Sorry,” she said, “Can’t help you there.”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a glance, and I gave Sharon my business card. “Call me if you think of anything else.”
 
   “Will do.”
 
   Ian and I excused ourselves, and after briefly saying goodbye to Clark and thanking him for his help once again, we found ourselves on the road heading back home.
 
   “It’s Sharon,” Ian said as we drove along. “It’s definitely Sharon. She was sick of being passed over for the ‘bimbos,’ and she had a jealous fit and shot him in the stomach.”
 
   “And why would she ask him to meet her at the office?” I said. “Especially when they weren’t working late or meeting clients.”
 
   “I dunno. Maybe she faked a work emergency of some kind.”
 
   “Ri-ight. And what about ‘I’m not giving it to you’? What could she want so badly from Adam that she’d kill him to get it?”
 
   “Maybe ‘it’ is, you know. You know.” I glanced briefly at Ian just in time to see him waggle his eyebrows obscenely. 
 
   “Eww. You look so gross. Anyway, it wasn’t said in the right tone.”
 
   “Maybe Adam was just playing hard to get.”
 
   “No way. It was more like, ‘I’ve got this report, and I’m not giving it to you.’”
 
   “Hmm. So it’s probably not Sharon.” Ian thought for a second. “Well then, maybe it was the Mafia.” He brightened. “Yep, that’s it. He knew something, got hold of something or other, and wanted to keep it.”
 
   “Uh.” I wasn’t so sure.
 
   “Oh, come on! You gotta admit that place seems seriously fishy. Alarms under each desk? A separate manager just for a couple of accounts? Who’s Italian?”
 
   “I’m pretty sure that’s racist.”
 
   Ian shook his head. “Ask your nanna’s friend. I’m pretty sure the place has links. I’d bet my life on it.”
 
   “Well, don’t, because I don’t want a dead partner.”
 
   Ian grinned again. “Isn’t working together great? Aren’t you glad we teamed up?”
 
   It was pretty ok, I’d admit, but I didn’t say that out loud. Instead, I said, “It’s just for this one case. After that, I’m on my own again.”
 
   “Pfft. You’ll change your mind, you’ll see.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fourteen 
 
    
 
   We stopped by Glenn’s place, picked Nanna up, and headed upstairs.
 
   “Bye, Ian,” I said, when we reached his door.
 
   His face drooped. “Really? We aren’t going anywhere else, today?” He glanced at Nanna. “Tick tock. We need to move faster, if you don’t want to end up on Death Row.”
 
   “We’re going to Leona’s at eleven-thirty,” Nanna reminded me.
 
   “Who’s Leona?” Ian asked.
 
   “Adam’s mother,” said Nanna. “And a friend of mine.”
 
   “Cool!” he said. “So I’ll join guys after a few minutes?”
 
   I shook my head. “She just lost her son, Ian. I don’t need you there saying insensitive things.”
 
   He looked at me, his mouth downturned, eyes large and disappointed. “We’re meant to be partners.”
 
   “Everything else,” I promised. “Just not this one. Besides, it’s better for Nanna to go with fewer people.”
 
   “How come?” Ian asked.
 
   “Yeah,” Nanna said. “How come?”
 
    I looked at Nanna disapprovingly. She really needed to start discouraging Ian more. But they were both staring at me now, so I thought fast.
 
   “She needs to play the helpless old victim,” I said. “And if Leona sees both us, she’ll know Nanna’s got backup.”
 
   “Hmm,” Ian said, tilting his head a little. “I suppose that makes sense.”
 
   We left him there and headed into my condo. Once inside, I proceeded to let Nanna know just what I thought of her encouraging Ian to come along.
 
   “Pshaw,” she said. “You need some company. A bit of socializing will do you good.”
 
   I stared at her in shock. “I’m not socializing. I’m trying to save your life.”
 
   “Please.” Nanna opened the fridge and grabbed herself a bottle of chilled water. “You’re dramatizing.”
 
   “I am not.”
 
   “Look, I spoke with my friend Steven Machhione – you know, the one I told you about? Used to work for the…” Two head jerks in quick succession. “He’s seen a lot of this kinda stuff. He said most murders don’t go on trial for a couple of weeks, at least. Most likely, you’ve got a coupla months to investigate.”
 
   I tried not to let me jaw hit the floor. “Don’t you know that a couple of days can make a big difference? A criminal just needs a little time to cover their tracks. Most murders are solved in a week or two, or not all.”
 
   Nanna looked at me thoughtfully, and then brightened up. “Well, I’m not stressed. I’ve got complete faith in you.”
 
   I wish I had. “Speaking of Steven,” I said, “You need to call him. Let him know I want to talk to him.”
 
   “Is it about this whole Adam thing?”
 
   “Yes, of course it’s about this whole Adam thing! Why else would I need to talk to him?”
 
   “I don’t know. Sounds to me like you want to take a hit out on Ian.”
 
   “Hunh. I wish. I need him around to pay my bills.”
 
   “You should be nicer to that sweet young man. He just wants to help.” 
 
   Sure he did. Too bad he was more liable to just mess things up. I knew that saying something to defend myself would just make Nanna go on about how nice he was and other random stuff, like that I needed to get myself some more friends. I didn’t. I just needed to solve this murder.
 
   As we drove to Leona’s, I said, “So how was Glenn’s place?”
 
   “Fun,” said Nanna. “He seems pretty nice. And Karma’s a lot of fun. Me and Karma are going to that male revue tonight.”
 
   I groaned. “Please don’t tell me the details.”
 
   “Besides,” Nanna said. “Karma gets a discount there.”
 
   “What’d you think of Glenn?”
 
   “He’s nice.”
 
   “Boyfriend material nice?”
 
   “I already have a boyfriend, sweetie. Nathan.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifteen 
 
    
 
   Leona lived with her daughter, Natasha, in a tract home in Henderson. The house looked like every other house on that street – beige, boring and affordable. Even before I stepped inside, I knew what I’d see: the standard wall-to-wall carpet, an oldish kitchen, and quite possibly, two bedrooms and two bathrooms.
 
   I asked Leona for a tour soon after we stepped inside, and I gave myself a pat on the back for the good guess. Leona’s daughter had tried to liven things up a bit, though, by painting one wall of her bedroom a deep red, and hanging black-framed sepia photographs of 60’s Las Vegas on them. Living with her mother in this boring house must’ve cramped her style, but Leona went on and on about what a good daughter Natasha was.
 
   “The boys moved out as soon as they could,” she said, “But Natasha’s still with me. I don’t want to move into a nursing home while I’m still so active.”
 
   Leona was a couple of inches taller than Nanna, but that was enough to create the impression of a much bigger person. She was skinny and wrinkled, but wider than Nanna, and her hands were as big as a man’s. She had large, grey eyes, and grey hair that she wore tied in a neat bun.
 
   “Tell Tiffany how you moved to Vegas,” Nanna prompted, as we headed back to the living room to sit down. 
 
   The room was furnished with a dark grey sofa set surrounding a dark, wooden coffee table. There were black and white photographs on the beige walls – of people, this time. I assumed they were of Leona’s kids when they were younger, and her late husband.
 
   “It was fate,” Leona was saying. “George and I came down for our honeymoon, and then I won a grand jackpot on the slots! I knew this place was lucky for me and I had to move down here for good. So we did!”
 
   I looked at her in awe.
 
   “Isn’t that a great story?” Nanna said, and I nodded in open-mouthed surprise.
 
   “Yeah,” I said. “So you’ve been living here ever since?”
 
   “Last forty-two years,” said Leona. “Raised all my kids and then, when George passed away, I moved down here with Natasha.”
 
   “She works in casino security, right?”
 
   “That’s right. Got her degree from UNLV and all. And then there’s Mike, who’s a nurse at the Spring Valley Hospital, and Adam – well, he was happy working in his finance jobs.”
 
   She sat sadly, remembering Adam, and I waited for a moment before saying, “Can you tell me a bit about Adam? What was he like?”
 
   She went on for a while, proud as a Crossfitter with blisters. If I were to believe her, Adam was pretty much a cross between Don Giovanni (with less chauvinism) and Einstein (with just a slightly different hairstyle).
 
   “I can’t believe someone up and killed him,” she said, and then turned to Nanna. “And don’t worry, I don’t believe for a second it was you. Him losing that money was just a fluke, you know, temporary. He woulda won it all back in a few days.”
 
   “I know,” Nanna said, “That’s the only reason I yelled at him, to remind him I’m friends with you.”
 
   I tried not to smile at Nanna, and wondered if Leona had no idea about her son’s demotion at work, and consistent bad performance. On the other hand, why would Adam worry his mother with work stuff?
 
   “Did he get on with everyone at work?” I asked, and Leona regaled me with tales of how popular her Adam was. “His closest friends were outside of work, though. There’s Josh, who’s a cop, and Winston, who works in some office downtown, and a bunch of other boys from his high school whose names I can never remember.”
 
   “Do you have any of their phone numbers with you?” I asked, but she shook her head.
 
   “No, you’ll have to ask that girlfriend of his. Maybe she’ll let you look through their place, maybe he’s got an address book, somewhere.”
 
   I doubted that – in my experience, these things don’t just fall into your lap. And even if he did have a list of names or a diary of some sort, the cops would’ve gotten their hands on it. I made a note to quiz Cynthia about Josh and Winston, and asked Leona to tell me about Cynthia. 
 
   She was very complimentary, but ironically, most of what she told me jibed with what Sharon, Adam’s co-worker, had told me. Cynthia was gorgeous, intelligent and ambitious, Leona said, but she wasn’t a very good cook, and had crashed her car thrice in the last year.
 
   “What about Mike?” I asked. “What’s he like?”
 
   Leona said that Mike really cared about people and humanity and was pretty much Florence Nightingale reincarnated. His wife, Claire, was fabulous, too – she was a senator, and the daughter of one of the richest men in Vegas, Joe Stephanopoulis. They were a lovely couple, and even though they lived on the other side of town, in Summerlin, they visited her all the time.
 
   After what seemed like ten hours, I figured I’d asked enough questions and learnt about as much as I ever would from Leona. I grabbed Natasha’s, Mike’s and Claire’s numbers from her, gave her my card, and asked her to tell them that I’d like to speak with them as soon as I could.
 
   “I’ll call them straight away,” Leona said with a sad smile as she waved goodbye. “I want as much as you do to find out who did this to my son.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Sixteen 
 
    
 
   I arrived back at my condo with Nanna and threw my purse onto the sofa as she closed the door behind us. I barely had any time to reflect on our meeting with Leona, when my phone started buzzing. I dug through my purse, sifting through all the things I carry around with me on a regular basis, and managed to find my phone before it stopped vibrating.
 
   “Hello?”
 
   It turned out to be Leona.
 
   “I’ve told all of them—Natasha, Mike and Claire—to expect your call,” she said. “Good luck with the investigation.”
 
   As soon as I hung up, there was a knock on the door.
 
   “I heard you and Nanna chatting in the corridor,” said Ian, “So I knew you were back. How’d it go?”
 
   “Not great,” I said. “You didn’t miss anything.”
 
   “Yeah,” added Nanna. “Leona thinks all her kids are sainted.”
 
   “Gee,” said Ian. “I wish my parents thought that way about me. But nooo. They think I’m a big loser who sits on his ass all day and doesn’t even have a career or anything. They always wanted me to do amazing things.” He brightened up. “But now that I’m a private investigator, helping out innocent people and all that, maybe they’ll think I’m ok.”
 
   I looked at him doubtfully and said, “Uh-huh, sure.” 
 
   In my experience, parents who expect “amazing things” from their kids are never happy unless the kid turns out to be an amazingly successful doctor who’s discovered the cure for cancer, or turns into a self-made multi-billionaire entrepreneur. Preferably, an amazingly talented doctor who’s discovered the cure for cancer, and is a self-made multi-billionaire entrepreneur at the weekends.
 
   “What’s for lunch?” Nanna asked. “I haven’t made anything. Do you want me to bake something? Or do you want to go to McDonald’s again?”
 
   “I love McDonald’s!” said Ian, turning to me. “How about it?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I said to Nanna. “I’m a bit worried about your cholesterol.”
 
   She flicked a hand. “Pshaw! My cholesterol’s fine.” And then she looked at me carefully. “Why are you even worrying about it? Have you been talking to your mother, again?”
 
   I shrugged. “She worries about you.”
 
   “Too much.” Nanna crossed her arms against her chest. “The woman doesn’t know to keep her nose out of my medical charts. That stuff’s supposed to be private. I could sue her. Anyway,” she said, smiling again, “If you’re worried about my health, we could mix it up a little. Variety’s supposed to be good for you – how about KFC today?”
 
   “Yeah, KFC’s great!” said Ian.
 
   “I don’t know.” I hardly ever go to KFC. But then again, Nanna was my guest, so it’s like I had an obligation to feed her what she wanted, so I shrugged. “Sure, why not.”
 
   ***
 
   After an hour, the three of us returned to my condo, bellies stuffed full of ridiculous amounts of fried chicken. Minutes later, my phone buzzed; it seemed as though my crossing the threshold was some kind of cue for people to call me.
 
   It turned out to be Natasha, Adam’s sister.
 
   “My mother gave me your number,” she said. “And I know you’d like to talk to me, so I was wondering if you’d like to stop by at around six? My shift ends then.”
 
   “Perfect,” I said, “That’s just a bit before my shift starts, so I’ll see you then.”
 
   “Downstairs in Casino Venezia?  How about in The Bellissimo Café?”
 
   “Sounds good.”
 
   We hung up and I turned to Ian. “We’re going to talk to Adam’s sister at six. Why don’t you come by at a quarter to?”
 
   “Ok,” he said. “What’re you doing till then? Anything I can help with?”
 
   “I’m taking a nap,” I told him. “You can help out by doing some research on Claire Bitzer. She’s a state senator, so you should find lots of dirt on her online. And see if you can find out anything on Adam’s girlfriend, Cynthia Pruttley. She works at Petite Bijou Designs or something, so maybe you can find something on their website.”
 
   “Aye-aye, captain.” Ian gave me a mock salute and headed off, and I headed toward the bedroom, wondering just what the evening would reveal.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
   Chapter Seventeen 
 
    
 
   The Casino Venezia is, from the outside, the world’s most ridiculously designed casino, with its fake “Venice” landscape, complete with canals, gondolas and Doge’s Palace. Inside, it looks like just any other Vegas casino – the designers obviously gave up on the Venice theme once they got inside, and settled for “standard casino tacky.”
 
   The Bellissimo Café, in keeping with that standard, was like a slightly gaudier Starbucks, with its ornate ceiling and elaborate fake-mahogany booths and chairs. Golden chandeliers imparted an “opulent” glow, and the menu was, as part of the homage to opulence, greatly overpriced.
 
   “I get an employee discount,” Natasha said. “In case you’re hungry.”
 
   “I’m fine,” I said, and stuck with a cappuccino, but Ian decided to order a slice of raspberry cheesecake in addition to his coffee.
 
   Natasha looked tired. She’d just finished a ten-hour shift and had bags under her eyes. Her pale skin was obviously foundation-less, her lipstick had smeared to a light pink, and her eyelashes were coated with a thinning layer of mascara. Her brunette hair was streaked with lighter shades, but there was a four-inch gap of unstreaked dark brown. The whole impression was that of someone who was a whisker away from giving up.
 
   “I don’t want to waste your time, since you’ve got a shift in a few hours,” Natasha said. “What do you do?”
 
   “Dealer at The Treasury.”
 
   She nodded. “It’s nice of you to help out your nanna like this.”
 
   I shrugged modestly, as a waitress appeared with our coffees and Ian’s cheesecake. “Not sure how much I’m helping, really. So far I haven’t found much.”
 
   Natasha sighed. “I still can’t believe it, sometimes. It’s all so… senseless.”
 
   “Any idea who might be behind it?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. Adam had no enemies, as you’ve probably already heard. He wasn’t involved in anything unusual, he was just a regular guy. Regular Adam.”
 
   She stared blankly at her coffee, and Ian dug into his cheesecake, as though he hadn’t just stuffed himself full of KFC a couple of hours ago. 
 
   “What about the girlfriend?” I asked. “Cynthia?”
 
   “Cynthia Pruttley.” Natasha looked up with a wry smile. “Now, that. That’s a piece of work. She’s got her head up here, and her shit don’t stink ’cause she’s a size zero and an interiah designah.”
 
   “You’re not fond of her?”
 
   “Hard to be. Not that there’s anything wrong with her, of course,” she added hastily. “She’s just not… friendly, I guess. She doesn’t really care to be nice anyone, not even Adam.”
 
   “Did they fight? Or have any problems?”
 
   “No, not like that. It’s more like… she was indifferent to him, and he just let her walk all over him.”
 
   “I see.”
 
   Ian swallowed his bite of cheesecake and said, “What about you? How did you get along with Adam?”
 
   “Me?” Natasha seemed surprised by the question. “We got along fine. I was a bit annoyed that he wouldn’t let Mom stay with him once in a while, but I guess I do understand. Puts a bit of a damper on your love-life, if you’ve got a geriatric parent living with you.”
 
   I smiled sympathetically. “Tell me about it. Do you have a boyfriend?”
 
   She shook her head. “No. We broke up a few months back.”
 
   Ian said, “Did you and Adam have any arguments recently?”
 
   “No,” said Natasha.
 
   “And what about your alibi?” said Ian. “Where were you on Friday night?”
 
   Natasha raised an eyebrow. “You’re accusing me of murdering my own brother? What are you, nuts?”
 
   She glanced at me, more amused than offended, and I shrugged. “Sorry. He is a little nuts.”
 
   “It’s ok,” she said. “I was at work. Pulling a night shift – they’ve got me on tape, I’m pretty sure. You can ask my supervisor and look it up.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” I said. “Ian’s just being silly.”
 
   “I am not,” he said. “You’ve got to ask everyone for their alibi.” He turned to Natasha. “I can’t just exclude you because I’m being polite or because I don’t want to upset you or something. I’m really serious about finding out who killed Adam.”
 
   Natasha nodded solemnly. “That makes sense.”
 
   I breathed a silent sigh of relief that Ian hadn’t managed to do too much damage and said, “What about red roses? Did Adam have a fondness for them or something?”
 
   Natasha crinkled her face. “I’m not sure how you mean. He wasn’t into gardening or anything like that.”
 
   I didn’t want to tell her that his last words had been about red roses, it would just make her think of how he’d died. But I still asked, “Do you think red roses might be connected with his death in any way?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, I can’t possibly see how.”
 
   “What about his friends? Leona said Adam had lots of friends.”
 
   Natasha shook her head. “No, he was a bit of a loner, really. He had a lot of acquaintances – he was a friendly guy, but only a couple of close friends. There were these guys he met with to play golf with every now and then.”
 
   “I guess I should talk to them.”
 
   Natasha nodded. “I don’t have their info on me right now, but I’ll go home and look it up for you.”
 
   “Thanks, I’d appreciate that.  
 
   A few minutes and a few questions later, I decided that there was nothing more to learn from Natasha, and handed her my card with instructions to call me if she thought of anything.
 
   Ian and I walked away from The Venezia thoughtfully. So far, we’d uncovered pretty much nothing.
 
   By the time we got to The Treasury, I was exhausted all over again, despite the long afternoon nap I’d taken. Failure has a way of tiring you out.
 
   “I’m beat,” I said. “Why don’t you head home and have dinner with Nanna, and I’ll take five before getting to my shift.”
 
   The plan was to relax over a coffee until it was time to deal with the gamblers, and maybe have a slice of cake or two. 
 
   But then Ian said, “Aren’t you going to make those phone calls? We can’t waste time, you know.”
 
   I stared into his pale eyes until I remembered, and then I slumped forward and groaned.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Eighteen 
 
    
 
   “Tell me what you’ve found out,” I said, as I settled in with my coffee and slice of chocolate mud cake.
 
   “Cynthia’s pretty,” Ian said. “I found a bunch of photos of her on a social networking site, and she’s got a profile on the Petite Bijou Designs website. I don’t know if she’s any good as a designer, but she specializes in doing “Grand Designs” style homes. And according to the social networking site, she’s big on partying. Speaking of which, Adam had a profile on that site too, but it was pretty quiet. He never posted photos of himself or updates about his life or anything. Seems like a pretty quiet person.”
 
   I nodded and dug into the cake. Delicious, moist chocolaty goodness. “Anything interesting on Cynthia?”
 
   “Not really. Can I have a bite of that?”
 
   “No. Get your own slice.”
 
   “I already had cheesecake.”
 
   “Well, sucks for you. What about the brother, Mike?”
 
   “Boring runs in the family. All three of them, Mike, Adam and Natasha had profiles on the social site, but none of them bothered to update. Mike’s been working at the hospital for the last ten years, married for just under that.”
 
   “And the wife? Claire?”
 
   “The state senator.” Ian’s eyebrows squished together. “You’d think, since she’s a public figure and all, there’d be more info about her online. But noooo. If anything, there’s less.”
 
   “But surely there’s news articles and stuff.”
 
   “Oh sure.” Ian nodded. “Lots of news, she’s got her website, her social networking profiles. But it’s all been scrubbed: it’s all about how great she is, how much she’s doing to improve the state of Nevada and our public schools and all that. I’m sure that if there’s any bad press, her marketing guy wipes it all clean.”
 
   “Hmm.” I finished the cake, and tried to scrape off the chocolate sauce they’d drizzled around the plate to make it look all fancy. “But you’d expect that with politicians, wouldn’t you?”
 
   “I guess so.”
 
    Ian was looking at me expectantly, now that my cake was all gone. I sighed and pulled out my phone, not particularly pleased with his nagging. Still, he was right – we were in a rush and I needed to make the phone calls.
 
   ***
 
   My first call was to Cynthia Pruttley, Adam’s girlfriend. Unsurprisingly, she was still in LA. “I already talked to the cops over here. Why do I have to talk to you again?”
 
   I took a deep breath, explained that I believed the cops might have missed something, and that I’d really appreciate her time. 
 
   “Ok,” she sighed. “I’ll be back in Vegas tomorrow. Stop by my office after lunch.”
 
   I thanked her and hung up, a bitter after-taste in my mouth. I could see why she wasn’t popular with Natasha and Adam’s co-worker, Sharon. There was an air of entitlement and arrogance about her, and I wondered if I should leave Ian at home when I went to chat with her. He’d probably be too busy drooling over Cynthia’s beauty to be much use. But then again, I had promised to take him everywhere with me.
 
   My shift was starting shortly, and I didn’t have time to decide whether or not to take Ian with me when I went to Cynthia’s, so I made my next call. Adam’s brother, Mike.
 
   “I’m in Nebraska,” he told me. “But I’ll be back the day after tomorrow and we can chat then.”
 
   I thanked him and hung up. No wonder the cops had no real suspects – everyone Adam knew seemed to have been away. Including Claire Bitzer, Mike’s wife.
 
   “I just got back yesterday,” Claire told me. “But I can talk to you tomorrow morning. Can you come by before 8:30?”
 
   I groaned silently, already missing my few extra hours of sleep, but I agreed anyway.
 
   I hung up, leaned back in my chair, and turned to Ian. “All done.”
 
   He nodded. “And with fifteen minutes to spare.”
 
   Like I needed to be reminded. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Nineteen 
 
    
 
   I played my part in the casino rigmarole, handing out cards, happy for players when they won, sad when they lost, and happiest when I was tipped well. Overhead lights helped disguise the ticking hours, and the ambient noise from the slot machines, abundant drinks and happy conversations made the place seem like the non-stop party zone that all the brochures touted. 
 
   Half-way through my shift, I received a voicemail from Jack, and when I called him back, he asked if I wanted to meet up for coffee or breakfast.
 
   I half-smiled, half-sighed. “Don’t you sleep?” 
 
   “Not when you don’t.”
 
   Unlike the last time I’d used my tiredness as an excuse, this time I really was tired. I wanted nothing more than to go home and snuggle up on my sofa for my three hours of sleep. But it would be nice to see Jack again. Remembering the way his green eyes sparkled was already sending flutters through my stomach, so I wasn’t able to say no.
 
   We agreed to meet at The Blueberry Breakfast Café, which was on the way to my condo, and, despite its name, was open 24/7, like most places in Vegas. The Spanish-style outside was low, flat and pink, and its roof blue-tiled. It had a big, neon sign out front that stayed on for the whole night and a large, inviting car park, but it was always devoid of tourists. The few who wander in by accident quickly wander out, since it’s not the “Vegas experience” that they came for. It’s a consistently half-empty, run-down place with grumpy servers and good food, and at four o’clock in the morning, Jack and I had the place pretty much to ourselves.
 
   We sat opposite each other in one of the squeaky, shiny red booths, and smiled. We were both exhausted from work, and we were both excited to see each other. As we waited for our order to arrive, we stretched our arms across the plastic-laminate diner table and held hands like one of those goofy couples I’ve always mocked. I tried to ignore the shivers of electricity I felt running along my arms, and I listened as he talked about his work. Something about a construction company he was trying to buy out in Oregon, and most of it went over my head, other than registering the fact that he’d have to go up there at some point.
 
   We unlocked hands to make space for the food when it was brought over by a blank-faced brunette whose neck had disappeared into rolls of fat. Two coffees, and a big stack of blueberry pancakes with whipped honey-ricotta topping. We dug in, and Jack asked how Nanna was doing.
 
   “Annoyingly ok,” I said, as I speared a piece of blueberry pancake and made sure I got enough of the topping on my fork. “She doesn’t seem to get how serious this whole thing is. And of course, I feel like I’m not getting anywhere.”
 
   I gulped down my overly-large pancake-piece, and Jack nodded, his green eyes concerned. “How’d it go at Verdant Wealth?”
 
   “Everyone was helpful, but nobody really knew the guy. He seems like everybody’s buddy – except not really.”
 
   Jack frowned. “Adam Bitzer. You know, the name seems familiar.”
 
   “Where would you have met him? It’s not like you two run in the same circles.”
 
   Well, neither did Jack and I, and remembering that made me frown. But before I could wonder why Jack bothered to date me, he said, “Maybe I met him through someone else. Like a friend of a friend.”
 
   “Did you ever go to Verdant Wealth to invest any money or something?”
 
   Jack smiled and shook his head, no.
 
   “You know,” I said. “Ian thinks those guys do some work for the Mob.”
 
   Jack raised one eyebrow, a thin smile playing on his narrow lips. “I didn’t get here by kissing and telling.”
 
   I paused, my fork mid-air. “You’re kidding! No way, you’re not serious!”
 
   He shrugged. “I didn’t say anything.”
 
   “But – but –” I stared at him in shock. “If Verdant Wealth had anything to do with those guys, maybe Adam was killed because he found out too much.”
 
   Jack looked serious again, and shook his head. “I’m not admitting I know anything, but let’s say, hypothetically, that the company’s got some ‘connections.’ Those connections would be very, very minor. They’d have nothing to do with Adam’s death.”
 
   I made a mental note to chat with Nanna’s ex-enforcer friend – pronto. Maybe Jack was wrong, and maybe he didn’t know everything that was going on in Verdant Wealth.
 
   “How’d it go with the family?” he asked. “Did you chat with them?”
 
   I rested my head briefly in my hands to keep it from exploding, and then I looked up at Jack and shook my head. “I talked to them on the phone. Well, I met with his mom and sister, but they know nothing. The brother’s still in Nebraska, but I’ll talk to Claire and Cynthia tomorrow.”
 
   Jack gave me a questioning look and I said, “Cynthia Pruttley’s the girlfriend.”
 
   “Hang on,” said Jack, leaning forward suddenly. “I know that name. Cynthia. Pruttley.” He looked off into the distance, and after a few seconds he said, “Right! I’ve met her a couple of times, on the charity circuit.”
 
   It was my turn to look confused. “Charity circuit? Why would she be on the charity circuit? As far as I know, she’s just a regular Jane.”
 
   “And that’s where I met Adam,” Jack said. “He was with her. Or rather, she was with him.”
 
   I frowned. This wasn’t making sense, considering that the folks on the Vegas charity circuit were either uber-successful local business people like Jack, their dolled and plastic spouses, some local politicos, and the occasional celebrity trying to bolster their image.
 
   Adam wasn’t earning enough to afford the lifestyle that went with the charity circuit – the endless large donations and the over-priced “charity” tickets and auctions. Not to mention the expensive lunches and dinners with the other members of that circuit, to make sure you kept getting invited. “Where exactly did you meet them? How often?”
 
   “Oh, you know.” Jack shrugged. “Here and there, at all those charity galas and silent auctions and stuff.”
 
   I sipped my decaf thoughtfully. “Did you know them well?”
 
   “No, but I met them a few times. Claire Bitzer’s Adam’s sister-in-law, right?” I nodded and Jack continued. “Yep, she was usually at those parties, too. And her husband Mike.”
 
   I was impressed. “How do you remember all those names? And when do you even have time to go to these things?”
 
   Jack smiled. “You gotta make time to network. And I just… kinda remember people.”
 
   “Hmm,” I said, helping myself to some more blueberry pancake. “What’s Claire like? Her dad’s someone rich, right? Joe Something.”
 
   “Joe Stephanopoulis.” Jack signaled the waitress to refill our decafs, and said, “He’s in the construction business here. Definitely rolling in it. Ambitious and ruthless as hell, and Claire’s picked up those traits off her dad.”
 
   “She doesn’t seem to have any bad press at all.”
 
   “That’s because she’s smart. She doesn’t do anything stupid, works hard at her job. In another four years, she’ll probably be in Washington.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   Jack shrugged. “Not really. She seems nice enough. Friendly, decent, seems to really care about residents here, far as I can tell.”
 
   I nodded. “And what about Adam Bitzer and Cynthia Pruttley? What’d you think of them?”
 
   Jack eyed the remaining pancakes carefully, and took a forkful. “You can have the rest,” he said. “I think I’m full. Adam – he seemed ok, I suppose. A bit quiet, but seemed friendly enough. Cynthia was–” I got the feeling he was about to say “pretty” or “gorgeous” or something equally complimentary, but he stopped mid-sentence and went on to say, “Tall, thin and blonde. Seemed like a social butterfly – knew a bunch of people on the circuit, and always seemed to enjoy herself at these things.”
 
   I nodded and polished off the plate. Jack didn’t seem to know anything else about these people, so we talked about random things for a little while, and after a slightly awkward goodbye, I headed home.
 
   Nanna wasn’t there when I entered my condo, but there was a note from her, informing me that she’d had dinner with Ian and Nathan, and was now out playing poker with Nathan. I was too exhausted to care, and went lights out as soon as I hit my sofa.
 
   At some point in the night, I heard voices near my front door. 
 
   “The Texans are always the easiest to win off,” Nanna was saying in a hoarse whisper.
 
   “It was great,” said Nathan, “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
 
   There was a muffled sound that was suspiciously like a kiss, and I felt my eyes widening. It was tempting to jump up, switch on the lights and yell, “What’s going on in here?!” annoyed-parent style, but it seemed like too much effort.
 
   The next thing I knew, my alarm was going off, the place smelled like scrambled eggs and coffee, and light was streaming in through the window.
 
   Time to drag myself up and go chat with Claire Bitzer. 
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty 
 
    
 
   By the time I’d showered and changed, Ian had wormed his way into my condo and was digging into the scrambled eggs and bacon that Nanna had made me.
 
   Nanna noticed the way I was glaring at Ian’s plate, and quickly said, “There’s more on the stovetop for you.”
 
   “What’re you doing here, anyway?” I asked Ian, as I grabbed my own plate.
 
   “Nanna invited me in,” he said. “Isn’t this breakfast great? Why don’t you make scrambled eggs and bacon?”
 
   “Because it takes effort,” I grumbled, digging into my food. “But really, why are you here?”
 
   “I thought you might be asleep,” Ian said. “I know you had a late shift and I didn’t want you to miss the appointment.”
 
   I looked at my scrambled eggs thoughtfully. “Ok,” I conceded. “I suppose you’ve got a good reason to be here.”
 
   As we drove over to Claire’s Summerlin house, Ian said, “We need to impress her. State Senator and all that – maybe she’ll want to hire us, later. Or maybe she’ll have colleagues who’ll need a PI. And her dad’s rich – maybe he’ll want to hire us.”
 
   There might not be an “us” pretty soon. But I didn’t feel like dampening his enthusiasm, so I said nothing, other than a brief warning that he should behave himself.
 
   Claire Bitzer’s house was a low, Californian bungalow with a lush garden in front. It was obvious that she had a regular gardener in, to maintain all those tropical plants she had out front, and I felt a pang of jealousy that I didn’t have a green thumb. Inside, the living room where we sat was tastefully decorated in shades of white, with white sofas and a cream rug that must’ve needed daily vacuuming. The white was offset by bright orange and green cushions, and the walls displayed artwork by local Nevada artists.
 
   Claire followed my glance and said, “I do think it’s important to support the local economy.” 
 
   I nodded in agreement, even though I’d never be able to afford one of those paintings. Unless Jack stole one for me. 
 
   “I hear you might be on your way to Washington, soon,” I said, and Claire shrugged modestly.
 
   “I don’t really care where I work,” she said. “As long as I can do my bit to help folks here in Nevada.” 
 
   “How long’ve you been in politics?” Ian asked, and Claire smiled at him.
 
   “Feels like forever. But it’s only been a few years, now. I used to work for my dad, but I realized pretty fast that my heart’s not in all that money-making. I’d rather help people out.”
 
   I smiled politely, even though something about her rubbed me the wrong way. I was probably just jealous – she had a gorgeous house, the kind I’d never be able to afford, and she was pretty, in a classical, tasteful way, all bobbed blonde hair and subtle pearl earrings. She was friendly enough, but I couldn’t help feeling that there was a big gulf between us – she’d been born into great wealth and made amazing use of the opportunities she’d been given. Not many people I know would turn down a money-making career just to help people out, and not many people I knew would be able to afford to turn down said money-making career. Except for Jack, of course, but he’s not someone I should know.  
 
   “I’m sorry to hear about your nanna,” she said to me. “But I can’t believe the police wouldn’t do their jobs properly.”
 
   “You’d be surprised,” I said lightly. Of course, as a politician, she would defend the cops.
 
   Ian said, “Tiffany’s solved a lot of cases where the cops got it wrong. They’re understaffed, so sometimes they jump to wrong conclusions.”
 
   “Oh?” said Claire, looking at me politely. “I thought you were new to being a PI.”
 
   I watched her carefully, wondering if I’d heard the hint of disapproval, or whether it was just my neurosis. I’d probably heard it, I decided. Claire seemed like a goody two-shoes, and naïve to boot. She probably thought that PIs didn’t have any work these days, other than tailing around unfaithful spouses.
 
   “Tiffany might not have been working that long,” Ian said quickly. “But she’s really good. She solved the Ethan Becker murder, even though that was a really tough case. And she cracked a murder case the cops’d given up on. And a bunch of other smaller cases, of course. We can’t mention them because of confidentiality, but Tiffany’s really, really good. And discreet.”
 
   He’d all but handed out a brochure saying, “Tell your friends,” and I frowned at him.
 
   “Ian,” I said warningly, “You know I’m not that good.”
 
   “She’s the best,” said Ian staunchly. “She’s just being polite.”
 
   “Well, I’m convinced,” said Claire, smiling at him. “Her nanna’s lucky to have helping out.”
 
   Once again, I was sure I’d heard a hint of condescension. Was she implying that Nanna was a criminal? And that even if I wasn’t an experienced PI, some help was better than none?
 
   “Speaking of helping out,” I said quickly, before Ian could start another litany about how great I was, “tell me about Adam. Were you two close?”
 
   “Not particularly,” she admitted. “We met every once in a while for family dinners, but my job’s pretty crazy and I don’t get to socialize as much as I’d like.”
 
   “What do state senators do, exactly?”
 
   Claire smiled. “You would not believe it – there’s so much work involved. I’m usually at work by now.” I glanced at the clock – it was only a quarter to eight. “There’s a bunch of correspondence involved, keeping in touch with constituents and that kind of stuff. And there’s a lot of legislation I need to vote on, and there’re bills I need to decide on or try to pass. Right now, I’m working on a bill that’ll help in-need families save more assets. So I need to gather support for those bills, and that means talking with groups like The Women’s Network of Attorneys and The Rotary Club. And I need to research things, be briefed on a lot of things, attend a lot of meetings, and of course, there’s senate legislation. And then, at the end of the day, I need to go to a lot of networking parties, keep in touch with people.”
 
   “Wow,” I said. “It sounds terrible.”
 
   Claire smiled. “It’s exhausting, but it’s worth it. At least, I hope it is.”
 
   I laughed politely, admiring her resolve to help people out. Most of us just complain about politics – Claire was actually doing something about it. “Speaking of networking,” I said, “I heard Adam liked to go to a lot of these charity events. Did you ever run into him there?”
 
   She nodded. “Quite often. He and that beautiful girlfriend of his went to these things a fair bit.”
 
   “Cynthia Pruttley,” I prompted, and she nodded.
 
   “Yes, that’s the one.”
 
   “Any idea why Adam went to all these parties? As far as I know, he wasn’t earning all that much money, and it’s not like he’s got family money.”
 
   Cynthia twisted her lips and shrugged. “Sorry, I can’t help you there. Maybe he was helping out with the charities and didn’t have to pay for those tickets and things?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.” If he’d been volunteering at a charity, his mother would’ve added it to the list of reasons why he was a saint. Still, it might be worth calling her and checking up.
 
   I went through the rest of my questions, and got the typical responses in return. Once again, I learnt that Adam didn’t seem to have any enemies, he did seem quite friendly, and he hadn’t seemed any different in the weeks before he’d been killed. No, she had no idea what he’d been doing in the office so late at night, and she didn’t know anything about “red roses.”
 
   Finally, I asked her how her trip to DC had been.
 
   “Good,” she said. “I met with a couple of people and I think we’ve really progressed on some matters.”
 
   “When did you get there?” 
 
   “Flew out late last Sunday night, and then I flew back this Saturday. Mike’s still in Nebraska. We went to the airport together last week, but caught flights in opposite directions.”
 
   I smiled. “What about Mike? What’s he like?”
 
   “Just the best husband in the world,” Claire said. “We’ve been hoping for kids, but it doesn’t seem like that’ll happen. The two of us are really happy together and I’m just so glad I married him.”
 
   “Is his job as crazy as yours?”
 
   “It’s nuts in a different way. I think that’s why we got together in the first place – we both want to help people, and Mike’s way of doing that is to help people who are ill.”
 
   I nodded, unable to think of anything else to ask, and glanced at Ian, who’d been pretty quiet and well-behaved during the interview.
 
   “Well, I guess that’s it,” I said, fishing out a card from my bag and placing it on Claire’s shiny white coffee table, on top of the big book about historic Las Vegas. “Call me if you think of anything.”
 
   “Of course,” she said, with a friendly smile. 
 
   I always have this conversation when I’m leaving. People always say they’ll call, but they never do. I couldn’t depend on Claire to tell me anything new – I could only hope that my conversation with Cynthia Pruttley would reveal something. Anything. 


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-One 
 
    
 
   Nanna was fast asleep when I got back to my condo, and I decided that a nap wasn’t such a bad idea. I fell asleep as soon as I hit the pillow, and before I knew it, my cell phone alarm was going off, and there were five voicemail messages waiting for me.
 
   The first was from my mother, asking me why I wasn’t picking up, and what was Nanna up to? The second was from my friend Emily, asking me if we were still on for cocktails this afternoon. The next three were all from Natasha, with info about Adam’s friends. His three closest friends were Charlie Stiggins, a cop; Barry Wardle, a marketing exec at a construction company; and Johann Tappley, who’d got married and moved away to Canada a few months back.
 
   I wrote down their names and numbers, and after a brief chat with my mother about how Nanna was doing, I called Charlie Stiggins.
 
   “I suppose I could talk to you,” he said, his tone implying that he’d much rather not. “But I’m sure the LVMPD’s already done a thorough investigation.”
 
   I ignored the last part of what he’d said. “Great! When can I come by to talk to you?”
 
   There was a pause, and then he said, “If you’ve got to come along, I guess you might as well come today. Might as well get it over with.” He made it sound like a tooth extraction. “I’ve got a bit of free time before lunch.”
 
   I glanced at the clock. It was only eleven. “I’ll be there in a couple of minutes.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   My next call was to Johann Tapley, who picked up after a few rings and told me that he was bored stiff in Montreal, and hadn’t been back to Vegas since he’d left. 
 
   “It’s an eight month contract with the company here,” he told me regretfully. “I couldn’t even get time off to go to Adam’s funeral.”
 
   I murmured my condolences for having to work for such a strict company, grabbed the company’s name (Invicta Oil and Holdings), hung up, and Googled their contact details. I made a quick phone call to the company’s “employment enquiries” number, and got routed through to an HR lady who informed that Johann had, indeed, gone to work every single day for the last six months.  
 
   My final call was to Barry Wardle, whose voicemail informed me that he wasn’t in his office at the moment, but if I’d like to leave my name and number, he’d call me straight back. So I did just that, fixed my makeup, grabbed my large black tote, and went over to Ian’s condo.
 
   “We’re going to speak with Adam’s friend Charlie,” I told him, and let him trail after me happily.
 
   Detective Charlie Stiggins met us in one of the tiny LVMPD conference rooms, usually reserved for suspects and witnesses giving statements. It was white, with little bits of color, but the complete opposite of Claire’s warm white sitting room. This room was about half, or maybe a third, the size of Claire’s room, and it was as sterile as any space could be. The walls were shiny, the lights bright, and the chairs hard.
 
   “We go way back,” Charlie told us. “Adam and I went to high school together. Can’t believe someone shot him.”
 
   We asked him all the questions we asked everyone else, but once again, we got the same answers. Adam had no enemies, hadn’t acted any differently before he’d been killed, and Charlie had no idea what “red roses” could’ve meant to Adam.
 
   “I’m sorry it’s your nanna who’s accused,” he told me, not sounding very sorry. “But all the evidence points to her, right now.”
 
   “It’s not her,” I told him. “I know her better than anyone else here, and I know she’s nuts, but she’d never kill anyone. I don’t think she’s even owned a gun, or shot one, ever.”
 
   Charlie shook his head slightly. “Whoever it is, we’ll get justice soon. We don’t need an inexperienced PI messing round with stuff.”
 
   He looked at me, his face a polite blank, and I tried not to blow up in anger.
 
   We left, feeling worse for having talked to him, and ran into Elwood just before exiting the building.
 
   “Your nanna’s not mad at me, is she?” he asked, and I scowled.
 
   “She should be. You should be ashamed of yourself, arresting an innocent woman like that.”
 
   He shrunk back, knowing better than to defend himself, and said, “Well, if there’s something else going on, I’m sure you’ll uncover it. Even though you never found out who stole that Van Gogh, did you?”
 
   I narrowed my eyes. I had, actually, found out all I wanted to know about that theft, but I was sworn to secrecy, so I held my tongue.
 
   “How’s your wife?” I asked, instead, and Elwood stared at the ground.
 
   “I don’t know. Counseling’s not going so well. She doesn’t seem to want to get back together.”
 
   My anger disappeared. “I’m sorry. Maybe you could try sending her flowers? Does she like roses?”
 
   “I don’t know,” Elwood said, looking from me to Ian. “Do you think she’ll like roses?”
 
   I shrugged. “I don’t see why not. Try sending her a big bouquet – maybe some nice red roses.”
 
   He nodded. “Sounds like a plan.”
 
   When we got back to the condo, it smelled like roast chicken. Nanna had made us lunch, and we gobbled up the chicken, mashed potatoes and a tiny bit of the salad, before Ian and I rushed out again to talk to Cynthia Pruttley. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
    
 
   Cynthia Pruttley was certainly very beautiful. She had delicate, waif-life features, and light blond hair that framed her face. Her features were dainty and, as everyone had already told us, she was tall and slim. Ian became tongue-tied as we introduced ourselves in the café below her office, and she ordered herself “lunch.” It wasn’t lunch; it was a tiny green decoration.
 
   “I’m sorry for your loss,” I said, jumping straight in. “I’m really grateful you made time to meet us.”
 
   She made a big show of looking at her slim, gold watch. It matched the buttons on her white blouse, and she said, “This is my lunch break. I’ve only got a few minutes.”
 
   “Oh,” I said. “Are you having a busy day at work?”
 
   She nodded wordlessly, and I didn’t believe her. She looked like she spent all day playing Solitaire.
 
   “Ok then,” I said, “I won’t waste your time. What can you tell me about Adam?”
 
   She shrugged and nibbled her food. “Not much.”
 
   I waited for her to say something else, and when she didn’t, I said, “What was he like?”
 
   She shrugged again. “Pretty nice, I guess. I’m sad he died.”
 
   “You were together a while.”
 
   She looked at me and smiled. “Yes.”
 
   It was like pulling teeth, but I kept my polite smile. “What did you like best about him?”
 
   She looked off thoughtfully into the distance. “He was nice,” she said, finally. “Really nice to me.”
 
   “Did you two share any hobbies?” She shook her head, no. “What did you do for fun?”
 
   She shrugged. “We went out to eat and stuff.”
 
   “Did you go to charity galas?”
 
   “Yeah.” She nodded. “Those were ok. Fancy. I made friends with a bunch of women there.”
 
   “Right. Did Adam volunteer at those charities?”
 
   She gave me a confused look. “How do you mean?”
 
   “Like, did he… umm, help out? Spend time with them raising money, or building houses for the homeless, or whatever?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, of course not. Adam had no time for all that. And these are mostly arts’ charities.”
 
   “So how’d he go to the galas?”
 
   Cynthia looked at me like I was stupid. “By paying money, of course. He paid for the tickets and that stuff.”
 
   “How much did the tickets cost?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but it was usually a few grand per ticket, and then a couple of grand more in donations.”
 
   “Right,” I said. “But he wasn’t making much money at his job.”
 
   She tilted her head. “I don’t know how much he made. But he made enough to treat me well. And to go to these galas. We went all the time.”
 
   “So he bought you lots of gifts?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Jewelry, nice dinners, cruises, holidays. Flowers. A new iPad. Perfume, lingerie, the usual. I’d never be with a man who didn’t take care of me.”
 
   “You deserve it,” Ian piped up.
 
   This was the first time I’d heard him speak during the whole conversation, and Cynthia smiled graciously at him. “Thanks, sweetheart.”
 
   “I feel the same way about women,” Ian went on. “Ever since I became I dot-com millionaire, I’ve always treated women like princesses.”
 
   Cynthia looked at him, confused. “I thought you were a PI?”
 
   “It’s just something I do for fun,” Ian said. “Just spending money is boring. So, what else do you like to do?”
 
   “Well, I party a little,” Cynthia said. “I live in Vegas, right? Might as well take advantage of it.”
 
   “Of course,” Ian said, and I kicked him under the table before he could make an awkward pass at her.
 
   Ian didn’t seem to get what I meant and said, “Were you and Adam happy together?”
 
   “Yes.” Cynthia nodded. “He was always busy and stuff, but I was happy with him.”
 
   “What didn’t you like about Adam?” Ian asked.
 
   “Well.” She took a delicate sip of water. “He was always working late and busy. It would’ve been nice if he’d spent more time with me. But I guess that’s why he earned the big bucks.”
 
   “Hmm,” I said noncommittally, and Ian jumped in with our standard questions. 
 
    “Well, thanks for your help,” I said, getting ready to leave, as we hadn’t learnt anything new. Ian beat me to the finish line.
 
   “This is my card,” he said. “Call me if you ever need anything. Or, er, think of anything else to talk about.”
 
   “Sure,” she said, batting her eyelashes at him. “And this is my number.”
 
   She wrote it out on a napkin, and passed it over to him. I looked the other way and tried not to gag.
 
   I was about to drag Ian out with me before he could profess his undying love for Cynthia, when she said, “Oh, I almost forgot.” I turned to look at her again, and she rummaged through her bag. “I brought this for you guys.” 
 
   She handed Ian a bunch of papers, and he unfolded them. “Bank statements.”
 
   “Yep. The cops asked for a bunch of stuff, and they mentioned something about Adam’s financials. So I though you guys might want to go through those.”
 
   I looked at her, surprised and pleased by her forethought. “That’s really nice of you,” I said. “I appreciate that.”
 
   “Yes,” Ian chimed in. “You’re so smart to have remembered this. Beauty and brains.”
 
   Cynthia shrugged modestly. “I just hope it has something useful in there.”
 
   So did I. 
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
    
 
   The first thing I saw when I walked into my condo was Nanna, sitting huddled around a laptop with her “boyfriend.”
 
   “We’re practicing a poker simulation game,” Nanna told me. “You don’t mind that I invited him over, do you?”
 
   “No, of course not.”
 
   I couldn’t get over my suspicion that Nathan was a con-man or had some deep, dark, secret, and I didn’t really like seeing him in my condo. But I didn’t want to sound like a disapproving old biddy.
 
   “I’ve got to talk to Tiffany privately,” Ian said. “Maybe we should go over to my condo.”
 
   I gave Nathan a look, and he immediately said, “Maybe I should get going.”
 
   “No, stay,” Nanna said. “Tiffany’s going out soon anyway, aren’t you, dear?”
 
   I nodded, wondering why her memory was still so sharp, and headed over to Ian’s place.
 
   As usual, the moment I stepped into Ian’s place, I spent a few seconds being overwhelmed by the adolescence of the décor. This was what happened when a man had too much money, too little taste, and nobody to “impress” their views of interior design on him; shelf after shelf of “collectable” action figures, dingy curtains and a carpet that seemed to have never met a vacuum cleaner.And, of course, the innumerable posters screaming about Star Wars, Wonder Woman and unheard-of characters who were either robotic or super-human.
 
   “What did you want to talk about?” I said. “I need to head out for drinks with Emily in a few minutes.”
 
   “Can I come?”
 
   I frowned. “No. It’s a girls’ thing. Besides, I don’t want you hitting on her.”
 
   “I wouldn’t hit on her.” 
 
   Ian looked dejected and I said, “Are you really going to give Cynthia Pruttley a call?”
 
   “I don’t see why not.”
 
   “We’re investigating her. She might be a suspect.”
 
   “Nah. She wasn’t even here when Adam died. But maybe you’re right. I shouldn’t date anyone from the investigation till it’s over.”
 
   He looked proud of himself, as though he’d just remembered an Investigations Rule from one of the cop shows he watches, and I smiled to myself.
 
   “What did you want to talk about?” I repeated.
 
   Ian sat down on his dirty, printed sofa, and cleared the coffee table of its stash of various magazines and remotes. “We should have a quick look at those bank statements before you set out.”
 
   My phone pinged, and I checked the text. It was from Stone: “Pre-work gun range?”
 
   I dragged a chair closer to the coffee table, texted back, “Can’t. Meeting Emily at Swivel Bar,” and pulled out the papers Cynthia had given me. I hate going through paperwork – it’s usually meaningless, doesn’t turn up anything, and is as boring as listening to my mom tell me all about her friend Jackie’s granddaughter. 
 
   “Maybe we could do this tomorrow,” I suggested, as I handed Ian the papers.
 
   Ian split up the papers and handed me half. “No time like today.”
 
   He was right. If I’d been investigating anything other than this case, I would’ve put it off till tomorrow. But, as it was, I stifled my yawns and pored through the papers. It wasn’t long before strange lines jumped out at me, and when I’d finished my review and looked up at Ian, I knew from his expression that he’d seen something, too.
 
   “You go first,” I said, glancing at my watch. I had ten minutes before I needed to leave.
 
   “All these incoming deposits. $2500 each month from Michelle Ackermann–”
 
   “Plus, $2200 from Rachel Nge and $2500 from Nicole Weiss.”
 
   We looked at each other and I said, “Well now we know where he’s getting the money for all those charity galas and expensive gifts.”
 
   “So what was he, dealing drugs on the side? Being a male prostitute?”
 
   “Maybe he was cheating on his girlfriend with these three women. And they gave him cash.”
 
   “Sounds like prostitution.”
 
   “Hold that thought,” I said, gathering up all the papers and standing up. “I need to run.”
 
   “With those in your bag?” Ian looked at me disapprovingly. “You’re going to work after this, right?”
 
   “Since when did you become my mother?” I frowned, but he had a point. I placed all the statements gingerly on his coffee table. “Don’t lose them.”
 
   “I won’t,” Ian called, as I let myself out and rushed back to my condo.
 
   Thankfully, Nathan was gone by then.
 
   “You drove him out,” Nanna told me. “He’s not an idiot, you know. I don’t know why you’re so harsh on him.”
 
   “I’m not harsh on him,” I called from the bathroom. “You need to be more careful. We don’t know what he wants.”
 
   I didn’t have time to shower, but I topped up my lipstick, added a spritz of deodorant, and stuffed my red and black dealer’s uniform into my big black tote.
 
   “He wants me,” Nanna said. “Why can’t you believe he wants to be my boyfriend?”
 
   “Because twenty-something year olds generally don’t date seventy-something year olds.” I grabbed her in an impulsive hug, suddenly scared that my investigation wasn’t going fast enough. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t,” I called, as I hurried out the door.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
    
 
   Swivel Bar was a half-hour’s walk away from the Strip. It had faded wallpaper, cheesy photos of Sinatra and Elvis, and a karaoke machine that was constantly in use. Even though the martinis were $5 each, the tourists never had any reason to come in here; which was all the more reason why the place was so popular with the before-work and after-work groups of Strip employees. 
 
   Emily and I sat in one the red fake-leather booths at the back. Out of the corner of my eye, I could see a group of men sitting around one of the plastic tables in the middle of the floor, eyeing us and wondering if they should approach. I wasn’t surprised – although she’s never aware of it, Emily has elfish good looks, with her short-cropped dark hair and beautiful, deep eyes. 
 
   Thankfully, the men didn’t gather up the courage to annoy us, so we sipped our club sodas and chatted about our lives. I told her how my investigation was going so far, and she nodded sympathetically, but didn’t offer any help. I was just about to broach the topic of what the cops had learnt, when a deep voice from behind me said, “Mind if I join you ladies?” 
 
   I waited a split second for Emily to chew off the man’s head, but she just smiled up politely, so I turned around, assuming it was my turn to do the honors. 
 
   When I saw who it was, I raised an eyebrow and tried to keep the disapproval out of my voice. “Stone! What’re you doing here?”
 
   He shrugged. “I had some time to kill before an appointment near the Strip. Thought I saw you wander in.”
 
   I glanced at Emily and made a face, before sliding over to make room for Stone. I didn’t believe his story for a second, but I couldn’t see why he’d bother to crash my girly-time with Emily.
 
   Emily and Stone exchanged polite hellos, and then there was an awkward silence for a few seconds.
 
   “Am I interrupting?” Stone asked.
 
   I shook my head. “Not really. I was just telling Emily about the investigation.”
 
   He took a swig of his beer and looked at Emily. “I assume you’ve told her what you guys’ve learnt?”
 
   “Actually,” I said, “I hadn’t asked Emily to tell me. I know the LVMPD takes their secrecy seriously.”
 
   Emily nodded. “Yeah, I could lose my job for talking about an open case. And it’s not even my case.”
 
   “Still,” I said slowly. “Is there anything at all you could tell me? You know I wouldn’t ask if it weren’t for Nanna.”
 
   She looked at me sympathetically. “You know I want to help, Tiff. But I can’t. I really shouldn’t. Besides, there’s not really much to tell.”
 
   “So you’ve taken a peek?” I brightened up a little. If Emily had taken a look, she would’ve told me if she’d found anything serious. I hoped.
 
   Emily sighed. “Yeah, I did have a look at it. But like I said, there’s not much to say.”
 
   “Except for that one thing,” Stone said.
 
   We both turned to look at him in surprise and I said, “What one thing?” and then turned to look at Emily again.
 
   She was watching Stone, slightly puzzled. “How do you know?”
 
   Stone raised an eyebrow. “I have my sources. Besides, word gets around.”
 
   “What one thing?” I repeated, looking from Emily to Stone. 
 
   Emily signaled the waiter, and ordered a martini. We waited for him to leave, and then Emily turned to Stone and said, “I suppose you can tell her.”
 
   “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?” I asked.
 
   “I just found out,” Stone said. “Just stopped by to chat with the guys a little earlier.”
 
   “What guys?” I asked. I needed to know who these blabbermouths were.
 
   “Can’t tell you that. But they tell me what I need to know.”
 
   I looked at Emily, smiled, and tried not to sound accusatory. “Why can’t you tell me what’s going on?”
 
   Emily frowned and looked from me to Stone. “Whoever these guys are that you’ve been talking to, they shouldn’t have been talking about the case.”
 
   Stone shrugged. “Tit for tat, sometimes.”
 
   “Tell me what you’ve learnt,” I said, looking from Stone to Emily, not caring who answered.
 
   Emily’s martini arrived and she took a sip before saying, “The investigation wasn’t a hundred percent thorough. They talked to some people but learnt nothing. That’s why Nanna’s it, simply because she’s the easiest suspect. Although they’ve probably got the case sewn up – she’s got no alibi, her prints are there, and she’s got motive.”
 
   “This is crazy,” I said. “She didn’t do it.”
 
   “I know she didn’t,” Emily said. “But that’s what we’ve got. And I never said this.”
 
   I sighed, and Stone said, “There was something else.”
 
   Emily shook her head. “You tell her.”
 
   I looked at Stone and he said, “They never found his cellphone.”
 
   “How’d you mean?”
 
   “He didn’t have a cellphone on him the night he was killed, and then they just never found his phone. Calls to it go straight to voicemail. His girlfriend says she’s got no idea where it might be, and the cops haven’t managed to track it or anything.”
 
   I looked at Emily and she shrugged. “I’ve got nothing to add.”
 
   “And the guys looking into this didn’t think that was important?”
 
   “It might be,” said Emily warily, “But they couldn’t link this to the murder in any way. He might’ve just let the battery go dead, maybe it’s lost somewhere.”
 
   “I’m sure they went through his office and his house really carefully. So it’s not there.”
 
   “Maybe it’s in the Lost and Found at his work,” Emily said, “Or maybe it just slipped out of his pocket in a cab or a bar somewhere. Just because it can’t be found…”
 
   She let her voice trail off and I glanced at Stone, who looked as impassive as ever.
 
   “It doesn’t mean anything,” I said, almost to myself, “But maybe it does.” 
 
   “Sure,” said Emily. “I guess you could try to look for it. But the department already tried. How do you–”
 
   A balding, slightly overweight man came and stood next to our table, and we all turned, stared, and waited for him to say something stupid.
 
   “Hi,” he said to me. “You’re Tiffany Black, right?”
 
   I knit my eyebrows. “I’m sorry, I’m not sure I…”
 
   “Chris Appleby,” he said, extending his hand across the table. I shook it mechanically. “We met once, a few years back. Your mother invited me over for dinner.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’ve got a pretty bad memory.”
 
   “And I’ve got a great one,” he said. “She served roast beef and you talked about your job as a dealer at The Treasury?” I shook my head. “I’m your nanna’s friend’s son?” Still nothing. “I’m working as her lawyer now, now that she’s accused of that murder?”
 
   Recognition dawned. “Well. Why didn’t you say that in the first place?”
 
   He glanced at the orange-ish drink he was holding sheepishly. “Sorry. I thought you’d remember me.”
 
   “I’ve got a bad memory,” I said apologetically. “Anyway, thanks for stopping by to say ‘hi.’”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, shifting from one foot to another. “That’s the thing. Your nanna told me you were investigating this case, right?” He looked at me and I nodded. “Have you learnt anything?”
 
   “Not yet. But I will, hopefully soon. And then we won’t need your services. No offense, of course.”
 
   “Uh, that’s the thing,” he said nervously, glancing from me to Emily and then back at me. “The court date’s been pushed up. Her trial starts in a fortnight.” 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
    
 
   There were a few seconds of silence, and then I said, “But that’s not possible. Most homicide trials start after two months, and usually it’s longer. Not two weeks. You must’ve made some mistake, maybe you’re thinking about a different trial?”
 
   Chris shook his head. “No. I just got news a few minutes ago. I’ll call up your nanna, and tell her officially, tomorrow.”
 
   The world seemed to spin around, and Emily slid over to make room for Chris to sit down, but he shook his head and muttered something about “needing to get going.”
 
   “Wait!” I said, my voice sounding sharper than I’d intended. I looked at him blankly, and he stared back, waiting for me to say something. I had nothing.
 
   Finally, Stone said, “Why’s the date been pushed forward?”
 
   Chris shook his head. “I don’t know. The DA pulled some strings, I guess.”
 
   I thought of Adam’s friend, Detective Stiggins, and groaned. Had I made things worse by going in to talk to him today? But he couldn’t just push the trial up – although the LVMPD obviously thought they’d got the case all wrapped up. I let my head rest in my hands and wished I could turn back time. But I couldn’t, so the nearest thing I could do was to maybe go see him again tomorrow.
 
   “Any idea why?” Stone was saying, and out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Chris shaking his head.
 
   “This DA’s got some political dreams, I guess, and maybe he thought it’d be an easy win for him. I’m sorry about all this,” he added, looking at me again. “But we’ll try our best.”
 
   “What’s ‘our best?’” I asked, looking up at him desperately. “Have you done many homicide trials?”
 
   He looked down at his drink again and said, “Sure. We do a couple of homicides every now and then.”
 
   “Do you get people off?”
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said, trying to calm me down. “Most of the clients I’ve represented are usually guilty.” I glared at him and he added helpfully, “Sometimes we do plea bargains, though. That can reduce the sentence a bit.”
 
   “To what, ten years? Nanna doesn’t have ten years. She won’t survive in a prison.”
 
   I took a deep breath and stared at Chris. My investigation had turned up nothing so far, and, all of a sudden, I was almost out of time.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Six 
 
    
 
   I’d never before been so detached from reality during a shift. But this shift was like no other – I barely managed to mumble greetings to the players, somehow calculated payouts and dealt cards. All through the night, I wondered what I could do.
 
   First thing on my agenda was to pay Detective Stiggins a visit, to demand to know what was going on. He had some nerve, pushing the trial up. 
 
   Next, I needed to figure out why those payments were coming into Adam Bitzer’s account. The amounts were too random for him to have been dealing drugs, and the other options seemed to whacky. I texted Ian during my 2 a.m. break, asking him to Google the names that showed up on Bitzer’s bank statements, but I didn’t have much hope that he was still awake. At least he’d pushed me into examining the bank statements immediately, instead of putting it off. 
 
   Everyone I’d talked to so far either didn’t know Adam very well, or they had an alibi. I thought about Ian’s contention that maybe Adam had gotten involved in some Mob business, but I couldn’t see how to make the connection. The only person I had yet to talk to was Adam’s brother, and I didn’t have much hope that the conversation would turn up anything.
 
   I was pretty much a wreck by the time my shift ended at 5 a.m. I managed to stumble back to my condo, thankful that at least I’d survived the night without getting fired or bankrupting the casino with payout mistakes. 
 
   Nanna was asleep when I crept into the condo, and I stared at her helpless, sleeping form for a few seconds. She looked so peaceful and blissfully unaware of how close she was to being convicted of a crime she hadn’t committed. And it would all be my fault – all because I hadn’t investigated properly.
 
   I knew I wouldn’t be able to sleep, so I changed out my uniform and into jeans and a t-shirt. I didn’t know what I could possibly do at this hour to help the investigation, but I found myself wandering through the parking lot and over to my car in a zombie-like trance.
 
   Where could I go? Normal people – that is, every single person involved in Adam’s life – would be asleep now. There was nobody I could talk to.
 
   My hands opened the big black tote I always carry, and found my notebook full of notes about this case. I sat in the underground parking lot, flicking through the pages of the notebook, desperately looking for some detail to jump out at me. Nothing did.
 
   I tried to rearrange the details, mentally placing them next to each other in strange permutations and combinations, but still, nothing jumped out.
 
   I found Adam’s address. 59 Winterville Road, Summerlin. I put the notebook away, gripped the steering wheel, and found myself cruising along the freeway in the direction of the dead man’s home.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Seven 
 
    
 
   Summerville is a nice suburb west of the Strip – and by nice, I mean expensive.
 
   I meandered along Rampart Boulevard for a bit, before I turned onto Parkville Road, took a couple of turns, and found myself sitting before 59 Winterville Road.
 
   The narrow suburban street was quiet at this hour. I undid my seat belt and sank lower into my seat, expecting the early-morning workers to be heading out pretty soon; it was a little past six. My beat-up old Honda Accord didn’t quite fit in with all the shiny BMWs and Mercs on this block, but it didn’t stand out too much, either – or at least I hoped. Either way, I was staying put. I didn’t know why I was here, but something had told me to drive over. Besides, I couldn’t think of anything better to do, and at least this felt like I was taking action. 
 
   A jogger ran past my car, earphones in, panting heavily. I froze and didn’t breathe again until she crossed in front of my car, oblivious to her surroundings. This was the kind of place where you could afford to be oblivious to the world around you at 6 a.m. in the morning – the houses on either side of the street were almost identical, with their beige, double-storied facades and perfectly manicured, tiny pieces of lawn. 
 
   I imagined that the people living here were also pretty identical – men who went to work wearing dark suits, and women who either stayed at home with their perfectly manicured nails, or went to artsy, creative jobs. There were no signs of any children living here, but I supposed there must be; maybe the parents kept the kids’ messes confined to the backyard and other parts of the house that visitors weren’t meant to see. Or maybe they all had nannies, and the kids themselves were perfectly behaved little angels.
 
   A few minutes later, lights started switching on in the houses nearby. Numbers 57, 53 and number 56 all had lights on in a few rooms, but number 59, where Adam had lived, was still dark. Half an hour later, traffic started to trickle out – a garage door opened here and there, and cars began to crawl away to offices. There was still no movement from Adam’s house.
 
   And then, a few minutes later, a light switched on at number 59. I blinked and sat up straighter. I needed some kind of well thought-out strategy. Or any strategy. Which, of course, I didn’t have. I smoothed down my hair with my hands, and hoped I didn’t look too crazed. I didn’t really know what I was going to do, or why, but maybe I could speak with Cynthia before she went into work – at the very least, I could ask her what those names on Adam’s bank statements meant.
 
   The door to number 59 cracked open, and I leaned forward, ready to step out and accost Cynthia before she left for the day. And then someone stepped out, but it wasn’t Cynthia.
 
   It was a man, an average-looking, dark-haired, medium-height man. He stepped out, turned around, leaned forward to give someone – I presumed, Cynthia – a quick kiss, before striding towards a dark green BMW, parked on the other side of her driveway. 
 
   The door to number 59 closed softly, and I sat in my car, blinked in surprise and waited for the BMW to drive off. The man looked vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t remember where I’d seen him. Maybe I’d seen him at The Treasury, or he’d been one of the gamblers last night. But more likely, since he was here with Cynthia, I must’ve come across him during my investigation. I’d been telling the truth when I’d told Chris, Nanna’s lawyer and my once-upon-a-date, that I had a terrible memory.
 
   I flattened myself lower in my car until the BMW drove off, and then I gave him a few more seconds, just to make sure he wasn’t coming back. I stepped out, walked gingerly up to the front door, and knocked loudly.
 
   “Hey, honey, did you forget so–” 
 
   Cynthia’s voice filtered out through the heavy, wooden door, and then she opened it and stared at me, slack-jawed, her words trailing off into nothingness.
 
   She was wearing a fluffy white bathrobe, her hair and skin looking perfect despite the ungodliness of the hour. I glared at her and stepped inside without an invitation.
 
   Inside, the house was just like all the other project homes I’ve been in, with its eggshell-white walls and dark brown carpeting, the tiny foyer where we stood leading on towards a large living area with a dining area beyond. 
 
   Cynthia’s tastes as an interior designer were showing through despite the blandness of the architecture. In the dim light, I could make out oversized black-and-white photographs in gilt-edged frames, dark blue, velvety sofas, and a giant, white sheepskin rug lying on the floor like a massive pond of fluffy softness.
 
   I looked back at Cynthia and said softly, “What the hell is going on? Adam’s only been dead a couple of days.”
 
   “It’s not what it looks like,” she said, finally finding her tongue. “Greg was just over – we just…”
 
   “It looks you got with some guy as soon as Adam died and, for all I know, you were cheating on Adam the whole time.”
 
   “No, of course not.” She shook her head. “I was always faithful. And I just met Greg yesterday – there was a memorial service at Adam’s work, and I met Greg, and, you know…”
 
   I stared at her. Right. So that’s why the man looked so familiar – Greg. He was one of the men I’d interviewed at Verdant Wealth. He’d been some kind of portfolio manager, and he’d given the same answers as everyone else at the time, so I hadn’t thought much of him at all. 
 
   “Wow,” I said. “I don’t believe this.”
 
   Cynthia narrowed her eyes. “Why are you being so judgmental?”
 
   “I’m not,” I said slowly. “It’s just that, if you’re not such a loving girlfriend…” I let myself think out loud. “Then for all I know, you killed Adam. Or arranged for it.”
 
   She made a snorting noise and glanced at the oversized, Art Deco style bronze clock on the wall behind me. “I need to get to work and I don’t have time for this.”
 
   “Well, I’m running out of time to find out who killed Adam, so I don’t have time to not get answers.” 
 
   I crossed my arms and looked at her intently. By now, she’d overcome the shock of seeing me at the door, and looked as calm and collected as ever.
 
   She headed through the living area and into a shiny, chrome and white kitchen, where she pulled out a mug and switched on a pod coffee machine.
 
   “I don’t know what you want,” she said to me. “I had nothing to do with Adam’s death. While he was alive, I loved him; I had no idea he’d been cheating on me. Well, I suspected, of course, but he always denied it.”
 
   “He was cheating on you?”
 
   “Yeah. Why else d’you think he’d always pretend to be working late? And I bought it, too.”
 
   “So… you only just found out that he was cheating on you?”
 
   “Yeah, can you believe it?” She inserted a pod, positioned her mug and pressed a button. A stream of dark liquid poured into her mug. “I feel like such an idiot.”
 
   “This is the first I’m hearing of it,” I said honestly. “What makes you think he was cheating on you?”
 
   “Well, the late nights, for one,” Cynthia said, removing the mug and discarding the used coffee pod. “He’d always say he was working late – at least once or twice a week. And then yesterday I learnt that he’s never worked late.”
 
   “Right.” I nodded. Adam’s boss, Clark, had already told me that. “But just because he was out late, doesn’t mean he was cheating on you.”
 
   “And then all those payments. From those women.” Cynthia looked at me and shook her head. “I’d never gone through his bank statements before. But I heard the cops saying something about ‘pulling financials,’ so I got curious and found his old bank statements lying around. I gave you a copy, right?” I nodded. “So you saw those too, right?”
 
   I nodded again and pursed my lips. Things weren’t looking good for Adam. If he’d been alive, he would’ve been in store for a massive fight with Cynthia. I wondered if she’d leave him, or… maybe she’d kill him, out of rage and jealousy. The possibility was still there, but as I watched her sipping her coffee and glancing at the microwave clock, the idea seemed preposterous to me. 
 
   Adam’s co-worker, Sharon, had been right: Cynthia was too logical to do anything stupid. Even sleeping with Adam’s co-worker didn’t seem like such a bad idea when you looked at it from a certain angle. Greg was probably a decent, stable guy with a good income – someone who could take care of Cynthia now that Adam wasn’t here. Better Greg than Ian. 
 
   And besides, Cynthia had been in LA when Adam had been killed.
 
   I felt the air escaping my body, leaving me feeling like a deflated balloon. That coffee Cynthia was drinking sure smelled good. I could do with some coffee, and maybe some cupcakes, and maybe a couple of hours sleep.
 
   “I’ll be in touch if I think of anything else,” I said, and Cynthia shrugged.
 
   It was tempting to head straight back to my condo, but there was something else I needed to do first. 
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Eight 
 
    
 
   My phone pinged with a text while I was on the road, and as soon as I’d parked, I checked it. It was Nanna, asking where I was. I texted back, “Hiding from u & Nathan,” and looked around the car park.
 
   There were already a dozen or so cars here, and I wondered what kind of jobs these people had that they needed to come in so early. I presumed they were mostly people with bad marriages who were hiding from their spouses.
 
   For the umpteenth time in one week, I went up to the offices of Verdant Wealth Solutions.
 
   The sliding doors were unlocked, and only one person – a young woman with French-braided hair – was sitting in the open-plan office area, typing away busily on her computer. Voices drifted out from the communal kitchen, interspersed with happy laughter, and I headed that way.
 
   Greg was standing there, along with three of his co-workers, and they were all doubling over with laughter at something. The laughter stopped when they saw me, and a middle-aged woman with cappuccino-colored skin and glamorous, wavy hair said, “It’s nice to see you again.”
 
   She didn’t seem all that pleased to see me, really, and her tone was more inquisitive than polite or happy.
 
   “You too,” I said to her, wishing I was better with names. “I really appreciate that you all helped out with our investigations the other day.” Greg was looking studiously away from me, eying his coffee like it might start bubbling over with hot lava any minute now. “Greg, could we have a word in private, please?”
 
   The other three Verdant Wealth employees glanced at Greg and then at each other, and Greg smiled at me politely. “Of course. Anything I can help with.”
 
   As we walked towards one of the tiny conference rooms, I said, “I’m sorry I couldn’t make it to the memorial service here, yesterday. I heard it was nice.”
 
   “Yeah,” Greg said. “It was pretty well done.”
 
   We were in the conference room now, and I closed the door and looked at Greg. I could see the doubt in his eyes, and I said, “Did you do anything fun last night?”
 
   He stared down at the small conference table and sighed. “You know.”
 
   “Of course I know,” I said, anger starting to bubble up inside me again. I could feel myself wasting time, could just about hear the clock ticking away, but this interview had to be done. “What happened?”
 
   He looked at me and shrugged. “It was just one of those things, you know. We got talking afterwards, she said how Adam worked late, I said, no he never did, she got it in her head that he’d been cheating on her and then I told her he’d been an idiot. And then one thing led to another.”
 
   He smiled, the memory of the previous night making his eyes glow with happiness and pride. So far, Adam’s death seemed to have worked out well for everyone other than Nanna.
 
   “Had you ever met her before this?”
 
   He shook his head. “No, you asked me before. She never really came to office things, and I didn’t know Adam socially, so…”
 
   “Where were you on Friday night at around midnight?”
 
   He looked at me in surprise. “So now just sleeping with someone makes a guy a suspect?”
 
   I shrugged, trying to keep the annoyance out of my voice. “Everyone’s a suspect.”
 
   He rolled his eyes. “For what it’s worth, I was at Smith’s Pub with a bunch of my friends. You can ask them. Or the guys at the pub.”
 
   “I will,” I said crossly, knowing that he was telling the truth. “Is there anything else you can tell me? Anything at all?”
 
   Greg looked at me sympathetically. “I’m afraid not.”
 
   “Did Cynthia tell you anything interesting? About Adam, I mean,” I added quickly; I didn’t want to hear about her pillow talk.
 
    He shook his head. “No, we didn’t really talk about Adam.” I looked at him, trying to think of anything else to say, and he said, “Look, actually, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t tell anyone else about this.”
 
   “Who would I tell?” He shrugged, and I said, “You don’t have a girlfriend, do you? Oh no, wait, you’re married.”
 
   He shook his head. “No, I’m none of those. It’s just… it seems a bit – you know, tacky, getting with her after the memorial service.”
 
   I snorted. “Yeah, you got that right.” I was about to leave, when curiosity struck and I said, “Are you going to see her again?”
 
   Greg looked off to the right and shrugged modestly. “I don’t know. I mean, she seems nice and all, but – I don’t know.”
 
   I nodded and left. Cynthia might still wind up going out with Ian, but that was the least of my concerns, right now.
 
   All of a sudden, there were a bunch of loose ends around Adam’s death – there were at least six women who’d been paying him money every month, and I needed to chase down all these leads. With my luck, they’d probably lead to nothing, but still…
 
   I barely escaped the peak hour traffic and made it back to my condo without wishing death and destruction upon all the other drivers on the road. All I wanted to do was to grab a few hours’ sleep, and then maybe get a coffee, and maybe some breakfast, or lunch, depending on when I woke up. I had completely forgotten about the plans I’d made earlier.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Twenty-Nine 
 
    
 
   “Where’ve you been?” Nanna asked, the instant I walked in through my door. “I was worried you’d forgotten all about our plans.”
 
   I dropped my bag down onto the floor and stared at her blankly. “What plans?”
 
   She groaned disapprovingly. “Steven Machhione’s coming over at ten.” I continued to look at her blankly. “You know, Steven? My friend who’s worked with the, you know,” – two furious head jerks – “as an enforcer for a bit?”
 
   It was my turn to groan and Nanna said, “You told me you wanted to meet with him.”
 
   I plopped down onto the couch and let my head sink into my hands. “I did say that. But why did I say ten?”
 
   “You didn’t,” said Nanna. “You said you’d make time whenever, and then Steven said ten worked best for him. You need to go improve your memory. Maybe do some Sudoku, or something, in your free time.”
 
   I glared at her weakly, unable to summon up much enthusiasm for the day that loomed out before me like a long stretch of harsh summer.
 
   “You should get some sleep,” Nanna told me. “You look terrible.”
 
   “Thanks.”
 
   I continued sitting right where I was, my brain unable to process what I should do next. 
 
   Nanna tugged at my arm weekly. “Come on. Get to bed, and I’ll wake you up in an hour and a half. That way you’ll have time to shower and eat something before Steven comes over.”
 
   I got up mutely, headed over to my bed, and crashed down hard into a dream-free slumber.
 
   True to her word, Nanna woke me up in an hour and a half. “Why are you yelling?” I asked her, sitting up in bed and feeling grumpy with the world. “You could’ve just called me softly.”
 
   “I did that. I called softly and then I nudged you and poked you and yelled a little and then I had to yell loudly. I was just about to try throwing water on you.”
 
   “I had no idea you could yell so loud.”
 
   “I have lots of skills,” I heard Nanna say, as I stumbled into the bathroom.
 
   A few minutes later, I’d showered, drunk a mug of instant coffee and finished most of the mushroom and cheese omelet Nanna had made me. I felt like I could be coherent for a little while, and said, “What’re your plans for today?”
 
   “Well, I’m going to brunch with Karma and Glenn now.”
 
   “Really? You’re not going to be here to talk with Steven?”
 
   She shook her head. “No, I already made plans with those two.”
 
   “Aren’t they great?” I said slowly. “Glenn seems like a nice guy, right?”
 
   Nanna raised one eyebrow. “Are you trying to set me up? You know Glenn’s dating Karma. And I like her.”
 
   I made an exaggerated jaw-dropping motion. “How can you like her? She’s nuts.”
 
   Nanna shrugged. “She’s fun. When you get to my age, you appreciate the crazies.”
 
   “Yeah, well. At least they’re semi-appropriate for each other.”
 
   “Unlike me and Nathan?”
 
   “Yes,” I said with a sigh, “Unlike you and Nathan.”
 
   Nanna shook her head. “I’ve had a whole lifetime of being with appropriate men. Maybe it’s time I had some fun. Like you and that Jack boy – how come we haven’t seen more of him?”
 
   I frowned at her. “I’m a little busy, you know. What with you being accused for murder and all.”
 
   Nanna made a “pshaw!” gesture, and I felt a heaviness in the pit of my stomach. I hadn’t told her yet that the trial had been moved up, and I was sure the news would come in any moment. Her lawyer would probably call my parents’ house, and of course my mother would have a fit. I didn’t want to be there to witness it.
 
   As if she’d read my mind, Nanna said, “And we’re going over to your parents’ for lunch today. Or did you forget that, too?”
 
   I stared at her and swallowed. 
 
   Nanna made a tut-tutting noise and said something about brain training games that I didn’t quite hear. 
 
   “Anyway,” she said, “I should go down to Karma’s. It’s almost ten, you know.”
 
   I watched her leave, and made myself another mug of coffee. 
 
   ***
 
   The doorbell rang at a quarter past ten, and I opened it to see a chubby man about one inch taller than me. He had a round, pink-cheeked face and tufts of white hair that framed his large bald spot. Even though he was probably over seventy, he was pretty well-dressed, in a sky-blue polo shirt and tan Dockers.
 
   “You must be Tiffany,” he said, holding out his hand. “It’s good to meet you.”
 
   We shook hands and I invited him in, thanking him for his time. “Can I get you anything to drink?” I asked. “I’ve got water, tea, coffee, Coke, and beer.”
 
   “I’ll have a beer,” he said as he settled down on my sofa and caught my amused look. “What’s the point of being retired if you can’t have a drink whenever you want?”
 
   I shook my head mentally, feeling like a bit of a buzz kill, and handed him his drink.
 
   “I really appreciate your talking to me,” I said again, pulling up a chair opposite the sofa and taking a sip of my coffee.
 
   “Anything for Gwenda,” he said. “It sure is stupid how the kids these days don’t even have no common sense. Back in my day…”
 
   He let his voice trail off and I knew what he was thinking. Back in his day, the Mob ruled the city, and everything was so much better. He had the rosy-colored glasses that old folks often wore when they looked back at the past, and I knew better than to interrupt.
 
   “So do you know anything about this murder?” I asked, after I’d given him enough time to ponder on how much better the past was. “Adam Bitzer.”
 
   “Yeah,” he said, “That’s a funny one. I’ve asked around, and I’m sorry to say, nobody knows anything.”
 
   “Are you sure?” I asked tentatively. “Maybe they’re keeping things from you.”
 
   He chuckled gruffly, refusing to take offence. “These young kids, at least some of ‘em, respect you, huh? I asked my fellas and I asked my guys down at the station. Nobody knows nothin’.”
 
   I nodded. “How long have you been living in Vegas for?”
 
   He looked at me in surprise. “Been a while since someone asked me that, you know.” He smiled. “Close to fifty years now, can you believe it? Came down when I was a young stallion, and now look at me.”
 
   “You must like living here,” I said quickly, trying to keep the conversation from getting melancholy. 
 
   “Sure.” Steven shrugged. “Beats livin’ out in the middle of nowhere, and sure beats being dead.” He laughed at his own joke and said, “Yeah, but I travel east now and then, just to see folks back there. Why?”
 
   “Oh, nothing,” I said. “I was just wondering, how you like it here and… that kind of stuff.”
 
   “You know what,” he said, leaning forward, and pointing one chubby finger at me. “You’ll make a hell of a great detective. You know why? Cause you’re curious about people, that’s why. Folks these days, they don’t got no curiosity left. Specially young kids like you, always with their smartphones and their iPads and the computahs… But not you. You’re gonna be good, and Gwenda’s lucky she’s got you helping out.”
 
   I felt my face grow warm and stared down at the carpet. “Ah, thanks,” I said uncomfortably, and wondered if he’d had a drink or two before coming down to my place. His words were just the confidence injection that I needed right then, and I said, “They’re moving the trial up.”
 
   “Huh?” He looked at me in surprise. 
 
   “The murder trial. They’re starting in a fortnight. I haven’t told Nanna yet, but I think her lawyer’ll call her today.”
 
   Steven leaned back against the sofa and took another sip of his beer. “Well, that’s no good,” he said finally.
 
   “No,” I agreed. “So, I guess I should ask you again – did you hear anything at all about the murder? Anything from the cops, or from your own… sources?”
 
   “Yeah, sure.” Steven repeated everything that Emily and Stone had told me about the LVMPD investigation so far, and I tried not to wonder at his “source” in the department who told him everything in such details. All that Steven told me matched up perfectly against what Emily and Stone had told me, and I nodded silently.
 
   “Thanks,” I said when he’d finished. “But do you know anything else?”
 
   He shook his head, no, and I sighed. “I’m not getting anywhere with this investigation.”
 
   “You will, soon,” he said, as though he could will it into happening.
 
   “Do you know anything about Verdant Wealth?” I asked. “My friend thinks they might be doing some Mob work.”
 
    A sly expression slid over Steven’s face, and he nodded. “Yeah.”
 
   My eyebrows shot up. “Really? I had no idea, I didn’t think…” I stared at him and finally said, “How’re they connected?”
 
   “Accounts. Verdant does some accounting for the boys.”
 
   “Right.” I nodded furiously. “And did Adam Bitzer know that?”
 
   “Naw. No-one there knew, ’cept for the one accounts guy and the owner of the place, Clark something.”
 
   “Right.” I continued nodding. “Is there any way at all that Adam might’ve found out?” Steven shook his head. “But what if he had? Maybe he’d discovered something he shouldn’t have known?”
 
   “There’s no way,” Steven said. “No way Adam would find out. These things are taken seriously.”
 
   “Right. Seriously enough to kill for?”
 
   Steven laughed shortly. “Nah, these boys had nothing to do with his death. You think I didn’t look into that? Was the first thing that came into my mind, and no way would I let Gwenda take the fall, if that was the case. But it’s not.”
 
   He leaned back against the sofa again, and I looked at him thoughtfully. Strangely enough, I trusted him, and I trusted his ability to ferret out information. And I even trusted him when he said that he’d never let Nanna take the fall. 
 
   I sighed, and got up to throw away the rest of my coffee. It didn’t taste so good now that it was a little cold. I’d seen a big, fat mirage of hope when Steven had said that Mob had some dealings with Verdant Wealth, and now I felt like that mirage had returned back into its real form as hot, useless desert sand.
 
   “I’m sorry about your nanna,” Steven said, watching me closely. “But I guess there’s not much we can do at this stage. We’ve got a good lawyer, though, if that’ll help.”
 
   “Yeah, it might. What’s his name? Or hers?”
 
   “Jerry Sabatino. The best. Here in Vegas, at least.”
 
   “Thanks.” I let out a soft a sigh. “I’ll keep him in mind.”
 
   “Least I could do,” said Steven, hoisting himself off the sofa. “Hope it doesn’t come to that, though.”
 
   “Yeah, me too.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty 
 
    
 
   Steven had been gone all of five minutes when there was a knock on the door and I opened it to find Ian standing on the other side, looking slightly hurt.
 
   “Who was that?” he said. “Nanna texted me and said you were taking a nap so I didn’t come by earlier, but if you were interviewing a suspect, you should’ve called me. We’re in this together.”
 
   I rolled my eyes and let him in. “I would’ve called, but I was taking a nap and he came by about five minutes after I got up. Anyway, he’s not a suspect, he’s just Nanna’s friend Steve.”
 
   I filled Ian in on everything Steven had told me, and Ian went through the same excitement and then dejection I had gone through when I told him that Verdant Wealth was doing some book-cooking for the Mob, but that Adam’s death had nothing to do with it.
 
   “Now what?” Ian said. “We’re back at the beginning.”
 
   “Almost,” I said. “We’ve still got all those girls as leads. Did you look into that?”
 
   “Yeah, I spent almost all of last night researching them.”
 
   He looked exceedingly happy and I tried not to look too suspicious. “And?”
 
   “And, they’re all really beautiful!” 
 
   I wanted to get a piece of thick wood, maybe half a tree trunk, and bash some sense into Ian’s curly head. But I didn’t. I didn’t grab him by the shoulders and give him a good shake, either. All I did was say, “That’s not really something you should care about. What happened to not dating people you’re investigating?”
 
   Ian gave me a hurt look. “I don’t want to date them. Did I say anything about dating them?”
 
   I shrugged. “Sorry. What’re you getting at? And why don’t you want to date them?”
 
   “Because they’re all married! They’re all married to really rich guys, too. And they go to a lot of those expensive parties.”
 
   “Hmm. Maybe that’s how Adam met them. Maybe he met them there and started to date them. Oh, yeah,” I added. “I forgot to tell you. I talked to Cynthia this morning–”
 
    “When?”
 
   “After my shift.”
 
   “Why didn’t you take me along?”
 
   I frowned at him. “Because it was six o’clock in the morning and you would’ve been fast asleep. I went straight from work.”
 
   “Oh, ok.” He was about to let it go, but then he added, “You could have woken me.”
 
   “Why? So that you can go flirt with her again? Besides, you don’t want to do that. She’s already started sleeping with this other guy from Adam’s work.”
 
   “Damn. I’m too late.”
 
   “Did you not hear me? She met this guy at Adam’s memorial service at Verdant Wealth and then they got together. How tacky is that?”
 
   Ian shook his head morosely. “Smart guy.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “Ian. Listen to me. You do not want to get involved with this woman.”
 
   “Who said anything about getting involved? I could just, you know.” He shrugged, trying to look cool. “Go for something short-term. A fling.”
 
   “Have you ever had a fling? Ever? In your whole life?”
 
   “Just because I haven’t so far doesn’t mean I can’t start.”
 
   “Yes, it does. Anyway, where was I?”
 
   “You went to talk to Cynthia without me.”
 
   I looked at him carefully and decided to let it go. “Right, and she told me she thinks Adam was cheating on her.”
 
   “Poor girl.”
 
   I sighed. “Anyway. Back to the problem at hand. Do you have contact details for all these women? How many were there, three?”
 
   “Four that were paying money every month. I looked way back through the older statements, and I found one other woman, Alexia Boyle, who paid him for two months and then stopped, about five months ago.”
 
   “Right. Well, in any case, that’s a lot of women we need to talk to.”
 
   “I found some of their addresses online, but no phone numbers. I can show you their photos, if you like.”
 
   He looked at me hopefully and I said, “Sure, email me. We’ll figure out how to get their phone numbers – aren’t they listed anywhere?”
 
   He shook his head. “Nope, they must have all unlisted numbers. But maybe we can ask around?”
 
   “Huh. Maybe. Anyway, I’ll think about it. But for now, I’m going to grab some more sleep before I have to leave for my parents’ place.”
 
   “Can I come, too?”
 
   “Sure,” I said. “The more the merrier. Although my mom’s going to be freaking out. Nanna’s trial got pushed forward to a fortnight away.” Ian looked at me in horror and I nodded. “Yup. I just found out last night. I’m sure my mom won’t be happy about it.”
 
   “That’s terrible.”
 
   “It is. But I’m too tired to panic about it now. I’ll see you at lunch-time.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-One 
 
    
 
   My nap didn’t last long enough to make me feel particularly refreshed, but at least I managed to get some sleep before Nanna, Ian and I all piled into my car and headed north towards my parents’ place for lunch. The drive up was silent – Nanna had received a phone call from her lawyer earlier in the morning, and now it was official: we all knew that the trial would start two weeks from now. Even Ian seemed to have run out of steam.
 
   My parents’ place was surprisingly quiet when we drove up, and my dad greeted us all at the door. 
 
   “Your mom’s in the kitchen,” he told me. “Adding finishing touches to the salad.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   I exchanged a glance with Nanna, and we all trooped into the kitchen just as my mom finished whatever final touches she was adding.
 
   “I guess we should start eating,” she said, looking at us all calmly. 
 
   We all nodded and headed towards the dining room. 
 
   “Why is she so quiet?” I whispered to my dad.
 
   “She took a couple of those calming down pills,” he said in a voice low enough for us to all hear, but not loud enough to carry to the kitchen, where Mom was taking the chicken and mushroom pie out of the oven. “Before this, there was some yelling and some tears.”
 
   As we dug into our food, Mom glanced at Nanna every now and then, until she finally asked me, “How’s the investigation going? You haven’t found anything, have you?”
 
   “Um, not yet,” I said nervously. “But I’m trying.”
 
   She sighed. “I know you are, sweetie.” And then she turned to Nanna. “My mother, the criminal.”
 
   She started to laugh softly, the creepiest noise I’d ever heard in a long time. Ian and I stared at each other, wide-eyed, and my dad stared at his food. 
 
   “Maybe we should, uh…” I looked at my mother, wondering what I could possibly say to make her feel better.
 
   “I’ll be fine,” Nanna said. “My friend Steven Machhione promised me a good lawyer, that young guy, Jerry Sabatino, who does all the family cases. Have you ever seen a Mob guy go to jail? A high up, who had a proper lawyer, I mean?”
 
   My mother stopped laughing long enough to stare at Nanna in wonder. “So it’s come down to this,” she said. “We can all be a proud part of the corruption of this great city.”
 
   I looked at Nanna and shrugged. I didn’t mind being a proud part of the corruption if it kept an innocent woman – namely Nanna — out of prison. Of course, I didn’t say that out loud.
 
   “I’ll find something before then,” I said out loud. “I will, I promise.”
 
   ***
 
    Half-way through lunch, my phone buzzed, and I excused myself to take the call. It was Adam’s brother, Mike Bitzer, calling to say that he was back in Vegas, if I would like to come over to talk to him today.
 
   “I’ll be there in about an hour,” I told him, and headed back to the lunch table.
 
   My mother was staring morosely at Nanna, and everyone was picking at their food silently. 
 
   “I talked to my friend, Madge, about the prison,” Mom said. “She told me it’s not too bad. The hospital’s not great, and of course the other inmates are terrible. They’ve got real murderers in there. Real murderers. And kidnappers and psychopaths. They’ll be a bad influence on you.” She turned to me and said, “Your nanna always meets people who are a bad influence.”
 
   A lone tear started to trickle out of her right eye, and she brushed it away quickly. I could sense the pills she’d taken were starting to wear off, and I gobbled my food as quickly as I could.
 
   Every week, I have lunch or dinner at my parents. Often, I go twice a week. It’s nice to see them, and the free home-cooked food is pretty great, too. Of course, in exchange I tolerate my mother’s well-intentioned “match-making,” which really just consists of her introducing me to the most terrible guys in the world. I’m talking chauvinistic, shower-free, conversation-handicapped men. To make matters worse, most of them seem more interested in my mom’s cooking than in me.
 
   So, yeah, I’ve had some pretty terrible meals at my parents’ place. But this lunch took the cake – even without any cringe-inducing men present. I hated to see my mother so upset – despite the meds which were clearly inducing a creepy, artificial calm. My dad was silent, glancing from me to Nanna to Mom every now and then, and I was helpless in the face of it all.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Chapter Thirty-Two 
 
    
 
   Ian, Nanna and I left as soon as we could. We all felt pretty terrible, but there wasn’t much we could do – at least not while sitting around the dining table watching my mom try not to have a breakdown.
 
   “We’re going to talk to Mike in an hour or so,” I told Ian as we drove, “But before that, I guess I should talk to Adam’s friend, Detective Stiggins.”
 
   “You think he pushed up the trial date?” Ian asked.
 
   “Well, maybe not him. Maybe it was the DA who thought this’d be an easy win for him or something, like Nanna’s lawyer said. But Stiggins would know what’s going on.”
 
   “But would he tell you?”
 
   “I guess we’ll find out.”
 
   We never did. When I called the station and asked to speak to Detective Stiggins, I was told he was out. “But you can leave a message for him, if you’d like,” suggested the helpful receptionist.
 
   I demurred, and asked if Detective Elwood was in, instead.
 
   “Let me check… Yes, he’s in. Would you like to speak with him?”
 
   People tended to be less forthcoming over the phone, and I wasn’t sure how helpful Elwood would be anyway, so I said, “No. Just tell him he’ll have a visitor in ten minutes.”
 
   I hung up before she could ask me my name, grabbed my tote bag and Ian, and headed off to the station. 
 
   Elwood didn’t look too thrilled when he saw me – but he didn’t look more than his usual amount of grumpy, either.
 
   “What d’ya want?” he grumbled, as he led us to a small conference room. “And who’s this guy?”
 
   “I’m Ian,” said Ian chirpily. “I’m helping Tiffany with her investigations.”
 
   Elwood gave me a questioning look as we sat down, and I returned it with a perfectly impassive stare. At least, I think I was perfectly impassive, and Elwood turned to Ian and said, “Good luck.”
 
   “How’s your wife?” I asked, before we got down to business. I was hoping that reminding him it was my idea to send her flowers would put him in a slightly more helpful mood. “Did she like the roses?”
 
   I’d expected Elwood to lighten up a little, maybe even smile. Instead, he turned his pudgy face towards me, narrowed his eyes and leaned forward. I half-expected steam to come out of his nose.
 
   “You!” he growled. “All your fault. You and your stupid ideas.”
 
   My eyes widened. “Why, what happened?” 
 
   “She’s allergic!” Elwood spread his arms wide and leaned back. “Allergic to roses! How’m I supposed to know that? And know she thinks I don’t even know she’s allergic to roses! I mean… How’m I meant to recover from that, you tell me. No, wait, don’t say anything. I don’t want to hear it.”
 
    He leaned back in his seat unhappily, and Ian said, “Oh man, that sucks. Tiffany gives the worst dating advice. You should never listen to her.”
 
   Elwood grunted. “Yeah. Now I know.”
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, but Elwood waved me away before I could say anything else.
 
   “You know what you should do?” Ian said. “Get her some jewelry. Women love jewelry. It’s better than perfume, because some women don’t like some smells, but all women like a tiny locket. You know, a nice diamond or something.”
 
   “Huh.” Elwood looked at Ian curiously. “I can’t afford diamonds. How about a fake diamond?”
 
   “No, no.” Ian shook his head emphatically. “Never get fake diamonds, they hate that. If you want to cheap out, you go gold, or even gold-plated.”
 
   “Yeah, that sounds like a plan,” Elwood said. “Maybe I’ll try that.”
 
   I decided it was Ian’s turn to take over the conversation, and I nudged him with my foot. He got the hint.
 
   “Anyway,” Ian said, “Do you know why the trial was pushed up?”
 
   “Yeah.” Elwood glanced at me and then looked at Ian. “Wish I could help you there, but we’ve got no clue here. I reckon it was the DA looking for an easy win. That happens, once in a while.”
 
   Ian nodded. “Thanks, I guess there’s not much we can do about that.”
 
   “Maybe I could try to talk to the DA,” I mused aloud.
 
   “He’ll never go back on his word,” Elwood told us. “These types, they’re just looking for ego-boosters and things that make them look good. They don’t really care about justice or helping people, or anything like that.”
 
   I sighed, and Ian nodded sagely.
 
   “Well, thanks for your help,” Ian said. “I hope it works out between you and your wife…”
 
   “Me too,” said Elwood, managing an annoyed glance in my direction.
 
   I lifted my shoulders and tried to look apologetic. “I’m sorry, I was just trying to help.”
 
   “I’m sorry about her,” Ian said as he shook hands with Elwood. “She has no clue about women.”
 
   I raised one eyebrow but didn’t say anything, and we rushed off to meet Mike Bitzer.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Three 
 
    
 
   Ian and I found ourselves sitting in Claire’s expensive cream-and-white-with-expensive-artwork living room once again; except, this time, Claire wasn’t there.
 
   We were sitting opposite Mike Bitzer, who I suppose looked like an older version of Adam. He was a little under six feet tall, had dark circles under his eyes and was thin enough to look haggard. There was a three-day growth of beard adorning his jaw, and he was dressed in ratty, soft-looking jeans and an equally soft-looking blue t-shirt. His hair was thinning and dark, and fell gently across his face.
 
   “I’m still not quite believing it,” he told us, staring at the ground. “I keep thinking Adam’s gonna call, and we’ll meet up for drinks at the pub or something.” He let out a sigh. “I can’t believe I’ll be watching the Superbowl without him, this year.”
 
   Ian and I were silent, not quite sure what to say to comfort him, and Mike sighed. “Anyway,” he said. “I guess we should get started. I’m happy to help you guys out, even though I don’t believe the cops would get things wrong. Besides, Adam was a really nice guy. He had no enemies, wasn’t mixed up in anything bad. He had good friends, a good job – he’s a pretty boring guy, if you think about it.”
 
   He smiled sadly and I said, “I’m sure the cops did everything they could, but it’s my job to just make sure that… they didn’t miss anything.”
 
   Mike shrugged. “Sure, I get that. My wife says she’s sorry she couldn’t be here, by the way. She had work.”
 
   “That’s ok, I understand.”
 
   Mike shook his head. “The funeral’s on Sunday. I mean… my little brother’s funeral.”
 
   I twisted the band of my watch uncomfortably, and Ian said, “Hey, it’s a good thing you made it back in time. Where’d you go, Nebraska?”
 
   “Yeah. I wanted to come back as soon as I got the news, but I couldn’t just let Joe down.”
 
   “Joe?” I asked.
 
   “Yeah.” Mike nodded. “His dad’s got Alzheimer’s, and Joe and his wife’ve been taking care of him, not getting any time together and stuff. So I told them I’d be happy to help out – give them a week to get out of town, just relax, make sure their marriage is ok. I’m a nurse, so I figured I should help out my buddy.”
 
   “That’s really nice of you,” I said. “I know it’s hard to care for a parent with Alzheimer’s.”
 
   Mike shrugged. “It’s the least I could do. We were best friends in high school, and Joe’s not quite ready to send his dad off to a nursing home. Besides, that’s why I became a nurse in the first place – to help folks out when they need me.”
 
   I smiled. “Yeah, Claire said that’s one of the reasons you got together in the first place. That you both like helping people.”
 
   “I suppose that’s right.”
 
   I watched him with admiration. Living in Vegas, most of the people you meet are selfish hedonists – though I suppose that’s the case in most cities, of course. Everyone knows there are bad things in the world, but we expect other people to “take care of it;” Claire and Mike were those other people. 
 
    “How are things between you and Claire?” Ian asked. “You both seem so busy with your careers.”
 
   Mike shrugged. “You make time. And I guess we’re both lucky in that we’ve got flexible work hours, so we can adjust our times and stuff.”
 
   “Right.” I took a deep breath. “Anyway. We’ve got to ask a few questions about Adam – standard stuff, we’ve been asking everyone, but we need to ask you, too.”
 
   Mike nodded. “Sure.”
 
   “What was he like?”
 
   “Just a regular guy, I suppose. He’s got his work, his girl. But he works long hours sometimes, so he doesn’t – didn’t – have hobbies and stuff.”
 
   “But he was part of the charity circuit.”
 
   “Yeah, he made time for that. Claire and I encouraged him a little – I mean, what’s the point of earning the big bucks if you don’t give some of it to charity?”
 
   Except he wasn’t earning the big bucks. And I didn’t really believe in the charity circuit – if people want to give money to charities, why don’t they just do that, instead of going to swanky parties?
 
   Ian said, “Did you know that he’d had a pay cut recently? Did he do any other work on the side?”
 
   Mike shook his head. “First I’m hearing about a pay cut. I reckon he still made a lot after that, we didn’t really talk about cash.”
 
   “Did he have any other girlfriends?” Ian asked. “Did you ever see him with any other women? Beautiful women?”
 
   Mike looked at him, slightly puzzled. “How’d you mean? He was always faithful to Cynthia, as far as I know. He never mentioned any other women, didn’t even really check out other women when we went out and stuff. He’s a good, stable guy.”
 
   “Was he planning on getting married?” I asked.
 
   Mike shrugged. “I’m not sure about that. He never mentioned it, but he wasn’t interested in other women, if that’s what you mean.”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a glance, both thinking the same thing. I decided to go ahead and ask it. “I went through Adam’s bank statements. He was getting money every month from a couple of different women. Do you know anything about that?”
 
   He looked at me blankly and shook his head. “No. That makes no sense. But maybe they were giving him money to manage and didn’t want to give it to Verdant Wealth directly?”
 
   “That actually makes sense,” I said. It certainly made more sense than him accepting money for prostitution or drug dealing.
 
   “Why don’t you just ask those women?” Mike said.
 
   “We can’t get in touch with them,” Ian said. “They’re not listed or anything.”
 
   “But maybe you know them,” I said. “You do hang out in the same circles, after all.”
 
   It was worth a shot. I grabbed my bag and found my notebook with all my case notes in it, and found the page listing all the girls’ names.  
 
   “Rachel Nge, Nicole Weiss, Michelle Ackermann and Alexia Boyle.”
 
   “I’ve got photos of them on my phone,” added Ian.
 
   “Hang on,” said Mike, “I’ll go get my Rolodex.”
 
   He returned in a minute, and went through it, looking for the names that I’d reeled off. Funnily enough, he found every one of them, and gave us their phone numbers.
 
   “They’re really private people, though,” he said. “They probably won’t like it if you call them. I’m not sure I should’ve given you their numbers, really.”
 
   “It’s ok,” I said. “It’s for a good cause, and I’m sure they won’t mind helping out.”
 
   We looked at each other doubtfully. In my experience, rich people either like flaunting their cash and pretending they’ve got more than the gazillion bucks they already have, or they like hiding away in some cubby hole somewhere, pretending they don’t exist. I don’t really understand either of the types, but it was already obvious to me that those six women wouldn’t appreciate my barging in and destroying their privacy.
 
   “Back to Adam, though,” said Ian. “Did he have any enemies that you know of? Anyone who might want to hurt him?”
 
   “No, of course not. Like I said, he was just a regular guy. And then he lost an old lady’s money and got killed for it?” Mike frowned. “No, that just doesn’t make any sense to me.”
 
   “If he was investing money for these women,” I said slowly, “Maybe he lost one their funds. Maybe one of these women killed him.”
 
   “I don’t believe it,” Mike said, shaking his head. “I don’t believe anyone would want to kill Adam, and I don’t believe it’s…”
 
   “It’s what?” asked Ian.
 
   Mike sighed. “Nothing. I don’t want to believe it’s real, but I guess it is.” He looked up at the big painting that was hanging on the wall opposite, and sighed. “I go back to work tomorrow. But you can call me if you’d like to know anything else. Good luck.”
 
   He stood up, and Ian and I took it as our cue to leave. I gave him my card, we shook hands and thanked him for his help, and then we headed back to my condo – once again, not really sure that we’d made any progress.
 
   Although, at least now we had some phone numbers, and I knew that the first thing we’d do when we got back to my condo would be to start dialing them, one by one.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Four 
 
    
 
   I had an hour before my shift started, and I was tempted to call in sick. But that wouldn’t really do any good – I didn’t know what I’d spend that time doing, and maybe I’d need to take a night off later. So I saved my sick day, and began dialing the numbers Ian and I had gathered from Mike. 
 
   The first four calls went straight to voicemail. All the voicemail messages were the same – “Please leave a message after the beep.” No explanation about whose phone it was, or even what number I’d dialed. Those women sure took their privacy seriously. I knew they were all screening unknown numbers and I wasn’t sure what good a voicemail message would do. But still, I gave it a shot.
 
   “This is Tiffany Gomez,” I said each time. If I told them my real name, they’d probably think someone was trying to play a prank on them. I’ve hated my mother since I was ten years old for giving me a stripper’s name, but it was too late to change things now. “I’m an investigator looking into Adam Bitzer’s death,” I went on, intentionally being a bit vague about whether I was working for the LVMPD or not. “I’d really appreciate it if you could give me a call back.” And then I reeled off my number, and hung up, not really expecting anyone to call back.
 
   My next call was to Michelle Weiss, and finally, after two rings, somebody answered.
 
   “Michelle’s phone,” said a high-pitched male voice.
 
   “Hi,” I said, trying sound confident as Ian and Nanna watched me, eyes wide open, hoping for some miracle. “Is that Michelle?”
 
   “No, honey it’s not. Can’t you tell a man’s voice from a woman’s?”
 
   I thought I could, but I didn’t want to risk offending Michelle. Who knew, maybe she had a particularly deep voice?
 
   “Uh,” I said, feeling a little rattled. “Is Michelle around?”
 
   “No, she’s not. Who is this?”
 
   “This is Tiffany Gomez. Is Michelle going to be available to speak to anytime soon?”
 
   “No honey, she’s not. Who did you say you were again?”
 
   “Tiffany Gomez.”
 
   “I need more than that. Are you a friend, a hairdresser, what?”
 
   I put on my best “official voice.” “I’m an investigator looking into Adam Bitzer’s death. It’s very important that I speak to Michelle.”
 
   “Ri-ight.” The high-pitched male voice didn’t sound too convinced. “And are you working for the LVMPD sweetie? No? I didn’t think so.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “Look. I’m a private investigator but that doesn’t make what I’m doing any less important. I really need to talk to Michelle.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “About Adam Bitzer’s death.”
 
   “Ri-ight. Sure.”
 
   “Will you tell her to call me please? It’s very important.”
 
   “Sure, hon,” he said, disdain dripping from every syllable.
 
   I gave him my number anyway, hung up, and exhaled.
 
   “Well?” said Ian. “What happened?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Nanna. “That didn’t sound too good.”
 
   “She’s not going to call back,” I told them glumly. “One number to go.” 
 
   The next call was to Nicole Ackermann, and once again, the call went straight to voicemail.
 
   I put my phone away and looked from Ian to Nanna.
 
   “Well, at least you tried,” Nanna said.
 
   But she looked tired and worried, and her voice didn’t sound as upbeat as it usually did.
 
   I looked at Ian, but he just shrugged. We’d all become a bunch of Negative Nellies.
 
   I was the first to stand up.
 
   “I need to change,” I said, “And then I’m heading to work. You two, go get some KFC or McDonald’s or something. Have some fun. Tomorrow, we’ll hunt down these women and talk to them. I’ll stalk them, if I need to; I’ll accost them outside their homes, whatever. We’ll get it down. Until then, have some fun.”
 
   Nanna and Ian looked at each other. My pep talk might not’ve done much good, but Nanna shrugged. “No harm in getting some KFC,” she said. 
 
   Actually, there was some harm. As I changed into my dealer’s uniform, I thought about her clogged arteries and blood pressure and all those things that KFC’s bad for. I figured they were a small price to pay for cheering up Nanna for the night.  
 
   


 
   
  
 



Chapter Thirty-Five 
 
    
 
   For once, I was actually thankful for work. I tried to focus on the cards, on the players, on being a fun, friendly dealer. I cracked jokes, I laughed at everyone else’s jokes, and I even tried to flirt with a few sweet-looking old men. 
 
   It was the breaks in between my work that were terrible. Those fifteen minute breaks crept along as slowly as a kitten stalking an ant and, unlike the kitten, I never got a chance to pounce. My phone was silent, remarkably free of voicemail messages and calls from rich women trying to get back to me.
 
   On my third break, my heart soared when I discovered that I had a text message – but it was just from Jack. “Breakfast afterwards?” he asked, and I sighed, disappointed that it wasn’t one of the women I was trying to get in touch with. Still, breakfast didn’t sound like a terrible idea.
 
   Once again, we met at The Blueberry Café. There were about ten other people there this morning, scattered through the shiny red booths that lined one wall. All of them looked like Strip employees; their faces plastered with that “thank God it’s over” look. 
 
   Jack was waiting for me when I got there, and he smiled and slid over, making room for me next to him. He wasn’t wearing a suit today – just a white, tie-less shirt with rolled-up sleeves. His dark hair fell over his forehead, and his green eyes glittered against his tan skin. I smiled, happy to see him again.
 
   When a waitress materialized, we ordered the same stack of pancakes with honey-ricotta topping that we’d had last time. I remembered it being so delicious, and I didn’t want to mess up by ordering something risky. We both ordered decaf, and once the waitress had left, I said, “Since when do you work nights?” 
 
   Jack shrugged. “I can work whenever I want. I’d rather time it so I can be with you.”
 
   I smiled and stared down at the table. This was pretty much the only good news I’d received in the last couple of days. Even though I was worried about the women not getting in touch with me, I had butterflies in my stomach, and I knew that was the effect of being around Jack.
 
   The waitress came by with our food, unloaded it, and left us alone. 
 
   “You look exhausted,” Jack said. “How’s the investigation going?”
 
   I bit my tongue before I could say, “Are you implying that I’m ugly?” I was turning into one of those hysterical females, forever asking if her jeans made her butt look fat. Maybe I did look exhausted, but Jack was still sitting with me in a crappy breakfast café at five o’clock in the morning. 
 
   I took a sip of my coffee.
 
   “Not good,” I admitted. “People who talk to me know nothing, and people who might know something don’t want to talk to me.”
 
   “Who doesn’t want to talk to you?” Jack asked. “That’s pretty suspicious behavior.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I think.” I stuffed my face with soft, fluffy pancakes topped with ricotta and honey.
 
   “So?” Jack said, as he watched me making a big dent in the stack of pancakes. “Who are these people?”
 
   I looked up at him, struck by the sudden idea. “You might know them, actually. A bunch of rich women who probably go to the same charity galas you do.”
 
   “And they don’t want to talk to you?” The corners of his lips went up, and his green eyes twinkled. “Well, now it’s sounding less suspicious. They’re probably just a bunch of snobs.”
 
   “I guess they are. But they’re a bunch of snobs that I really need to talk to. Maybe you could introduce me, or something.”
 
   “Even better. They go to the charity galas, right?” I nodded, and Jack went on. “There’s one tomorrow night. I mean, tonight. Now that it’s already morning. You can come with me.”
 
   “Really?” I almost dropped the piece of pancake I’d just speared with my fork. “Are you serious?”
 
   He shrugged. “Sure. I wasn’t going to go, myself – those things are incredible bores. But if it helps the investigation…”
 
   I tried not to let my jaw drop. “That would be amazing. Yeah, it would really help my investigation. I think.”
 
   A hint of doubt crept back into my mind and I frowned as I chewed thoughtfully, and helped Jack polish off the rest of the pancakes. What if the women weren’t at the gala? Sure, they liked those parties, but if one of them had something to do with Adam’s death, maybe she’d want to lie low, for a while. On the other hand, those women were wealthy and well-connected, and they probably weren’t worried about trivialities like being suspects in a murder investigation. 
 
   And even if they were at the gala, they probably wouldn’t want to talk to me. 
 
   “You’ll need to take time off from work,” Jack said. “Party starts at six, some kind of cocktail thing.”
 
   “Of course. Who cares about work?” 
 
   I smiled broadly, thankful that at least I’d get a chance to talk to the women. Even if they didn’t want to talk to me. 
 
   “I really appreciate this.”
 
   Our eyes locked for a moment and I felt a shiver run through my veins. Jack placed his hand on the back of my neck, and I felt the warmth of his palm radiating downwards along my spine, and I leaned forward slightly. I could see his lips, inches away from mine, and then suddenly, a chubby waitress reappeared beside us.
 
   “You folks want anything else?”
 
   I leaned back and glanced at Jack, my face feeling hot, and he moved his hand away.
 
   “No thanks,” he said. “Just the check.”
 
   “I should get going,” I said awkwardly, as the waitress waddled away.
 
   “Would you like a lift?”
 
   I shook my head. “No, but thanks. My place is just a few minutes from here, anyway.”
 
   He settled the bill and we walked outside, our goodbye almost immediately interrupted by the ringing of his phone. Jack glanced at it and frowned.
 
   “I’m sorry,” he said. “Work emergency. I’ll see you at five-thirty tonight, then?”
 
   I nodded and headed back home, nervous about what the evening would bring.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Six 
 
    
 
   Nanna was up by the time I got home. She was taking some greenish things out of the fridge and, when I walked in, she placed them on the countertop and said, “You’re a little late.” She peered at me carefully. “And you look funny. What’s up? Did something happen at the tables?”
 
   I shook my head, no. “I had breakfast with Jack. And he’s taking me to a charity gala thing tonight – I can meet all those women there.”
 
   Nanna’s face lit up in delight. “That’s wonderful! What time are you going? Do you have anything to wear? He seems like a persistent young man.”
 
   She looked ridiculously pleased, and I could tell that it wasn’t just because I’d wrangled an invite to the gala. Before I could reply, Nanna said, “You know, when you said he’d taken you to an office for a date, I wondered what was wrong with him. But he’s obviously interested in you, so at least he’s got good taste.”
 
   “Thanks, Na–”
 
   “But how’d he get an invite to one of those charity things?” She looked at me closely. “He’s not rich is he? That’s it! He’s rich. Is he? Or maybe he’s one of those politician types, really powerful and knows people and stuff.”
 
   It was great to see Nanna revert to her usual self again, and I smiled happily. Of course, any minute now, she’d start to give me relationship advice – the kind of advice you don’t really want to hear from your nanna. I braced myself cheerfully for what was about to come.
 
   “But just because he’s interested in you doesn’t mean he’ll stay interested,” Nanna said, just as I knew she would. “You’ve got to keep him interested. What’re you wearing tonight?”
 
   She paused for a breath, finally, and I shook my head. “I’m not sure yet. I thought I’d have a nap, first.”
 
   “Of course!” She nodded vigorously, and the worried look began to creep back into her eyes. “You’ll need to keep your strength up for tonight. Hopefully those women will be there.”
 
   “Even if they’re not, I’ll find them,” I said, smiling brightly. 
 
   “Of course,” she said, and started to unwrap the greenish foods, her shoulders slumped once again. “I’ll warn Ian not to annoy you, so you can get some rest.”
 
   I headed towards the bathroom, the muted drone of a neighbor’s TV filtering in through the walls. The transformation in Nanna’s moods was stark and horrific; I wished I could bring back the sparkle in her eyes. 
 
   I knew what I had to do. I had to bring my A-game tonight, I had to wrangle the truth out of those four women. At least one of them knew something about Adam Bitzer’s death.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Seven 
 
    
 
   I slept past noon. When I woke, the light outside was harsh and I could just about feel the dry Vegas heat trying to beat its way into my tiny condo. Nanna wasn’t there, but she’d left a note informing me that she was at Glenn and Karma’s, and that there was a mushroom risotto on the countertop and some salad in the fridge.
 
   I ate my lunch slowly and, once I was done, I went through my wardrobe. Like Cinderella, I had nothing to wear. Unlike her, I had no fairy godmother, so I settled on my one good cocktail dress – a green, just-above-knee-length number that would have to do. The rich, gala-going crowd hopefully wouldn’t realize that I’d bought it on sale from the Dolce & Gabbana factory outlet. With any luck, they’d just assume it was a last-last-season outfit from one of those French designers with unpronounceable names and unaffordable dresses.
 
   As I inspected the dress, I discovered a tiny pull just above the front of the left knee, and a tiny stain just above the hem at the back. Hopefully, nobody else would notice, but I knew that this dress only had a couple more wears left in it. After that, I’d have to shell out for another nice dress. Or two. Or three, if I kept going out with Jack. 
 
   Jack was wonderful, but if things went well, he’d want to take me out on “real” dates to over-priced restaurants I wouldn’t otherwise go to. And if things went extremely well, he’d want to introduce me to his friends and maybe even to his sister, who lived in New York. All of that involved “fitting in,” a concept which I wasn’t entirely sure I could pull off, especially with Jack’s crowd.
 
   I lay the dress out on my bed, found strappy open-toed stilettos and dangling earrings I could wear with it, and checked the time. I had a couple of hours before I needed to start transforming myself into a party-goer, so I grabbed two empty plastic food boxes from the pantry and stepped outside. 
 
   I’d just taken three steps towards the elevator, when Ian materialized beside me.
 
   “Hey, where’re you going?” he said. “Your nanna told me you were sleeping off a long night, I guess you just got up, huh? You look like you just got up.” He got into the elevator with me and watched as I pressed the number for Glenn’s floor. “You’re going to Glenn’s, right? Those food boxes are his? Man, you must go through a lot of those cupcakes. I hope Karma’s not making him bake with those woo-woo ingredients, again.”
 
   We’d reached Glenn’s apartment by now, and I rapped loudly. The door was opened within two seconds by Karma. Today, she was wearing a knee-length dress with a jagged hem. It was bright orange print, and the color matched the large, orange feathered earrings she wore.
 
   “Tiffany!” she exclaimed, embracing me in a hug, and then turning to Ian for another hug. “And Ian! Your nanna said you’d stop by, and it’s wonderful to see you both. I feel like we haven’t seen you in a while. Your nanna and I have become quite good friends.”
 
   Nanna was sitting on the couch, sipping tea with Glenn. I could see a third mug on the coffee table, and I assumed it was Karma’s.
 
   “These are your boxes,” I told Glenn. “Sorry I’m late in returning them. I meant to bake you something and then return the boxes.”
 
   “Don’t worry about it,” Glenn said. “Your nanna’s told us how busy you’ve been, trying to find out who the real killer is.”
 
   I shrugged modestly, and stole a glance at Nanna. She seemed to be in a relatively good mood, and I was glad that Glenn and Karma seemed to be good company for her. 
 
   “Have you picked out the dress for tonight?” Karma said.
 
   Nanna said, “Yes. If you don’t have a dress, we can go shopping for one. Karma knows a nice store downtown.”
 
   “They’re cheaper than the department stores,” Karma said. “And it’s pretty good quality stuff, too.”
 
   “I’ll get you two some tea,” Glenn said, and disappeared into the kitchen. 
 
   Nanna turned to Karma and said, “Are the dresses sexy enough, though? Tiffany keeps wearing all these shapeless things. Now that she’s got a man, she should learn to dress right. Maybe wear something tight, or short, or low-cut.”
 
   Ian snorted, as though the idea of me wearing something sexy was an alien concept and I turned to Nanna and frowned in what I hoped was a warning manner.
 
   “What?” she said. “It’s not right to be frumpy when you’ve just started dating someone. Later, maybe. You can wear your ugly tops and go without makeup. But you need to… you know… add some oomph.”
 
   “Add some oomph?”
 
   “Yes. And you need some sexy lingerie. I’ve read all the dating advice.” Nanna nodded wisely. “They all say to wear sexy underwear beneath your clothes. That way, you feel sexy. It comes from under the clothes, but it shows through, like one of those mutant superhero glows.”
 
   I groaned.
 
   “What?” Nanna said. “If you don’t have anything sexy, we can go shopping now. We’ve got enough time.”
 
   “I’m not going shopping,” I told Nanna, just as Glenn came back with two cups of tea.
 
   “What’s this party?” Ian said. “Can I go with you?”
 
   “No,” I said, trying to keep my annoyance in check. “You can’t. Jack’s taking me.”
 
   “Oh, I’ve heard about Jack,” said Karma. “Your nanna says he’s a new man in your life.” She gave me a broad wink. “Tell us all about him.”
 
   I took a sip of the tea. “There’s nothing to tell.” 
 
   “Oh, come on,” said Nanna. “We want to hear about him.”
 
   “What about Stone?” asked Glenn. “I always liked him.”
 
   “Stone and I are just friends,” I said.
 
   “Jack’s pretty cool,” Ian volunteered, and I glared at him. I would’ve loved to have given him a discreet kick on the ankle, but he was sitting too far away from me and went on, oblivious to my glare. “He owns part of The Tremonte Casino and he owns a bunch of other stuff, too.”
 
   “What does he look like?” Karma asked.
 
   Ian shrugged. “Tall, green eyes, wears a lot of suits.”
 
   “Green eyes!” Karma turned to me in delight. “Didn’t I predict that you’d wind up with a green-eyed man?”
 
   I took a deep breath. “You did say that a few weeks ago. But we’re not quite together, yet. We’ve just started dating.”
 
   She spread her arms out wide. “Well, I can’t see more than that. Where you take it is up to you.”
 
   “How’d you mean?”
 
   “I mean, it could go well, it could go bad. But you’re together, for now. That’s what I saw.” I must’ve looked a bit disappointed, because immediately, she said, “If you really like him, you’ll work through your issues.”
 
   “What issues?” I asked. “What makes you think we’ve got issues?”
 
   She shook her head. “Everyone’s got issues.”
 
   “Hmm,” I said. “And what about Nanna’s love life? What do you see about her?” 
 
   Karma’s grey eyes twinkled. “I try not to see too far into her love life.”
 
   Nanna nodded proudly. “Yup. That’s the kind of relationship you need, Tiff. The kind people are scared to look into.”
 
   I gave Karma a despairing look, but she just smiled and shrugged, and I glanced at the clock.
 
   “I guess I should get going,” I said. “Time to start turning into a pumpkin.”
 
   Ian said, “Don’t you mean turning into a princess?”’
 
   “I’m not sure,” I told him. “But you sure seem to know a lot about princesses.”
 
   Ian crossed his arms. “Hey, it’s not my fault I grew up with two younger sisters and they forced me to watch those stupid Disney shows all the time. It’s not like I had fun watching Tinkerbell, or Cinderella, or Thumbe–” 
 
   “Sure,” I said, standing up. “Come on, I need your help transforming.”
 
   “What?” he stood up, looking baffled. “But I’m not any good with makeup.”
 
   Nanna said, “I can help. I’m pretty good with that stuff, I did my friend Seraphina’s makeup for her third wedding.”
 
   I shuddered. I’d seen photos of Seraphina’s wedding – she wore a turquoise dress with heavy turquoise eyeshadow, bright orange lipstick and deep splotches of red blusher. Now I knew who she had to thank.
 
   “Not that kind of help,” I said. “Ian, I need to go through those photos of the four women who were paying Adam, and you need to brief me on whatever you’ve learnt about them.”
 
   “Oh.” Ian said. “Phew. I was worried for a moment. My sisters showed me how they did contouring and pouty lips and stuff but I wasn’t sure I could do a good job with it.”
 
   “You’d probably do a better job than Nanna,” I whispered.
 
   ***
 
   Ian and I spent more than hour in his condo poring over the photos and publicly found information about Michelle Ackermann, Rachel Nge, Nicole Weiss and Alexia Boyle. Ian had been right – they were all very beautiful, in that perfect manicured, buffed and polished way that many rich women are. They all looked like they were in their twenties, and in every single photo, they were dressed in couture and had sparkly big rocks dangling off their ears. 
 
   Michelle Ackermann was a tall, stunning blonde with dark features which indicated that her stylish hair came out of a bottle. Rachel Nge was Asian, with long, jet black hair and a petite figure. Nicole Weiss was another blonde, but her eyes were a bright blue and her skin was porcelain, so I presumed that maybe the hair was mostly natural. Alexia had olive skin, dark eyes and wavy, hazel hair tinted with subtle highlights. All four women had the perfect, slim figure that usually comes after hours spent with a personal trainer, and perfect, shiny white teeth.
 
   “They’re all married to wealthy businessmen,” Ian told me. “Michelle’s husband is in real estate, Rachel’s husband owns a hedge fund, Nicole’s husband is a business broker and Alexia’s husband is a plastic surgeon.”
 
   “Don’t the women have jobs?”
 
   “Not that I could find. They’re all incredibly private people – they don’t even have social networking profiles, and I could hardly find out anything about them at all.”
 
   “Well, I don’t have a good feeling about this,” I said. “If they’re such private people, they probably won’t want to talk to me.”
 
   “I should come along,” Ian said. “Help you out and all. I could turn on my charm and make these women talk.”
 
   “I don’t think your charm will work on them,” I said lightly. “Maybe I should just be persistent.”
 
   “If one of these women had something to do with Adam’s death, she’ll probably want to lie low for a bit. Probably won’t come to tonight’s party.”
 
   “Yeah, that’s what I thought, too.”
 
   I got up with a sigh, and headed over to my condo, hoping that something would turn up tonight.
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Eight 
 
    
 
   It was five-thirty and Nanna was still at Glenn’s. I’d managed to slip into my green outfit and do my hair and makeup without anyone insisting I put on sexy underwear or bright green eyeshadow. I was putting on my strappy stilettos when I heard the rap on the door, and I jumped up and almost stubbed my toe. After a moment of standing still, breathing slowly and telling myself that I’d be fine, I opened to door with a bright smile.
 
   “Hi,” said Jack. “Ready to party?”
 
   Jack was wearing a black tuxedo and a massive silver watch with cool-looking mini-dials. His dark hair was slicked back, his green eyes glittered, and he looked like he’d stepped out of an ad for fine scotch. In contrast, I felt frumpy and underdressed, despite my slicked-on mascara and lip-gloss, dangling earrings and freshly straightened hair. 
 
   I slumped down onto the sofa, buried my head in my hands and groaned.
 
   “What’s wrong?” said Jack. 
 
   I shook my head and mumbled, “You’re wearing a tux. I should’ve gone for a flashier dress.”
 
   “No! Your dress is perfect. Goes well with the theme.”
 
   I looked up in horror. “What theme?”
 
   “There’s a rainforest theme; it’s a ‘Save the Rainforest’ party.” A guilty look crossed his face and he added remorsefully, “I should’ve told you earlier, huh?”
 
   “What if it’d been a black and white theme?” I tried not to glare at him. “Or an all-red theme? How do you invite someone to a fancy party without telling them there’s a ‘theme’ involved? And you’re meant to be a playboy, too.”
 
   An eyebrow shot up. “A playboy? Who said that?”
 
   Stone had, when he’d warned me off Jack a few weeks ago. I said, “Are you trying to tell me you’re not?”
 
   “Don’t believe the rumors, sweetheart. Tabloids like to put stuff together.”
 
   I didn’t quite believe him, but I said, “Rainforest theme, huh? Green dress ok?”
 
   “It’s perfect.” 
 
   I grabbed my tiny purse, took a deep breath, and stood up. “I guess we should get going, then.”
 
   I locked the door behind us, and Jack put one arm around my waist and led me to the elevator. And just like that, my annoyance disappeared. So did my nervousness. In its stead was a sudden, overwhelming awareness of Jack – the way his hand fit snugly against the curve of my waist, the way his forearm felt strong and protective against my back, the way his oceanic cologne filled my senses. 
 
   The elevator door closed behind us, and Jack turned to face me, his hand on my lower back. 
 
   “Don’t be nervous,” he said softly. “You’ll do fine.”
 
   I nodded, my breath catching in my throat. I wanted to say something, but all I could think of was how close we were standing, and how warm his hand felt.
 
   The elevator doors opened with a ping, and Jack turned around, his hand still pressed against my back, and we walked toward his limo. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Thirty-Nine 
 
    
 
   The party was being held in one of The Riverbelle’s large ballrooms, and the ride along the Strip gave me enough time to take lots of deep breaths, and go over my game plan. 
 
   “These are the women I need to talk to,” I said, showing Jack the photos I had on my phone. “Know any of them?”
 
   “They look familiar,” Jack said. “But they’re all… you know, plastic Barbies.”
 
   I gave him a funny look, but I knew what he meant. Skin by dermatologist, hair by La Pretentious Salon, and nose by plastic surgeon.
 
   “How about their husbands?” I said, reeling off the husbands’ names and professions. 
 
   “Yeah, I know the guys,” Jack said. “Not very well, but well enough to say hi to.”
 
   “Ok. Well, maybe the wives will be with the husbands.”
 
   “Nah,” Jack said. “They tend to split up.”
 
   “Do you expect us to split up?” 
 
   I stared at him in horror. I didn’t want to be alone among these monsters; fake, pretentious, rich people. Who throws a gala evening for the rainforest? I didn’t believe that the forest appreciated all this effort they went to; the rainforest, wherever it was, would probably have preferred cash donations. 
 
   Still, I wasn’t here to party – I was here to grill these four women about Adam Bitzer’s death.
 
   The moment I stepped into the massive Riverbelle Casino Ballroom, I knew exactly why these people wanted to donate to the rainforest. It was a hell of an excuse for a party.
 
   At least half the ballroom space was taken up by lush, verdant greenery. Palms, fronds and large, impressive trees I’d never seen before in my life were scattered throughout the room, arranged to create a kind of maze which opened up in the center. In the middle, there were a couple of round tables where a seven-course dinner would be served later on but, for now, the guests thronged around one wall, drinks in hand, acting as though they were oblivious to their surroundings.
 
   Cocktail waitresses in relatively demure black uniforms walked around politely displaying their trays of drinks and hors’d’oeuvres, while somewhere in the back, a DJ piped subtle “rainforest noises” over the sound system, mixed in skillfully with some kind of techno beat.
 
   A couple of people glanced up when we entered, and some of them seemed to know Jack. They looked at me curiously, but if I looked any different from the kind of girl they expected to see with Jack, they didn’t show it. 
 
   I didn’t really feel too out of place. The women wore jewel-colored dresses, and the men wore white or black tuxedos. It would’ve made more sense if the men wore garish Hawaiian shirts, but I suppose those with actual invites would probably have seen the dress code written out. 
 
   “See any of the women?” I whispered to Jack. I wanted some input before he had to wander off and together we scoured the room, pretending we were just having a harmless conversation together. I linked my arm through his, and leaned against him for a second, enjoying one extra moment of proximity before I had to run off.
 
   I spotted Rachel Nge first. She was wearing a deep green floor-length gown that set off her jet black hair and perfect skin to perfection, and she was chatting with two other women who were both wearing red.
 
   Jack coughed softly. “That’s Nicole Weiss,” he said in a hoarse whisper. “To my ten o’clock, talking to the silver-haired fox and the lady in purple.”
 
   I glanced in that direction, and spotted the lady in purple. Nicole was standing opposite her, wearing a sky blue dress that I knew must’ve been picked to set off her baby-blue eyes.
 
   “Michelle Ackermann’s next on my list,” I said.
 
   We glanced around, and spotted her just as she entered the party with her husband, a tall, thin man who looked to be about a hundred.
 
   “Who’s the last one?” Jack asked.
 
   “Alexia Boyle.”
 
   We glanced around, but there was no Alexia Boyle nearby.
 
   I was just about to start scanning the crowd again, when a strawberry-blonde in a peach dress came up to us. She was as wide as Jack and I put together, and she reeked of a terribly floral perfume.
 
   “Jack!” she exclaimed, smiling broadly. “What’re you hiding out here for? Come mingle! And who’s your friend?”
 
   “This is Tiffany,” he said. “Tiffany, Miffy.”
 
   “Miffy.” I smiled at her, thinking that it sounded like a cat’s name. Although a cat would probably smell better than she did. “It’s nice to meet you.”
 
   “You too,” she said, smiling broadly. Her eyes took me in carefully, and I could sense the hostility behind her gleaming white teeth. “Have we met before? I don’t remember your name, but you look familiar.”
 
   I glanced desperately behind her, hoping to see Alexia Boyle appear behind one of those massive potted plants. No such luck. 
 
   “Umm,” I said. “No, I don’t think we’ve met. I – this is the first time I’ve been to one of these parties. It’s very nice.”
 
   She brightened up, as though she’d pegged me for who I was – a cheap date for Jack to impress and then discard. “Yes, isn’t it dear?” I was of no importance to her, so she rotated her thousand-watt smile away from me and towards Jack again. “Come on, sweetie,” she said to him. “I’ve got someone I want you to meet.”
 
   She made as though to thread her arm through his, and Jack gave her a polite smile and kept his arms to himself.
 
   “Actually,” he said. “I’ll join you in just one minute. There’s someone I want to meet first, and I’ve got to take Tiffany with me. Come on, Tiff.”
 
   He grabbed my arm, and half-dragged me away.
 
   “Who do you want me to meet?” I asked.
 
   He grinned. “Isn’t she terrible?”
 
   I looked down and shook my head. “It’s not her fault. I don’t belong here.”
 
   “Don’t be silly! Come on, let’s look for Alexia Boyle.”
 
   We strolled through the party, nodding to people but not stopping to say more than a quick hello. “I’ll be back in second,” Jack would say, and we’d continue walking. 
 
   We must have passed everyone at least three times. Alexia Boyle wasn’t here. We’d reached one corner of the cocktail area, away from the guests, and were half-hidden by the massive rainforest plants. 
 
   “I should get talking,” I said to Jack. “I guess you should go mingle.”
 
   He let go of my arm and wrapped his arm around my waist. Our eyes locked for a second, and he said softly, “I’ll miss you.”
 
   And then he was leaning in to me, his breath warm on my cheek. Our lips met, and I drowned in his kiss. He smelled so nice, and his lips were so soft, and I felt myself falling deeper and deeper, the blood pounding through my veins. 
 
   I forgot about the rest of the world for a moment, forgot about the rest of my life. There was nothing but Jack and me together, and I didn’t care about anything else. 
 
   And then suddenly, I remembered why I was here, that time was ticking away. I pulled back, breaking the magic. Jack blinked, and I took a deep breath.
 
   “I guess I should talk to those women,” I said.
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   Jack placed a hand on the back of my neck, leaned down, and gave me a quick kiss goodbye. And then, within a few seconds, he was gone. Before I knew it, I had only the memory of his lips brushing against mine. Jack was lost in the crowd of black tuxedos, mingling and chatting with the business associates and “friends” of his world, and I scoured the shiny ball-gowns for the women I needed to interrogate.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty 
 
    
 
   Rachel Nge looked like the friendliest of the three. I’m not sure why I thought that – maybe I just admired her perfect skin and silky black hair. I threw back a glass of white wine – obviously something expensive and designed to be savored slowly – and headed up to the group of women surrounding her.
 
   They smiled at me politely when I approached, sizing up my cheap-ish dress and imperfect teeth, knowing immediately that I was “not their kind, dear.”
 
   “Hi,” said one the brunettes. “I don’t think we’ve met before.”
 
   “I’m Tiffany,” I said shaking her hand.
 
   “Gauri,” she said.
 
   I looked at Rachel, who smiled at me, polite and wordless. 
 
   “Rachel Nge?” I said.
 
   She had the grace to not look surprised. Instead, she looked as though maybe she’d met me somewhere and then forgotten my name.
 
   I decided to play that angle. “We met at that other party, remember?” I smiled ingratiatingly. “How are you? It’s good to see you again.”
 
   “I’m ok, how are you?”
 
   She was smiling politely, but it was obvious from her stoic eyes that she knew we’d never met before. For a moment, I wondered how the rich became so hardened to people around them – were they constantly being hit up for loans and favors? 
 
   “Yeah, I’m ok. Could I speak to you privately for a moment, please? It’s kind of important.”
 
   The women exchanged a glance, still trying to maintain their polite, friendly façade towards me, but obviously annoyed at the intrusion.
 
   “Actually, I’m kind of in the middle of something here,” Rachel said sweetly. “Why don’t we chat some other time?”
 
   I shook my head and leaned in closer. “It’s about Adam Bitzer,” I whispered.
 
   Rachel froze for a second and then glanced at me warily. I could see the shock in her eyes, which was quickly replaced by suspicion.
 
   “I thought he was dead,” she said, her eyes narrowing.
 
   I jerked my head to one side, and she excused herself from the gaggle of women and followed me to a slightly more private spot in the room. We stood, drinks in hand, sizing each other up for a split second. Of course, there wasn’t much about me to size up.
 
   “Adam was killed at midnight, on Friday,” I said. “Do you know anything about that?’
 
   “How would I know anything? And who are you, anyway? How d’you know Adam?”
 
   I looked at her carefully. Her cheeks were starting to darken, and she was watching me with the carefulness of a hyena looking for an opportunity to pounce.
 
   “I knew Adam well enough to know that you two were involved, somehow. Why were you sending him $2,500 every month?”
 
   Her eyes widened and she took a quick breath. “How do you know that? Who are you?”
 
   I shrugged, not quite sure why I was hiding the truth. “It’s not important who I am. What’s important is that you were paying good money every month. A person might think you were channeling funds away, maybe doing some money laundering.”
 
   She laughed suddenly, her eyes wide and light-hearted again. “Don’t be silly,” she said. “Adam told me he was collecting money for a charity for street kids in Rwanda, and he showed me photos of all the work they did. I’m a big softie, so I gave him money.” She shrugged. “That’s it.”
 
   She looked at me, smiling and pleased with herself. The tension had left her face, and she sipped her champagne happily.
 
   “Do you have receipts for this charity?” I asked.
 
   She shook her head. “No, why? I wasn’t doing it for tax breaks or something. Just trying to help out poor people in Rwanda.”
 
   I frowned and watched her carefully, not sure that I believed her story. It all seemed too convenient, too neat.
 
   “Are you done with the questions?” Rachel said. “I’m not sure why you’re even asking. Who are you? How did you find out I was giving Adam money?” Her eyes narrowed again. “Are you a hacker of some kind?”
 
   It was my turn to laugh. I wished I were a hacker – it would’ve made my job so much easier. I would just go into everyone’s computers, find out what was going on, and solve every case in seconds. 
 
   “No,” I said. “I was just a friend of Adam’s.”
 
   “Oh.” Rachel raised one eyebrow. “A friend.” She said that word slowly, as though I’d just said I was Adam’s transvestite lover. “I’m so sorry for your loss.”
 
   She didn’t sound sorry at all.
 
   “Where were you at midnight on Friday night?”
 
   Rachel rolled her eyes. “What is this, an interrogation?”
 
   She was about to turn around and stalk off and I quickly said, “As a matter of fact, it is. I’m not Adam’s friend, I’m investigating his death.”  She turned and looked at me again, her previous annoyance replaced with comprehension. “It doesn’t make sense,” I went on. “I know you’ve got nothing to do with it, but I need your help looking into it. Do you know anything about Adam, anything that could’ve gotten him killed?”
 
   For a moment she judged me silently, wondering how much of my story she believed, and how much she could say to me. And then her eyes were masked with a polite blankness, and she said, “Sorry, can’t help you there. I didn’t know Adam well at all.”
 
   I sighed. It had been worth a shot. “And what about Friday night?”
 
   “I was home. With my husband. And we’ve got a live-in housekeeper and chauffeur. They’ll tell you I was there.”
 
   “Right.” 
 
   I didn’t doubt her alibi for a second, but as she turned and walked back slowly to her friends, I wondered what she was hiding from me. 
 
   Rachel was gorgeous and elegant and her green dress set off her figure perfectly. Mine weren’t the only eyes trailing after her as she crossed the floor, and I sighed, feeling strangely defeated.
 
   I glanced across the room, looking for my next target. Nicole Weiss was still here, talking to a middle-aged couple about something, tossing her head back and laughing. I could see Michelle Ackermann standing in another couple, surrounded by three women who looked gratified to be in her company. Alexia Boyle was still nowhere to be seen.
 
   I decided to go talk to Nicole Weiss first. I finished my drink, and was about to grab another one, when I decided I should slow down and took an orange juice instead.
 
   Once again, I walked up to the group and smiled happily in the face of their polite judgment. I pretended to have met Nicole somewhere before – a story that she clearly didn’t buy but was too polite to contradict.
 
   Nicole was absolutely gorgeous – she had stunning, baby blue eyes and shimmering blonde hair that fell about her face in large, loose waves. Her nose was small and perfect, and she looked like someone you’d expect to see on the red carpet at a movie premiere, promoting her latest blockbuster film.
 
   “Could I speak with you privately, please?” I asked her, and then turned to the couple. The lady had light reddish-brown hair which clashed with her low-cut orange dress, and the gentleman had puffy, red cheeks and was just finishing his drink. “Would you excuse us please?”
 
   “Actually,” Nicole said slowly, “I think we should chat later. I’m uh – kind of speaking with my friends, here.”
 
   She smiled at me politely, and I leaned closer. “It’s about Adam Bitzer.”
 
   That got her attention. Her face was frozen but her eyes widened slightly. She turned to the couple and said apologetically, “I’ll be just a minute. I’m so sorry.”
 
   We walked together to a slightly more private area, and I wondered at the similarities between her reaction and Rachel’s.
 
   Impulsively, I asked, “Do you know Rachel Nge?”
 
   “Sure,” she said. “We see each other sometimes. We’re friends.”
 
   I didn’t know how much ground the word ‘friends’ covered, but I didn’t ask.
 
   We stood under a tall plant with a creeping vine going around its trunk. I wondered if these trees were fake, and if they were, how much they cost to buy. Clearly, this was a great use of the charity’s money.
 
   “What’d you want to know about Adam?” Nicole asked me, watching me warily. “Were you guys partners?”
 
   “Umm, no,” I said, “I’m single.”
 
   She looked at me blankly, and I said, “Why were you paying him money each month?”
 
   “Who told you that? Did he?”
 
   She narrowed her eyes and took a distrustful step back. 
 
   “Why does it matter who told me?” I asked. “Just tell me what it was about.”
 
   “So you don’t know what it was about,” she said slowly, processing the words carefully. And then she brightened up. “It was a charity. Adam was giving money to poor kids in some African country. I gave him money for that.”
 
   “For the charity?”
 
   She nodded cheerfully, and I rolled my eyes. I glanced around the room, and caught Rachel Nge’s eye. She held my glance for a second, and then she looked at Nicole. The corners of her lips went up, and then she went back to her conversation.
 
   I sighed. “Do you know Rachel well?” 
 
   “Why?” Nicole frowned, surprised by the abrupt change in questions. “We’re friends, I guess. I see her sometimes at these things.”
 
   “Right.” I floundered about, trying to find some way to get more information from her. I decided to try a different tack. “What was the money really about? Because I know it’s got nothing to do with charity.”
 
   “Oh? How do you know that?” Nicole folded her arms across her chest, calling my bluff expertly. 
 
   “Adam never gave that money to charity. He spent it on himself.”
 
   “I’m not sure how you know that, but that’s not what he told me. He said he gave it to charity.”
 
   “But he didn’t.”
 
   She shrugged. “He was a scumbag, and if he didn’t give it to charity that’s not my fault, it’s his.”
 
   “Really. He was a scumbag?”
 
   Nicole smiled sweetly. “If I gave him money for charity and he didn’t spend it on charity, that would make him a scumbag, wouldn’t it?”
 
   “Except you didn’t give him the money for charity.”
 
   “Yes, I did.”
 
   “No, you didn’t.”
 
   She shrugged. “Who are you, again? I don’t think we’ve ever met and I’ve got no idea why you’re asking me all these questions. I need to get back to my friends.”
 
   She looked at me skeptically, giving me one last chance, and I decided to pull out my trump card. “I’m an investigator. I’m looking into Adam’s death. Is there anything at all that you could tell me about him? Anything that might’ve gotten him killed?”
 
   She snorted. “Who know why he got killed? People get killed all the time.”
 
   “Was there any particular reason you know of?”
 
   She shrugged. “Maybe he got mixed up in something.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “Hey, I don’t know. It’s just something that came to mind. Who knows what he did? I barely knew the guy.”
 
   “And yet you gave him $2,500 every month.”
 
   “He said it was for charity.” 
 
   I sighed. This was going nowhere. “Where were you on Friday night?”
 
   “I was home. With my husband. Watching TV. And then we went to bed.”
 
   I pursed my lips and nodded. Nicole twirled around and sashayed away, and I wanted to smash my glass of orange juice on the ground.
 
   Of course, I didn’t. I scanned the crowd, and noticed Rachel watching Nicole with what seemed like amusement. Michelle Ackermann was still holding court with her gaggle of girlfriends, and Alexia Boyle was still not in attendance. I sighed. It was time to talk to the woman with the meanest assistant in the world.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-One 
 
    
 
   I’d left Michelle until the end because, honestly, I was a little scared of the man who answered her phone, and I didn’t look forward to dealing with the woman who was his boss. But I knew it was something I’d have to face.
 
   Michelle and her girlfriends ignored me completely when I approached them and stood on the periphery of their circle. They were like the mean girls in high school, but meaner and prettier - thanks to all the plastic surgeons and high-end dermatologists they now had at their disposal. Michelle had probably been a cute brunette back in high school, but now she was a glamorous bottle-blonde, her naturally bronzed coloring and light brown eyes at slight odds with the golden blonde her hairstylist had created. Her pink dress set off both her flawless skin and her beautiful hair, and its low cut emphasized her shoulder-blades which jutted out at hard angles.
 
   I was standing to Michelle’s left, and a tall woman with jet black hair pulled into a low, stylish ponytail took a step to her right, so that she was blocking me completely. I thought briefly about pulling her ponytail; would she still ignore me then?
 
   I interlocked my fingers and coughed. Nothing.
 
   So I said, really loudly, “Hi! Michelle Ackermann, right?” 
 
   The women turned to stare at me icily. I smiled at the brunette who’d been standing in front of me, and pressed her right shoulder gently. She flinched, as though my hands were made of ice, and stepped to the left. Her expression said that she expected better at these parties.
 
   “Who’re you?” Michelle said.
 
   I knew there would be no pretense with this woman, no way to sugar-coat things. So I said, “I’d like to talk to you about Adam Bitzer. In private.”
 
   The brunette rolled her eyes, and the other girls glanced at each other with supercilious faces.
 
   Michelle sniffed. “I don’t know any Adam Bitzer. You have me mistaken with someone else.”
 
   “I don’t think so. Can you we talk in private, please?” She hesitated, and I said slowly, “Unless you’d rather have the conversation here.”
 
   Something in her eyes flickered, and she said, “I still don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, but I’d rather not bore my friends with it.” She turned to her friends and sighed. “Sorry, girls. I need to find out what this woman,” she paused and gave me a dirty look, “is going on about.”
 
   Her friends rolled their eyes and smirked at each other, and I trailed off after Michelle as she stalked toward a private-looking cluster of bamboo. I was pretty sure that bamboo didn’t belong in a rainforest.
 
   She turned to face me when we were alone, crossed her arms, and raised one eyebrow.
 
   I waited for her to say something first, but after a few seconds, I realized that she’d never cave in first. I wondered if she perhaps played poker with MI6 agents in her spare time.
 
   “What was going on?” I said.
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Let’s try something different,” I said. “See all these people here?” I gestured behind me. “How do you know them?”
 
   Michelle shrugged. “They’re friends. People I know through parties like this and friends of friends and stuff.”
 
   “But how many of these people do you really know?” She looked at me blankly. “For instance, do you know Rachel Nge?”
 
   “Yeah, sure. She married Wesley Howards.”
 
   “Right. How about Alexia Boyle?”
 
   Michelle raised one eyebrow in supercilious amusement. “Alexia doesn’t exactly hang out with us anymore.”
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   She shrugged. “Got divorced. Broke some pre-nup clause, it got ugly. I heard she moved out of the house and had to get, like, a studio apartment or something. She’s probably looking for a job, too. Poor girl.” She let a flicker of sympathy soften her features for a second. “Who knows how she’s doing now.”
 
   “Didn’t she – doesn’t she have any old friends here?”
 
   “No, she wasn’t like us.” Michelle’s features hardened again. “She met David – her ex – when she was waitressing or something. She never really got along with us.”
 
   “Really.” I wondered who did get along with Michelle. “How do you know all this about her divorce?”
 
   Michelle checked her perfect, lady-like manicure. “I like to keep in touch with people. Know what they’re up to.”
 
   Right. She was just the type to use any information she got, or gossip she overheard, to her advantage.
 
   “Alexia never had any money of her own,” Michelle went on, seemingly happy at the chance to enlighten a neophyte. “You can’t make it in this crowd if you’ve got no money of your own. Not for long, anyway.”
 
   She gave me a pointed look and I tried not to flinch. This woman was wasting her talents here; she was born to be a dictator of some medieval nation, the kind who sat on gold and platinum thrones and ordered the nobles not to fraternize with the stable-hands.
 
   I glanced behind me and noticed Jack staring at us. He raised his glass toward me in a mock-toast, and I smiled and turned back to Michelle.
 
   “Jack Weber?” she said. “Didn’t I see you two together?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   She smiled. “Are you having a nice time?”
 
   I looked away, unable to bear to look at those piercing brown eyes anymore.
 
   “Listen,” I said, suddenly impatient to get away from her. “Why were you paying Adam Bitzer $2,500 a month?”
 
   She smiled, smooth and confident. “Who says I was paying him money?”
 
   “I have his bank statements, Michelle. There are transfers coming in every month from your bank.”
 
   She stared at me long enough to be sure that I knew what I was talking about. “Ok,” she said finally. “What did you want to know again?”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Again, the eyebrow raise. Was it just my imagination, or was she starting to look a little less sure of herself? She said, “Why what?”
 
   “Why were you paying him that much money? Every month?”
 
   She looked at me for a beat, the confident smile never leaving her lips. “It was a charity thing. Adam was giving money to…” She looked to her left, thinking hard for a minute. “Right. Rwandan street children. Giving them a better life.”
 
   “Was it Rwandan street children?” I asked. “Or Rwandan school children?”
 
   She shrugged. “Some children thing.”
 
   “And you’re sure it was in Rwanda? Not Ethiopia?”
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Look, I don’t know what difference it makes. I don’t really remember. It was a while back. And if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got to go back t–”
 
   “Where were you?”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “Where were you, Friday night at midnight?”
 
   “What is this, some kind of interrogation?”
 
   “I’m an investigator. Looking into Adam Bitzer’s death.”
 
   “Really. Do you have your badge on you?” 
 
   “I’m a private investigator,” I said stiffly.
 
   “Great, then. I don’t have to answer your questions.”
 
   She had half-turned around and was about to walk away, when I said, “Wait. You don’t have to answer me, but this is still an open investigation. You want to behave suspiciously, I’m happy to tell the cops all about it.”
 
   “Sweetheart, the cops never bother people like me.”
 
   She looked at me, her brown eyes wide and honest, and she smiled. I felt my heart sinking, lower and lower, and I tried not to let it show on my face.
 
   “I know you had nothing to do with Adam’s death,” I said. “Why not just tell me where you were? It’ll save the cops some time.”
 
   She turned back to face me again, and shifted her weight to one foot. “Who hired you?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Who cares how Adam died? Who’s paying you?”
 
   I took a deep breath. “Nobody’s paying me. My nanna’s the chief suspect.”
 
   She laughed shortly and then stopped when she saw my face. “Oh my god, you’re serious.” She considered me for a second and said, “Well, it’s still kinda funny. Tough luck for your nanna, though.” She glanced back at Jack and said, “I wonder if Jack wants to date someone with a criminal’s genes in them.”
 
   “Nanna didn’t do it,” I said. 
 
   “Sure.”
 
   I sighed. “Did you know anyone who hated Adam? Anyone who might’ve wanted to kill him?”
 
   She smiled, but her eyes looked cold and cynical. “I can’t help you.”
 
   “I think you can. Where were you on Friday night?” She snorted and was about to walk away, and I said, “At least tell me that, then I can stop bothering you. Otherwise, you can bet that I’ll be sticking to you all night. Your friends’ll wonder what’s happening.”
 
   We stared at each other, neither backing down, and Michelle realized I was serious. I had nothing to lose; to me, this was just a stupid party. 
 
   She rolled her eyes. “Fine. I was out, having cocktails with my girlfriends at Clav Bar. We might’ve gone to Marquee at The Cosmopolitan afterwards.”
 
   “Thanks.” Was that so hard? “Who’re your friends?”
 
   “Just show my picture to the guys there. They’ll tell you I was there. Don’t bother me again.”
 
   She walked away, and once more, I had nothing to show for all my interrogative skills other than a sinking feeling and the stench of failure.  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Two 
 
    
 
   I headed to the swanky ladies room, with its dim lighting and marble-and-gold fixtures, to give myself some time to think. This party had been a bust, but I was sure that all four women knew something. I’d half-expected that if any of them had something to do with Adam’s death, they wouldn’t have come to the party – which meant that Alexia Boyle was the one I needed to talk to, even though, according to Michelle, she hadn’t come to the party because she was no longer a part of the group.
 
   Where was Alexia? Ian said that the internet search hadn’t turned up anything, and I doubted that anyone in the room knew where she was.
 
   When I re-entered the Amazonian ballroom, I headed straight for Rachelle Nge. A look of resignation crossed her face when she saw me heading toward her, and she excused herself before I could get to her group.
 
   “What?” she hissed, when she reached my side. “I don’t want you bothering me.”
 
    “I know,” I said. “But I was hoping you could tell me about Alexia Boyle?”
 
   She gave me a puzzled look. “Not much to tell. The woman got divorced a few months ago. She wasn’t really… she wasn’t a big part of this scene to begin with. Kept mostly to herself.”
 
   “She didn’t have any friends here?”
 
   Rachel shrugged. “Even if she did, you don’t really–”
 
   “Keep in touch after someone gets divorced?”
 
   She shook her head. “It’s not like that. You don’t want to offend anyone, and her husband’s a big part of this group. Besides, Alexia wasn’t ever really a part of this crowd.”
 
   “Since she’d been a waitress?”
 
   “Yeah, there’s that. Plus, she didn’t really try. There’s people here you don’t offend. She didn’t bother sucking up.”
 
   I thought I caught a tinge of admiration in her voice. “So there’s nobody here who even knows where Alexia is? Or has her phone number?”
 
   “I’ve got her number,” said Rachel. “But I’m pretty sure she’s changed it.” I raised my eyebrows and gave her a questioning look, and she went on, “After we heard she was getting divorced, one of my friends tried to call her. Went straight to voicemail. I tried, too. She’s either screening calls or… Either way, you won’t get through.”
 
   I took the number anyway. It was the same number Adam’s brother, Mike, had given me, and I knew that Rachel was right. I wouldn’t have much luck getting hold of Alexia on the phone.
 
   “Any idea where she’s living?” I asked.
 
   The same look of mild sympathy that had crossed Michelle’s face when talking about Alexia’s new life now crossed Rachel’s. “I heard she moved into an apartment somewhere,” she said.
 
   “Where?”
 
   “I’m not sure, but Gracie told me she saw Alexia walking into one of those big apartment buildings on the Strip one day.”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   She gave me a blank look and shrugged.
 
   “One Las Vegas?” I asked. “The Ogden? Veer Towers? Sky Las Vegas? Panorama Towers?”
 
   She just shook her head. “I’m sorry, Gracie didn’t tell me.”
 
   “Who’s Gracie? Where is she?”
 
   Rachel rolled her eyes. “Gracie used to be my hairdresser. She moved to LA a few months ago.”
 
   I held my wrist tightly with one hand, and tried to stay calm. “Do you have her phone number? Any contact address?”
 
   “No.” Rachel looked at me like that was a stupid question. “It’s not like I’ll be going to LA to have my hair done.”
 
   I tilted my head back and took a deep breath.
 
   “Besides,” Rachel said, “Just because Gracie saw Alexia walk in, doesn’t mean she lives there. She might’ve been visiting a friend or something.”
 
   “Yeah.” I stared at Rachel again. She was probably right, but that didn’t mean I wouldn’t try to track down Alexia.
 
   “Anyone else see her around since the divorce?”
 
   “No. And like I said, it’s not like we’re still in touch with her.”
 
   “Right.” This conversation was going nowhere, so I said, “What can you tell me about Michelle Ackermann?” 
 
   I was half-hoping that Rachel would want to use this opportunity to gossip a little. But she didn’t. She just shrugged, and said, “We’re not that close. Why? I saw you talking with her earlier. And Nicole Weiss.”
 
   She looked at me curiously, and I said, “Adam’s girlfriend said they might be friends.”
 
   For some reason I wanted to play my cards close to my chest.
 
   Rachel and I glanced back at Michelle, and I saw the two women exchange a strange look. I knew that something was going on, so I said, “Why do you think I was talking to her?”
 
   Rachel regarded me quietly, and in the end she decided not to bite. “I don’t know,” she said. “I was just curious.”
 
   “Why are you protecting her?”
 
   Rachel looked at me, surprised. “What would I be protecting her from? You?” 
 
   She laughed, and I crossed my arms. These women were being no help, and I didn’t see any reason to stay here any longer. Waiters were lighting candles and placing fresh baskets of bread on the tables, and any moment now, somebody would announce that it was time to take our seats. I didn’t want to waste all night in this place. 
 
   ***
 
   “I’m sure it wasn’t so bad,” Jack said, as his town car inched towards my place. His hand covered mine; it was large and warm and made me feel a lot better about having suffered through the useless party. The Strip was packed with limos and cars, and for a moment I wondered if cancelling my shift tonight had been a bad idea.
 
   “Do you know Alexia Boyle?” I asked.
 
    Jack shook his head. “Not really, but I know her husband. I could give him a call, if you’d like.”
 
   “Are you sure it won’t be too awkward for you?”
 
   “Nah, I’ll just tell him to expect a call from you.” He smiled at me. “It’ll be ok. You’ll find her.”
 
   “But what if she’s got nothing to tell me?”
 
   “Well, then you’ll find something else.”
 
   “How come Alexia’s ex didn’t come to tonight’s party?”
 
   “I think he’s in Japan or something. Hang, on, I’ll try to call him.”
 
   I watched as Jack pulled up the number and dialed, keeping the speakerphone on. There were a couple of rings, and then a woman answered. 
 
   “Robert Fallon’s phone. This is Milly.”
 
   “Hi, Milly, it’s Jack Weber. Is Robert around?”
 
   “No, he went to a health retreat yesterday.”
 
   “Oh. Do you have the number for the place?”
 
   “I do, but I’m not meant to give it out. Sorry. I’m supposed to call him only if it’s a family emergency.”
 
   I closed my eyes shut and leaned back against my seat.
 
   “I see,” Jack was saying. “When will he back?”
 
   “Next week. Would you like to leave a message?”
 
   “No, that’s fine. I’ll call back.”
 
   I took a deep breath and tried not panic. There had to be some other way I could find Alexia Boyle. Maybe I was wasting my time again; maybe she had nothing to do with Adam’s death and she was as clueless as everyone else. But I didn’t think so. Something told me that this woman knew an important piece of the puzzle, and I was determined to find out what it was.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Three 
 
    
 
   I wasn’t in the best of moods when I stepped into my condo, and I didn’t feel any better when I saw Nanna and Nathan huddled around a laptop.
 
   “What’re you doing here?” I asked Nathan, trying not to scowl.
 
   My place looked neater somehow; the cushions were arranged nicely on the sofa and the countertops were spotless and sparkling. I blamed it on Nanna.
 
   “We’re practicing before we set out for tonight’s poker,” Nanna said, smiling. “How was the party? I thought you’d stay there longer.”
 
   I looked at Nathan through narrowed eyes, but he was studying the screen intently. “Party was terrible,” I said. “D’you know if Ian’s at home?”
 
   Nanna shook her head. “He stopped by ten minutes after you left and said he was going out for dinner with his parents.”
 
   “Really? His parents are in town?”
 
   “Yeah, they just stopped by all of a sudden. Why?”
 
   “No, no reason.” Other than the fact that, for once, it would’ve been nice to enjoy Ian’s enthusiasm; and maybe he’d actually have a good suggestion or two.
 
   Nathan kept his eyes focused on the laptop and said, “Why was the party terrible?”
 
   I sighed and pulled out my phone. “I want to talk to this woman,” I said, showing them the photos of Alexia Boyle. “But she wasn’t there.”
 
   “Hang on,” said Nathan, squinting at one of the photos. “I think I’ve seen her before.” Nanna and I stared at him as he squinted his eyes and looked off into the distance. “Right! I’ve got it. I saw her at one of those conferences… RubyConf!”
 
   “You’re kidding me,” I said, staring at him incredulously. “She was there?”
 
   I’d just watched footage from the RubyConf event only recently, when I was investigating a different case. Vegas really was a tiny town.
 
   “Yeah,” Nathan said. “I remember her because she was chatting to one of those developers and she actually seemed to know coding!”
 
   “Was she a part of the conference?”
 
   “No, no.” He shook his head. “She was one of those conference girls, you know?”
 
   I did know. They were the ones in the massive, gaudy headdresses and tiny, tiny bikini tops.
 
   “Are you sure it was her?”
 
   “Pretty sure. I was so surprised one of those girls knew coding.”
 
   “It is surprising,” Nanna said. “But I guess you make more money as a conference girl than as a coder.”
 
   “Did she say anything interesting?” I asked. “Did she mention a phone number or where she lived?”
 
   “I think she did,” Nathan said, thoughtfully. “The guy asked for her number… I think she programmed it into his phone.” I groaned and he went on, “But I think she mentioned living on the Strip. In one of those new tower apartments?”
 
   “Which one?”
 
   He looked at me apologetically. “I can’t remember.”
 
   I took a deep breath. “It’s ok. I’ll figure it out.”
 
   I grabbed my bag and headed out the door.
 
   “Where’re you going?” Nanna asked. “Nathan and I were just about to leave. You can get an early night, if you like.”
 
   I turned back to look at them. “No, that’s ok. You guys have fun. I might be late.”
 
   ***
 
   I sat in my car, the engine idling, while I tried to figure out a plan of action. I drove up as I tried to think, and in the end I wound up parking at the Neonopolis Parking Garage on East Ogden Avenue.
 
   There were six or seven places where Alexia might be living, and I decided to start at the north and work my way down. Living right on the Strip was expensive, and there was a chance she might be staying with someone else. But if Nathan was telling the truth, and Alexia was still single, then she was living within a few minutes’ walk from where I’d parked.
 
   I walked the few yards over to the Strip, and started at the Ogden. It was a place popular with Downtown partiers, and the lobby had a bright, youthful vibe. 
 
   “Hi,” I said, shining my brightest smile onto the friendly-looking concierge. He had jet-black hair combed neatly around a large bald spot, and a small, almost Hitler-esque black mustache. “I’m here to meet Alexia Boyle.”
 
   “Do you know her apartment number?” I shook my head, and he scanned a list of the tenants. “We don’t have any Alexia Boyle living here. Are you sure you’ve got the right place?”
 
   “Maybe she’s listed as Alex Boyle? Or Alexia Fallon? Alex Fallon? Robert Fallon? Rob Fallon?”
 
   Each name got a head shake and a polite, regretful smile. Urgh.
 
   I smiled my fake, bright smile. “I guess I should call her and check the address again!”
 
   The man smiled politely and nodded, not really caring about my predicament.
 
   My next stop was the One Las Vegas block of apartments. Once again, I strode up to the lobby purposefully, and fibbed about meeting Alexia Boyle and any of her other names I could think of.
 
   The obese brunette manning the concierge desk refused to be charmed by my dazzling smile, and told me in no uncertain terms that there was no such person staying there and that I’d better get my facts straight. And leave, was the unspoken phrase, and she glared at me until I shrugged apologetically and headed out the door. I could feel her dark eyes watching my back as I walked out the lobby and headed away.
 
   Veer Towers was my third stop, and the most glamorous building so far. The two inclined skyscrapers were designed to awe passers-by, but the glamorous lobby made it clear that the buildings were definitely designed for luxury.
 
   “I’m here to see Alexia Boyle,” I told the concierge, once again.
 
   This time, there was a man named Joey, if his name-tag could be believed. He had thinning brown hair, and pale, watery eyes set like a pair of dead fish in his pasty, flat face.
 
   “Is she expecting you?” he asked, looking up from his computer screen and staring at me without the slightest hint of interest.
 
   My heart soared and I grinned broadly. “Yes!” I said. “I mean, no!” I tried to calm down and think. Joey glanced at me and raised one disinterested eyebrow. “I mean, I called and said I’d be coming by but I’m not sure if she got my message. Tell her it’s Tiffany Black, and I’m here to talk about Adam Bitzer.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Four
 
    
 
   Joey seemed to be on the intercom for hours, speaking in a hushed, funereal tone and glancing at me once in a while. I was bubbling over with excitement, and when he finally hung up and looked at me, I just about squealed. 
 
   “She’s not at home,” he said in a sleepy monotone.
 
   My shoulders slumped. “What do you mean, not at home?” He shrugged, and I felt my disappointment transforming into rage. “Who were you talking to, then?”
 
   He looked at me blankly. “I’ll have to ask you to leave.”
 
   “How about I wait here for her?” I looked at him desperately, and he shook his head. “I’ll be really quiet, I promise. You won’t even know I’m here.” 
 
   Joey glanced over at the big, African-American guard who was sitting near the concierge desk reading USA Today. The man looked up and glanced at me.
 
   “Fine,” I said, gritting my teeth. “I’m leaving.”
 
   I shouldn’t have expected it to be so easy.
 
   I headed straight out the building and sat on the edge of the circular, carousel-sized fountain in front of it. Veer Towers was part of a seven-building “complex,” which meant that you had to access it using a side-street. I couldn’t just loiter on the Strip and wait for Alexia to come out, and I couldn’t even stand around near the building entrance. That would be just asking for Joey to call some security guards and have me thrown out.
 
   I didn’t want to just leave. I walked slowly down up and down the building, trying to figure things out.
 
   Finally, I called Ian.
 
   “Hi.” His voice was quiet, somehow more serious-sounding than I’d ever heard.
 
   “What’s up?” I said. “Wanna help me out with something?”
 
   “I can’t.” He sounded regretful, in a kind of understated way. “I’m having dinner.”
 
   “Can you cut it short?”
 
   “No. And I have to go now.”
 
   We hung up, and I stared at the Veer Towers entrance again. If Alexia was in there, she’d have to come out at some point. Maybe I could spend all night sitting on the edge of the water fountain, watching the doors. But that wouldn’t work – I’d be allowed to loiter there maybe an hour or two at best.
 
   So I called Nanna instead.
 
   “Where are you?” I asked when she picked up.
 
   “We’ve just arrived at The Bellagio,” she said. “I’m feeling lucky, tonight.”
 
   “Great. Listen, do you know anyone who lives in Veer Towers?”
 
   “I’m not sure, why?”
 
   “I need a way in.”
 
   “I’ll ask around.”
 
   We hung up, and she called back after ten minutes.
 
   “My friend Gilmore’s nephew,” she said. “He’s working on some city center project, so Gilmore’s living there. He’ll get you in. Gilmore Wyndham.”
 
   “Thanks,” I said, my breath whooshing out in relief.
 
   I hung up, and walked half-way towards the Veer Towers entrance, when I stopped. So far, the plan was to get in, and then head over to Alexia’s apartment. Except I didn’t know which one of the 500-odd apartments was hers.
 
   I called Nanna again. “Is Nathan with you?”
 
   She handed the phone over, and I told him my plan. As I’d hoped, he agreed to go through with it. I hung up, wondering if I had been judging him too harshly.
 
   Nathan turned up within half an hour, supplies in hand. Alexia hadn’t left the building in the meantime, so I grabbed the empty, gift-wrapped shoe box from Nathan and went to wait for him inside Crystals, the fancy shopping center next door, where I was thoroughly ignored for fifteen minutes by all the snobby saleswomen. 
 
   Fifteen minutes later, I got tired of waiting and walked back toward the fountain. I met Nathan mid-way. He wasn’t carrying the massive bouquet of flowers he’d turned up with, and I grinned.
 
   “It worked?” 
 
   Nathan nodded enthusiastically. “It wasn’t easy at first. The concierge guy wanted me to leave the bouquet with him and said he’d take it up, but I kept insisting. Said the sender wanted me to confirm that I’d handed it over.”
 
   “Great!” I beamed. “At least you got in. You did get in, right?”
 
   “Of course. It’s on the eleventh floor, apartment 1117. Good luck.”
 
   “Thanks.” 
 
   I frowned, hoping I wouldn’t need it, and watched Nathan disappear along the Strip.
 
   Joey, the concierge, sighed when he saw me again. “Do you want me to tell her you brought a gift?”
 
   “No,” I said, smiling smugly. “I’m here to see Gilmore Wyndham. He’s expecting me.”
 
   Joey looked at me suspiciously, but punched the buttons in his intercom anyway. He turned back after a few seconds.
 
   “Go on up, fourteenth floor.”
 
   I nodded and headed over to the elevators, where I pressed “11” instead of “14.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Five 
 
    
 
   Alexia opened the door after just a few knocks. She was wearing pink and blue teddy bear pajamas, and she peered out at me with red, watery eyes. Her dark brown hair hung limply around her splotchy red face, and she clasped a box of tissues with one hand.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   She glanced at the gift-wrapped box in my hands, and I smiled happily.
 
   “This is for you.”
 
   I handed it over to her, and stepped inside before she could close the door.
 
   She sniffed and took a step back, immediately sensing that I wasn’t here for the gift.
 
   I raised my hands up and quickly said, “I just want to talk to you.”
 
   “You’re Tiffany Black.”
 
   I was a bit surprised by how quick she was, and I glanced at the box of tissues she was clutching. “I just have a few questions. I’d really appreciate it if–”
 
   “Are you working for Rob?”
 
   “Huh?” I blinked at her, and took a few seconds to realize she was talking about her ex-husband, Robert Fallon. “No.” I shook my head emphatically. “Absolutely not. I’m investigating Adam Bitzer’s death.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   I could go the route of implying that I was an LVMPD detective, but she seemed too smart to buy that, so I said, “My nanna’s been accused of killing him.”
 
   There was a beat as she regarded me warily, still not closing her apartment door. I glanced around surreptitiously while she watched me; the place was obviously a furnished rental, with a dark, fabric-covered sofa, a large flat-screen TV, and a corridor that probably led off into the bedroom. There was a tiny stove in one corner of the room, a fridge, and a small dining table.
 
   “It sounds pretty ridiculous,” Alexia said finally. “Can you prove you’re not working for Rob?”
 
   “No,” I said. “Of course I can’t prove that. I never even met the man.”
 
   “Then how’m I meant to trust you?”
 
   I pursed my lips and tried to think fast. “Maybe I could prove that my nanna’s really accused of killing Adam? I could call her, and, and… maybe I could call the detective who’s investigating this case?” I wasn’t sure Elwood would help, but it was worth a shot.
 
   Alexia blew her nose loudly and said, “Ok. I believe you. But I really don’t want to talk about Adam. Could you leave, please?”
 
   “Why not?” I said, clutching at straws. “Why were you paying him money? What’s going on?” She continued to look at me stoically, and I said, “Why are you protecting him?”
 
   “I’m not protecting him, I just don’t want to talk about him.”
 
   “I think you’re protecting him.” I crossed my arms, but she just shook her head and began to walk over to the intercom hanging on the wall.
 
   “Wait!” I said, and she paused. “You have to help me, please. My nanna’s in trouble and you seem to be the only one who knows what’s going on.”
 
   She regarded me silently and sniffed. I tried again. “I know you’re getting divorced. Maybe I can help out somehow, maybe I can… I don’t know, I’m a private investigator. I’ll owe you one if you help me now.”
 
   She smiled thinly. “I don’t think I’ll need that favor, ever. But I suppose I could let you ask me a few questions. The damage’s already been done.”
 
   “What damage?”
 
   She rolled her eyes and finally closed the apartment door. I waited for her to say something more, but she didn’t; she just put down the empty, gift-wrapped shoebox, and headed into the kitchenette, where she switched on a kettle.
 
   “What damage?” I repeated.
 
   “Adam’s why I got divorced, stupid s–” She took a few minutes to let out a string of expletives, and I waited patiently till she was done.
 
   The kettle boiled, and she found a mug and put a teabag in it.
 
   “What did Adam do?” I asked once again. “What damage?”
 
   “He got me divorced,” Alexia said, pouring the water into the mug. She put the kettle back, and then regarded me sullenly. “That guy – it’s all…”
 
   “How? Were you seeing him?”
 
   Alexia laughed bitterly, and then started to cough. When her cough attack was over, she said, “No, of course not. Who’d date that loser? He was blackmailing me.”
 
   Blackmail. I helped myself to a seat on the sofa, and stared into space. The world made sense now – the regular payments, the women’s unwillingness to talk. 
 
   “I was paying him, like he’d asked,” Alexia was saying, “But then Rob found out and asked me what the money was for. So I gave him that story about charity for Rwandan kids, and he made me stop.”
 
   “And you told Adam about his?” 
 
   Alexia dipped the teabag a few times, pulled it out, and threw it into the trash. “Sure. Except he didn’t care. Kept telling me to pay up and, when I didn’t, he actually emailed Rob the pictures. Urgh!” She groaned and rubbed her forehead with one hand. “One stupid crush, one stupid fling, and I lost it all.” Alexia stared at me, her eyes a wild mixture of anger and regret, and said, “Can you believe it? I had it all. And now I’ve just…”
 
   She looked around herself, and I followed her glance. It didn’t seem too bad to me – apartments on the Strip rent out for more than a three-bedroom condo in the ’burbs, and the place seemed clean and nicely, if generically, furnished. But who knows? It was probably a dump compared to how she used to live.
 
   “How did you meet Adam?” I asked.
 
   She frowned, remembering, and sniffed. “It was at some party. He came up to me, introduced himself, seemed charming enough. I can’t believe I thought he was nice!” She blew her nose and went on. “Anyway, he’s asking all these questions, real polite. How long had I been married, was I a Vegas local, that kind of stuff. He must’ve looked into me, cause the next thing I know, he’s calling me, asking to have drinks. I say no, but he’s really insistent, saying it’ll be five minutes and he’s got something I should see.”
 
   She put down the box of tissues and grabbed the mug of hot tea instead. “Of course, what I should see were those photos he took of me – stupid photos of me and Joshua together. Urgh.”
 
   She took a sip of her tea and I watched her. “Are you still in touch with Joshua?”
 
   “No, that was over as soon as I saw those photos. I mean, the damage was done, but still, I was gonna be careful.”
 
   “And then what?”
 
   She sighed, and took another sip of the tea. “Adam said I needed to pay him. Every month, $3,000. I bargained it down to $2,200, and he said if my husband asked, I was going to tell him that it was for a Rwandan charity thing.”
 
   “And your husband did find out.”
 
   “Sure thing. He asked me where the money was going, and didn’t buy for a second that it was a charity. Thought I might’ve had some kind of fling with Adam, so of course I have to stop paying him.”
 
   “And then Adam hassled you for a bit, and then he sent the photos to Robert?”
 
   “That’s right. The entitled sonofabitch.”
 
   She seemed resigned now, rather than angry, and I wondered if I felt sorry for her. Although, truth be told, I was more surprised to learn about Adam’s hobby than anything else. I should’ve seen this coming – monthly payments from three rich women? I shook my head. No wonder none of them were willing to talk about him.
 
   After another couple of sips of her tea, Alexia said, “And now I’m divorced. All because of that freak.”
 
   I nodded, wondering what to do next. “Where were you,” I asked finally, “last Friday night?”
 
   She laughed, a bitter, unhappy sound. “At work. The Spearmint Rhino.”
 
   I nodded. That made sense – what else would an attractive, intelligent woman work after she got divorced? Strippers made a lot of money, much more than doctors in many states, and as long as she maintained her youthful good looks and gorgeous figure, Alexia would be able to afford a nice lifestyle.
 
   “Thanks for your help,” I said. “I really appreciate it.”
 
   She sighed. “As long as you don’t tell Robert we had this talk.”
 
   I nodded and stood up. “Good luck with the settlement. I’m sure something will turn up for you.”
 
   I headed down to the lobby, where Joey seemed to have forgotten who I was, and wandered thoughtfully back to where I’d parked my car. I figured it was time to pay Adam’s girlfriend, Cynthia Pruttley, another visit.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Six 
 
    
 
   I pulled up beside Cynthia’s Summerville house just as the garage door was sliding shut, and I parked in a rush, hoping she didn’t have company.
 
   Cynthia answered the door within minutes of my knock, and she seemed surprised to see me.
 
   “Hey,” she said, taking off her dangling earrings. “What’re you doing here?”
 
   She was wearing a stunning turquoise dress and a gold choker; the gold earrings she’d been wearing a moment ago were now in her hand.
 
   I stepped inside, and closed the door behind myself. “I just had a thought.” I looked around – the foyer and sitting area were empty, and the place seemed pretty quiet. “You don’t have, er, a guest, do you?”
 
   She shook her head, no. “How come you’re alone? Where’s that cute partner of yours?”
 
   I made a face. Nobody ever referred to Ian as “cute,” other than my mom and Nanna. “He’s busy, having dinner with his parents or something.”
 
   “That’s too bad,” she said. “I was looking forward to seeing him again.”
 
   I’m sure she was. But I kept my thoughts to myself and said, “What about you? You look all dressed up.”
 
   She laughed. “Yeah, I just got back from dinner with this, uh, friend. Anyway, what’s this about?”
 
   “Adam liked photography, right?” I peered at her carefully, and she nodded. “Where’s the camera? Did the cops take it?”
 
   “No, it’s still upstairs, come on.” I followed her up, and we walked into a small bedroom, furnished with a big desk, two bookshelves holding financial accounting tomes, a steel filing cabinet. 
 
   There were a bunch of keyrings on a plate on Adam’s desk, and I had a few moments of panic as Cynthia tried one key after the other in an attempt to unlock the filing cabinet. Finally, one key turned around, and we both exhaled in relief. 
 
   “Do you think something’s on it?” Cynthia asked, opening a drawer and extracting the camera. It was a Nikon DSLR, and I saw various fancy lenses lying about inside the drawer. One of them was particularly long, and I guessed that was the telephoto lens.
 
   “I’m not sure,” I said. “How do you switch this thing on?”
 
   “Just press this button.” Nothing happened, and she pressed it again. Still nothing.
 
   “Maybe it needs batteries,” I suggested, and Cynthia flipped open the battery compartment. It was empty. 
 
   She opened the drawer with all the lenses again, and we found a box full of batteries, and finally managed to turn the camera on.
 
   It took a moment to power up, and Cynthia showed me how to get into the photo gallery, and scroll through the photos. I went through each and every one of the photos in that gallery, but it was all harmless stuff – pictures of Cynthia posing, pictures of parties, pictures of food and random casino shots. 
 
   “There’s nothing here,” I said, frustrated. I glanced inside the camera drawer again, and that’s when I saw it. A second SSD card, sitting in its plastic container. “How do you switch memory cards?” 
 
   Cynthia did the honors, switching off the camera and then switching it on again. I waited for the screen to load up, and when I saw the first image, my heart sunk. It was a shot of a Downtown casino.
 
   But then I scrolled through the rest of the photos, and smiled, pleased. It was all shots of the four women – Rachel Nge, Michelle Ackermann, Nicole Weiss and Alexia Boyle – along with four good-looking men I’d never seen before. 
 
   The photos had been taken over a number of days, and there was nothing particularly compromising about them. Nobody was frolicking naked or eating whipped cream off each other’s bodies, but what they showed was damaging enough: gifts being given, hands being held, and the occasional romantic kiss.
 
   Cynthia stood beside me, peering over my shoulder, and I glanced at her. Her eyes were blank, her expression unreadable, and I said, “He wasn’t cheating on you. He was just blackmailing these women.”
 
   She nodded, not saying a word until we got to the end of the photos.
 
   “So that’s it?” she said. “That’s all there is?”
 
   “Seems like that.” I glanced at Adam’s desk, but it was neat and empty of suspicious-looking papers. “Did you know anything about this?” Cynthia shook her head and I said, “Did anyone ever threaten Adam? Do you know these women?”
 
   “I’ve seen them at parties and such,” she said. “But I had no idea…”
 
   Her voice trailed off, and I handed the camera back. “Thanks. I’ll get in touch if I need anything again.”  
 
   She nodded, and I let myself out, wondering what this meant. Maybe it was time to look into all those alibis; it seemed to me that all four of the women Adam had blackmailed had a good reason to want him out of the way.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Seven 
 
    
 
   It was almost one o’clock by the time I got home, and I stopped by Ian’s condo first.
 
   “How was dinner?” I asked.
 
   He shrugged. “Not great. The usual.”
 
   “Why were your parents in Vegas?”
 
   “They came to see me. And nag me.”
 
   “About what?”
 
   “Get a job, do something with your life, you know.”
 
   I smiled sympathetically, feeling a little worried. This was the first time I’d ever seen Ian be anything but exuberantly enthusiastic.
 
   “Well, I have some good news!” I said, beaming happily. He looked at me curiously, and I went on. “Adam Bitzer was blackmailing those women!”
 
   Ian’s eyes widened. “Get out! No way?”
 
   “Yup.” I crossed my arms triumphantly. “I’m pretty sure one of them must’ve killed him.”
 
   “Tell me everything.”
 
   “Let’s go to my place.”
 
   Nanna and Nathan were still out, so I made two cups of decaf and told Ian all about my night, leaving out the part about Cynthia calling him cute.
 
   “I wish I’d gone with you,” he said regretfully. “I could’ve done with some fun. And I’d have done a much better job than Nathan with those flowers.”
 
   “I know,” I said, and glanced at the clock. “Do you think it’s too late to make some phone calls?”
 
   “Nah, they’re probably still at the party.”
 
   I didn’t think so. In my experience, stuffy, boring parties tended to wind down early but, then again, I had no experience with these kinds of posh galas. For all I knew, maybe the women were still over there, dancing the night away. Or maybe they’d headed over to some other glitzy after-party.
 
   “Give them a call,” Ian said, his eyes glimmering with hope.
 
   He was right – I should call them now. An hour wasted, or a night wasted, was not something I could afford anymore.
 
   I called Rachel Nge first, and my call went straight to voicemail. Nicole Weiss was next, and once again, I hit voicemail. 
 
   I left the same message for both: “This is Tiffany Black. I’ve got the photos Adam Bitzer took of you. Call me.” I left my number and hung up.
 
   When I called Michelle Ackermann, I got the same annoying man who’d answered the first time I’d called her. “Michelle Ackermann’s phone.”
 
   “Hey,” I said, talking into the speakerphone. “Don’t you get the night off?”
 
   There was a stony silence, and then he said, “Who’s this?”
 
   “Tiffany Bl—”
 
   “Oh, right, I remember you, honey. Michelle’s not going to talk to you.”
 
   “Tell her it’s urgent. I’ve got the photos Adam Bitzer took of her.”
 
   There was a hesitant pause, and he said, “Hang on.”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a glance, and I “hung on” for just a few seconds, and then Michelle answered. “What?”
 
   “Did I mention I’ve got those photos Adam took of you?”
 
   There was a long silence, and then Michelle said, “What do you want?”
 
   “Where are you, anyway? How come you’ve got your assistant still around?”
 
   “I’m at a bar,” Michelle growled. “The party was boring so some of us came round to Fisherman’s, for champagne. What do you want?”
 
   “Right. What do I want. See, right now, I’ve got good motive for you to kill Adam. So I figured you’d want to help me out, maybe tell me anything else you know about him?”
 
   “I don’t know about him. He was the one stalking me.”
 
   “Really? And how’d that happen?”
 
   She snorted, and even over the phone, I could see the look of derision on her face. “I don’t know, he met me at some party and then the next thing I know, we’re having drinks and he’s showing me all these photos of me and Miguel together. I can’t risk my marriage, obviously, so I pay him.”
 
   “Doesn’t your husband see the payments?”
 
   “Don’t be silly, it’s from my account, my money.”
 
   “Right.” So that was the difference between her and Alexia, she had her own, separate accounts. Michelle had been right, a woman couldn’t make it in that crowd unless she had her own money. “And then what?”
 
   “I don’t know, I just kept sending him money. I don’t even look at it, it goes automatically.”
 
   “Right. When was the last time you talked to Adam?”
 
   “I don’t. I never talk to him, I don’t want Fred getting jealous.”
 
   “But you must’ve seen him around?”
 
   “I saw him at those parties and I make a point of not talking to him. Made, now that he’s dead.”
 
   “Yeah, now that he’s dead, life’s probably a lot easier for you.” Next to me, Ian was smiling and nodding furiously.
 
   “Look, it was a lot of money and it was annoying, so yeah, it is actually easier for me. I’m glad he’s dead.”
 
   “So maybe you killed him.”
 
   She laughed. “Are you kidding me? I wouldn’t risk my marriage, you think I’d risk my neck to kill some loser? No way.”
 
   “Where were you last Friday night? Marquee at the Cosmo, right?”
 
   “That’s right.”
 
   “Are you sure? Because I’ve run your photo and nobody remembers seeing you.”
 
   This was a bluff, and Michelle didn’t seem bothered by it. “Check the cameras, then,” she said. “I was there.”
 
   It was my turn to be silent. Ian was frowning, as surprised as I was by Michelle’s confidence, and she used this opportunity to say, “Is that it? Because I’m hanging up now. I don’t want you calling me again. And don’t get any funny ideas about those photos.”
 
   She hung up, and I glared at the phone. It was tempting to think of something creative to do with those photos, but I let the thought go. I wasn’t vindictive, and while Michelle was annoying, blackmail was illegal and would get my PI license revoked.
 
   I’d just hung up, when Nicole called me back. 
 
   I hit the speakerphone button so that Ian could listen in, and Nicole said, “Whaddya mean, photos Adam took of me?” 
 
   “You know what I mean.”
 
   There was silence for a few seconds while Ian and I smiled at each other and she contemplated the situation. “Well?” Nicole said finally. “What do you want?”
 
   “Just some more info about Adam Bitzer.”
 
   I went through the drill, asking her about Adam and how they’d met and what was going on, but I got the same responses Michelle had given me. Adam had met Nicole at a party, had turned up with a bunch of compromising photos, and had extracted money from her in exchange for his silence. Yes, she was happy about his death, but she stood by her alibi – her husband and housekeeper would back her up, she said. 
 
   I hung up, feeling baffled by the conversation, and from the look on Ian’s face, so was he.
 
   “Maybe one them killed Adam,” he said, “But they hired someone to do the job.”
 
   “That can’t be,” I said. “The Mob would know about it, and Nanna’s friend would’ve told me. Whoever killed Adam did it by themselves.”
 
   We were staring at the floor morosely, when my phone rang again. 
 
   “I got your message,” said Rachel Nge. “What’s going on?”
 
   “Why don’t you tell me? How’d you know Adam?”
 
   “He met me somewhere, some party.”
 
   “And then?”
 
   “Look, you seem to know the rest, so why’re you asking me?”
 
   “Because it looks like you’re pretty happy he’s dead, right?”
 
   “Yeah, so?”
 
   Ian and I exchanged a glance. “So… we’ll have to give this information over to the cops, and we’ll have to check your alibi.”
 
   “Look.” There was a pause, and then she went on, in a slightly more desperate tone. “There’s no reason to tell the cops. You can check my alibi yourself – I was home all night with Steven.” I didn’t say anything and she went on after a short pause. “Look, obviously it was worth a lot of money to me for Steven not to know about this. I can pay you, if that’s what you want.”
 
   “That’s not what I want,” I said. “The money means nothing to me. When was the last time you saw Adam?”
 
   “I might’ve seen him at some bar. He was having drinks with some guys, but we didn’t talk to each other. I try not to talk to that sleazebag.”
 
   “So… you didn’t talk to him recently?”
 
   “No, of course not. The guy’s scum.”
 
   “And… you stand by your alibi?”
 
   “Yes. And I’ll do whatever you want, just don’t say anything to anyone else about the photos.”
 
   I sighed. “I’ll call you if I need anything.”
 
   “Of course,” she said, “Anything at all. I can make it happen.”
 
   “Can you get this case lifted for my nanna?” There was silence and I said, “Yeah, I thought not. Thanks anyway.”
 
   I turned to Ian after I hung up. 
 
   “Now what?” he said, looking as baffled as I felt. “Everyone seems innocent.”
 
   “Maybe it was Alexia.” I frowned. “She said she was at The Spearmint, but maybe she’d taken the night off. Or left early.”
 
   “I guess we need to check the alibis,” Ian said, and I frowned and shook my head.
 
   “I don’t think it’s a question of alibis. If anyone’s lying, they’ve already covered their tracks. And they all seem to… I don’t know, they all seem pretty sure that they’re not a suspect.”
 
   “Do you think it’s someone else? I guess I could ask Cynthia to look for more bank statements.”
 
   “That’s a good idea,” I said, looking at Ian in surprise. “Maybe there was someone else who he’d blackmailed.”
 
   Ian beamed and said, “Why don’t I call Cynthia?”
 
   “No, no,” I said quickly. “I should call her.” I frowned. “But before that… Adam’s brother, Mike. He knew all these women, Rachel, Nicole, Michelle and Alexia. If there’s someone else, maybe he knows about it.”
 
   We looked at each other, and then we looked at the clock. It was late, but it was worth a shot.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Eight 
 
    
 
   Mike Bitzer’s house was dark, as was every other house on the street.
 
   I killed my engine and stepped out, feeling a little guilty for destroying the peace. 
 
   “Maybe he’s not even at home,” I whispered to Ian. 
 
   “Maybe,” he whispered back, and we stepped quietly towards the front door, trying our best to blend into the dark quietness.
 
   I pressed the buzzer, and we heard it ringing in the house. Or maybe it was just my imagination. The house seemed dead, and I pressed the buzzer again. 
 
   I thought I heard footsteps, and then a light went on and I took a step back just as Mike opened the door and blinked out at us sleepily.
 
   “What’s going on?” he said softly, glancing back inside the house. “Is everything ok?”
 
   “Yeah,” said Ian, as we stepped inside, uninvited.
 
   “Sorry about bothering you,” I said softly. “It’s just… we’re running out of time.” Mike gave me a puzzled look, and I didn’t feel like explaining. “Did you know that your brother was blackmailing a bunch of women?”
 
   Mike looked from me to Ian, and then back at me. He was wearing blue and white striped pajamas, and his feet were bare. His eyes were sleep-ridden, and an expression of annoyance was starting to creep over his features.
 
   “Mi-ike?” called a feminine voice from inside the house. “Who is it? Is everything ok?”
 
   “It’s fine,” Mike called back. “Just stay in bed, I’ll be right back.”
 
   I frowned. “That doesn’t sound like Claire.”
 
   I crossed my arms and Ian said, “Yeah. You’ve got some other woman here. Who is it?”
 
   Mike sighed, and gestured towards the living room. “Let’s sit down.”
 
   He switched on the light and we arranged ourselves on the spotless white sofas, the cream rug gleaming up at us from the floor. “What’s going on?”
 
   “I found out–”
 
   “Before that,” Ian said, interrupting me. “What the hell’s going on with this woman? Who is she?”
 
   Mike narrowed his eyes and pursed his lips. I wondered if we were doing the right thing by bothering Mike about this woman, so I quickly said, “I’m sure it’s none of our business.” I gave Ian a warning look, and he shrugged. “Back to Adam. Did you know he was blackmailing these women?”
 
   “Nicole Weiss,” supplied Ian. “Michelle Ackermann. Rachel Nge and Alexia Boyle.”
 
   “I had no idea,” said Mike. “I just… when you asked about them, I thought maybe they were just friends of Adam’s.”
 
   “Well, they were more than just friends,” Ian said. “Who else was he blackmailing?”
 
   “Huh?” Mike looked at us blankly. “This is the first I’m hearing about this.”
 
   “Really?” I looked at him carefully. He really did look clueless. “Are you sure you’d never heard about this? Maybe some other woman was threatening Adam, maybe Adam was following someone around?”
 
   Mike shook his head. “Sorry, I’ve got no idea about that. And to tell the truth, I’m finding it a bit hard to believe. Now, if you’ll excuse me,” he glanced at the clock. “It’s really late. I need to get to bed, I’ve got an early start tomorrow.”
 
   “Really?” said Ian. “You’re not just kicking us out because of the woman in your bedroom?”
 
   “Yeah,” I said slowly. “Who is she?”
 
   “That’s none of your business,” he said brusquely, standing up. “You guys need to go.”
 
   “Maybe Claire should know about this woman,” said Ian.
 
   Mike looked at Ian steadily, and after a few seconds he said, “Are you threatening me?”
 
   “No,” said Ian. “Just making a suggestion.”
 
   There was another pause, and then Mike said, “Claire and I have an open marriage. She won’t care about this.”
 
   I didn’t buy the open marriage thing for a second, but I didn’t feel like pushing it. “Where is Claire, by the way?” I said. “Pretty convenient that you’ve got the house to yourself, like this.”
 
   Mike glared at me. “Claire’s in LA, she’s got a meeting with some senator there.”
 
   “Right. And when’s she coming back?”
 
   “Tomorrow, sometime.” He glanced at the clock again. “Look, I really need to get back to sleep.”
 
   “You know what,” Ian said slowly, “I reckon it was you.”
 
   “What?” Mike said, and we both turned to him.
 
   Ian nodded. “We know Adam was a blackmailer. We know you’re sleeping around, and we know Claire doesn’t know.” Mike started to say something, and Ian interrupted. “Oh, please. Spare me the open-marriage bull. Truth is, you’re dependent on Claire’s money and her career, and you can’t let her divorce you.”
 
   “I make a lot of money as a nurse,” Mike said, narrowing his eyes and looking as though he’d like Ian to vaporize on the spot.
 
   Ian snorted. “Sure, but it’s nothing like the kind of cash Claire’s inherited. So Adam found out about your little secret, took a few photos, and told you that you’d better pay up. Or else.”
 
   “Or else what?” Mike said, looking at us incredulously.
 
   “Or else.” Ian waved his arms about. “He’d tell Claire. You could kiss the easy life goodbye.”
 
   “Hunh.” Mike looked at us, his eyes seething with disbelief. “The easy life. I’ve got a five a.m. shift tomorrow, so you guys better scram. I need to enjoy the easy life.”
 
   “Where were you,” I said slowly, “last Friday night?” 
 
   Mike laughed, a short, disbelieving laugh. “Are you two idiots, seriously, accusing me of killing my own brother? Are you guys nuts, or what?”
 
   I looked at Ian, and knew we were both thinking the same thing. We weren’t the ones who were nuts – it was Mike.
 
   “Get out,” said Mike, walking over to the front door and opening it for us. His eyes were blazing with suppressed fury, and I was starting to feel a bit nervous.
 
   We walked to the door, and I was the first to step out.
 
   “But where were you?” Ian said. “Really.”
 
   “Nebraska. Taking care of my friend’s dad. While my brother was killed.”
 
   He slammed the door shut, and Ian and I stood there for a few seconds, watching the lights go off in the house. 
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Forty-Nine 
 
    
 
   “It was him,” Ian said, as I drove back to our building. “I know it was him.”
 
   I knew it too. But he had an alibi – an alibi that put him three states away.
 
   “You need to check his alibi,” Ian said, as though he’d read my mind.
 
   We headed into my condo, and I made us both mugs of hot coffee, and called Stone.
 
   “Hey,” he said, picking up after one ring. “What’s up? How was your party?”
 
   I frowned. “How’d you hear about that?”
 
   “Your nanna told me. Did you and Jack have a good time?”
 
   He said Jack as though it were a dirty word and I decided not to give him the satisfaction of knowing the truth. 
 
   “It was nice,” I said. “But I need a big favor.”
 
   “Like?”
 
   “Do you have any contacts in Homeland Security?”
 
   “Hmm. Depends on what you need.”
 
   “I need someone to check flight records. And why are you still up? Don’t you sleep?” It was almost three a.m.
 
   I heard the smile in Stone’s voice. “I do sleep. Just not when I’ve got work.”
 
   “Can you find the records?”
 
   “Who’d you want to check?”
 
   “Mike Bitzer,” I said. “He claims he left last week for Nebraska and got back on Sunday.”
 
   “And you don’t believe him?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “I’m on it,” Stone said, and hung up.
 
   “When do you think we’ll know?” Ian asked, sipping his coffee.
 
   “I’m not sure.” 
 
   We both looked at the clock, wondering if we should get some sleep. But my pulse was racing and I wasn’t sure I could sleep even if I wanted to. Mike was our guy – I could feel it. Now I just needed some proof. The flight records would be a start. Maybe someone saw him heading into Adam’s office, or maybe he had the murder weapon lying around somewhere in his house.
 
   Ten minutes later, Stone called back.
 
   “So?” I asked eagerly. “What’d you find out?”
 
   Ian looked at me eagerly, and I wondered if I should put the phone on speaker. Before I could press the speakerphone button, Stone said, “Not much. My guy’s got the night off.”
 
   “Oh.” I tried to hide my frustration. “What does that mean?”
 
   “It means he’s going to work tomorrow, and he’ll check things out then. Get some sleep now.”
 
   “Yeah,” I said, hanging up with sigh. 
 
   I’d come so close – and now we were asked to wait again.
 
   “What’d he say?” Ian asked, and I turned to face him with disappointed eyes.
 
   “The guy’s not at work. Stone thinks we should get some sleep.”
 
   “It is late.”
 
   “Yeah.” 
 
   We glanced at the clock and continued to sit there.
 
   “You know,” Ian said. “Maybe he’s got the murder weapon somewhere in the house.”
 
   “That’s what I was thinking.” I turned to Ian. “If we can find it, that’s proof that Nanna’s innocent.”
 
   “We just need to find the gun.”
 
   I nodded. “If it’s in the house, we just need to…”
 
   I let my words trail off and Ian said, “Didn’t Jack teach you how to break into places?”
 
   “Some stuff.” I sipped my coffee thoughtfully. “You’re not suggesting we break in, are you? That’s a felony.”
 
   “Yeah. But it’s a tiny thing. Compared to murder.”
 
   “You’re right.” I swirled the liquid in my mug, wondering if I were crazy for agreeing with Ian.
 
   “And Mike’s not going to be home,” Ian continued. “He said his shift starts at five.”
 
   I looked at him thoughtfully. Were we just leading each other on with our stupidity? “It’ll still be dark at five. The neighbors won’t see anything.”
 
   “Claire’s not home either. It’s the perfect opportunity.”
 
   “We might not get another chance like this again.”
 
   Ian and I were silent for a few minutes, and then he said, “It’s up to you. But if you go, I’ll go with you.”
 
   “The living room window was open tonight,” I said. “If it’s still open, we can just pry off the screen and step inside.”
 
   “It’s a plan.” Ian stood up. “Let’s practice taking off your window’s screen.”
 
   “No,” I said. “I’ll know how to do it when we get there. You just kind of pop it off.”
 
   “What if there’s an alarm?”
 
   I hadn’t considered that. 
 
   “Maybe we should just cut our way in,” Ian suggested.
 
   I nodded. “And that’ll be easier, too.”
 
   ***
 
   We were back at Mike’s house at exactly five-thirty. Neither Ian nor I had slept a wink, and I felt my pulse beating wildly. This was it, I told myself. This was me proving Nanna’s innocence, once and for all.
 
   The street was still dark, the houses on both sides lifeless and pitch black. Street lights illuminated both sides, but as long as nobody was watching us, we were safe. The scent of jasmine perfumed the air, and I wondered whose garden it was coming from. A bird chirped somewhere, starting its day early, and I cursed silently, hoping it wouldn’t wake anyone.
 
   Ian and I slipped on our plastic gloves and headed towards the house. We paused for a moment, listening for any sounds, but there were none.
 
   “Let’s do it,” Ian said, and I pulled a big chef’s knife from my bag.
 
   “Here goes,” I whispered, and made a quick, sharp cut along the right edge, top to bottom. 
 
   We paused, ready to turn and run away. We waited for alarms to go off, sirens to sound, or some kind of strobe light to flash. There was nothing. We exhaled, and looked at each other.
 
   “Couple more cuts,” I whispered, as much to reassure myself as to reassure Ian, and I made another cut along the top, this time from right to left.
 
   “Maybe they’ve got one of those silent alarms,” Ian whispered.
 
   “Thanks,” I hissed back. “You think I hadn’t thought of that?”
 
   We waited a few seconds, before I went on to make the third cut, this time along the left side, from the top to the bottom. 
 
   “Maybe one of the neighbors is watching,” Ian whispered hoarsely. “Maybe they’re calling the cops right now.”
 
   “Will you stop trying to make me feel better?” I hissed. “I’m brave enough as it is.”
 
   “Your hand’s shaking.”
 
   “Shut up.”
 
   “I was just pointing ou–”
 
   “Well stop it.” I made the final cut, along the bottom, from the left to the right.
 
   I slipped my hand inside the mesh, pulled it out, and placed it carefully on the manicured lawn. Ian and I glanced around – the houses were still all dark, and there were no squad cars pulling up to the curb.
 
   “I think we’re in,” I whispered, and stepped over the window-sill and into the room.
 
   Ian followed my lead and promptly bumped into something. I heard it topple over and fall to the ground with a crash.
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty 
 
    
 
   We froze, waiting for someone to come running out with a baseball bat.
 
   We must’ve stood there for hours, barely breathing, trying to not move a muscle. In reality, it was probably just a couple of minutes, before we realized that the house was empty.
 
   Ian was the first to exhale. “Well,” he whispered hoarsely. “I think I did us a favor.”
 
   I fished around in my bag and pulled out a flashlight. 
 
   Ian went on. “You know how some burglars knock? That was our knock.”
 
   “Be quiet,” I hissed, pointing the flashlight’s circle of light around the room. It was still white and cream, and thankfully, we were the only two in here.
 
   “Why’re you always so rude?” Ian whispered back. “I’ve been really helpful for you in this investigation. We might not even be here, if I hadn’t encouraged you. I think we make great partners.”
 
   I waved my hands in frustration, and walked out the room and into the narrow hallway. “Be quiet, we don’t want to wake anyone.”
 
   “No one’s home.” Even when he was whispering, Ian managed to sound pouty. 
 
   “Fine,” I said, peering into the kitchen and pointing the flashlight around. “But it doesn’t hurt to be quiet.”
 
   I left the kitchen and dining area, and headed back down the hallway.
 
   “Where’re we going?” Ian asked. “Where’d you think he’d hide the gun?”
 
   There was a door on my left, closed and mysterious. I opened it a fraction, and aimed the flashlight inside. 
 
   “Bingo!” It was a study, complete with a desk, bookshelves and a metal filing cabinet. “I reckon it’s in the metal cabinet.”
 
   I held the flashlight and Ian opened the drawers, one by one. None of them were locked; all of them were packed with papers and files. No gun anywhere.
 
   I exhaled loudly, disappointed, and pointed my small Maglite around. This could be a long night: the gun could be anywhere. In a toilet cistern, in a kitchen cabinet, in a bedroom drawer. My legs were starting to feel shaky, so I headed over to the desk and sat down on the revolving chair.
 
   The desk was large and wooden, and had a plastic paper-sorting system on the left corner, as well as a digital table clock, a silver photo frame displaying a photo of Mike and Claire grinning for the camera, and a pen-holder. On my right, there were four wooden drawers. 
 
   I opened them, one by one. The bottom one had odds and ends – sharpeners, hole punchers, staplers, the odd hair accessories, and a bottle of cheap whiskey. The second one had an odd assortment of paper towels, band aids, a packet of Mars bars, and a box of A4-sized batteries. The next one contained sheaves of papers, some of them loose, some stapled together.
 
   The top drawer was locked.
 
   I grabbed the handle and pulled, and then pulled some more. It didn’t budge.
 
   “Let me try,” Ian whispered, so I let him.
 
   We might’ve pulled the table forward a few inches, but the drawer refused to open.
 
   “It’s in here,” Ian whispered, looking at me with gleaming eyes. 
 
   “I know,” I whispered back. “Maybe we should look for a key.”
 
   “If there’s a gun in there, he’s probably thrown away the key.”
 
   I nodded. He was probably right.
 
   “Didn’t Jack teach you to pick locks?” Ian asked, and I nodded.
 
   “I’ve got the lock-picking set he gave me.” I could barely remember what he’d told me about pressing down and jiggling the pick till the lock gave way.
 
   “Now’s the time to use it.”
 
   I nodded, and found the lock-picking set in my bag. My hands were trembling, but I managed to select the torque wrench, and inserted it into the keyhole. I turned it clockwise, but it stopped immediately, so I turned it anticlockwise.
 
   When Jack had showed me how to do this, it had looked easy. “Insert the torque wrench,” he’d said, “Then use the pick to push the pins up into their unlocked positions. Do it one by one, and when you’ve got all the pins in position, turn the wrench to open the lock.”
 
   It had seemed so easy then, but now, I could barely stop my fingers from trembling. I couldn’t seem to find all the pins, and I was nervous about pushing them too far and breaking them. Thankfully, Ian was silent, other than his deep breathing, and didn’t try to offer me “encouragement.”
 
   It seemed to take hours, but finally I got the lock pick to push up all the pins into position, and then I tried to turn the wrench. It turned all the way around. 
 
   I raised my arms into the air victoriously, and Ian gave a soft whoop of excitement.
 
   I handed him the torch, and pulled on the drawer handle. It slid open easily.
 
   Ian pointed the flashlight into the drawer. We peered inside and froze. 
 
   Ian was the first to speak. “There’s no gun in here.”
 
   “Maybe it’s under these papers.”
 
   I lifted them up and looked underneath, but there was nothing.
 
   “Then why was it locked?”
 
   All that was inside the drawer was a few sheets of paper, a checkbook, and a micro-SSD card.
 
   “I guess the checkbook.”
 
   “Hang on,” Ian said, “Wasn’t Adam’s phone missing?”
 
   We both stared at the micro-SSD card. It looked like something that would fit into a smartphone.
 
   “Here.” 
 
   Ian pulled his smartphone out of his pocket and turned it off. He flipped it over, removed the case and pulled out his micro-SSD card. It took him a few tries, but after a few seconds, he managed to insert the SSD card we’d found in the drawer, and started up his phone.
 
   We waited while the screen gave us a “preparing internal mass storage” message, and then when it was finally gone, we went into the contacts screen. It was a bunch of people’s names, and we scrolled down, not recognizing any of them, until we got to Cynthia’s number.
 
   “This must’ve been Adam’s memory card,” Ian whispered, and I nodded. 
 
   “But why’d Mike steal it?”
 
   We scrolled down some more, but none of the names really jumped out at us. I recognized some employees from the Verdant Wealth Solutions office, and Mike and Claire’s numbers.
 
   “Maybe he’s got some texts on there.”
 
   But the messages inbox was showing up empty, so we shrugged, and went into the music folder. There were a bunch of popular songs, but no recordings.
 
   We went into the photo gallery, and found a bunch of photos of food. There was a photo of the Verdant Wealth Solutions Christmas party, and I recognized some photos of Michelle Ackermann.
 
   When we’d almost given up hope of finding anything interesting, we found the important photos.
 
    There were five or six, all of Claire. She was meeting a short-haired brunette, giving her a bunch of gorgeous red roses. They were hugging, and then they were sharing a fairly passionate-looking kiss. There were at least three photos of them kissing, and another one zooming in on the flowers Claire had given her friend.
 
   Suddenly, from the doorway, a voice said, “What’s going on?”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-One 
 
    
 
   Ian and I screamed in unison. I was so shocked that I almost didn’t register how high-pitched and girly Ian’s scream was.
 
   Claire switched on the light, and Ian and I squinted and shaded our eyes.
 
   “What’s going on?” she repeated, and this time, I noticed that she was pointing a small, deadly-looking Smith & Wesson at us.
 
   “Hey!” Ian said, looking back at me excitedly. “Maybe that’s the gun!”
 
   “Uh.” I had a hard time getting any words out.
 
   “What gun?” Claire asked.
 
   Her hair was as perfect as ever, and her voice was as cold as icecream.
 
   “The gun used to kill Adam,” Ian said.
 
   I managed to find my voice and said, “Maybe you could put it away?”
 
   She shook her head. “I come home after a long, tiring, journey, and I find two crazy goons sitting around in my office. Why don’t you guys wait here, and I’ll call the cops.”
 
   “Sure,” Ian said, “And we can tell them all about how you killed Adam.”
 
   Claire narrowed her eyes at us. “On second thoughts, maybe I’d better not let you talk.”
 
   “Oh, good,” Ian said. “You’re not calling the cops.”
 
   I gritted my teeth. “Ian. She means she doesn’t want us to talk.” He looked at me cluelessly, and I said, “She wants to kill us.”
 
   Claire smiled. “That’s it. Leave no evidence behind, right?”
 
   Ian shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. You’ll get blood-stains all through your nice house.”
 
   The smile never left Claire’s face. “Maybe we’ll go out somewhere.”
 
   For the first time, I noticed just how expressionless her eyes were, just how perfectly friendly her smile was.
 
   “Why are you doing this?” I said. “You know you can’t just kill two more people. One might’ve been ok, but two…”
 
   “Yeah,” Ian said. “Why’d you kill Adam anyway?”
 
   “You wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “I think I do,” I said slowly. “He took photos of you with a woman. That’s what he meant – stupid red roses. He threatened to expose you unless you paid up.”
 
   She snorted. “You’re close, but not quite.”
 
   “You killed Adam?”
 
   The three of us turned around and stared.
 
   Mike had walked into the room, his eyes wide and glassy, his face pale. He was still wearing the blue and white striped pajamas, and Claire pointed the gun at him.
 
   “Hey!” Ian said. “What’re you doing here? Don’t you have work?”
 
   He glanced at us disinterestedly. “I overslept,” he said, his voice seeming to come from far away. “And then I thought I heard a loud scream, like a teenage girl had seen a rat.” Ian and I exchanged guilty looks, and Mike turned to Claire again. “Tell me you didn’t kill my brother.”
 
   I could see Claire’s arm trembling, and she shook her head. “It was for us. It was for the best.”
 
   Mike’s eyes glowered, and his lips twisted into an angry grimace. “Just how was it best for us? Do you think I don’t know that you’re a lesbian? That you’d rather sleep with a woman than with me?”
 
   Claire shook her head again. “He wanted to expose us, tell the world.” She turned to me and Ian. “That’s how it starts. Some guy asks for money, then he asks for some more, then he sells the photos to the papers.”
 
   “Maybe you could’ve told me,” Mike said, taking a few steps forward. “I could’ve talked to him, instead of you just killing him.”
 
   “Stay there.” Claire stepped back and pointed her gun at him. “I don’t want you any nearer.” She was only a few feet away from me and Ian, and she said, “I’ll kill you, too. This is bigger than us, bigger than any of us. I can do great things, if you’ll just let me.”
 
   “Ok, babe.” Mike’s voice was gentle, and he raised his hands and took a step back. “We’ll let you do your thing.”
 
   Claire took a deep breath and said, “Thank you. You know, I only do this for us.”
 
   She was about to say something else, but before I knew it, Ian had leaped forward and pushed her face-down onto the ground. A shot rang out as she went down, and Mike immediately crouched down and grabbed her hand. Claire screamed, warning us all to get away from her, but we chose to ignore her. 
 
   Ian lay immobile, pinning Claire down beneath him. I went over to Mike, making sure the gun wasn’t pointing at me, and helped him pry the gun out of Claire’s hand.
 
   “She killed my brother,” Mike said softly, as I went and put the gun away in Claire’s desk drawer.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry.”
 
   We glanced back at Ian, who was still busy keeping Claire pinned down onto the ground. I said, “I guess it’s time to call Detective Elwood.”  
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
   Chapter Fifty-Two
 
    
 
   Five days later, I was having lunch at my parents’ place with Ian and Stone. Nanna had moved back in with my parents the day before, and my mother seemed to have gotten over her fear of Nanna spending her remaining years in a prison cell.
 
   “Where’s Nathan?” I asked Nanna, as we dug into our lunches. My mother had chosen to try out a some new recipes – Moroccan lamb tagine, with brown rice and a spicy vegetable dish. The vegetable thing wasn’t much to look at, and even worse to eat, but the rest of the food was pretty yum.
 
   “I think maybe we’ll take a break,” Nanna said.
 
   “That’s wonderful!” I beamed, and then I caught a glimpse of her face. “I mean, I’m sorry to hear that. What happened?”
 
   Nanna shrugged. “I think we’ll stay friends. But I saw Glenn and Karma together, and I thought, maybe I should date someone more my age.”
 
   My mother exhaled loudly. “Wonderful, wonderful. Or maybe you can just stay home and rest for a bit.”
 
   Nanna glared at my mom. “I’m not dead, you know. Why should I waste my prime years ‘resting?’”
 
   Stone looked up from his food and winked at me, and my parents exchanged a glance. We had no answer for that, so I said, “Well, it’s good you decided now. Instead of, you know, ten years later.”
 
   Nanna nodded and turned to Stone, who was sitting next to her. “It’s good to see you again. I’m glad you’ve got time for these lunches.”
 
   Stone nodded politely. “The food’s delicious.”
 
   Nanna turned to face me, made wide, cookie-shaped eyes, and then looked down and smirked at her plate. Beside me, Ian giggled like a teenage girl who’d just glimpsed her high-school crush.
 
   I frowned at Nanna and said, “I’m dating Jack.”
 
   Stone looked up from his food immediately. I was pretty sure he hadn’t seen Nanna’s wide-eyed grimace and coy smirk, and he looked at me as though I’d just made that announcement out of the blue.
 
   “I thought things weren’t going well between you two,” he said.
 
   My mother looked at me, worried about a man she hadn’t even met yet, and I said, “What made you think that?”
 
   Stone shrugged. “Oh, just… you never talk about him. And I thought you’d date someone sensible.”
 
   “He is sensible.”
 
   “Someone right for you.”
 
   “He’s right for me.”
 
   “Are you sure?”
 
   I smiled and nodded. I might not be part of Jack’s usual crowd, and I might not have wealthy parents and pristine, well-maintained good looks. But now that I thought about it, his rich, glamorous crowd didn’t seem all that great after all. The women were cold, cruel and ambitious, and I wasn’t surprised that Jack had gotten bored of that life and indulged in his burglary hobbies. And it was probably quite reasonable for him to date someone like me, instead of a sharp-taloned gold-digger.
 
   “Well,” my mother said, “I’m looking forward to meeting him. When are you bringing him over?”
 
   “We just had two dates.” I frowned. “Or maybe it was three. I forget.”
 
   “You don’t want to move too soon,” Nanna cautioned. “And remember, just because you’ve hooked him, doesn’t mean you’ll keep him.” Stone and my father stared at their plates, and Ian watched Nanna, fascinated. “Beauty comes from inside,” Nanna went on. “It’s not just lipstick and nice dresses, you need to focus on what’s underneath. You need nice underwear, and some of that newer, sexy stuff.”
 
   Stone choked on his food, and Ian hurried to pass him the water jug.
 
   “I think we should, uh, talk about this later,” I said. Or maybe never again.
 
   Thankfully, Nanna’s advice-dispensing was stopped by a knock on the door. 
 
   “I’ll get it,” I said, jumping up and racing to the door. 
 
   Ian followed me, with Nanna and my mother close behind.
 
   I turned to my mom when I was almost at the door. “You didn’t invite any other guys over to meet me, did you?”
 
   She shook her head, no. “I’m not trying to set you up, as long as you keep dating this Jack person. But you need to bring him along to prove that he exists.”
 
   “He does exist,” I said, and opened the door. 
 
   Elwood was standing outside, wearing a blue-ish grey shirt and black trousers.
 
   “Hi,” I said, “What’s up? Do you want to come in?”
 
   “Nah,” he said. “Just stopped by to tell you,” he peered around me and noticed Nanna standing there. “Oh, hi, Gwenda, sorry about that mixup.”
 
   “It’s ok,” she said, crossing her arms over her chest. “Niagara always did say you were a big disappointment to her, what else could I expect?”
 
   “Uh.” He looked at the ground uneasily, then looked up again after a few seconds. “Anyway, I just stopped by to say that we’ve officially dropped the case against you. Ballistics matched up with the gun found in Claire’s house.”
 
   “Poor Claire,” Ian said. “She just wanted to help people out.”
 
   “She was nuts,” I said bluntly. “She and that whole gang she hangs out with.”
 
   Ian said, “You’ll still have to see those people, you know. If you keep dating Jack.”
 
   “Um, I should go,” Elwood said, and looked at Nanna. “I’d appreciate if you’d tell my aunt, uh, that I was just doing my job?”
 
   Nanna nodded. “I guess she knows that. How’re things with you and your wife?”
 
   “They were getting better, and then…” Elwood frowned at me. “Tiffany suggested I give her red roses. Stupid roses. I hate roses.”
 
   Ian said, “I suppose Claire does too, now.” He noticed Elwood’s scowl and added, “Did you get your wife jewelry, like I told you to?”
 
   The scowl disappeared. “Yeah, I got her a gold-plated heart locket, like you said. She liked it.”
 
   “Well, that’s great.”
 
   “Thanks, I’m still keeping my fingers crossed on it all.”
 
   We watched Elwood leave, and Nanna said, “I guess it all worked out in the end.”
 
   “Yeah!” Ian said, as we all trooped back to the dining room. “And I helped! Wasn’t I a great partner?”
 
   “Huh.” I looked at him doubtfully. “I suppose so.”
 
   “Ian says he helped you speed through interviewing all those people,” Nanna said, as we sat down and picked up our forks again. “And he helped save your life once again, when Claire pulled a gun on you.”
 
   “Maybe you should reconsider quitting your PI work,” my mom said. “If Ian invests in your firm, you can quit the casino work and go full-time.”
 
   “It does sound like a good idea,” my dad added. “You’ve been talking about how you’d like to stop being a dealer.”
 
   “I’d love to invest!” Ian said. “We should head straight back home and talk to my trustee. I can get him to come over tomorrow.”
 
   Stone raised one eyebrow and watched as I made a face. 
 
   “I don’t want you investing,” I told Ian. “Not quite yet.”
 
   “Why not?” Ian said. “It’s not like I’m a bad partner. I’ve helped you out.”
 
   “He’s right,” Stone said. “He has been a help. You could use a partner.”
 
   Ian beamed and I shook my head. I had a strong premonition that if Ian tried to be my partner, he’d get into all kinds of ridiculous trouble.
 
   Later on, I turned out to be right. Ian would get into trouble, and I’d find myself feeling responsible for him. But I had no idea, just then, exactly what kind of trouble it would be. 
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   If you enjoyed this third book in the Tiffany Black humorous mystery series, make sure you check out book four, LOST KITTEN IN LAS VEGAS, which will be out in the middle of this year.
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   If you enjoyed reading Red Roses in Las Vegas, I would appreciate it if you would help others enjoy this book, too:  
 
   Lending: This book is lending-enabled, so please, share it with a friend.
 
   Recommending: Please help other readers find this book by recommending it to friends, readers’ groups and discussion boards.
 
   Reviewing: Please tell other readers why you liked this book by reviewing it at Amazon or Goodreads. If you do write a review, please send me an email at arwintersfiction@gmail.com so I can thank you personally, or visit me at http://www.arwinters.com
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