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Chapter One
 
 
 
It was eight o’clock at night, and I was determined to enjoy the free time I had before I needed to go into work.
Tonight, I was supposed to be working the graveyard shift at the Treasury Casino—from three to ten in the morning.
The last half of the shift, in the morning, isn’t so bad; the casino half-empties out, and the players who remain are sleepy and bleary-eyed, with the occasional stressed-out gambler trying to play just a little more before he has to go to bed.
The first half of the shift, though, involves dealing with the hard partiers, and people who are too drunk to understand that they’re standing in a casino, not a public restroom. The number of times security has had to escort out drunken urinaters at four in the morning defies belief.
But the major advantage of having to work the graveyard shift is that I can actually socialize at a normal hour with my friends and family. Today, for instance, I was hanging out with my neighbor, Ian, baking cupcakes.
Ian lives down the hall from me and has big, bouncy red hair and a personality that’s just as big and bouncy.
When I first met him, I’d found his enthusiasm rather annoying, and his naiveté rubbed me the wrong way. But over time, I’ve come to appreciate his sunny outlook on life, and his constant optimism. Of course, it’s easy to get away with being naïve and optimistic when you never have to worry about money.
Ian funded a start-up when he was in college and later sold it for millions of dollars. Luckily for him, his wealth is all tied up in a conservative trust fund, controlled by his parents and lawyer; this means that he never has to worry about losing his money, but he’s also not allowed to squander it on inappropriate “rare” Star Trek memorabilia and unsuitable women, like he’d otherwise be tempted to do.
“I’m glad we’re making cupcakes again,” said Ian. “It’s no fun trying to bake by yourself. Those three days when you decided to give up cupcakes weren’t much fun.”
“Those three days weren’t fun for me either,” I said. “But I thought I should make an effort, since the Treasury Casino’s about to introduce weight restrictions.”
Ian’s kitten, Snowflake, sat on one corner of my sofa and half-dozed, perfectly happy to ignore us while we baked. If she thought my kitchen was too small for two people to bake in, she kept her thoughts to herself.
My place might be tiny, but it’s just the right size for me. It’s got a combined living, dining and kitchen area and a window that looks out onto the parking lot. I have a small bedroom and a tiny bathroom. Sometimes I feel like there’s not enough storage space, and now that I’ve started baking, I occasionally think to myself that a little more counter space would be nice.
An interior decorator would turn her nose up at my furniture, but I tell myself that it’s “eclectic.” I’ve got a mix of cheap IKEA furniture and a couple of lucky curbside finds. At my age, I wouldn’t mind a few more grown-up pieces of furniture, like the kind I see in the homes of my wealthy clients. But I remind myself that I’d rather have a little more money in my savings account than a fancy armchair.
Ian looked at me doubtfully. “But now that you’re eating cupcakes all the time again, you’ll never lose weight.”
“I thought you were supposed to be optimistic!”
Ian shook his head. “I’m just being honest.”
I shrugged. Over the last few days, I’d come to accept that I wasn’t about to lose a lot of weight and suddenly fall in line with the Treasury Casino’s new weight guidelines. I’d kind of made my peace with that.
“I guess that’s just how things will be,” I said as I whisked eggs together.
Ian was working on the icing, and he looked at me doubtfully. “What are you going to do, then? Are you going to get another job? Or maybe you could focus on your PI work full-time?”
I shook my head. “I like the PI work, and it pays okay. But it comes and goes. I really need a regular paycheck so that I can keep paying my bills.”
“I’ve always said I can invest in your business—”
I interrupted him before he could finish. “It’s really nice of you to offer. But you know your lawyer isn’t going to allow you to withdraw so much money from the trust fund. And besides, the business isn’t quite there yet.”
“I’ve worked with you on a few cases now,” Ian said seriously. “I know I’m helpful. I know you’d rather work alone, but it’s good to work in a team. Look at all those famous detectives, and all those cop movies. They always work in pairs.”
I smiled to myself and shook my head. I’d always thought I’d be working solo, like a lone wolf. But when Ian had insisted on joining me on a few cases, I’d found myself enjoying work more than I’d thought I would. I’m not entirely convinced of Ian’s helpfulness, but his penchant for fun and lightheartedness certainly makes things a lot more pleasant, especially when dealing with homicides and other depressing crimes.
“I don’t mind working with you,” I said. “But I’m not going to be a full-time PI yet.”
“I thought you wanted to be a PI so you could quit the casino work,” said Ian. “You used to say you couldn’t see yourself working in a casino forever.”
I stared at Snowflake thoughtfully, and she opened her eyes and blinked at me lazily, as if to say that she understood my doubts.
“Now that I’m about to get fired from the Treasury Casino,” I said, “I think I actually enjoy working there. I’ve been there for so long, dealing with the games seems easy, and I don’t have to think about the work too much. The hours can be bad, and sometimes the gamblers get on my nerves, but on the whole, I do like it. Plus, it’s nice to take a break from thinking about killers and cheating spouses sometimes. I’m not sure I could do this PI gig full-time.”
Ian nodded. “I understand. After selling my start-up, I tried to find work that was fun and meaningful, but I haven’t managed. It’s amazing how horrible work seems when you don’t need the money. And it’s not like I’m passionate about anything—though I do like investigating with you.”
I looked at Ian sympathetically. I’d grown up in a middle-class family, and after high school, I’d worked and paid my own way through life. There’d been times when I’d struggled with money, and I understood just how important it was. So I never thought I would say this, but meeting Ian made me understand that having too much money can be just as much a problem as not having enough. Of course, his problems are trivial compared to the rest of the world’s. However, he’s my friend, and I feel sorry for him whenever people try to take advantage of him, or try to use him in any way.
“The cupcake mixture’s ready,” I said. “I’m going to put it into the oven—and then we can text Glenn and Karma to come up.”
Ian nodded and said, “I guess you’re going to look for work in another casino, then?”
“Yeah. I’ve been applying to a few places—but none of them are as nice as the Treasury Casino.”
I put the cupcakes in the oven, and a few minutes later, my neighbors Glenn and Karma showed up.
Glenn, who lives downstairs, is a tall, handsome white-haired octogenarian who’s also a retired baker. I once tried to set him up with my nanna, but given my terrible matchmaking skills, Nanna ended up marrying Glenn’s brother, and Glenn ended up dating an aging hippie named Karma. Karma has waist-length gray hair that she refuses to dye, and is usually dressed in colorful ankle-length skirts and black or white T-shirts.
“The cupcakes smell amazing,” said Glenn. “Pretty soon, I won’t have anyone to bake for.”
“I’m sure the people at the old folks’ home appreciate your cupcakes,” I said. “Especially now that you’re baking a few of them with Stevia instead of sugar.”
Glenn nodded. “I don’t think the Stevia cupcakes taste the same, but patients with diabetes can have them.”
“Besides,” said Karma, “sugar is a poison. It destroys you from the inside out.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. We both love sugar, and we’re not about to reduce our consumption. But Karma is adamant that desserts are destroying Americans’ health and that they should all be replaced with fruits and healthy substitutes.
“I’m sure having a little sugar every now and then isn’t so bad,” said Ian. “Besides, Tiffany and I are always running around. So we burn off the sugar.”
Karma shook her head. “Sugar is terrible, but—”
“Have you seen the terrible politicians who are thinking of running in the primaries this year?” said Glenn.
I smiled at him. It was obvious he was trying to distract Karma and prevent her from going on a long rant about how unhealthy sugar and baked goods were.
“It’s unbelievable,” I said. “That guy Carl Wareheim is so awful!”
“I can’t believe he might seriously run,” said Karma. “He’s basically trying to take away all the progress we’ve made during the Women’s Rights Movement. He’s talking about reduced sentences for rapists, the right for a husband to beat his wife, and lowering the legal age of consent. What kind of monster tries to do things like that?”
“The worst thing is,” I said, “most people don’t even seem to realize how awful he is. What if he becomes the presidential nominee?”
“It’s because he’s from such an established political family,” said Ian. “And he’s got a successful business, too. He’s incredibly wealthy.”
“I’m sure he won’t get very far in the primaries, even if he does decide to run,” said Glenn. “Most people won’t vote for a man who wants to reduce women’s rights.”
“He’s horrible!” said Karma. “That’s what he is. I’ve always believed that bad things happen to bad people—I can’t believe such a horrible man has come so far.”
“Why don’t we check out the news?” said Ian. “Maybe he’ll announce that he’s decided not to run, or maybe he’ll announce another crazy policy idea.”
I dutifully turned on my ancient TV, and we all swiveled around to look at it. Just as the countdown for the news came on, the oven dinged, and I walked over to take the cupcakes out and let them cool for a while.
“Good evening, Las Vegas,” said the male anchor in a somber voice. “We come to you tonight with some breaking news—Carl Wareheim, a politician considering running in the presidential primaries, has been found dead in the Henderson residence where he was staying. With more details now, here’s my colleague Joanne Ling.”
All four of us stared at the television in shock.
A woman’s face filled the screen. “Thank you, David,” she said, her voice serious and her expression stern. “We’re now learning some more details about what happened at the Henderson residence. As you may know, Carl Wareheim, who was considering running in the primaries, was staying at this house while he met some local party supporters in Las Vegas. Earlier tonight, his body was found lying in the study of this very residence, lifeless. At this stage, it appears that he may have been poisoned. Police are looking for this man, the property’s gardener, Gary Wilkerson.”
The image of a man’s face filled the screen, and I gasped. “That’s Gary! We went to high school together.”
“Police believe this man may have important evidence to share with them. If you’ve seen this man or know of his whereabouts, you are requested to contact the police immediately.”
The report went on for a few more minutes, talking about Carl’s proposed policies and the fact that he was unpopular with many Americans, especially women, because of his controversial proposals. Apparently, Carl had come to Las Vegas for a few days, and instead of staying in a hotel or casino, he’d chosen to stay at the residence of one of his business associates.
“The police have not released any more details about the investigation so far,” said the reporter.
After a bit more chatter about whether or not it could have been murder, the news shifted to the messages of grief that were pouring in from the other party candidates, and politicians and entrepreneurs around the country.
Karma shook her head. “It’s a sad thing that man died, but I always believe that bad things happen to horrible people.”
After a few more minutes, the news anchor said, “And now, we move on to our next story. The Pacific Nuclear Research Facility has denied rumors that…”
I switched off the TV, and there was silence for a few minutes as Ian helped me apply icing to the cupcakes. I made a pot of coffee for everyone, and then we sat around and chewed our cupcakes thoughtfully.
“Gary Wilkerson was my classmate in high school,” I said. “I can’t believe the police think he’s involved in this. He always seemed like a nice person—I don’t believe he would ever kill anyone. He never even seemed that interested in politics.”
“Maybe the police just think he might have seen something,” said Ian. “The announcement doesn’t mean he killed the guy.”
I shook my head. “The report said that the cops are looking for him, and that anyone who’s seen him should report to the police. That sounds pretty serious to me.”
Glenn nodded. “It’s a horrible tragedy. You might disagree with the man’s politics, but going and killing him is a bit extreme.”
“Of course, we don’t even know if it’s actually murder,” Karma reminded us. “Maybe Carl just ate some really old food, and he couldn’t get to the hospital in time.”
But none of us believed that. We sat around and sipped our coffees thoughtfully, and then after a while, Glenn tried to lighten the mood by reminding us that Nanna would be visiting Las Vegas next week.
“It’ll be good to see her and Wes again,” he said.
I smiled brightly. “I’ve really missed her! I wonder how her honeymoon’s going.”
“I can’t believe they’re traveling so much,” said Ian. “I’m almost jealous.”
“I wish she’d just move back to Vegas,” I said. “But it makes sense that she wants to go on a long honeymoon, and Wes wants to be near his family back in Indiana. Maybe they could divide their time between Indiana and Vegas—that wouldn’t be so bad.”
“We’ll have to talk to her about these things when we see her next week,” said Ian. “I’m glad she’s having so much fun on her honeymoon.”
A few hours later, Glenn, Ian and Karma had left. I’d given Ian most of the cupcakes we’d baked and packed some of them to take with me to the casino for my coworkers.
Before I started getting dressed for the casino, I went and found the extra handbag that I kept stored away in my closet, and from its pocket, I pulled out the cell phone that Stone had given me. He’d said I could use it for emergencies, if I ever needed to get in touch with him, and that he would use it if he needed to get in touch with me.
Jonathan Stone, or Stone as he preferred to be called, had been assigned to me as a bodyguard during my first case; he was the one who’d insisted that I take Krav Maga and shooting lessons. After that case, we became good friends, and we always helped each other out. Later on, I thought there might be something more between us. I knew I wasn’t imagining things when we shared a long, passionate kiss one night.
However, the next day, some scary-looking men in black suits had shown up at my door, demanding that I tell them where Stone was.
I’d always known that Stone had served in the CIA, but these men told me that Stone had kidnapped two women while he’d been stationed in Afghanistan, and that he was wanted by the government for treason. Apparently, Jonathan Stone wasn’t even his real name.
I didn’t believe any of that. I knew exactly who Stone was—he was my friend. I trusted him, and I didn’t believe he could be a traitor to our country. I knew there had to have been some kind of misunderstanding.
I’d begged Stone to let me help him out, but instead, he’d chosen to disappear.
The cell phone he’d given me was my last connection to him. I was to use it only in case of an emergency. And so far, no such emergency had arisen.
I couldn’t stop hoping that one day, Stone would contact me and ask me to help him out. But till now, Stone had never tried to contact me.
Instead, I had spent the last few weeks trying to track down everyone Stone had worked for as a security consultant in Las Vegas. All of his clients had been successful businessmen, and many of them were casino owners. However, most of them had hired Stone based on a recommendation from Ethan Becker, a businessman who’d been murdered a while back. None of the people I’d talked to could help me or provide me with any other way of getting in touch with Stone, but I kept trying.
I looked at the emergency cell phone and sighed. I didn’t know what was going on with Stone, but I was determined to get to the bottom of it.
 
 




Chapter Two
 
 
 
A week later, Ian and I were eating pizza that we’d ordered in and watching reruns of one of our favorite sitcoms. Once again, my shift at the Treasury Casino was due to start at 3 a.m., and I was in no rush to leave the house.
Snowflake sat by herself on one corner of the sofa, occasionally licking her paws and looking at us with disdain. She thought that pizza was smelly and horrible, and when we’d tried to give her a tiny bit of the crust, she’d flung it far away and looked at us like we were pathetic creatures who didn’t know what food was supposed to taste like.
I’d just taken a bite of my slice when there was a knock on the door.
Ian looked at me, and I shrugged. I wasn’t expecting anyone.
“Maybe Glenn’s got some extra cupcake decorations for us,” suggested Ian.
I swallowed my mouthful and nodded. “Maybe.”
Ian went to open the door, and I heard a nervous voice saying, “Umm. Isn’t this Tiffany Black’s place? I thought she lived here.”
“Who are you?” said Ian.
“Uh—umm… You’re not Tiffany. Do you know where she is?”
I stood up and peered over Ian’s shoulder. “Gary! What are you doing here?”
Gary Wilkerson had been a shy, awkward kid in high school, and after all these years, his awkwardness seemed to have just grown worse. He wasn’t too tall, but he had a lanky, scraggly look about him, and his straight brown hair was limp and overgrown. His eyes were nervous and watery, and he had the air of someone who never quite belonged.
Gary turned from Ian to me, and a wave of relief washed over his face. “Thank God. I thought maybe I’d been given the wrong address.”
He pushed past Ian and into my apartment, where he completely ignored that I was holding a slice of pizza and gave me a quick hug. “Tiffany! Boy, am I glad to see you.”
Ian looked at me, and I squinched up my face in an attempt to convey the message that Gary was harmless. It was okay for him to barge into my apartment.
As Ian closed the apartment door, I said, “Ian, this is Gary Wilkerson. We went to high school together. Gary, this is my neighbor, Ian.”
Gary turned to Ian and mumbled a polite greeting.
Snowflake decided that now was a good time to wake up, and she jumped off the sofa and rubbed against Gary’s ankles. He dutifully bent down to tickle her behind her ears, and she purred loudly.
“Would you like some pizza?” I said, more out of politeness than actual hospitality.
Gary shook his head. “Thanks, but I came here to talk to you. I hope now isn’t a bad time?”
“It’s not too bad,” I said. “But my shift at the casino starts in a few hours.”
Gary continued to pet Snowflake gently, and he nodded. “This shouldn’t take very long.”
“Have a seat,” I said, settling back down on the sofa. “Ian and I were having our dinner, so I hope you don’t mind if we keep eating.”
“It’s fine,” said Gary. He sat down in an armchair opposite the sofa, and Snowflake decided to jump onto his lap.
“She likes you,” said Ian. “She’s usually not that friendly with strangers.”
“I like animals,” said Gary. “I get to meet quite a few of them during my work.”
“What kind of work is that?” said Ian.
Gary wriggled uncomfortably in his chair. “I used to be a gardener. I used to work in a couple of nice houses around Henderson.”
“Yes,” I said gently, “I saw on the news that you used to be the gardener at the Henderson house where Carl Wareheim was killed.”
Gary gave me a beseeching look. “Actually, that’s what I’m here to talk to you about. I’m not sure how much you’ve seen in the news, but…” He glanced at Ian uneasily. “Actually,” he started again, “I was hoping we could talk in private. I need to talk to you about maybe working for me as a private investigator.”
“Ian’s my partner,” I said. “We investigate cases together. Anyway, how did you know where to find me?”
“Dennis and Sandra,” he said, naming two other high school classmates, “told me that you do PI work now. They said you’re really good, and they gave me your address. They didn’t have your phone number, otherwise I’d have called you before I showed up. I hope you don’t mind too much.”
I shook my head, and in between bites of my pizza, I said, “No, it’s fine. What’s up?”
“You know how Carl Wareheim was killed,” said Gary. “The cops decided that he was poisoned. Like, murdered poisoned.”
“Yes,” I said. “I’ve been reading about it in the papers.”
“Anyway,” he said, “I’m a suspect in the case. It’s really terrible, and I’ve got nothing to do with it, but they don’t believe me.”
“If you’ve really got nothing to do with it,” I said, “then you might as well leave the police to their investigations. I’m sure they’ll discover whoever was behind it.”
Gary shifted uncomfortably in his seat, and I watched him closely. He’d never been the smartest kid in our class, and after high school, he’d decided that he wanted to go into gardening and landscaping. I’d heard from mutual friends that the job suited him—he got to be outdoors most of the time, and he didn’t have to spend his time writing up complex reports or doing difficult math or even dealing with too many people. I couldn’t imagine him going to all the trouble to actually kill someone.
“Why do they suspect you?” I asked gently.
“Carl and I had a big argument that afternoon,” said Gary. “The guy who owns the house, Paul Handell, said that Carl was going to pay me. But Carl said he didn’t have to pay me, and that Paul would pay me. But that’s not what I’d been told. So we had a big argument.”
“How did the argument end?”
“Carl said that he would pay me this once, but that I’d have to talk to Paul after this. I told him that if he didn’t pay me, I wouldn’t work in the gardens. I’m not sure how to call Paul. Paul’s supposed to be in France for a year or something. Anyway, Carl said he would pay me.”
“That doesn’t sound too bad,” said Ian. “People disagree about payments all the time.”
Gary shook his head. “The problem is, they found weed killer in Carl’s coffee. That’s what killed him—and that same weed killer was in the garden shed. Which is weird, because I never used it in my life. It’s too harsh for the garden.”
I frowned. “So you’re saying someone else poisoned him, and then planted the weed killer in the shed?”
Gary shrugged. “I know, it sounds crazy. But that’s what happened.”
I nodded. I’ve seen stranger things happen, so perhaps a planted weed killer wasn’t that odd. “What was security like at the house? Who’d be able to access the garden shed?”
“Well,” said Gary, “they’ve got an alarm system, but it was turned off sometime before they found Carl dead.”
“So whoever came in to kill Carl knew how to disarm the system.”
“Lots of career criminals can disarm systems,” said Ian. “And maybe whoever killed Carl took the time to learn how to disarm an alarm.”
“That would make sense,” I mused. “If you’re going to go to all the effort of killing someone, you might as well take the time to learn how to disarm an alarm.”
Gary shifted awkwardly in his seat. “Yeah. I guess it’s not that difficult to do.”
“And was the garden shed alarmed too?”
Gary shook his head no. “It’s off on one side of the garden, kind of hidden away. It’s really just a place to store things like shovels and potting mix.”
Ian said, “How’d you get into the house that night anyway? Didn’t the alarm go off then?”
Gary shook his head. “I went to the front door and Carl’s bodyguard answered it. I told him I was there to collect a check from Carl’s study, and he told me to go around the side and enter through the study’s French doors. I guess he must’ve turned off the alarm for me when I walked in.”
“Maybe he forgot to turn it back on,” I suggested.
“Maybe,” said Gary.
“What time did you go to collect the check?”
“Around seven thirty,” said Gary. “Carl said he’d leave an envelope full of the money he owed me in the study, so I went in to get it. I had no idea he’d be dead a little while later.”
“So nobody else went into the house around that time?”
Gary shook his head. “There’s this back door that isn’t monitored by cameras. But nobody else was seen going inside on camera.”
“Why would there be a back door that’s not monitored by cameras?” said Ian. “That doesn’t make sense, to have the whole house monitored, but not watch one particular door.”
“It’s always been that way. The camera over that door didn’t work when Paul was living there either,” said Gary. “Anyway, this sucks. I didn’t sign up for this.”
He sounded miserable, and even Snowflake looked up at him sympathetically.
“I’m sorry about all this,” I said. “But perhaps it’s better to let the cops do their jobs. I’m sure they’ll turn up something.”
Gary shook his head. “They found some feminist flyers at my apartment. But really, I only had them because someone handed them out to me. I didn’t even get a chance to read them. They think I’m an aggressive feminist who killed Carl because of his politics, and that the fight we had just tipped me over the edge. But that’s not true—I don’t even follow politics.”
“If the man’s sure he wants to hire us,” said Ian, “we probably shouldn’t discourage him. This is exactly the kind of case we should be investigating—I can’t wait to start!”
I looked at Gary and wondered if he knew just how expensive a private investigator could be. “I’m sorry about your situation,” I said. “But I don’t want you to waste your savings on this. I’m sure the police will clear things up eventually.”
Gary shook his head. “Two days after Carl died, the cops took me in for questioning. And then after they let me out, I walked straight to the nearest casino and put twenty-five cents into one of those slot machines. I won a hundred grand, and I promised myself: if things started to look really bad, I’d hire myself a private investigator. There’s no point having won a jackpot if I’m sitting in jail and I can’t enjoy it. It’s no fun being accused of murder.”
I nodded. “Okay. If money isn’t a problem, I’d be happy to look into this for you.”
“Tiffany and I work together,” Ian added quickly.
Ian glanced at me sideways, but I just smiled and nodded. I had no intention of trying to keep Ian out of the investigation. By now, I’d learned that it helped to have someone else looking out for you.
“Okay,” I said. “Let’s get started. Let me find a contract for you to sign. And then you can tell me everything you know about Carl.”
 
 




Chapter Three
 
 
 
“I didn’t know much about Carl when I was working there,” said Gary. He looked at me sheepishly, obviously feeling silly for not having researched the man he’d been working for. “The guy who owned the place, Paul, just told me that he’d be having a business acquaintance staying for a while. When I was working there, I knew that Carl was a politician, and that lots of people didn’t like him. But I didn’t know much about the kinds of laws he wanted to pass. I’ve never been interested in politics, and I don’t understand a lot of it.”
“I don’t like politics either,” said Ian. “I think most politicians are horrible, and they just lie about everything.”
“It’s okay that you didn’t research the man who’d be living there,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “There’s no reason to research a person every time you work for them.”
Gary nodded. “Yeah, but after he died, I read up on him a bit. He’s not liked by a lot of people, but a lot of other people like him a lot.”
“That’s how it is with most politicians,” Ian said. “There isn’t a single politician out there who everybody likes.”
“Yeah,” said Gary. “But I read there are women out there who claim he abused them, and there’s another woman who says he’s the father of her child.”
I nodded. “Yes, I’ve read those articles too. Although, if I’d known I would be looking into Carl’s death, I’d have read a little more.”
“I can help out with that,” Ian said enthusiastically. “I can stay up tonight when you have your shift, and I’ll try to read every article out there that’s been written about Carl.”
I looked at Ian gratefully. He might act silly and childish at times, but he’s so eager to work as a private investigator that he doesn’t mind doing the grunt work. “Thanks, Ian. I really appreciate that.”
Ian beamed at me. “No problemo, boss.”
I turned to Gary again. “According to the news reports I read, a lot of women are anonymously accusing him of being violent toward them. But there’s one woman who’s come out, Emma Tyrone, who says he used to be violent and hit her when they were dating, a few years back.”
“I read about that too,” said Gary. “After Carl’s death, of course. And the woman who says he’s her child’s dad is Danielle Brown—she’s an actress who played a minor character in a sitcom three months ago, and she’s had a small part in a horror movie before that. I think both Emma and Danielle are in Vegas at the moment. At least, that’s what I read.”
I frowned and bit my lip thoughtfully. “Sometimes people lie in order to get attention,” I said slowly. “Just because these women claim these things doesn’t mean they’re true.”
“But if they are true,” said Ian, “maybe one of these women killed him.”
“If these women are still in Las Vegas,” I said to Gary, “Ian and I will get in touch with them. Even if they didn’t kill Carl, they might have something useful to tell us.”
“What about the candidates planning on running against him in the primaries?” said Ian. “I’ve never met a politician I trusted. I wouldn’t put it beyond them to get one of their competitors killed.”
“There are two people running against him so far,” said Gary. “I read about it two days ago, but I don’t remember their names.”
“Neither do I,” I said. “But that’s okay. Ian will find out about them when he does his research tonight.”
“What bothers me is that there was the back door in the house that was completely unmonitored,” said Ian.
Gary said, “Well, that camera never worked. I heard rumors that Paul preferred it that way because he’d sneak mistresses into the house sometimes. And Carl just left it that way.”
“If Carl’s the womanizer the press paints him as,” I said, “then perhaps he was happy with the broken-camera arrangement. Maybe he arranged for one of his mistresses to sneak in, too.”
“That would make sense,” said Ian. “You wouldn’t want your mistress to get caught on tape. But Carl’s married, isn’t he?”
“He’s married to a woman named Ellen,” said Gary. “Ellen and her daughter Trish are also staying at the house.”
“I’ll have to talk to Ellen,” I said. Usually, in any investigation, the spouse is the first suspect. Although I knew it would be hard to get in touch with Ellen. She wasn’t a Vegas local, and none of my local contacts would know her either.
“This guy is actually really unpopular,” said Ian. “Karma was telling us about this group of feminists who actually follow him around the country as he meets up with people, protesting his policies. Apparently, one of the most serious protesters, Angela Everton, was arrested a few months ago for throwing a raw egg at him.”
Gary laughed suddenly. “Isn’t that funny? I saw a photo of Carl with egg on his face. It was so funny.”
I looked at him sternly. “It means that Angela’s a serious suspect.”
“I read in the news that Angela is in Vegas right now,” said Ian. “A few other women from the group are here too. Perhaps one of them had something to do with this.”
Gary shook his head. “I don’t think one of those women would kill him.”
“Why not?” said Ian. “We have to look into all the suspects.”
Gary shrugged. “I’m not sure how they would even get into the house to poison him.”
“We could say that about anyone,” I reminded Gary. “And if there’s nothing on the security cameras, which I’m guessing there isn’t, since you’re the chief suspect, perhaps one of them snuck in through the back door. Maybe they even managed to shut off the security system for a few seconds somehow.”
“I guess you’re right,” said Gary doubtfully.
Ian, Gary and I racked our brains to come up with a few more suspects, but we couldn’t think of anyone else.
“That’s okay,” I said. “I suppose we’ve already got a long list of people we should be talking to. And then these people usually suggest someone else. I’m sure we’ll find some way to discover who really did kill Carl Wareheim.”
A few minutes later, Gary said goodbye and headed out. Ian left around the same time, saying that he would get started on the research immediately, and I told him that I’d use my extra pre-work time to research Ellen, Carl’s wife.
But before that, I went to check the cell phone Stone had given me.
As usual, there were no messages on it.
Just then, my own cell phone rang, and the number was one I didn’t recognize. 
“This is Russell Zimmerman,” said the voice on the other end of the line. “You left a message with my secretary asking to talk about Stone?”
My heartbeat picked up a little. Perhaps Russell would have nothing new to tell me about Stone, but he was one of the few ex-clients of Stone whom I hadn’t talked to yet. “Yes. When would you be able to meet me for a quick chat?”
Russell and I discussed a time and date to meet up to chat about Stone, and I hung up, feeling like I’d made a little bit more progress today.
I tried not to get my hopes up, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that Russell knew something about Stone that I hadn’t learned yet.
 
 




Chapter Four
 
 
 
One of the best things about working the graveyard shift was that I didn’t have to start the shift with an “encouraging” meeting led by Brian Wesley.
Brian is our latest manager, recruited from the casino across the street. He’s come up with all kinds of impractical and hard-to-implement ideas for increasing the casino’s profitability, and because he’s never worked in the pit himself, he has no idea about reality. He’s an annoying, smug, corporate guy with no sympathy for the people who work hard on the floor every day.
Instead, he sits in his cushy air-conditioned office, where he doesn’t have to deal with angry or drunken gamblers, and he makes up stupid rules. He’s the guy who convinced management that they should introduce weight controls at the Treasury Casino. His argument was that visitors to the casino would be more impressed if they saw attractive women dealing out the cards. And, of course, for him, “attractive” meant “skinny.”
Rather than a long rah-rah meeting led by Brian, we attended a meeting run by Bill, one of the pit bosses, who spent less than a minute telling us that the casino was very busy tonight, and there had already been a couple of instances of drunk and belligerent players, and that we should notify security as soon as we suspected something was wrong.
We all headed out to our tables after that, and I let the familiar bright lights and happy, loud noises of the casino embrace me. The casino is like Ian in some ways—a loud, enthusiastic friend who seems kind of annoying at first, but then grows on you.
When I’d first started working here, the garish carpets, bright lights, and constant jingle from the slot machines had seemed over-the-top and cheesy. But the longer I worked here, the more I appreciated why things were set up the way they were. Plus, the cheery atmosphere made working in a casino more fun. It was definitely better than the bland, boring environment in many of the traditional offices I had to visit during my PI jobs.
As I clapped my hands out behind the blackjack table, I took a good look at the players sitting opposite me. All of them seemed to have had a few drinks already—and who could blame them, given the free cocktails available at the Treasury tonight? However, they all seem to be holding their alcohol quite well, and I knew I wouldn’t have any reason to call security on them.
Play proceeded smoothly at first, but within a few minutes, an extremely drunk man decided to join the table. He was bald, with watery gray eyes, and stared off into the distance. When it was his turn to play, he continued to sit frozen and unmoving. I repeated my request for him to call his play at least twice before security arrived to gently escort him off.
I smiled, shook my head, and apologized to the other players. I didn’t mind people who became drunk and overly quiet—it was the “fun-loving” drunks who made things difficult for us. They were the ones who insisted on seeing other players’ cards, giving advice to everyone else at the table, and trying to take the dealer and every female at the table out on a date.
As the night went on, I met a number of those “fun-loving” drunks, but I refused to get annoyed. I was still riding high on the hope that Russell Zimmerman would tell me something new about Stone.
Once in a while, I thought back to what I’d learned about Ellen Wareheim, Carl’s wife; from what I’d read of her, she seemed like an unlikely match for Carl—unless he had just married her with the intention of making her an appropriate politician’s wife.
Before I knew it, it was time for my break, and I went to the employees’ break room, where I shared my freshly baked cupcakes with the other dealers and bit into one myself.
“I’ve been offered a job at Greasy’s Casino,” said Sandra, a petite blonde dealer. “I think I might as well accept it.”
“Weight controls are supposed to be introduced in two weeks,” said Jemima, a tall, dark-skinned dealer who was usually stationed at the craps table. “Maybe they won’t be implemented after all. I’d wait until then before accepting a new job.”
“Yeah,” said Leona, a slim brunette who looked too young to be allowed inside the casino, let alone to be a dealer. “All of those casinos are on Fremont Street. None of the Strip casinos are hiring at the moment. And the Fremont Street casinos pay worse; the gamblers are worse as well. I’m not really looking forward to working over there.”
“I’ve been offered a job at the Cattleman’s Casino,” I offered. “But yeah, the pay is worse. Plus it’s so far from here. I’d have to drive there instead of walking to work.”
“You’re an investigator,” said Sandra, looking at me. “Maybe someone will kill Brian, and then you’ll have to investigate who did it.”
Everyone laughed.
“I’d be happy to be a suspect,” said Leona. “But I don’t think killing Brian would kill the weight controls. Management would still want to go ahead with them.”
“I love how dealers are judged on the basis of their weight, not their skills or experience,” grumbled Jemima.
The rest of us all chimed in. The way the casino was proceeding was completely unfair, and none of us were happy.
I had enjoyed working at the casino for the past few years, and I hated to think that this was how I would be leaving.
A few hours later, we had another short break, and once again, all of us dealers chatted about how unfair the weight restrictions were.
I got home just after 10:30 in the morning, my head still buzzing with the chimes of the slot machines and the loud jingle that had played out after a big jackpot had been won tonight.
I mentally replayed the conversations I’d had with the other dealers. It wasn’t fair for the casino to ask me to choose between my job and cupcakes, and I didn’t see why I should have to leave just because I refused to give up desserts.
A few weeks ago, Karma had told me that writing an email when you’re angry helps to get the negative emotions out. She said that it was a good idea to write an explanation of how you felt, and then to delete it.
So after I changed out of my dealer’s uniform and into my pajamas, I fired up my laptop and typed up an angry email to management. I explained how weight controls were completely absurd, and though they were being applied to both male and female employees, the female requirements were more stringent, and possibly violated equal opportunity laws.
More importantly, it was ridiculous for the casino to value attractive, slender dealers over those who were more experienced and better at their jobs. An experienced dealer would help the casino make more money. They would know how to deal with the players, and anyway, all of us dealers made an effort to look presentable when we went into work, so it didn’t really matter if we were a few pounds overweight. These new weight controls would end up harming the Treasury Casino in the long run.
I read over what I had written, and the more I read it, the more it seemed to make sense. Instead of deleting it, I pressed “send.”
And then, I went to bed, refusing to think about the impact that my email might have. I was going to get fired anyway; I didn’t see the harm in sending management an angry email explaining exactly what I thought of the new policy.
As I drifted off to sleep, I mused over what I’d learned so far about Carl Wareheim and his death.
Whoever had killed Carl must’ve thought he was doing everybody a favor. It couldn’t be any of his political adversaries, I decided—Carl hadn’t yet announced that he was running, and no politician in their right mind would get involved in criminal activities.
I thought again about Ellen, and just before I drifted off to sleep, I wondered about the interesting tidbit I had uncovered during my research on her.
 
 




Chapter Five
 
 
 
By the time I went to bed, it was past noon, and I knew I would have to survive on just a few hours’ sleep. I set my alarm for 3:30 and jumped out of bed as soon as it went off. I didn’t have a minute to spare. I dressed rapidly and grabbed a cupcake on my way out, then drove straight to the Las Vegas police station.
I visited the station frequently enough that the officers there knew me, and the woman at reception nodded me through. I walked briskly through the sterile modern hallways to the open-space work area where Detective Elwood’s desk was.
When he saw me, Detective Elwood scowled and said, “I was just about to leave. Why couldn’t you show up a half hour later?”
I smiled. I knew Detective Elwood well enough not to be offended by his surly greeting. He was a short, chubby man with a perpetual scowl who was constantly unhappy with his life and the world around him. I suppose a few years of dealing with criminals all day long does that to you. On top of that, a few weeks ago, he had told me he thought his wife was cheating on him. I wasn’t sure how his marriage was going these days, and I was too scared to ask.
“It’s good to see you too,” I said.
Detective Elwood and I had run into each other on quite a few cases so far, and I liked to think that we had a grudging respect for each other.
“What do you want?” said Detective Elwood. “Have you at least brought a few cupcakes to bribe me with?”
“I thought cops weren’t allowed to take bribes,” I teased.
“You know what I mean,” Detective Elwood growled. “So?”
I shook my head. “Sorry, I’ve given away the last batch we baked. But I’ll make sure to bring some over next time.”
“There doesn’t have to be a next time,” Detective Elwood reminded me.
I smiled. “But till then, do you know who’s working on the Carl Wareheim murder?”
Detective Elwood’s scowl deepened. “Why do you ask? You’re not poking your nose around there, are you?”
“It’s you, isn’t it? You’re the one assigned to the case.”
“So what if I am?” Detective Elwood grumbled. “It’s an open case, and I don’t have to answer any of your questions.”
I leaned back in my seat. “Gary Wilkerson and I went to high school together. He’s not a killer.”
“We’re looking into everything.”
“I heard Carl Wareheim had a long line of enemies.”
“He was a strange fish,” Detective Elwood admitted. “This whole case is strange.”
“I know. That whole thing about the back door not having a working surveillance camera over it?”
Detective Elwood leaned forward. “Okay. I’m not supposed to tell you this, but it’s been gnawing at me. Not only was the back door not monitored, but it was unlocked as well.”
“Wow. That’s really odd.”
Elwood nodded. “I don’t believe in coincidences, and I’m sure something fishy happened with that door.”
“Gary said that the house sits on a corner lot, and there’s a small side gate leading in from the other street. We know nobody walked in through the front gate since that was monitored, but maybe someone walked in through the side gate, and then made their way in through the back door? The neighbors across the street might know if anyone walked in through that gate.”
Detective Elwood shook his head. “That was one of the first things I looked into. We canvassed all of the neighbors across the street. Twice. Nobody saw anyone going in that way, or coming out.”
“I’m sure the neighbors weren’t watching the whole time. Perhaps someone walked in when nobody was watching.”
Detective Elwood nodded. “That’s always a possibility. But the neighbors didn’t see anyone, nor did they see anyone loitering around, looking suspicious.”
“Well, I guess if someone did walk in that way, they were good at blending into the background. The neighbors might have missed something. Maybe they looked away for a few seconds, and someone walked in.”
“Perhaps,” said Elwood. “But at this stage, we don’t know of anyone else who went into the house that evening.”
“Hmm.” I bit my lip pensively. “I read in the paper that he was poisoned with weed killer.”
Detective Elwood shrugged. “There’s no harm telling you something that’s already been published in the papers.”
“Carl had mentioned before, in interviews with business magazines, that every evening he liked to make himself a strong pot of decaf coffee in his three-cup coffeemaker. He even traveled with that coffeemaker. He liked to sip his decaf and work until late at night.”
Elwood nodded. “Anyone could’ve found out that he liked to have his decaf.”
“So someone added weed killer to the decaf in the coffeemaker that evening, and it ended up killing him.”
“You got that much right. But there’s not much else I can tell you. I shouldn’t even have told you that about the door, really.”
“Well, I do appreciate you telling me. Are you sure there’s absolutely nothing else you can share?”
“Just that you should stay away,” said Detective Elwood. “But I guess that’s not going to deter you, and I suppose you’re better than a lot of other private investigators I’ve met during my time.”
“What about the alarm system that was turned off?” I said. “Carl’s bodyguard switched it off for a few minutes when Gary entered. Maybe he just forgot to turn it back on again.”
Elwood shook his head. “No, the bodyguard says he was very particular about turning the alarm system back on. He watched on camera as Gary walked into the study, and then he definitely turned the system back on.”
I frowned thoughtfully. “Hmm. But it’s not too difficult to learn how to switch off an alarm system. Perhaps one of the bodyguards got a little drunk one night and let it slip. Or perhaps someone monitored the house for a while and figured it out.”
“That’s what I figure,” said Elwood. “In the grand scheme of things, learning how to turn off an alarm system isn’t that difficult. All these systems have override codes anyway. But no more questions about this case, I really can’t talk about it anymore.”
“Just one more thing. Please, pretty please.” I smiled what I hoped was a bright, cheery smile implying lots of cupcakes in the future. “What about Ellen? What’s her role in all this?”
Elwood scowled, pulling his bushy eyebrows together. “I don’t want you going around bothering the poor widow. She’s got a solid alibi, and she’s got absolutely nothing to do with the man’s death.”
“Okay,” I said. “If you say she’s got an alibi, I believe you.” Plus, I could always ask Ellen myself where she was that night.
Detective Elwood and I chatted about trivial things for a little longer, and I told him that Nanna would be back in Vegas tomorrow. Before we said goodbye, I promised to stop by the station a few days later and bring him a couple of cupcakes.
As I was heading out, I ran into Detective Ryan Dimitriou, who was walking into the station by himself. Detective Ryan was wearing a blue-checked shirt that set off his broad shoulders and dark tan. His brown hair was wavy and tousled and looked soft enough to run my fingers through.
His gray eyes lit up when he saw me. “Hi! I haven’t seen you in a long time—not since we were investigating those death threats.”
I smiled despite myself. Being around Detective Ryan made my stomach flutter in a strange way, and I could feel a flush rising up my cheeks. “Well, at least we found out who was sending them.”
“Of course, it’s a good thing we found that out, but I miss seeing you around.”
“I miss you too. You’re a lot nicer than most of the cops here.” Plus, a lot more handsome, but I didn’t say that.
“How’s that ex-boyfriend of yours you were hiding from?”
I laughed. “Jack? I haven’t seen him in a while. It’s been over between us for a long time.”
What I didn’t tell him was that I had broken up with Jack because Stone had kissed me, and I had hoped that there would be something serious between Stone and me. Of course, those hopes had been dashed when Stone had disappeared.
“Well, if you’re not seeing anyone, perhaps you and I could go out for dinner sometime?”
My heart thudded loudly in my chest, and my grin broadened. I hoped I didn’t look like an idiot, and I said, “Yes, I think that would be nice.”
“When do you have a day off? You’ve got my phone number, so why don’t you text me what day works for you, and I’ll pick you up and we’ll go somewhere nice.”
I nodded, pleased with his idea. “That sounds good; I’ll check my calendar and get back to you.”
I left the station feeling happier than I had in a long time.
Stone had been gone for a while, and even when he’d been around, he’d always told me that he couldn’t have a girlfriend—and after he’d disappeared and I’d met the CIA men, I’d understood why he’d said that. There was clearly no hope of anything happening between Stone and me, so I might as well go out on a date with a handsome detective who made my heart flutter every time I saw him.
Of course, in the meantime I needed to call up Carl’s political adversaries and try to convince them to chat with me. Although I didn’t think any of his opponents could have killed him, I needed to find out if they knew anything unusual about Carl.
 
 




Chapter Six
 
 
 
I spent the afternoon looking up details of Carl’s potential opponents in my PI database. The two candidates he was running against were Senator Samantha Pritchett from Ohio and Senator Chase Wingrove from Illinois.
Unfortunately, the database only brought up details of where Senators Pritchett and Wingrove lived permanently—not where they were staying while in Las Vegas.
I considered calling up some of my contacts at the different casinos and begging them to ask around, but in the end, I decided that my time would be better used by giving these politicians a phone call.
It was relatively easy to pull up details of their cell phone numbers, and I spent the rest of the afternoon trying to get in touch with them. Both my calls were picked up by staffers, who were very polite in listening to me and expressing empathy for my mission.
I explained that I didn’t think their bosses had anything to do with the murder, but that they could shed some light on Carl’s personality, and that it was very important for my investigation that I talk to them.
“I understand,” murmured each of the staffers I spoke to. “I’ll pass your message on, and then I’ll get back to you if we can make time to talk to you.”
After I’d spent far too long on the phone, I lay back on the sofa, feeling dejected and dispirited. I wasn’t sure that the staffers would pass on my message, and even if they did, the politicians had no reason to talk to me; they were all busy people, and talking to me wouldn’t help them in any way.
There was a knock on my door a few minutes later.
“You look really glum,” Ian said when I opened the door. “What’s wrong? Have you been fired from the casino already?”
I shook my head. “Weight controls are officially going to be announced in two weeks’ time. But I’ve been calling up the senators, and nobody wants to talk to me.”
“It doesn’t matter,” said Ian. “They’re very busy people. And they probably couldn’t have helped us anyway.”
I forced myself to smile. “You’re right. But still, it would have been good to talk to people who knew Carl better than most.”
“Maybe they didn’t even know him that well,” said Ian. “The people we really need to talk to are his wife and her daughter.”
“Ellen and Trish,” I said thoughtfully. “My research on Ellen turned up some interesting things last night.”
“My research on Carl didn’t turn up anything very interesting—not anything we didn’t know already. All I learned was that he’s a Men’s Rights activist, and he thinks that women need to have some rights taken away. I can see why people hate him; on top of all his bad policies, he keeps making really mean comments about women in general, like saying that they can’t manage to be both a mom and an employee, so they don’t need equal opportunities at work. I’ve read online that a number of women accused him of having affairs with them and being violent toward them.”
“But those are all anonymous reports. Sometimes, rumors come out during election time. Anonymous rumors don’t mean much.”
“But there are two women who accused him of stuff publicly. We should talk to them.”
I nodded. “I haven’t had a chance to look them up yet. And I guess there’s his ex-wives and their kids as well. Did you learn anything about them?”
“Nothing unusual. He was married twice, and had five sons with those two women. But one of the ex-wives lives in California, and the other lives in New York. I don’t think any of them were in Vegas when he was killed.”
“I’ll have to get in touch with my contacts at the airport, just to make sure that’s not the case.” I frowned thoughtfully. “Though, I don’t think that would be the case. If any of them had been here, the cops would be investigating them, instead of saying that Gary’s the chief suspect.”
“Carl comes from an old political dynasty. Plus, he’s got a successful business and he’s super-rich—which is why he’s even considering running in the primaries. If this guy were anyone else, no one would’ve taken him seriously. He’s never been active in politics before, and maybe that’s why the FBI doesn’t seem to care much about his death and they’re leaving the local cops to investigate.”
“Well, technically, he’s still a private citizen and he isn’t serving the country yet. And maybe the FBI’s already done a quick sweep through, and they’ve decided that this isn’t a political death. Or maybe they’re investigating in the background, and just pretending not to be involved.”
“What did you learn about Ellen?” said Ian. “I didn’t have time to look her up. There were all these articles about Carl, but they basically all said the same thing—how he hates women, and he’s trying to introduce really old-fashioned, backward policies.”
“Well,” I said, feeling a bit enthusiastic about the investigation again, “the first thing that’s really odd about Ellen Wareheim is that she’s not the typical politician’s wife. She’s not at all the kind of person you’d expect to marry a man who’s a descendant of one of the most powerful political families in America. She never even lived in New York—she grew up and lived in Indiana her whole life.
“Ellen was an elementary school teacher, and a single mother. All the news reports talk about her being a sweet, shy woman. She’s also quite plain-looking—unlike those model types who seem to marry rich men and politicians. Ellen was married briefly for two years before her first husband died of lung cancer; her daughter Trish was born then. Trish is sixteen now and goes to boarding school in Vermont.”
“That’s not at all the kind of woman Carl married previously,” said Ian. “His first wife was a D-list celebrity, and his second wife was a model. Both of them were really good looking.”
“And I’m guessing neither of them had kids from a previous marriage. Carl met Ellen when she came to New York to attend an awards ceremony for schoolteachers. Apparently, he was very persistent, and they got married after a one-month courtship. They were married for two years now.”
“That’s not like his two previous wives either,” said Ian. “Carl dated his first wife for five years before he married her, and he dated his second wife for three years before he married her.”
“Maybe he got tired of dating women for a long time? Maybe he just wanted to get married.”
“But why would he do that? He was a successful, well-connected businessman. He probably had women falling over him all the time.”
“I’m not sure why he would marry her, but she did bring a kind of down-to-earth quality to his political campaign.”
“I guess you’re right,” said Ian. “And maybe as you get older, your taste in women changes.”
I nodded. “But that’s not the really surprising thing about her. I found out that, according to Carl’s will, Ellen and Trish don’t get very much money. Most of his money is divided between his five children from his previous marriages. His ex-wives get nothing. Trish gets a small trust fund that will pay out a few thousand a year, just enough to cover her living expenses, but not enough to cover the fees at her private boarding school or any future college tuition. Ellen gets a small apartment that they owned together in Florida and fifty thousand in cash. Of course, the apartment is worth at least a quarter of a million.”
Ian stared at me, his eyes round and his mouth forming a perfect O.
“That’s nothing!” he finally managed to say. “Carl was worth billions. I can’t believe he would leave so little to his wife and stepdaughter.”
“I know. Ellen’s not going to be destitute, but she’s definitely worse off now that Carl’s dead.”
“But,” said Ian, “I thought you couldn’t disinherit your spouse and kids?”
“You can’t,” I said. “But I read an article that explained it all. Ellen basically waived her right to a proper inheritance when she signed her prenup. She would’ve gotten more money if she’d just divorced the man. As it turns out, Carl’s business is going through a rough patch—the man’s in a lot of debt and doesn’t have as many assets as most people think he does.”
“Which is why Ellen can’t inherit much. She should’ve waited till his business started doing better if she wanted to inherit more.”
“Exactly,” I said. “Carl took on debt so he could expand. Perhaps in five years’ time he’d be rolling in the cash again.”
“Or maybe he went into debt to fund his campaign.”
“That’s possible,” I admitted. “But either way, now Ellen doesn’t get much from Carl’s death. She didn’t even have insurance on him.”
“That’s harsh,” said Ian.
“Plus,” I said, “Elwood said Ellen had a solid alibi for Carl’s death. There’s no way she could’ve killed him.”
Ian nodded. “I suppose we can rule out Ellen and Trish as suspects. Did you learn anything interesting when you went to see Detective Elwood?”
I filled Ian in on what I’d learned about the back door being unlocked, and nobody being seen entering through the side gate. “Things aren’t looking good for Gary,” I said. “I might as well call Angela Everton and see if she’ll agree to meet us.”
“Don’t call her,” said Ian, his eyes glimmering wildly. “Let’s be like those cool TV show detectives! We can just bust in on a suspect—maybe even kick down a door.”
“Have you ever kicked down a door in your entire life?”
“No. But I’ve watched a lot of Kung-Fu movies and I know how to break boards.”
“By watching movies?”
The excitement in Ian’s eyes died down a tad. “Sure. How hard can it be?”
“I’m not convinced Angela would appreciate having her door kicked down.”
“But if we call her ahead of time, she might not agree to meet us.”
“That’s true,” I admitted.
“If you can use your PI database to find out where she’s staying in Vegas, we could just show up there and try to talk to her.”
“That sounds like a better plan,” I said. “But no kicking down doors.”
“I can’t promise anything. If the urge to kick down a door comes over me, I’ll just have to do it.”
“Ok,” I said, “I’ll fire up the database again, and you can practice kicking down doors.”
Ian looked at my front door hesitantly. “I don’t think I need to practice. It’s just one of those spur-of-the-moment things, you know. If I feel it, I’ll feel it.”
I hid my smile and searched through Angela Everton’s records, but I couldn’t find out where she was staying in Vegas. Finally, I looked up Angela’s family details and discovered that she had a younger sister named Aria.
I wasted no time in contacting Aria, and explained that I was an old friend of Angela’s who was living in Vegas and hoped to look her up—did she know where Angela was staying? Aria helpfully provided me Angela’s Vegas address, and I thanked her and hung up.
I turned to Ian. “Let’s go and see if Angela will agree to talk to us.”
 
 




Chapter Seven
 
 
 
It turned out that Angela Everton was living on Balzar Avenue, one of the worst streets in Las Vegas. The houses here had bars on the windows, the walls were graffitied, and the people who hung around aimlessly on street corners were tattooed and often wore gang colors.
I parked my car on the street and said a quick, silent prayer that it wouldn’t get broken into or stolen, and then Ian and I headed over to Angela’s.
Angela was staying in an apartment building that seemed to have been built in the 40s and 50s. The narrow stairwell was dark and dirty and smelled of garbage gone ripe. Ian and I trudged up to the third floor, and when Ian said he wasn’t feeling any door-kicking urges, I knocked loudly.
A tall, slim woman with a close-cropped military-style haircut opened the door. She was pale and freckled, and her green eyes peered out at us suspiciously. “What?”
“Are you Angela Everton?” I said nervously.
Angela squinted at me. “Who wants to know?”
I shifted from one foot to the other. “My name’s Tiffany, this is my partner, Ian. We’re investigating the murder of Carl Wareheim.”
“If you’re cops, I need to see your warrant before I let you in.”
I shook my head. “We’re not cops. We’re working for Gary Wilkerson.”
Angela looked from me to Ian suspiciously. “Why are you working for Gary?”
“Gary’s a high school friend of mine. Apparently, he’s the primary suspect in the case, but we know he didn’t do it. We’re just trying to find out if there’s anything the police might have overlooked. Is it okay if we come in to talk to you for a few minutes?”
“Why? So you can frame me for the murder instead?”
“I’m sure you had nothing to do with the murder,” I said, trying to sound as though I believed it. “We’re just wondering if you could tell us a little more about this. Someone out there hated Carl enough to kill him, and we need to find out who it could’ve been.”
Angela rolled her eyes. “Okay, come in.”
Inside, the apartment was a little more spacious than I’d expected and smelled like Pine-Sol.
It was decorated with clean-looking midcentury modern furniture, and a framed poster of Hitchcock’s The Birds hung on one wall. Ian and I sat down on a sofa, and Angela sat on the tub chair opposite us as I looked around. The large room we were in served as both the living and the dining area, and there was a medium-sized kitchen at the far end. I could see a passage along one wall, and I assumed it led to bedrooms and a bathroom or two.
“Wow,” said Ian. “This place is a lot nicer inside than I’d expected.”
“Well,” said Angela, “the way I see it, the building and the streets are much worse than I’d expected. I’d read in the description that this wasn’t the fanciest of areas, and that the building was a little run-down, but I didn’t expect it to be a dump like this.”
“So you rented this place from one of those house-sharing websites?” said Ian.
“Yeah,” said Angela. “And once I go back home, I’m giving this guy a bad review. Sure, the place is clean. And I can deal with the lowlife who hang out on street corners—I’m a pretty tough person—but I don’t want to have to pay for that privilege.”
“I guess you picked the place because it was cheap,” said Ian.
“Yeah. We just wanted to rent the cheapest place out here so we could follow Carl and protest his policies. And the place has two bedrooms, so my girls and I could all fit into one place.”
“Are your friends still here?” I asked, wondering if I should talk to the other women who protested with her.
“No, they split once we heard about Carl’s death.” Angela rolled her eyes and let out an exasperated sigh. “I was the only one who was on the cops’ radar, because of that egg-throwing incident a few weeks back. It was totally worth it, though. Plus, they’ve got nothing on me.”
“Really?” I said. “So your friends just left?”
“Well, Carl was dead, which means his policies are dead too. We don’t have anything to protest against here—there are other privileged white males out there making life difficult for women, and other causes that need our support. I don’t blame my girls for leaving. There were doing what was best for them, and what’s best for the causes we believe in. If the cops hadn’t asked me to stay back, I would’ve left too.”
“So you’re staying here all by yourself?” said Ian. “What do you do all day?”
Angela narrowed her eyes at Ian. “Are you trying to hit on me?”
Ian leaned back and waved his hands furiously in front of him. “No, no. It’s not like that at all. I was just being polite. I like to be polite. I mean, if you’re here on vacation, you would probably go to the casinos and hang out there all day. Or you might go to a show or two. But you didn’t come here on vacation, and you don’t work here, so I was wondering what you do all day.”
Angela seemed satisfied by Ian’s explanation. “Hmm,” she said, leaning back in her seat and relaxing again. “I don’t want to waste money in the casinos, and I hate having to pay for this stupid place longer than I need to. Mostly I spend my days reading up on stuff. Might as well put my time to use. I hope they finish the investigation quickly so I can go home and get back to work.”
“I read that you’ve been protesting Carl’s policies for the past two months—ever since he announced that he might be thinking of running in the primaries.”
Angela nodded. “Yeah, I feel kind of obligated to protest stupidity.”
“Did you ever meet Carl in person?”
Angela shook her head no. “I’ve been trying to set up an appointment, but his people wouldn’t let me through. I was hoping that maybe if I talked to him and explained things to him, he would try to understand. Anyway, now I guess I don’t have to.”
“So you don’t really know much about Carl as a person, beyond what you’ve read about him and seen on TV.”
Angela shrugged. “That told me all I needed to know.”
I felt slightly dejected. If Angela had never actually met Carl, she wasn’t going to be much help.
I said, “Where were you on the night that Carl was killed?”
Angela smiled thinly. “You’re asking for my alibi? I was hanging out most of the evening at the Fisherman’s Wharf Café in Henderson.”
“That’s really close to the house where Carl was staying,” said Ian. “You could have even walked to his house from that place.”
“Yeah, but I didn’t. I was at the café till about nine o’clock.”
Gary had been seen entering Carl’s house at 7:30, and the papers had mentioned that Carl’s time of death had been calculated to be around 8:30.
“What did you do after that?” said Ian.
“Ironically, I decided to take a walk past Carl’s house. The cops were already there—I saw the ambulance and the cop cars and decided to head back. I didn’t know at the time that he’d been killed, but I knew that something was wrong.”
“Did you notice anything at all at that time? Were there people outside, maybe you overheard something?”
Angela shook her head. “I couldn’t see anyone outside, and pretty much as soon as I saw the cop cars, I decided I shouldn’t be hanging around there.”
I nodded glumly. Angela had a solid alibi, assuming that the staff at the café backed up her story.
“Well, thanks for your time,” I said. “You shouldn’t have to stay here since you’ve got such a solid alibi, so I hope you get to go back home soon.”
Angela stood up, indicating that our interview was over. “I hope so, too. No offense, but Vegas kind of sucks if you’re not into gambling or shows or unlimited buffets.”
 
 




Chapter Eight
 
 
 
Ian and I drove straight over to the Fisherman’s Wharf Café. Sadly, I’ve faced too many situations in the past where people lied about their alibis—I was pretty sure that the cops must’ve already checked up on Angela’s, but I wasn’t about to take a risk.
As we drove over, Ian said, “Why are we bothering with her as a suspect? Even if she didn’t have an alibi, she couldn’t possibly have gotten into the house. The front gate was monitored by video cameras, and nobody saw anyone entering through the side gate.”
“Just because nobody saw anyone entering doesn’t mean that they didn’t. A determined person would just blend into the shadows.”
“Yeah,” said Ian. “People have jumped out of the shadows and attacked you on other cases.”
“So it’s possible. Someone who’s determined to be invisible will find a way.”
“Okay,” said Ian. “Maybe you’re right. Someone could’ve slipped into the house unnoticed.”
“Especially with that unlocked back door. That’s just creepy—or well-planned.”
“Maybe someone left the back door unlocked by accident?”
I shook my head. “The whole place had surveillance cameras except for that door. The people in the house were serious about their security, so something must’ve been going on with that door.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
The Fisherman’s Wharf Café was like a cross between a café and a modern pizzeria. Framed images of the Italian countryside hung on the exposed brick walls. The furniture was mahogany-colored wood, and at this hour, there were only a few occupied tables.
Ian and I headed straight to the counter, where I described Angela to the waiter and asked if he remembered her.
The waiter nodded immediately. “The cops came around a few days ago asking about her, too. She came here that night Carl Wareheim was killed. I remember, because she sat all by herself at the table, and she stayed here till nine o’clock. I thought she would order some food, but she only ordered two coffees, and then she left.”
Ian and I thanked him for his help, grabbed some coffees to go, and tipped generously.
When we got back to my car, we sat and sipped our coffees for a few minutes, and Ian said, “Have you tried to get in touch with Carl’s campaign manager yet?”
I shook my head. “I was so disappointed after talking to those political staffers the other day. I’ve got her number here, but I’m not sure if I should bother to call her.”
“It’s worth a shot,” Ian said. “She might just say yes.”
I sighed and nodded. “I guess you’re right.”
I pulled out my cell phone, found her number, and hit dial. After three rings, someone answered and a voice said, “Patti Williams.”
I was so surprised to hear Patti herself on the phone that it took me a few seconds to find my tongue. “Oh, uhmm, Patti. Hi. My name’s Tiffany Black, and I’m investigating Carl Wareheim’s death. I’m trying to get in touch with everyone who knew him well, and I was wondering if you might have a few minutes to talk to me?”
“Are you with the Las Vegas police? I’ve already talked to you guys.”
I shook my head, even though she couldn’t see me. “No, I’m a private investigator. I was hired by one of the people who is being investigated by the police. You must’ve become quite close with Carl over the past months. Maybe we could sit down to chat for a minute or two? I would really appreciate it.”
A few seconds ticked by as Patti seemed to consider something. And then she said, “I’m free for the next hour or so. If you can come by my place soon, we can talk.”
I grinned happily. “Absolutely! Where are you staying?”
“Suite 1602 at the Watermark Resort. It’s just off-Strip.”
I nodded. “I know where it is. I’ll see you in ten minutes.”
I turned to Ian and beamed. “You were right! It was worth a shot. I hope she can tell us something interesting.”
 
 




Chapter Nine
 
 
 
The Watermark was a family-friendly resort with two spas, three swimming pools, and a large gym for clients. When Ian and I took the elevator up to suite 1602, we discovered that Patti was staying in the penthouse.
Patti Williams was a short, slightly chubby woman in her late fifties. Her shoulder-length auburn hair was perfectly blow-dried, and though her makeup was sophisticated and understated, her face was wrinkled and she’d clearly never had any Botox or work done.
She smiled warmly at Ian and me. “Come on in. How can I help you folks?”
Ian and I entered the suite and looked around. The living area was about twice the size of my living room and furnished with white leather couches and a low glass coffee table. There was a kitchen on the other end of the room, featuring black marble countertops and stainless steel appliances. I assumed that the dining room and the bedrooms were accessed through one of the closed doors we could see.
“Thank you so much for meeting us,” I said as Ian and I sat down on one of the sofas, and Patti sat opposite us. “We really appreciate you meeting us like this. We know you must be extremely busy.”
“It’s not a problem,” said Patti. “You sounded quite serious on the phone, and I thought perhaps I should help you out if I can. I know that sometimes the cops get it wrong, and a good private investigator can uncover all kinds of things.”
I smiled and blushed, surprised at the sudden flattery. Were all politicians so nice? “Well,” I said, trying not to stutter, “thanks again for meeting us. We really just wanted to know a little more about Carl. What was he like?”
“As a boss?” Patti crossed one leg over another and looked at me seriously. “He paid extremely generously. I got offers from all the other candidates, but he was willing to pay me the most. Which is why I took the job, even though I knew he couldn’t win.”
“But how could you work for him?” said Ian. “His comments about women are so offensive. I’m not a woman, and I’m offended. He wanted to reduce sentences for rape, and reduce the legal age of consent, and make rape testing kits harder to come by. He kept talking about how women don’t really need to work, and they’re not good at their jobs anyway. Actually, now that I think about it, it’s kind of funny that he hired a woman to be his campaign manager instead of a man.”
Patti smiled. “Often, what people say is different from what they believe in. Carl might have said all kinds of things about women being dumb and unable to do good work, but at the end of the day, he knew that I was the best political adviser out there. He’s blind to gender when it suits him.”
But Ian didn’t let up. “Weren’t you upset by all those things he said?”
I could tell that Ian wanted to go on about all of Carl’s belligerent comments, and I gave him a quick warning glance. I didn’t want him to alienate Patti.
Thankfully, Patti didn’t seem to be offended. “Honestly, I hated those comments he insisted on making. I meet powerful men all the time—a lot of them are misogynists. They just don’t express what they believe. It’s like all those people out there who are racists, but don’t say what they mean. It’s a horrible reality, but it’s better not to express hatred, even if you believe in it.”
Ian was about to keep pressing on about Carl’s horrible policies, so I quickly said, “What was it like, working with him?”
“Well, I tried to get him to shut up about women’s rights, since his beliefs wouldn’t do us any good, but he didn’t seem to be able to do that. He did, however, talk about blue-collar workers’ rights, and making schools safer for kids, and improving the health care system. Those are all things voters like. I guess it was a little difficult working for him because he didn’t have any political experience, and he didn’t exactly know how the game is played. I took the job knowing there was no way I could make him win. He didn’t really have bad intentions—and I guess he hadn’t met enough smart women to appreciate that women do need equal rights. Maybe I could have changed his mind.”
“And what was he like in his personal life?” I said. “You read all kinds of rumors about his affairs and things like that.”
Patti shook her head. “I’ve worked with lots of powerful, rich men. They think they can get away with anything. I don’t really care what a man does in his personal life, but I don’t want the public to know about it. Carl knew that if he wanted to enter politics, he needed to stay on the straight and narrow.”
“Do you believe that he used to have lots of affairs in the past? What about allegations that he molested women, or beat them up?”
I had expected Patti to deny those accusations strongly, but instead, she shrugged. “I’m really not sure about his affairs. And I can’t speak about his past behavior at all. Honestly, I was in the dark about those things, and I just chose not to believe them.”
“Even when Danielle and Emma came forward?”
For a moment, I saw a flicker of impatience in Patti’s eyes, but she suppressed it quickly and replaced it with a charming smile. “It’s not up to me what Carl did in the past, but it was my job to manage the present.”
“What does that mean?”
“I gave both of them the opportunity to chat with Carl face-to-face, clear things up with him.”
I stared at her in shock. “I always thought Carl was too arrogant to deal with troublemakers.”
“That’s just his public persona,” she said. “I encouraged him to talk to these women, see if he could sort things out.”
“But none of them talked to him, did they?” said Ian. He looked just as stunned by Patti’s revelation as I felt.
“Emma flat-out refused to talk to me or Carl,” said Patti. “But Danielle was more reasonable. She said that she was really trying to get Carl to talk to her. So I passed her number on to him and told her to come down to Vegas. Carl would make a meeting happen.”
“Did they ever meet?” I said.
Patti shrugged. “I don’t think so. I know that the back-door camera at Carl’s place wasn’t working, so she could go in discreetly with nobody knowing.”
“OhmyGod,” breathed Ian. “He was planning to pay her off.”
Patti shrugged. “If he needed to. It’s funny how nobody speaks up about these things until the man they’re accusing is in the spotlight. Really makes you think, doesn’t it?”
I looked at her contemplatively. She had a point.
“You think these women are making all the stuff up?” said Ian. “You think that Danielle, who’s saying that Carl is the father of her baby, is just making it up? That kind of stuff can be proved with a simple DNA test.”
“Like I said,” Patti replied calmly, “I can’t control what a candidate did in the past. I can only control the present outcomes. If you’re asking me if Carl was a saint, the answer is that I don’t know. Most likely, he wasn’t. But I don’t think he was a horrible, terrible person either.”
“Did he actually meet with Danielle before he died?” I said.
“You’d have to ask Danielle,” said Patti smoothly. “Carl certainly never told me that he’d met her.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. Perhaps Carl had planned to meet Danielle on the day he died. Perhaps that’s why he’d kept the back door unlocked, so that she could sneak in and talk to him in private.
“When you worked with Carl, did he seem like a nice person? Was he respectful, polite?” I asked.
Patti nodded. “He was always very respectful to me. He was really pleased that he’d convinced me to work for his campaign, and he always treated me well.”
“How did he treat the people around him?”
“He was a busy man,” said Patti. “Sometimes he would be a little curt, but I don’t think he meant to be rude or unkind.”
“Did you meet his wife and stepdaughter?” I said.
“I met them once very briefly,” said Patti. “I wasn’t working for his wife and stepdaughter. I never really interacted with them.”
“What did Carl’s relationship with them seem like?”
“Like I said, I only met them once. We spent about an hour having snacks and coffee together, and they seemed like a perfectly normal family.”
“Not that you can judge a family in an hour,” said Ian.
Patti nodded. “Of course.”
“And what about Carl’s staff here?” I said. “Did you know how the house was run? Who would have been with Carl the night he was killed?”
“Carl had four bodyguards to guard the house on rotating shifts,” said Patti. “He used other bodyguards when he went out in public. One of them would have been there in the house, on the night he died. And as for staff, none of the staff stayed in the house overnight, from what I know. There was a housekeeper during the day, but she made dinner and left at around six o’clock every day. I think they would have a cleaner come in the morning, and of course there was the gardener, who also came in the mornings.”
“So on the night he died,” I mused thoughtfully, “it would have just been him in the house. Plus his wife and stepdaughter, plus one bodyguard.”
Patti nodded. “I guess so.”
Ian and I asked Patti a few more questions about her experience working with Carl, and what kind of policies and tactics they had planned to use in the future. She shared little tidbits with us, and then she said, “Have you talked to the other people who are running in the primaries?”
I shook my head sadly. “I haven’t been able to get in touch with them. I guess they’re too busy to see me.”
Patti frowned. “It’s not nice of them to refuse to meet you. I really want Carl’s death to be sorted out. He was a good boss, and he was always decent to me. I hope they find whoever did this.”
“Well, I suppose the other politicians are busy.”
Patti shook her head. “They’ve both been calling me up every now and then, now that I’m not working for Carl anymore, and trying to hire me. They’d do me a favor if I asked them to. What if I give them a buzz and ask them to meet you?”
I looked at Patti, eyes wide with surprise. “You’d do that for me?”
“Of course. Like I said, I want to know what happened that night. Why don’t I call them for you? And then I’ll text you with the time and date they agree to.”
I looked at her doubtfully. “Are you sure? I can’t believe you’d go to all that trouble for me.”
“It’s nothing.” Patti stood up. “I’ll call them tonight. I have to meet someone for an early dinner now, but hopefully I’ll text you later tonight. It was nice meeting you two.”
Ian and I stood up and thanked her profusely for her help. As we headed back down to my car, Ian said, “Do you think she’ll really try to convince the other politicians to talk to us?”
“She seems serious about finding out who killed Carl. It would be nice if she helped us touch base with the other politicians, but even if I can’t talk to them, it’s no big loss. I think the people we actually need to sit down with right now are Carl’s wife and stepdaughter.”
“And the bodyguard who stayed overnight that day,” Ian reminded me.
 
 




Chapter Ten
 
 
 
I was in a good mood when I turned up to my shift at the Treasury Casino, and I found myself relaxing as the bright lights and happy music of the casino flooded my senses.
The Treasury Casino always smelled of something soothing and citrusy, and even the garish carpets looked warm and familiar tonight. It was a Wednesday, so things weren’t as busy as they might have been, and there were often a few minutes when there was nobody at my table and I had a moment to gather my thoughts.
So far, the investigation into Carl’s death hadn’t gotten very far. But before I’d come over to my shift, Patti had sent me a text, saying that she’d arranged for the other politicians to meet me, and mentioning the times and dates when they would be free to talk to me.
That was a stroke of good luck, but I wasn’t sure how much a conversation with those politicians would actually help the investigation. I knew that my next goal would be to try to talk to Carl’s wife and his stepdaughter. They had both been home when Carl was poisoned, and perhaps one of them could tell me if they had heard or seen anything unusual that night.
I took a quick nap after I got home from my shift, and my alarm went off just before lunchtime. I got dressed quickly, grabbed Ian from his apartment and drove over to my mother’s house in North Las Vegas.
I have lunch or dinner at my parents’ place every couple of days, but today was special—Nanna and her new husband Wes were stopping in Vegas for a few days during their honeymoon. I couldn’t wait to see Nanna, and when I knocked on the door, she flung the door open and gave me a tight hug.
“Nanna!” I said when I managed to extricate myself and take a good look at her. “You’ve gotten all tanned!”
Ian and I followed Nanna into the house and over to the den, where my dad and Wes were watching college football.
Greetings were exchanged all around, and then I turned to look at Nanna again. “I can’t believe you’re a married woman!”
Nanna shrugged modestly. She was looking wonderful for her eighty-something years. Her skin was still wrinkled, and she was still shrunken down from time, but her blue eyes had a permanent happy twinkle in them, and her white hair had been freshly styled. She was wearing a green velour tracksuit and a thick gold wedding band.
Nanna smiled. “What can I say? Wes swept me off my feet, and it’s been well worth it!”
I was about to go and say hello to my mother, who must’ve been adding last-minute touches to lunch in the kitchen, when there was another knock on the door.
I heard my mother go out to answer it, and then she returned to the den, followed by Karma and Glenn. I gave my mother a quick hug, and once again, loud voices erupted as everyone said hello to everyone else.
Finally, when things quieted down a bit, my mother said, “Why don’t we all go into the dining room? The food’s almost ready.”
Everyone headed that way, and I helped my mother bring the food out and set the table, and then we were all sitting around, helping ourselves to the delicious lamb roast and mashed potatoes and salad, and talking about everything all at once.
“Marriage seems to suit you,” I said to Nanna.
“It would suit you too,” she said sharply. “When are you going to come around and decide to get married?”
I groaned. “Why can’t we go a few minutes without having to talk about my love life?”
“Because it’s important,” said my mother from the other end of the table. “You’re not getting any younger, and we both know there aren’t that many suitable men in Vegas. I keep trying to introduce you to people, but I can’t help you if you don’t meet any of them.”
“And what about that nice friend of yours, Stone?” said Nanna. “Have you heard from him again?”
I shook my head. “I’m still trying to get in touch with him. I think he might be in trouble.”
“Stone is a kind soul,” said Karma. “I knew the minute I saw him.”
I looked at her nodded. “That’s what I think too.”
I couldn’t believe that Stone had done the things the CIA men told me he had—there must’ve been some kind of misunderstanding, and I knew that when the time came, I would help Stone out.
“How was your honeymoon?” I asked Nanna, glad that the conversation had shifted away from my love life.
“It’s been so much fun!” said Nanna. “We’ve been traveling all over. We rented a caravan, so it’s not costing that much, and we got to see all the lovely national parks. I had no idea Yellowstone was so beautiful.”
“I’m jealous!” said Ian. “I wish I could travel!”
“You’ve got a trust fund,” said Nanna. “Why don’t you ask your lawyer to let you access the money?”
“They never let me do anything!” said Ian.
“Actually,” I said, “Nanna has a point. They should allow you to access some of the money to travel. It’s not like you’d be wasting the money—travel broadens your horizons and is good for you. You should ask them.”
“I will,” said Ian. “What part of your honeymoon did you like the best?”
“I liked the cruise the best,” said Wes. “We sailed to Alaska, and we got to see the ice melting.”
“It was great!” said Nanna. “I think that was my favorite part, too. Plus, they have fun things to do on the ship every night, and all the food is free and unlimited. Of course, I’m used to unlimited buffets in Vegas, so I didn’t eat too much or get sick.”
“Yes,” said Wes. “But she did get kicked out of the seniors’ aerobics class for suggesting that the instructor use more modern moves.”
“Just because we’re old doesn’t mean we have to do the same things every day,” said Nanna. “The world is changing, and I’m changing with it.”
“I love how modern you are,” said Wes. “So many people just give up at our age.”
“No, this is a fresh start!” said Nanna. “Neither of us is giving up. Plus, people are scared of you when you’re older and they don’t say anything. It’s just as well, they should respect us old people.”
Wes and I shared a glance, and I said to Nanna doubtfully, “I’m not sure you should go around intimidating people.”
“I’m not intimidating people,” said Nanna. “Sometimes I just give them advice, and if they don’t want to take it, more fool them. Like when we went to bingo night in Wisconsin once, and they didn’t have any good prizes. So I told them that they needed to have steak meat, or some really good knives, and maybe some gift cards to Bed Bath & Beyond. Everybody needs towels.”
“You almost made that stand-up comedian on the cruise ship cry,” Wes reminded Nanna.
“He needed to be put in his place!” Nanna looked at us indignantly. “He was being mean to these two young girls in their twenties, and I told him that he wasn’t very funny and that if he’d been any good, he wouldn’t have to work on a cruise ship, and he’d have proper jokes instead of having to make fun of his audience.”
“He almost cried,” repeated Wes.
“It served him right,” said Nanna. “I don’t like mean people.” 
“What are you going to do now that you’re in Vegas?” said Ian. “Are you going to hang out in the casinos again?”
I looked at Nanna and she gave me a broad wink.
Nanna had taught herself to play professional poker, and when she’d lived with my parents, she had spent most of her nights winning money off gullible tourists. My parents didn’t know this, and now Nanna said, “I’ve been teaching Wes some of my skills. So we might go to the casinos later tonight. It should be fun to play together.”
“Well, don’t lose too much money,” said my mom.
Nanna and I shared a look of exasperation. My mother had no idea how good Nanna was at poker, and she would never have believed us if we’d told her.
“Is there any way we can convince you to move back to Vegas?” I said. “We miss you so much! I mean, I know you’ve got to enjoy your honeymoon, but why can’t you move back here once you’re done with traveling around the US?”
Nanna and Wes shared a tender look and smiled.
Nanna said, “Wes’s family is all out in Indiana, and I don’t want him to feel like he’s giving up their company for me.”
“But I don’t want Gwenda to have to stay away from her family either,” said Wes. “We’re thinking of maybe spending six months in Vegas and six months in Indiana.”
Ian and I looked at each other and grinned broadly.
“That’s great news!” said my mother. “We’d be so happy to have you living with us again.”
“I’m not sure the house is big enough for all of us,” said Nanna. “Wes and I will have some savings left over after the honeymoon is finished, and Wes will probably sell his house in Indiana to buy a smaller condo. We’ll have enough cash left to buy a small apartment—like something in Tiffany’s building. But maybe a little further away from the Strip. That would make it cheaper.”
Nanna and my mother got into an argument about whether Nanna should stay at my parents’ house or get their own place.
“We’re happy to have you living here,” my mother kept saying. “I don’t want you living by yourself, and what will you do for cooking and cleaning?”
“Wes and I can take care of ourselves,” Nanna said. “And you can hire people to help you with cooking and cleaning. I’ve lived with you for so long. It’s time for me to move out on my own—just like Tiffany did.”
My mother looked at me and glared. Clearly, I was setting a bad example for Nanna.
I didn’t want to be blamed for Nanna’s bad behavior, so I quickly asked Nanna where she and Wes were going next.
“We’re staying in Vegas for a week,” said Nanna, “and then we’re going to travel down the West Coast, and then we’ll see Hawaii.”
Ian groaned. “I’m so jealous! I’m going to have to talk to my lawyer and see if he’ll give me any money to go traveling.”
“You really should do that,” said Nanna. “You can always ask Tiffany for advice about how to talk to your lawyer.”
“It’s a shame that you’ve got all this money in your trust fund, but you can’t access it,” said Wes.
“I think it’s a good idea,” said my mother. “It means that Ian can’t accidentally lose all his money.”
Nanna turned to me and said, “Are you working on anything new these days, dear? I do miss hearing about your cases.”
“I am, actually,” I said.
Ian and I quickly told everyone about our case, starting with Carl’s murder, the fact that Gary couldn’t possibly have killed him, and that we were trying to get in touch with Ellen and Trish, so far unsuccessfully.
“That’s kind of funny,” said Wes. “Ellen used to be a teacher in my town. I knew her parents quite well when they were alive, and my daughter used to be friends with her.”
I looked at Wes in surprise. “Really? Do you think she remembers you?”
Wes nodded. “I think so. She’ll definitely remember my daughter.”
Ian and I exchanged an excited glance.
“I don’t want to impose,” I said, “but you think maybe you could try to get in touch with her? I’ve called the house they’re staying at and left a message on the answering machine, but no one’s gotten back to me.”
“No imposition at all,” said Wes. “In fact, as soon as we’re finished with lunch, I’ll call my daughter, and tell her to call Ellen. We should be able to work something out.”
Ian and I talked about the case a little bit more, and then the conversation shifted over to politics, and how much all of us distrusted politicians.
“Everybody lies,” said Nanna. “They owe favors to lobbyists and other countries and other politicians. I don’t know how anything ever gets done in this country.”
Wes kept his word, and after lunch, he called his daughter, who called Ellen. A half hour later, my cell phone rang.
When I answered it, the voice on the other end said, “Hi, Tiffany. This is Ellen Wareheim. I was told you wanted to talk to me?”
My heart hammered with excitement. “Yes. I’m a private investigator looking into your husband’s death. I know this is a very difficult time for you, but could my partner and I come over to chat with you for just a few minutes?”
“That sounds okay,” said Ellen. “I don’t have much to do these days. You can come by anytime you like.”
I checked my watch. I wanted to spend some more time with my family, and I had an appointment with Russell Zimmerman in the evening, but we needed to talk to Ellen as soon as we could. “How about an hour from now?”
“That’s fine,” said Ellen. “I’ll see you then.”
I thanked Wes profusely for his help, and then we all dug into the desserts; my mother had baked a chocolate pudding, and Glenn had brought over some red velvet cupcakes.
Finally, when it was time to leave, Ian and I reluctantly said goodbye to everyone.
“Good luck with the case,” said Nanna. “I’m sure you’ll do fine. And remember, now that I’m back in Vegas, I’m happy to help out anytime.”
I looked at Nanna doubtfully. She had the best of intentions, but whenever she tried to help out, things had a strange way of going awry.
 
 




Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
By the time Ian and I got to Ellen’s house, it was late afternoon. The sun was shining brightly, and I knew that right now the Strip would be packed with tourists who had just arrived for a long weekend away. They would be walking along, not looking where they were going, and stopping abruptly every now and then to take selfies. The Strip would be busy, loud and crowded, but here in Henderson, the neighborhood was quiet and sleepy. Most people were at work, and houses were empty.
When Ian and I knocked at the door of the house where Ellen was staying, a thick, heavyset man opened the door.
He couldn’t have been more than five feet ten, but he looked as intimidating as a giant. His skin was tan, his hair close-cropped, and his eyes dark and expressionless. He wore a black T-shirt and loose-fitting jeans, and a big tattoo of a dragon adorned the side of his neck.
He stared at me and Ian wordlessly, so I said, “I’m Tiffany, this is Ian. We’re here to see Ellen? She’s expecting us.”
The heavyset man nodded silently. He opened the door a fraction more, giving Ian and me just enough room to step inside. After closing the door behind us, he walked down the hallway and indicated with a jerk of his neck that Ian and I should follow him. The hallway was painted a light gray, and ornate mirrors and black-and-white photographs hung on both walls. The man opened the door to a sitting room and indicated that we should sit down.
The sitting room smelled of vanilla and was decorated in formal, sophisticated tones. A sofa set with dark wooden trim and cream-colored upholstery was arranged around a cream rug with intricate floral patterns. Heavy oil paintings hung on one wall, and a window overlooked the immaculate garden.
“Mrs. Wareheim will be with you in a minute.”
“Hang on,” said Ian brightly. “We want to talk to you, too.”
The heavyset man raised one thick, disapproving eyebrow at us.
“Ian and I are private investigators,” I said. “We’re looking into Carl’s death. What’s your name?”
“Steve.”
“Steve, were you here on the night that Carl was killed?”
Steve glanced from me to Ian, and then back at me. “I’ve already talked to the cops.”
“We’re not cops, we’re private investigators. But we’d still like to talk to you.”
“I can’t talk on duty.”
“When does your shift end?” said Ian. “We can talk to you then.”
“In five minutes,” said Steve.
“Great!” Ian beamed at the man. “If you can wait for a few minutes, we’ll talk to you right after we’ve talked to Ellen.”
“I’m not sure why I need to talk to you.”
Just then, a tall, rather plain-looking woman appeared behind Steve. She had wavy brown hair parted down the middle, and her face was devoid of any traces of makeup. Her eyes were pale brown and tinged with sadness.
“I think it would be helpful if you talked to them, Steve,” she said. “They’re looking into my husband’s death, and you were here on the night he died.”
Steve turned to look back at Ellen and bowed his head a fraction of an inch. “If you say so.”
He left the room, padding out softly like a quiet cat, and left us alone with Ellen Wareheim.
“I’m sorry about Steve,” said Ellen. “We all have our own ways of dealing with grief. But he’s a good employee.”
“I understand,” I said. “I’m Tiffany, by the way. This is Ian. We really appreciate you meeting us like this.”
“It’s not a problem,” said Ellen. “Marissa told me that you two are good investigators, and you can usually turn up things that the police overlook.”
“It’s very kind of her to say so,” I said. “And I hope we’ll find something new in this case.”
Ellen, Ian and I sat down on the sofa, and I said, “This seems like a gorgeous house.”
There was a low, carved wooden coffee table before us, displaying a bowl of chocolates—Kit Kats, Mars bars, Milky Ways, and Hershey’s Kisses. Ian leaned forward to help himself to a bar, and I nudged him gently with my foot and looked at him disapprovingly.
“Please,” said Ellen. “Help yourself to a chocolate. I keep these here for guests.”
Ian looked at her gratefully and helped himself to a Kit Kat. I looked longingly at the bowl but decided that it would be hard to focus on the conversation if I was distracted by delicious chocolates.
“How long are you and your daughter going to be staying in Las Vegas?” I said, ignoring the delicious Kit Kat smell that wafted out from Ian’s bar. “This must be a very difficult time for you. I’m so sorry for your loss.”
“Thank you,” said Ellen, crossing her legs. Her voice was low and musical, and as Karma would say, she had a very calming aura. I could tell that her elementary school students must’ve loved having her as a teacher. “We’re supposed to stay here until they find out a bit more about what happened. I’ve been told it could be up to a month.”
“How are you coping?” I said. “None of this could have been easy.”
“I’m doing okay, I suppose. It’s more Trish that I’m worried about. There are all kinds of articles in the papers, and I’m doing my best to protect her from gossip.”
“Doesn’t she have to go to school?” said Ian in between bites of his chocolate. “How can you guys stay here for another month?”
Ellen shook her head. “Trish was on school break, which is why she joined us here, but her break ends in a week’s time. I’m going to have to contact her school and see if she can try to study a bit at home. It’ll be difficult for her, but she’s always been a good student, and I know she’ll be able to handle it.”
“I read that she goes to a boarding school,” said Ian. “Is she going to go back there?”
Ellen looked from Ian to me and sighed. “This whole process has been so difficult for us. Do you two know about Carl’s will?”
Ian and I nodded.
“I’m really sorry about that,” I said. “That must make everything so difficult for you.”
Ellen clasped her hands together tightly. “I don’t care about money at all. I know it must sound odd because I married one of the richest men in the world, but I didn’t marry him for his money. I never cared for those parties and private jets and jewels. But I did appreciate that I could send my daughter to a good school—and now I won’t be able to afford that. Her fees are paid till the end of the year, but she’s got two more years left till she graduates.”
“What are you going to do?” said Ian.
Ellen pursed her lips and looked off into the distance. Finally, she said, “I’ve been thinking about moving back to Indiana. I always liked living there—it was a simpler existence. That’s part of the reason I sent Trish to boarding school—I didn’t like her being in New York and being exposed to the social whirlwind. I didn’t want her to think that was normal life.”
“It must’ve been a huge shock for her when she moved to New York,” I murmured.
Ellen nodded. “I wanted her to grow up like a normal kid, and boarding school let her focus on studying and sports. She was doing so well there, and I hate to have to take her out and put her back in public school. But I guess I don’t have any other option. And really, things could have been worse. Trish had two years at a great school. I’m sure she’s picked up enough skills to do well wherever she is.”
“I’m sure she’ll do great,” I said. “She sounds like a smart kid.”
Ellen smiled. “She’s always been my baby. For such a long time, it was just the two of us; we’ve always been close. Mothers always worry about their children, and I can’t help feeling it’ll be so difficult for Trish.”
“Kids are tougher than we think,” said Ian.
Ellen nodded. “I guess you’re right.”
“What was Carl like as a husband?” I said.
Ellen smiled and looked off into the distance. “It’s taking me a while to process everything. We were only married for two years; I guess you could say he was a good husband. I mean, he wasn’t at home very often, because he was always so busy with work. But he was nice to me, and he wanted me to be happy. He wasn’t like a lot of the other rich, controlling husbands out there. He wanted me to spend money on whatever I wanted, and do whatever I felt like. He didn’t care that I wasn’t as beautiful as a lot of the other women in his circle, and he never asked me to get Botox or plastic surgery or even to dye my hair. He accepted who I was. I’m going to miss him.”
I gulped. “You sound like you were very happy with him. I hope that someday I’ll have what you had.”
Ellen looked at me sympathetically. “Well, things didn’t end very well, so I hope you have something better than what I had.”
“I read that you two met at an awards ceremony,” I said. “It sounds like a whirlwind romance.”
Ellen nodded. “Everything happened very suddenly.”
“And what about his two ex-wives?” said Ian. “Did they try to make your life miserable?”
Ellen shook her head. “They never bothered me. We were polite to each other when we met, and Carl was a good father to his sons, but the ex-wives never interfered in my relationship with Carl. I think the two of them moved on and made a new life for themselves.”
“Did you and Carl ever argue about anything?” said Ian. “Carl did seem to have some rather extreme views.”
Ellen looked at us and shook her head. “No, we never really argued. I didn’t agree with his views, but I didn’t let that interfere with our marriage.”
Just then, a tall, slender girl appeared in the doorway. She had short brown hair, and her eyes resembled Ellen’s.
“Trish,” said Ellen, “come in, say hello to Ian and Tiffany.”
“I just want to grab a piece of chocolate,” said Trish. She glanced at us and muttered something that sounded like “hi.”
“Ian and Tiffany are private investigators looking into Carl’s death,” said Ellen.
If this was meant to impress her, it didn’t. She gave Ian and me a withering glance and picked out a piece of chocolate.
Before she could walk away, I said, “I’m sorry to hear about your dad’s death.”
“He wasn’t my dad,” said Trish.
“But it must be difficult for you. I’m sure everything will work out for the best.”
Trish looked at me like I was a gray-haired fuddy-duddy who didn’t know anything about the world. “Yeah,” she said, “I’m sure.”
And then, before we could say anything else, she turned and left the room.
“Trish hasn’t been very talkative since Carl’s death,” said Ellen. “It’s affecting her more than she lets on.”
“It’s hard to be a teenager,” said Ian. “Life can be difficult.”
Ellen nodded. “Trish was never the moody kind. I guess it’ll take her some time to deal with Carl’s death.”
“You have a brother and sister back in Indiana, right? How was Carl’s relationship with them?”
Ellen shrugged. “Carl was always so busy, wrapped up in his work. Whenever we met them, he would be polite, but they weren’t particularly close. I don’t think he was very close with too many people.”
“In the last few days before he died, had he been acting strangely in any way?”
Ellen shook her head. “The cops asked me the same thing. As far as I could tell, he was acting normal. He was busy with trying to enter politics, and he still had to manage his business.”
“Did you hear anything odd that night?”
“I wasn’t home. Everyone kept telling me that I needed to get out and enjoy Vegas for a bit, so I drove over to the Strip after lunch and just hung out at the casinos till… well, Steve called me and told me I needed to get back home.”
“You were at the Strip the entire time?” So that’s what Elwood meant by a solid alibi. Ellen would’ve been on camera the entire time, and there was no way she could’ve poisoned Carl’s decaf.
“Mostly. I mean, I stepped out to walk from one casino to another every now and then, but mostly I was just indoors, watching the other tourists and playing some roulette and craps.”
“And how… how did you find out about Carl’s death?”
Ellen shuddered. “It was so horrible. Steve found him lying in his study, and then he called 911, and then he called me to tell me to come home. He said Carl wasn’t breathing properly and that I needed to be here. By the time I managed to drive back… they’d already taken Carl to the hospital and it was too late.”
“Where was Trish?”
“Trish was in her room, chatting with her friends on Facebook or one of those social sites. She was listening to music on her headphones, and the cops asked her if she’d seen or heard anything, but she hadn’t. Oh, dear. I feel so horrible every time I think that someone must’ve snuck in while my baby girl was upstairs by herself.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. Maybe Steve the bodyguard had heard something.
“Did Carl have any enemies?” I asked.
“He would have been running against two people in the primaries, and of course there’s a radical feminist group who follows him around and protests whenever he appears.”
“What about the people who claim he molested them? Or the woman who says he’s her baby daddy?” said Ian.
If Ellen was surprised by Ian’s tactlessness, she didn’t show it. “I guess you could call those people enemies. But I think they were just out for publicity, or maybe they were looking to get some money from Carl. I know that Carl was planning to meet one of those women. He told me he was ready to offer her a lot of money to keep quiet.”
“Do you know if they actually met up?” Ian said.
Ellen shook her head. “I don’t think so. But now that Carl’s dead, nobody’s going to get paid any money for starting those horrible rumors.”
“I guess you’re right,” said Ian. “So do you think Carl might have been having an affair?”
Ellen shook her head. “I’m not saying he’s a saint, but there’s no way he could have made time to have an affair. He was always so busy.”
“But there are a lot of scandals surrounding him,” I said. “Did that bother you?”
“It did. But when you’re in the public eye, scandals and rumors come creeping out. There’s nothing you can do about it.”
“So you don’t really believe that he was abusive towards a girl he used to date? Or that he fathered an illegitimate child? Why else would he try to pay someone to keep her quiet?”
Ellen looked down, slumped back against her seat suddenly, and shook her head. “I don’t—I’m sorry. I guess I thought I was strong enough to keep talking about these things. But I’m not. This is all very difficult for me.” When she looked up at us again, I saw that her eyes had welled up with tears, and she brushed them away with the back of one hand.
“I’m so sorry,” I said. “I never meant to upset you.”
“I know,” said Ellen, forcing herself to smile. “I don’t blame you, you’re just doing your job. But I don’t think I can keep talking about this anymore. I’m sorry.”
“No,” I said, “I’m sorry to have upset you. But we’d like to talk to Trish as well, since she was home that night and might’ve seen something.”
Ian said, “She didn’t seem very talkative when she walked into the room, though.”
“She’s a quiet kid,” said Ellen wryly. “I’ll text her and tell her to come down and speak with you two.”
Ian and I waited for a few minutes, feeling a little awkward as Ellen texted Trish, still visibly upset at having to think about the rumors regarding Carl. When her phone pinged with an incoming text, she read it in a glance and said, “Trish says she’s gone out for a walk and then she’ll stop by a café. She needs air.”
“Oh.” I frowned. “Isn’t she a little young to be going out by herself without letting you know beforehand?”
“She’s very mature,” said Ellen. “And she’s responsible and never gotten into trouble. She knows I trust her, and I let her do her own thing.”
“I’m almost thirty and my parents still don’t let me do my own thing,” said Ian. “They control my trust fund even though I earned that money myself.”
“You’re less responsible than a sixteen-year-old,” I said. “Most sixteen-year-olds can handle money better than you can and they won’t spend five figures on jewelry for a girl they just met.”
“That was just once—”
I went on, unable to resist teasing Ian. “And they clean their rooms more often than you, and they do laundry more often.” And then I turned to Ellen and smiled. “I’m sure Trish is very intelligent for her age.”
“She is,” said Ellen. “It’s too bad you couldn’t chat with her today.”
“We’ll come by another day to meet her,” I said. “Ian and I will show ourselves out. We have to talk to your bodyguard, Steve, anyway.”
Ian and I left the room feeling quite awkward, and when we were almost at the front door, we met a tall, muscular, blond man.
“Where’s Steve?” said Ian.
The blond man looked at us suspiciously. “Steve left, his shift’s over. Why?”
I sighed. The interview had started so promisingly, but now everything was falling to bits.
“Ian and I wanted to talk to him about Carl’s death,” I said. “Do you have Steve’s phone number?”
The blond man nodded, and I spent a minute getting Steve’s phone number from him.
“When Steve’s next shift?” I asked.
The blond man shook his head. “I don’t know. The last I heard, we were all going to be let go of, now that Mr. Wareheim’s dead.”
“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said.
The blond man shrugged. “Don’t be. There’s no trouble getting bodyguard work here in Vegas.”
I nodded and thanked him for his help, and then Ian and I headed back to my car.
“That went horribly,” said Ian. “I can’t believe you made Ellen cry. At least I’ve never made anyone cry.”
“Neither have I, so far. I hope she feels better soon.”
When we got home, I dropped Ian off and told him I needed to check something in my car before I came upstairs. After I was sure that Ian had gone back to his apartment, I headed out again and drove over to the café where I’d arranged to meet Russell Zimmerman.
I hoped that at least this interview would go better.
 
 




Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
Russell Zimmerman had agreed to meet me at a café near the airport.
The place he’d picked had small wooden tables along one wall and comfy couches in the middle of the room. The place was bustling and smelled of freshly made coffee and cookies. Soft jazz and the sound of busy conversations filled the air.
I spotted Russell sitting at the back by himself and waved. He was sipping a large coffee in a takeout cup, and he stood up to shake my hand when I approached.
Russell was a heavyset man of medium height. His hair was curly and red, his face was freckled and his eyes green. He wore a wrinkled polo neck shirt and jeans, and I noticed a small carry-on bag by his chair.
“Thank you for meeting me,” I said. “Are you going to the airport after this?”
Russell nodded. “I have to catch a flight to New York. I figured we might as well talk before I had to leave.”
“I appreciate it,” I said. “I’m trying to find out information on Stone.”
“Stone worked for me a while back,” said Russell. “Maybe three, three and a half years ago? I was having trouble with an employee I’d fired, who insisted on following me around and making threats. The police couldn’t do anything, so I hired Stone to stick with me and try to talk some sense into the guy.”
“And did it work?”
Russell nodded. “I thought Stone would be some kind of thug, but two days after following me around, he went to talk to the employee. Turns out, all I had to do was pay the guy an extra ten grand in severance pay, and he left me alone.”
“That’s Stone,” I said, smiling. “He might not talk much, but he can figure things out. So he only worked for you for about a week?”
“Less than. But I paid him a bonus, since I was so happy with his work.”
“How did you find Stone?”
“Tad Hamilton recommended him to me. When I met Stone, he gave me a couple of other references too, businessmen he’d worked for here in Vegas.”
I felt my heart sinking. I had been so hopeful that I would learn something new about Stone tonight, and those hopes were quickly dissipating. “So you didn’t know Stone all that well?”
Russell nodded. “You could say that. I suppose this information is disappointing for you.”
My face must have shown how dejected his words were making me feel, so I forced myself to smile. “No, I do appreciate you talking to me. Did you ever see Stone after that?”
Russell shook his head. “No, we parted on good terms, but I never saw him again.” And then he frowned. “Hang on. Now that I think about it, I did actually see him three or four months ago. Had to travel up north, and I stopped for lunch one day at a diner near the Pecos Substation. I was having a quick meal there, and Stone walked in with an older man—tall, bald guy. When he saw me, Stone came over and introduced his friend as Johnson.”
My heart beat quicker, and I could feel all my senses becoming alert. I was acutely aware of the laughter of three women sitting on the couch, and the noise the coffee machine made when the barista pulled a fresh shot of espresso.
Johnson had been Stone’s handler in the CIA. He knew all about Stone’s past, and the two of them had kept in touch when Stone moved to Vegas. If anyone knew where Stone was and what was going on, it was Johnson.
Ever since the mystery surrounding Stone’s past had come to the surface, I’d tried to get in touch with Johnson. Unfortunately, Stone must’ve gotten him to take a vow of silence—despite my best efforts, I’d never managed to contact Johnson and find out what was going on.
I felt the blood rushing up my face in excitement, and I tried to keep my voice steady. “Johnson? Are you sure that was his name?”
Russell nodded. “I remember he had a firm handshake, and when I asked how they knew each other, Stone said they had worked together. I figured Johnson must’ve been a client of his, so I didn’t ask anything more. I know how everyone likes to have their privacy.”
I focused my gaze on Russell, hoping that the Johnson he had met was Stone’s contact in the CIA, not just a random client of Stone’s. “Did you talk to Johnson about anything?”
“No, I was about done with my lunch, so I paid my bill and left. We didn’t say much beyond hello, and mentioning that the weather had been quite nice the last few days.”
I nodded. “Okay, but you remember what this guy looked like?”
Russell squinched up his face and tried to think back. “He was tall, bald, and he wore a checked shirt and blue jeans. I think his eyes were blue, but I can’t remember. They might’ve been brown.”
“Was he skinny?”
Russell shook his head. “He wasn’t skinny, but he wasn’t fat either. He kinda looked like a high school football player who hadn’t been playing for a while, but he wasn’t fat.”
“How old did you think he was?”
“Well, his face was wrinkled. So I’d say at least sixty or seventy. Hard to tell.”
“What diner was this?”
Russell shook his head. “I don’t remember. But it was on East Centennial Parkway, just west of the Pecos Substation.”
I nodded. There wouldn’t be too many diners near the substation, and I could probably find the place easily.
“Do you remember anything else about the guy? Did you ever see him again?”
Russell shook his head. “I can’t help you there. That was the last time I saw him, and like I said, we didn’t actually talk.”
“Still, what you’ve told me has been very helpful. I really appreciate you meeting me like this.”
“It’s not a problem,” said Russell. “I hope you find out whatever you’re looking for.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
Tonight, my shift would start a little earlier, and I knew that I didn’t have long before I needed to head back to the casino. But I couldn’t wait to find Johnson, so as soon as I got into my car, I pulled up the map on my smartphone and looked for diners near the Pecos Substation. There was only one on East Centennial Parkway, and I headed straight there.
The Blue Bear Diner was a throwback to the 50s. Red vinyl booths lined one wall, and the floor was white-tiled. Framed photos of burgers, bacon, fries and scrambled eggs hung on the wall, and they instantly made me feel hungry. I headed over to the counter, and a large mocha-skinned woman came over to take my order. I decided to have the lasagna, and once I’d finished ordering, I described Johnson to her.
“Have you ever seen this man?” I said. “His name’s Johnson.”
“I know him,” said the waitress, whose name-tag claimed she was a Cassandra. “He’s a regular here. Comes in for lunch every now and then.”
Once again, my pulse quickened. “Only lunch? Not breakfast or dinner? Does he have any specific days he likes to come in? Does he ever come in with anyone else?”
Cassandra laughed. “Slow down, slow down. First of all, no, he doesn’t come in on any specific days. Not that I know of. I don’t work breakfast shift, so I don’t know about that, but I’ve never seen him here for dinner. And no, haven’t seen him recently with anyone else. He just comes in by himself, sits in a booth at the back, eats his burger, and goes home. Good tipper.”
“Thanks,” I said. “If you ever see him again, could you pass my card on to him? I’ve been trying to get in touch with him.”
Cassandra looked at my card suspiciously. “You’re a private investigator? Why are you trying to get in touch with Johnson?”
“I’m looking for a friend, and Johnson might know where he is.”
Cassandra nodded and rolled her eyes as though she understood. She tucked my card into her pocket and said, “Men, right? Can’t live with ‘em, can’t live without ‘em.”
“Oh no,” I said, quickly as I realized she thought I was looking for a lost boyfriend. Cassandra raised one eyebrow, and it struck me that the truth would be far more difficult to explain. “Yeah,” I finished, hoping I didn’t sound too lame.
“I’ll pass it along if I see him.”
I sat in one of the booths at the back, waiting for my food, and when it arrived, I ate it slowly, looking around and trying to understand why Johnson would prefer this diner over anywhere else. I decided that he must live nearby, but I couldn’t imagine him living in one of the nearby planned communities or the retirement village. He’d always seemed like a ghost—perhaps he lived in one of the mobile home parks nearby. It would be easy enough to be anonymous there. Perhaps Stone was living there too.
While I ate my meal, people came and went from the diner. It wasn’t too busy, and the place attracted an eclectic crowd—a group of octogenarians from the nearby old folks’ home, a couple of truckers, a few families with young children.
On my way out, I tipped Cassandra heavily and reminded her to pass my card on to Johnson if she ever saw him.
It was almost time for my shift, and I couldn’t shake the feeling of excitement that I was finally getting closer to finding out where Stone was. If I needed to, I would have lunch at the diner every day until I met Johnson and had a chance to ask him what was going on.
 
 




Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
I got to the casino a few minutes before my shift began at ten. Tonight, Brian was running the pre-shift meeting, and I had to sit through fifteen minutes of his random platitudes. He talked about how we would do the Treasury Casino proud, and encourage the players to gamble more by being nice, friendly and professional.
At the end of the meeting, he reminded us that weight controls would be introduced in a week and a half, so if anyone was far out from the BMI requirements, we should take drastic measures if we wanted to keep working here. My friends and I exchanged glances and rolled our eyes when he said that. The more he talked, the more I hated him; it was as though the casino was trying to get rid of all the dealers it deemed unattractive.
I was in a grumpy mood by the time I started work, but pretty soon, the familiar, jovial atmosphere of the casino flooded over me, and I smiled and bantered with the players, telling everyone honestly that I hoped they won.
My shift was over before I knew it, and then it was early in the morning, and I was back home. I wasted no time in enjoying a quick nap before I got dressed again and headed over to the Blue Bear Diner. Cassandra was working behind the counter again, and when I asked if she’d seen Johnson, she shook her head no.
I sat in one of the booths at the back and had a slow, leisurely lunch that took more than an hour. But Johnson didn’t show up, and finally, I left reluctantly, remembering to tip Cassandra well. I hoped that I would see Johnson soon—eating at the diner every day was turning out to be quite expensive.
When I got back to my apartment, I found Ian waiting for me at my door.
“Where have you been?” he said. “I’ve been trying to call you but you won’t answer.”
“I had to run a quick errand.”
“I’ve been trying to call you for the last two hours. Where did you go?”
I unlocked the door and ushered Ian inside. I couldn’t tell him that I was trying to track down Johnson; if I did, he would insist on coming along, and he might scare Johnson away. So I changed the topic quickly.
“Come on. I’ll find out the details of the girls who are accusing Carl of stuff, and then you can call them and make appointments for us to talk to them. Meanwhile, I’m going to call up my contact at the airport and see if any of Carl’s family flew into Vegas recently.”
The woman who claimed that Carl had been violent toward her when they’d been dating was named Emma Tyrone, and the woman who claimed that Carl was her baby daddy was Danielle Brown. I had no trouble pulling up their details from my PI database, and I reeled off their numbers to Ian.
“Are you sure you want me to call them?” said Ian. “Maybe I’ll scare them off.”
“You might as well give it a shot,” I said. “These women want publicity, so I’m sure they’ll be happy to talk to us.”
As Ian dialed the first number, I pulled up the names and details of Carl’s ex-wives and his five sons, and then I called my friend Adrian, who worked at McCarran Airport. When Adrian answered, I explained to him that I was trying to find out if any of Carl’s family members had flown into Vegas or Los Angeles a few days before his death. I passed on their details, and Adrian promised that he would look them up and have the information ready for me by tomorrow.
I was pretty sure that Adrian wouldn’t find out anything interesting, but it was important to cover all the bases. So much of investigating is grunt work—but without the grunt work, that odd flash in the pan never shows up.
After I hung up, I waited for Ian to finish his second phone call, and then I said, “Well? How did it go?”
Ian beamed at me. “Investigating is so much fun! Both of them were really nice to me, and they said they would be happy to talk to us. We can meet Danielle tomorrow, and we’re meeting Emma the day after.”
“That’s great!” I said just as a wave of sleepiness hit me, and I stifled a yawn. “I knew you would do well.”
“What do we do now?” said Ian. “Do you wanna go and talk to Steve, the bodyguard?”
I shook my head. “I called him last night and left a message on his phone. I’ll give him a day to respond to us.”
“Don’t you think his behavior was odd? He didn’t want to talk to us, and then he raced off even though we’d asked him to stay back.”
I shook my head. “Lots of people don’t like talking to investigators. And maybe he had an appointment after his shift, or he just didn’t want to stay back for no good reason.”
“I think he knows something,” said Ian.
“He might,” I said, “but I’ll give him a day to get back to me. If he doesn’t, I’ll look up his details in the database, and then we can go and find him.”
Ian nodded. “Okay, then what do we do today?”
I shook my head. “I hate to say this, but I’m beat. We don’t have any appointments set up for today, and my shift starts at ten p.m. Plus, I got an email this morning asking me to come in an hour earlier—maybe they want to fire me ahead of time.”
Ian looked at me seriously. “They can’t want to fire you—they’d have to pay severance pay if they did that.”
I sighed. “You’re right. It does sound unlikely, but I don’t know why they want me to go in early. Either way, I’m exhausted. I hardly got any sleep this morning—”
“Because you had to run an errand,” Ian said, sounding suspicious.
I nodded. “Anyway, I’ll catch up on a few hours of sleep, and then we can work on the case again tomorrow. How does that sound?”
“You do look exhausted,” said Ian. “Maybe I’ll watch some of my sitcoms while you sleep. I’ve gotten behind with my TV watching.”
“That’s how it is when you’ve got work to do,” I said lightly. “You don’t have time for much else.”
Ian nodded. “I hope things go well at your shift tonight.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
I showed up at the casino an hour before my shift, wondering what was going on.
The email I’d received was a generic one from the pit boss, asking me to come in early. Usually, they only sent out emails like that if they wanted to discuss some bad behavior or new security measures.
But when I went to see the pit boss and asked him about the email, he just shrugged and told me that management wanted to talk to me.
I grabbed my security clearance pass and headed up to the forty-third floor, where the management offices were. I was supposed to see a man named Hamish Macaulay, who was apparently the Assistant Head of HR.
I’d never been to the Treasury Casino’s management offices, and they turned out to be quiet, mint-scented expanses of cubicles. When I asked to see Hamish, a stern-looking receptionist led me over to a small glass-walled office on one side of the floor.
Hamish turned out to be a short man with dirty-blond hair, who smiled at me warmly when I walked in.
“Tiffany Black,” he said. “I’m so glad to meet you in person.”
I looked at him suspiciously and murmured something polite as I sat down.
“You’re probably wondering why you’re here?”
I nodded.
“It’s about the email you sent us the other day,” said Hamish. “We’ve read it with a lot of interest.”
I felt my face coloring up. Perhaps I shouldn’t have sent that angry email—but I did mean everything that I’d said. “I just thought that perhaps you would never hear this perspective from Brian.”
Hamish nodded. “Many of us in management don’t have experience in the pit, which is why we appreciate your feedback. We’re always trying to encourage employees to tell us what we’re doing right and what we’re doing wrong.”
I had no idea where this was going, so I nodded politely. “I really enjoy working at the Treasury Casino,” I said.
“I’m glad to hear that,” said Hamish. “And I do believe you have the casino’s best interests at heart when you say that experienced dealers shouldn’t be forced to have weight management rules apply to them. I think you might be right—there is a case for making an exception.”
I looked at Hamish, taking a few seconds to process what he’d said. “So you’re not going to implement weight controls after all?”
Hamish shook his head. “It’s not as simple as that. We’ll require stringent weight controls for new dealers, and they’ll have to stick to the guidelines for the first couple of years that they work here. But you and many other dealers have been working here for a number of years, and your performance has been exemplary. The casino couldn’t perform as well as it does if it weren’t for our wonderful employees.”
“So what you’re saying is that weight controls won’t apply to existing employees.”
Hamish nodded. “Yes, as of today, we’re going to abolish weight controls for existing dealers. However, they will apply for new dealers.”
My entire body sagged with relief. “Wow. I never expected this.”
“If we had gone ahead with the weight controls,” said Hamish lightly, “what would you have done?”
“Most of the other dealers and I have been looking for work elsewhere. We would have just left.”
Hamish nodded. “Yes, that’s what we thought. A mass exodus of experienced dealers wouldn’t do us any good. We really appreciate that you sent us the email. In fact, I was wondering if someone as observant as you might be interested in becoming a pit boss?”
I looked at him, my mouth slightly agape. “I never considered being a pit boss,” I said. What I didn’t say was that it was easier to take time off as a dealer, whenever I needed an extra day or two to work on a case.
“It’s a great career opportunity,” said Hamish. “I hope you’ll consider it.”
He must’ve seen the skepticism on my face, so I forced myself to nod and say, “Yes, I’m just surprised, that’s all. I’ll certainly keep it in mind.”
We stood up, and he said, “I do mean it. Can you see yourself working as a dealer for the rest of your life?”
I looked at him and considered the question.
It was hard to see more than a few years into the future. But I wasn’t sure how I could be able to juggle being a pit boss and being a private investigator.
 
 




Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
Brian announced at that night’s meeting that weight controls would be scrapped for existing dealers. Cheers erupted after he made the announcement, but he looked glum and disappointed that his brilliant idea had been discarded by management.
My shift passed in a haze of happy gamblers. I was so used to the bright lights and cheerful jingles of the casino that it had become like a second home to me, and as I dealt out the cards and joked with the gamblers, I wondered what it would be like to be the pit boss.
In some ways, their job was easier—but they also had more responsibilities, and a slightly more stressful time. Because of their responsibilities, they couldn’t just call in sick and take a day off like I did every once in a while when my cases got too busy. I just couldn’t see how I’d manage to be both a pit boss and a private investigator.
After I got home and had a quick nap, I headed straight to the diner. But once again, Cassandra told me that Johnson hadn’t come in today, and despite having a long lunch, I didn’t run into him.
When I got back to my apartment, I couldn’t help but feel a little bit disappointed. I had been so excited at the prospect of running into Johnson—I had thought that perhaps I would already have met him by now. But it hadn’t happened yet, and I wondered if maybe it wouldn’t happen at all. Perhaps Johnson had gone into hiding the same way Stone had.
Once more, Ian was waiting for me at my door when I got back to my apartment.
He didn’t look at all happy to see me, and a mixture of annoyance and hurt was painted all over his face. “Where were you?”
I forced myself to smile. “I was running an errand.”
“No, you weren’t,” Ian said. “I know you’re up to something.”
I rolled my eyes and opened the door to my apartment, ushering Ian inside before locking the door behind us. This was the trouble with making friends; they were nosy and insisted on knowing everything.
“I thought we were partners,” said Ian. “Why won’t you tell me what you’re doing?”
I let out an exasperated sigh. “Why do you have to know everything?”
“I don’t like you keeping secrets. What’s going on?”
I settled on the Ladies’ Perfect Excuse from the 1950s. “I had female issues.”
That shut Ian up for all of a split second.
“What female issues?” he said. “Did you have to see the doctor?”
“No.”
“Then what? Did you have to go buy some tampons?”
“Yes,” I said, exasperated.
“That’s a lie! You don’t have any shopping bags with you. Why won’t you tell me what’s happening? You know I can help you out.”
He looked at me, his eyes hurt and pleading, and I felt a sudden pang of guilt. This was exactly what I kept telling Stone—if he just told me what was going on, I could help him out.
I sat down on the sofa and let my body slump into the soft cushions. “I was trying to find Johnson.”
“What!” Ian’s eyes grew wild; he ran one hand through his thick mass of curls and began to pace the room. “You found Johnson! That’s great! What happened?”
I shook my head. “I didn’t find him, I’m trying to find him. And sit down, you’re giving me a headache with your pacing.”
Ian sat down on a chair opposite me, and said, “Where are you trying to find him? Did you get any new leads?”
I nodded, not feeling much enthusiasm. “Apparently he frequents a diner near the Pecos Substation. I’ve been having lunch there, trying to run into him.”
Ian simmered down a little. “But you haven’t seen him yet?”
I shook my head, feeling drained. “It’s only been two days, but he hasn’t shown up. Maybe he never will.”
Ian looked at me and smiled. “I’m sure that’s not true. If he likes to go to this diner, he’ll keep going. He’s got no idea you’re looking for him. And if you’d like, we can take turns. I can go to the diner one day, and you can go another day.”
I forced myself to smile. “It’s nice of you to offer, but Johnson might get worried if he sees you. He doesn’t know who you are, but I can explain that I’m Stone’s friend.”
“You know I’m happy to help out. I could wait for you in the car—and then if Johnson shows up, I can tail him to his house.”
I shook my head. “I’m hoping to gain this guy’s trust. Having someone wait for him in the car and then tail him won’t help our case.”
Ian nodded. “Okay, I understand. But you have to let me know if there’s anything I can do.”
I smiled wanly. “I will, thanks for the offer. But I can’t get Johnson to hurry up and meet me, so we might as well focus on the case. We’re supposed to meet Senators Samantha Pritchett and Chase Wingrove today.”
“And Danielle Brown,” Ian reminded me.
I nodded. “But first, I’d better check up with my friend Adrian.”
My phone call to Adrian was about as quick as I’d expected it to be. None of Carl’s family had flown into Vegas or Los Angeles anytime in the past few weeks. It was just as I’d expected, but it was disheartening nonetheless. I thanked Adrian for his help, promising to catch up with him soon.
“No luck there,” I said to Ian. “Let’s see if we can learn anything from Senators Pritchett and Wingrove.”
 
 




Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
“I would rather talk to each of them alone,” I said as I drove over to their hotel, “but I guess talking to both of them together is better than not talking to them at all.”
“I wonder what they’ll be like when they’re together,” said Ian. “They’re supposed to be enemies, since they’re running against each other. How did they agree to talk to you at the same time?”
“Patti Williams said they were both so busy, the only way they could spare time to talk to me was if they met me at the same time.”
“You didn’t ask if they could meet you separately?”
“No,” I said, “and they both have a good alibi. I checked the papers, and around the time when Carl died, they were having a joint meet-and-greet with local Vegas businessmen. It was a party event, so they both had to be there together. Photographers recorded the event and everything.”
We pulled up to the Prince Albert Spa and Resort, an off-Strip hotel where they were both staying, and after I parked the car, we headed up to Senator Pritchett’s suite.
When we knocked, a twenty-something-year-old woman with straight blond hair opened the door and peered out at us.
“I’m Tiffany,” I said, “Ian and I have an appointment with Senator Pritchett now.”
The blonde nodded. “Right this way.”
We followed her into the lounge room of the suite, a large, leather-sofa-furnished area with a dining table off to one side. The dining table had been set up with two laptops, and papers were piled high on one end. I recognized Senator Pritchett and Senator Wingrove from their photographs, but there were four other people in the room, who I assumed were their aides.
I had read that Senator Samantha Pritchett was in her early sixties, but she looked no older than a mid-fifty-something-year-old. Her short brown hair had been cut into a stylish bob, and she wore subtle makeup, gray slacks, and a white blouse. Her eyes were soft and warm, and she seemed pleased to meet Ian and me.
Senator Chase Wingrove was in his late fifties, but his hair was a silvery gray. He was tall, and though his face was slightly wrinkled, he looked athletic and energetic. His blue eyes were sharp and intelligent, and he, too, seemed politely happy to meet Ian and me.
The two of them introduced their aides, and Ian and I murmured polite greetings to everyone.
After introductions had been made all around, I turned to Senator Pritchett and said, “I don’t mean to be rude, but I like to have as few people in the room as possible what I’m talking about something like a murder investigation. It wouldn’t be possible for your aides to take a short break, would it?”
“Oh, of course that’s possible!” said Senator Pritchett, and Senator Chase nodded in agreement.
The aides didn’t look too pleased to be asked to leave the room, and I thought that perhaps they were slightly insecure about their jobs. They all had earnest, eager-to-please looks on their faces, and I wondered if it was stressful to work for two politicians who were running intense campaigns.
When it was just the four of us, we all settled down onto sofas. Senator Pritchett and Senator Wingrove sat opposite each other, and Ian and I sat on the sofa that was adjacent to them. Both Senator Pritchett and Senator Wingrove looked at ease with each other, and I didn’t notice any obvious signs of enmity or annoyance.
“It was nice of you to make time to meet us,” I said.
“Not at all,” said Senator Pritchett. “It’s very sad what happened. Makes you worry about your own security a little.”
“But you both have bodyguards,” said Ian. “And you’re staying in this hotel, which is probably safer than Carl’s house in Henderson.”
“Yes,” said Senator Pritchett. “I do hope we’re safer.”
“I read that at the time of Carl’s death, you were meeting a number of Vegas businessmen,” I said. “You were both at the same event together. Do you have to do a lot of things together?”
Senator Pritchett and Senator Wingrove exchanged a glance and smiled at each other.
“It’s often more convenient,” said Senator Pritchett. “A lot of supporters like to see us together, and it’s more convenient for them to go to one event instead of having to go to three different events.”
“How come Carl wasn’t at that meet-and-greet?” said Ian. “Didn’t you invite him along?”
Senator Wingrove laughed. “Oh, of course we invited him! It’s just that he thought he was too good to come to our events. Carl insisted on doing everything alone.”
Senator Pritchett nodded. “He wasn’t very cooperative. He never came to our events, and he insisted on doing everything differently.”
“Do you do a lot of joint events?” said Ian.
“A fair few,” said Senator Pritchett. “In addition to the logistics, it looks good if we present a united front to the party. You don’t want to give off the impression that you’re bickering toddlers.”
“But Carl didn’t see things that way,” Ian said.
Senator Pritchett smiled thinly. “Carl saw a lot of things differently.”
“Like what?” said Ian. “Of course, his policies were really different from yours.”
Senator Pritchett and Senator Wingrove nodded.
“His ideas about reducing women’s rights were absolutely abhorrent,” said Senator Pritchett. “He’d have been setting the country back decades, if not centuries.”
“Our party doesn’t support that kind of stand,” said Senator Wingrove. “We believe in equality for everyone.”
“Did you two see much of Carl?” I said.
“Not that much,” said Senator Pritchett. “Senator Wingrove and I like to coordinate with each other so that it’s easier for supporters. Carl never bothered to coordinate anything. We’d hardly ever have events together, but whenever we did meet, he seemed completely despicable—he was so arrogant and rude.”
“He really was a horrible man,” said Senator Wingrove. “I know you’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead, but he was someone I could never respect.”
“There are all these rumors about him too,” I said. “That he had affairs with women, and that he was abusive.”
“I wouldn’t be surprised if those rumors were true,” said Senator Pritchett. “He did seem so horrible.”
“A lot of those accusers were anonymous,” I said. “You can’t really trust something that’s anonymous.”
“Two people did come forward,” said Senator Pritchett. “If the campaign had gone on for much longer, perhaps more women would have come forward.”
“Wow,” said Ian. “You two really don’t like Carl.”
Senator Pritchett shrugged. “The man’s dead now. I guess we shouldn’t be talking ill of the dead. And it was a shame, how he died.”
I nodded. “Is there anything else you can tell us about him? Had he been acting strangely lately? Did he have any enemies that you knew of?”
“So many people hated him,” said Senator Pritchett. “There were those radical feminists, and then the two people who came out and accused him of having an affair with them or abusing them. Who knows what other enemies Carl made along the way?”
“He was completely unpleasant to everyone,” added Senator Wingrove. “He would snap at everyone around him, including his bodyguards.”
“Even Patti?” I asked.
Senator Pritchett and Senator Wingrove both shook their heads.
“Patti’s the best in the business,” said Senator Pritchett, “And Carl knew that. He treated her extremely respectfully. I guess he could be nice when he wanted to.”
“What about his wife and stepdaughter?” I said. “Or did you ever see him with his ex-wives or his sons?”
Senator Pritchett shook her head. “I never saw him with any of his exes or his sons, but we’ve seen him with his stepdaughter and his wife a couple of times.”
“I have to admit,” said Senator Wingrove, “I never saw him snap at his wife or his stepdaughter. They would all act perfectly politely with each other. I guess, despite all his failings, he had a good marriage and he must’ve been a good stepfather.”
Ian nodded. “His wife was really upset when we went to see her.”
“The poor woman,” said Senator Pritchett. “I feel so bad for her. First the campaign, and then the rumors, and now this. It must all be so difficult.”
“Politics can be very ugly sometimes,” said Senator Wingrove. “It can be difficult for the people closest to you.”
 
 




Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 
We chatted with Senator Pritchett and Senator Wingrove for a little while longer, asking them about their campaign strategies and what they thought of Vegas. They didn’t seem to know too much more about Carl or his family, so after a few minutes, Ian and I headed out to talk to Danielle Brown, the woman who claimed that she’d had a child with Carl.
Danielle was staying at the Montana Ranch Casino. The casino had recently been refurbished, and when we walked inside, it looked a bit more modern than the last time I’d been there. Everything seemed brighter, and I noticed that the staff uniforms had recently been updated, and they looked relatively sophisticated for cowboy outfits.
Ian and I headed to the third floor, where Danielle was staying in a small room that overlooked the Strip.
Danielle turned out to be a tall, slender brunette. She looked every bit the Hollywood starlet that she was—glamorous and beautiful, even though she wasn’t wearing any makeup. Her outfit of shorts and a simple T-shirt accentuated her slim figure, and her doe eyes peered out at Ian and me curiously.
“Thanks for meeting us,” I said, looking around the room. There was an armchair in the corner near the window, a tiny bed, and a small flat-screen TV hanging on one wall.
This was probably the cheapest casino room I’d ever seen, and I was surprised Danielle hadn’t asked for an upgrade. On the other hand, if she was a single mother in need of the publicity of having Carl’s child, she probably didn’t have much money to spare for hotel rooms.
“It’s not a problem,” said Danielle. “I hope it’s okay that we’re meeting here. I didn’t want to have this conversation in public.”
I nodded. “I understand.”
The three of us stood around awkwardly until Danielle said, “I wish we had more space for sitting around, but one of you will have to grab the armchair, and we can sit on one side of the bed.”
Ian went and settled down on the chair, and Danielle and I sat on either side of the bed. I twisted around so that I could face Danielle, and looked at her closely. Perhaps it was the lack of makeup, but she looked pale and worried.
“You must’ve talked to the cops already,” I said.
Danielle nodded. “Yes, they asked me about my relationship with Carl, and when I’d last seen him.”
“When had you last seen him?” said Ian.
Danielle shook her head. “I ran into him once three months after we’d broken up. I was pregnant at that time, but I didn’t tell him the child was his.”
“How can you be sure the child was his,” said Ian, “if you haven’t done a DNA test?”
“I’m sorry about Ian,” I said quickly. “He doesn’t mean to be rude.”
Danielle shook her head. “It’s okay. But I know. I wasn’t with anyone else at that time.”
“Where is your daughter now?” I said.
“She’s staying with my mother in LA. I didn’t want to drag her around with me while I did this.”
“Why did you come to Vegas in the first place?”
Danielle glanced off to one side, looking slightly shifty. “I wanted to meet him, chat face-to-face about giving our child a better future. I got a text from someone in his campaign, a Patti something, saying she’d try to arrange for him to talk to me in Vegas. I thought it was worth a shot.”
“Did you end up meeting Carl?” I asked.
Danielle shook her head. “I got a text—from Carl, apparently—asking me to come to his place in Henderson. I said I was free anytime, he should name a date and time and I’d be there. I never heard back from him again.”
“Hmm.” I looked at her thoughtfully, wondering if she knew about the faulty camera and discreet back door. “Did he say why he wanted you to meet at his place?”
Danielle shrugged. “I assume because it’d be more private? I didn’t bother to ask why, I just wanted to meet him.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. Neither of us really trusted her—perhaps she knew about the camera and wasn’t willing to admit it.
“Can I see your phone?” said Ian. “Maybe we’ll learn something from the text Carl sent you.”
“I deleted it after I learned he was dead,” said Danielle sharply. “There’s nothing to see.”
Ian and I exchanged another glance. Short of stealing her phone, we’d never be able to see the text. And I was pretty sure that if Carl had sent her any texts, Danielle had been smart enough to erase them.
So instead, I said, “But why are you doing this, exactly? How does it benefit you if the world knows that Carl is the father of your child? Especially when you didn’t tell him any of this before.”
Danielle looked away and shook her head. “I’m not sure. I guess I just ignored the whole thing, really. I told myself I could raise my child alone, but it’s difficult when you’re a single parent. If Carl had just acknowledged that my daughter was his, we could’ve had a better life. The politics, him coming into the spotlight, reminded me of all that. And I thought, why should my daughter miss out?”
“But why did you have to go to the press with this?” said Ian. “You could have just gotten in touch with Carl privately, without going the whole media circus route.”
“I tried that,” said Danielle. “But it didn’t work. I couldn’t get through to him. I managed to talk to his wife, but that was it.”
“What did his wife say?” I said, unable to contain my curiosity. I could hardly imagine Ellen being harsh with anyone.
“She was perfectly polite,” said Danielle. “But she said she didn’t believe me, and that if I had proof, I could get in touch with her.”
“Were you intending to do a DNA test?” I said.
Danielle shrugged. “If I needed to. But Carl wouldn’t even acknowledge what was going on. There’s no point doing a DNA test unless Carl agrees to it too. Agreed to it, I mean.”
“That’s why you were going to meet him.”
Danielle nodded. “At least the media attention got him to agree to meet with me. That was progress.”
“It does look kind of like you’re doing all this for the publicity,” said Ian.
Danielle shook her head. “Just because I’m an actress doesn’t mean everything I do is for the publicity. All I wanted was for my daughter to have a better life.”
I wasn’t sure if I believed Danielle, but in an odd way, she seemed rather sincere.
“Where were you on the night Carl died?” I said. “I know you must’ve told the cops, but I thought I’d ask you myself.”
Danielle gulped. “I’ve been in the casino most of the time, staying in my room and reading on my Kindle. But I went out for dinner that night, and then I took a walk down the Strip.”
“Let me guess,” I said. “You went for dinner at around six, and then walked around till eight.”
Danielle looked at me sadly and nodded. “It was bad timing. I wish I’d chosen to stay indoors that night, but it gets boring going from one casino to another. I’m not much of a gambler, and the casinos are kind of loud and there are always men hitting on you.”
“I know,” I said. “I work as a dealer. It takes some time to get used to it. And I guess if you’re a beautiful, single young woman like yourself, it can get difficult with all the bachelor parties and young men who come here to have a fun time.”
Danielle smiled wanly. “Yeah.”
Ian and I asked her about her relationship with Carl—it turned out they had dated for almost a year, seven years ago.
“Carl was always traveling,” said Danielle. “Even though we dated for a year, I didn’t see him that often.”
“The other woman who said Carl had an affair with her,” I said, “Emma Tyrone, says that she dated Carl when he was still married to his second wife. And she claims that Carl used to beat her up when they were together. Was he ever violent toward you?”
Danielle shook her head. “He would get annoyed at little things sometimes, and he would snap at everyone around him. Sometimes we’d have huge fights, but he never hit me. Maybe we weren’t together long enough. Or maybe I dated him before he turned into a violent thug.”
“You sound sarcastic,” said Ian. “You don’t really believe that Carl was abusive?”
Danielle shrugged. “What do I know? Maybe he was. Maybe he abused that woman, and she went nuts and killed him. Just because he wasn’t abusive with me doesn’t mean that he wouldn’t be with someone else.”
“The rumors are really horrible, though,” I said.
Danielle shrugged. “He wasn’t the perfect boyfriend when we were together, but he wasn’t a horrible monster either.”
I nodded. “I find the abuse allegations kind of hard to believe. Even the two politicians running against Carl said that all kinds of rumors pop up when somebody gets a little bit of publicity.”
Danielle looked at the floor and grimaced. “That’s true. But you know I’m telling the truth about Carl being my daughter’s father. Of course, it doesn’t matter now.”
I nodded thoughtfully. Danielle looked and sounded like a sweet, innocent young woman, but I had to remind myself that she was a trained actress, and the whole thing could be one big act.
If her child’s father really was Carl, then she could keep kicking up a big fuss till his family agreed to a paternity test—which could easily be done using DNA from one of Carl’s other children. And then Danielle’s daughter would be entitled to inherit a share of Carl’s estate, which might be more money than child support payments. At the end of the day, Danielle had a strong motive for wanting Carl’s death.
We asked Danielle a few more questions about what Carl had been like when they had dated, and what her life in LA was like. Danielle told us that Carl had been like almost any other guy—nice and sweet sometimes, angry and jealous at other times. She wasn’t too happy about her life in LA, because she’d hoped to have more serious movie roles by now, but she was still struggling along, hoping to get a big break someday.
I asked Danielle if she’d ever met any of Carl’s ex-wives, children, or Ellen or his stepdaughter, but she said she hadn’t. After a while, when it became clear that Ian and I wouldn’t learn anything new, we thanked her for her time and headed out again.
As we drove home, Ian said, “It seems like Danielle might’ve met Carl on the day he died, but we just can’t prove it.”
“Even if she did meet him,” I said, “when would she manage to poison his decaf? You’d think that instead of killing him, she’d try to extract a big payment out of him. After all, Ellen did say that Carl was ready to pay up.”
“It doesn’t really make sense,” Ian admitted. “But maybe Carl’s bodyguard Steve remembers seeing her.”
“He might know something about her,” I said. “We really need to talk to him.”
 
 




Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 
Ian and I went straight home, and after a few relaxing hours spent playing with Snowflake, making chocolate cupcakes, and eating a dinner of microwave chicken pot pies and cupcakes, I headed over to my shift at the casino.
I had an early shift tonight, but Brian was nowhere to be seen. Instead, one of the pit bosses give a quick speech about remembering to be friendly with the gamblers, but not hesitating to call security if there was ever any problem.
As we all headed out toward the tables, I leaned toward Sandra and whispered, “What happened to Brian?”
Sandra looked at me and shrugged. “I heard he was fired,” she whispered back.
As I clapped my hands out behind the blackjack table, I let the warm vibe of the casino wash over me again. The bright lights, garish interiors, and loud, happy gamblers had become an integral part of my life. I have bad days, just like at any other job, but being a dealer had its good moments too.
Perhaps, at some point, I would quit my job forever and be a full-time private investigator, but in the meantime, the casino gig helped me to pay the bills, and the work was relaxing enough that I could occasionally let my mind drift over to the case I was working on.
Today, as I dealt out the cards, I couldn’t help but remember Danielle’s complaint that it was difficult for a single woman to have a good time in the casino. I noticed, as though for the first time, how women who were either by themselves or with a group of other women were always hit on by the men near them. Some of the women brushed it off, but others seem to be flattered by the attention. I noticed at least two newly met couples wandering off together; perhaps they’d discovered that they were from the same hometown, or perhaps they would just try to take advantage of the adage, “what happens in Vegas, stays in Vegas.”
I wondered if whoever had killed Carl had thought that way too. Perhaps they had thought that they could get away with murder just because it happened to be in Vegas. Of course, I knew that couldn’t be the case, and whoever had killed him had planned things out meticulously.
My shift passed quickly, and before I knew it, I was back at my apartment, snuggling under the sheets for some quick shut-eye.
As soon as my alarm went off, I dressed quickly and headed out to the diner. I was a few minutes later than usual, and I had an irrational fear that perhaps Johnson would have already had his lunch and left. But when I talked to the waitress, she told me that Johnson had never shown up today.
I nodded, feeling dejected, and ordered a vegetable lasagna for myself before heading over to my usual booth at the back. I watched the other patrons at the diner as they talked and laughed. When my food arrived, I ate slowly, allowing my thoughts to drift across to Senator Pritchett and Senator Wingrove.
They both had a terrific alibi, but perhaps it was too good to be true. Perhaps one of them had managed to sneak out from the event without anyone noticing; in fact, given how cooperative they were, perhaps they had even covered for each other. The latter seemed a bit far-fetched, but of all the people we’d met so far, these two had the most to gain from Carl’s death.
I was so engrossed in my thoughts that I almost didn’t notice when a tall sixty-something-year-old man walked into the diner by himself. When he approached the waitress, I snapped to attention and sat up straighter. Was this Johnson?
The man chatted with the waitress, and then she pulled something out of her pocket and handed it over to him. When he looked down at the paper, I realized that it was my business card.
I felt my heart jump in my chest. Finally! I was about to meet the elusive Johnson! I knew my luck was about to change, and I forced myself to stop grinning and try to look like a regular, non-crazy person. The waitress looked toward me and said something to Johnson, and he followed her glance.
When our gaze met, I noticed that the man had sharp blue eyes that seemed to judge me in an instant. I smiled nervously, hoping he would come over to talk to me, but then I watched as the man turned around, said something to the waitress, and headed out of the diner quickly.
I didn’t waste any time. I jumped out of my booth and raced after the man.
“Mr. Johnson,” I said as I followed him out onto the parking lot. “Mr. Johnson.”
But the man pretended not to hear me, even when I was just a few feet behind him. Finally, I forced myself to dash around in front of him and block his way.
“Mr. Johnson,” I said, forcing myself to smile politely. “Hello.”
If Johnson was surprised by my behavior, he didn’t show it. He looked at me politely and smiled. “Hello.”
“Um, my name is Tiffany Black,” I said, running my hands nervously through my hair. “I’m a friend of Stone’s.”
Something glimmered in Johnson’s blue eyes, but whatever it was disappeared immediately. He didn’t say anything, so I continued babbling.
“I’m trying to get in touch with Stone. He once mentioned you, and I was wondering if you might know anything about where he could be?”
Johnson shook his head. “No, I don’t know anything about Stone.”
I looked at him in dismay. “Are you sure? You don’t know anything at all?”
Johnson shook his head no. “What did you say your name was again?”
“Tiffany Black.”
Johnson looked at me speculatively. “Stone never mentioned that you’re friends.”
I tried not to feel too disappointed.
“Oh,” I said. “That must be because, you know, he’s Stone.”
Johnson raised one eyebrow slightly. “You said you were good friends with him?”
“We’ve known each other for a long time. If you ask him about me, he’ll tell you.”
Johnson nodded. “What did you want to know about Stone, exactly?”
“I just…” Now that I was standing here, talking to Johnson, I wasn’t entirely sure what I wanted to know. “Some CIA men came looking for him,” I said, starting again. “I know there’s been a big misunderstanding, and Stone’s disappeared. I just wanted to help him clear things up.”
Johnson smiled again, a thin, sardonic smile. “You really think you can help Stone out?”
I crossed my arms defensively. “Stone’s fired all his employees. I don’t know who else is here to help him, but I’m a private investigator, and I can do my best. I don’t want Stone to get into trouble.”
The lines on Johnson’s face softened a little, and I saw a glint of pity in his gaze. “Stone’s a big boy. He can take care of himself.”
“We’re all adults. We can all take care of ourselves. But life’s better when you’ve got friends to help you out.”
Johnson looked at me thoughtfully. “Yes,” he said finally. “Life’s better with friends. I’m sorry I couldn’t help you.”
Before I could stop him, Johnson walked away briskly and got into an old Jeep. As he drove off, I stared after his car—the lower half was covered in mud, and a thick layer of it covered his license plate.
Disappointment hit me hard. I had been so looking forward to finally meeting Johnson; there was no way I could have predicted that our meeting would have turned out like this.
 
 




Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 
I got back to my apartment, feeling grumpier than I’d ever been. After a few seconds, there was a knock on the door, and I opened it to find Ian peering at me hopefully.
“How was the diner?” he said.
I rolled my eyes and went to slump back onto the sofa.
Ian locked the door behind himself and said, “I guess it didn’t go that well again.”
I shook my head. “It was terrible.”
“So you didn’t see Johnson?”
“No, I saw him. And we talked. But it’s not what I was hoping for.”
Ian looked at me sympathetically. “He doesn’t want to help out?”
I shrugged. “I’m not even sure what he wants. He refused to admit that he knew anything about Stone.”
“Maybe he really doesn’t know anything,” said Ian.
I shook my head. “No, he knows about Stone. I’m pretty sure he knows where Stone is, and what he’s up to. He just won’t tell me.”
“Why wouldn’t he tell you if he does know?”
I let out a tiny, annoyed puff of air. “I guess he doesn’t trust me. I tried to tell him that I was Stone’s friend, but I’m not sure he believed me.”
“Maybe you can go to the diner again, and when you see him next time, you can explain things a bit better.”
“I don’t think Johnson will be going to that diner again,” I said. “He doesn’t seem like the sort of guy who takes chances.”
“Maybe I should’ve been there,” Ian said. “I could’ve followed him after he drove off.”
I glared at Ian. “Johnson would be able to shake off any tail.”
Ian nodded. “Okay, then. What do you want to do now?”
I shook my head and sunk back into the sofa. “I don’t know. Maybe I should just stop looking for Stone.”
“You can’t mean that.”
“Stone clearly doesn’t want to be found. Maybe he doesn’t need my help. Maybe Johnson’s right, and I’m delusional to think that I could help out.”
“You’re not delusional.”
“Perhaps I am. Maybe I should just leave Stone alone. He doesn’t want to be found.”
Ian and I sat in silence for a few minutes, and then Ian began to tell me that he had called up some of the people who’d attended the meet-and-greet with Senator Pritchett and Senator Wingrove. “Everyone said that Senator Pritchett and Senator Wingrove were both there that entire evening,” said Ian. “I don’t think there’s any way one of them could’ve snuck out.”
I nodded, barely listening to what Ian was saying. I was grateful that he was helping me out on the case and that he was trying to cheer me up, but right now, all I could think was that I had failed.
There was a knock on the door, and I let Ian go and answer it. It turned out to be Nanna and Wes, and for the first time since meeting Johnson today, my mood brightened.
“This is a surprise!” I stood up to give Nanna and Wes a quick hug. “What are you doing here?”
“We came to see Karma and Glenn,” said Nanna. “I thought we’d drop by and see how you were. You don’t look so well.”
“Tiffany’s in a bad mood,” Ian announced. “She hasn’t had a good day.”
I looked at Nanna and shrugged apologetically. “It’s not a big deal, I’ll get over it soon.”
Nanna nodded. “I’m guessing you don’t want to talk about it?”
I nodded and turned to Wes. “How was your visit to the casinos that night?”
Wes beamed. “I won quite a bit of money! It was lots of fun, and we went to a seniors’ buffet before that. I didn’t give Vegas enough credit the first time I came to visit. Or perhaps I couldn’t concentrate on anything because I had just met Gwenda.”
The two of them smiled at each other and exchanged a sappy kiss.
“Ew!” said Ian. “We don’t want to see that!”
“Okay,” said Nanna, “I know it’s difficult for you because you’re single. Why don’t we talk about the case instead? How’s that going?”
“We’re not really getting anywhere,” I said. “Most of the people we’ve talked to are either worse off because Carl’s dead, or have airtight alibis.”
“We’re supposed to go and talk to Emma Tyrone soon,” said Ian. “We’re having an early dinner with her.”
“Is this the woman who said that Carl abused her when they were dating?” said Nanna. When Ian and I nodded yes, she said, “You should try to hack into her computer.”
Nanna thought the solution to everything was to hack into another person’s computer.
“I’m sure she didn’t bring a computer to Vegas,” I said. “Nobody travels with a laptop these days. It’s all tablets and smartphones.”
“You’re right, Wes and I only travel with our smartphones. I guess you should hack her smartphone. You can learn a lot more by doing that than just talking to her. People lie, but smartphones are honest.”
I looked at Nanna doubtfully. “I’m not sure how comfortable I feel about hacking somebody’s phone.”
“It sounds like fun,” said Ian. “And Nanna’s right, we’d learn a lot more from her phone. She might be lying to us—and so far, none of the people we’ve talked to have told us anything interesting.”
“Okay,” I said. “Even if I agreed to hack into her phone, none of us know how to do that.”
“It’s easy,” said Nanna. “You have to use a device called a UFED. It’s like a small, square magnet that you place on top of the phone, and it copies all the data into a tiny chip. And then, when you come home, you can transfer the data onto your computer and see who she’s been calling and texting.”
“I don’t know where to buy a UFED,” I said. “I’m sure they’re rare and expensive.”
“I can get one for you,” said Nanna. “My friend Regina has a son who works for a company that does the marketing for them, and I’m sure she’s got one lying around. I just need an hour to go over to her place and grab it from her.”
“I’m not sure we should be doing this,” I said once again.
“Sure, we should!” said Nanna. “It’s for a good cause. Don’t you want to find out who really killed Carl?”
“We’ll do it!” said Ian. “Technology is the only way forward.”
“It seems a little unethical,” I said. “I wouldn’t want somebody to hack my phone.”
“It’s not unethical if you’re doing it for a good reason,” said Nanna. “Come on, Wes, let’s go find the UFED for Tiffany.”
Nanna returned after an hour and a half and handed me a small, square device that she said was the UFED.
“Just wait till she’s not looking, and then put this on her phone.”
“What if her phone’s in her handbag?” said Ian.
“Most people put their phone on the table next to them,” said Nanna. “But if it’s in her handbag, I can distract her, and then you can take the phone out and copy all the information.”
“I’m sure you don’t want to waste time going with us,” I said.
“No, it’ll be fun! I’ve always wanted to help you out on your investigations, and now I’ve got my chance. Wes can come along too.”
Wes and I looked at each other doubtfully. There was no telling what kind of havoc Nanna might choose to create, and I wasn’t looking forward to it.
“We might not even need to use this,” I said. “Maybe Emma will tell us something interesting on her own.”
“If that happens,” said Nanna, “you don’t need to use it. But if it doesn’t, it’s probably a good idea to get the information. All the spy movies I watch have cool gadgets in them. You should get yourself some, too.”
I looked at Ian and rolled my eyes, but he was too busy beaming with excitement to notice my hesitation.
“Thanks!” said Ian. “We really appreciate it.”
“It’s a pleasure,” said Nanna. “Where are you guys having dinner?”
“Tom’s Bistro,” said Ian. “Do you know the place?”
Nanna nodded. “It opened just before I got married. The quiet place off-Strip with exposed brick walls, right?”
I nodded. Tom’s Bistro was popular with locals, but at the time when we’d be meeting Emma, it should be mostly empty.
“I bet she orders the most expensive thing on the menu,” said Nanna.
“I guess she will,” I said. “Danielle clearly didn’t have very much money, and I’m sure Emma won’t either.”
“Well,” said Nanna, “we’d better go say hi to Karma and Glenn, and explain why we can’t have dinner with them. We’ll meet up with you two at the bistro.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
As soon as we stepped into Tom’s Bistro, the smell of steak and fries overpowered my senses. I felt hungry instantly and couldn’t wait to start eating. As I’d expected, the place was mostly empty at this hour; small wooden tables occupied the space, and only a few of them had diners sitting at them.
Ian and I spotted Emma sitting at the back, looking out toward the bar. She was a small, mousy girl with short brown hair, and she smiled when we waved to her. Ian and I wasted no time in going over and introducing ourselves.
“Thanks for meeting us,” I said. “I know you’ve already talked to the police, so we appreciate you seeing us.”
Ian and I sat opposite each other—Ian faced the entrance, and I looked toward the back of the restaurant.
The waiter came by, and all three of us ordered steaks and fries.
“I’m starving,” said Ian. “I can’t wait till the food gets here.”
“I don’t usually eat steaks,” said Emma, “but I thought I’d make an exception today.”
She reached into her handbag, pulled out her smartphone, and put it on the table next to her empty bread plate. Ian and I exchanged a glance.
“We might as well get started with the questions,” I said. “You said that you and Carl had an affair five years ago, when he was married to his second wife.”
Emma nodded. “We dated for a year and a half. He was an angry, abusive man, and every now and then, whenever he got too angry, he would hit me.”
As she spoke, her eyes had a hollowness to them, as though she was remembering the past. A shiver ran down my spine, and I fought the temptation to reach out and squeeze her hand. Instead, I said, “Why are you bringing this up now? You should have gone to the police when you were together.”
“He was a rich and powerful man,” said Emma. “I thought he would help me have a better life. I thought he would leave his wife for me. But that never happened. And besides, what would the police say if I went to them? Rich and powerful men get away with things all the time.”
“But still,” I said, “why did you bring this up now? What were you hoping to achieve?”
Emma shook her head and looked down at the table. She was silent for a few seconds, and then she said, “I don’t know. I guess I wanted the world to know what kind of person he was. I should have just gone to the police when I had a chance, but I didn’t. Maybe this is my way of dealing with the past.”
“When was the last time you saw Carl?” I said.
“Even after we broke up, we continued to see each other on and off for two years. I thought that maybe we’d get back together, but now I realize that he was just using me for sex. I was such an idiot.” Emma frowned and refused to meet my eyes. “I wish I’d done things differently in the past. But I can’t change what happened then. I thought that by coming forward with my story, I would make sure the future was different.” She looked up to meet my eyes. “Do you know that he wanted to change domestic abuse laws? He claims it’s not abuse if your partner hits you.”
There was a haunting pain in her eyes that bothered me. If she was lying, she was a hell of an actress.
“What do you do for a living?” I said.
“I’m a waitress,” said Emma. “I work at a small restaurant in New York.”
“And you never saw Carl again until about three years ago?”
Emma nodded. “When I first came out with these allegations, his campaign manager gave me a call and asked me to come and see them. But I wouldn’t. I knew that they would just try to bully me into doing something I didn’t want to.”
“Where were you on the night Carl died?” I said.
“I was in my room all night long, except when I went down to check out the casino. That was probably around nine o’clock. I’m staying at the Waterways.”
I nodded, making a mental note to verify her alibi. Of course, she’d have to be quite brazen to lie about an alibi that could be checked so easily.
“Did you ever meet any of Carl’s family? His ex-wives, sons, his wife, or his stepdaughter?”
Emma shook her head no.
Our steaks arrived, and silence descended upon our table as the three of us began to chomp through our food. In between bites, Ian and I asked Emma how she was finding Vegas, and what else she knew about Carl.
Emma told us that she thought Carl was a horrible human being. She thought he was a bully, and that he had only gotten as far as he did because of his family background, and his corrupt business practices.
“Do you think Carl had a lot of enemies?” I said. “Anyone who would’ve wanted to hurt him?”
Emma laughed shortly. “He was a horrible man, I’m sure he had lots of enemies.”
We had almost finished our steaks, and Ian and I exchanged a glance. So far, we hadn’t actually learned anything useful—other than the fact that Emma didn’t like Carl, something we already knew before the interview.
Ian glanced down toward Emma’s phone and gave me a funny look. I knew what he meant, and I shrugged. Perhaps Nanna was right: if we were going to be investigators, it was probably time to step up our technology game.
Ian said, “Emma, my phone seems to have died and I need to make an urgent call. Can I borrow yours?”
Emma looked at Ian skeptically. “What don’t you borrow Tiffany’s phone?”
I shook my head. “No, I left my phone at home.”
“Please?” Ian looked at Emma pleadingly, his eyes all puppy-like.
But Emma wasn’t swayed by his begging.
“Sorry,” she said. “I never let anyone use my phone, just as a matter of principle. I know you understand.”
Ian and I looked at each other, trying to hide our disappointment. And then, Ian glanced behind me, and his eyes grew wide.
Before I could swivel around to see what Ian was staring at, Nanna appeared beside us.
“Jenny, darling!” Nanna said to Emma. “How lovely to see you again!”
Emma looked at me in confusion, but I was too busy staring at Nanna, my jaw agape.
Nanna walked over till she was behind Ian and said, “Jenny—don’t you remember me? I’m your mother’s good old friend, Gwenda!”
Emma had turned away from me and was busy staring at Nanna. She had her back to her phone, and I knew this was my chance to retrieve the data. Quickly, I reached into my handbag, pulled out the UFED, and placed it on top of her phone.
“You must be mistaken,” said Emma. “I’m not Jenny.”
She made as though to turn around again, and I felt my heart lurch. She was seconds away from noticing the UFED, and she would ask me what that object was and where it came from. Perhaps she would storm out once she realized what was going on.
Suddenly, Nanna reached out and clasped Emma’s face with both her hands, forcing Emma to keep looking straight at her.
“No, Jenny, darling, it’s me, Gwenda! Remember, I used to go over to your house all the time when you were little. You were such a cute little eight-year-old. I remember, one time you came downstairs wearing your mother’s bra stuffed with oranges and said that you were Madonna. You were going to be a pop star, and you starting singing ‘Like a Virgin’ and dancing along to it. What happened? Did you ever get into the music business?”
As Nanna talked, all three of us stared at her in shock. Occasionally, I glanced down at the UFED, which had a tiny light on it, blinking red. As soon as the data was transferred, the light would change to green. The transfer was supposed to take one or two minutes, and I didn’t know if we would be able to distract Emma for all that time.
“You must be mistaken,” Emma said patiently. “My mother never had a friend named Gwenda. And my name’s not Jenny, it’s Emma.”
“Why did you have to change your name?” said Nanna. “Jenny is such a lovely name! Although, I do like the name Emma too. Kids these days, always going around and changing your names.”
“I never changed my name,” said Emma, clearly starting to get a bit annoyed. “My name’s always been Jenny.”
The red light on the UFED was still blinking, and I knew that at any moment, Emma would push Nanna’s hands away and turn around. Quickly, I got out of my chair and walked over to Nanna.
“I’m so sorry, Emma,” I said. “This is my nanna. She gets a little confused sometimes, and the best thing to do is just humor her. I apologize for this, but if you could just talk to her for a few minutes, she’ll be happy to think that she’s met Jenny again, and then she’ll leave us alone.” I turned to Nanna and spoke loudly, enunciating each word. “Nanna, it’s me, Tiffany. Do you remember? You granddaughter.”
Nanna glanced at me briefly. “I don’t know any Tiffany. But this here’s Jenny, my friend’s daughter. Of course, she’s changed her name to Emma now.”
Emma glanced at me, her eyes questioning. I made a circular motion with my hand, and mouthed, “Just go with it.”
Emma nodded and said. “Yes, it’s me, Jenny. It’s good to see you again, Gwenda. How are you?”
Just then, the light on the UFED stopped flashing and turned green.
As Nanna said, “Thank you, dear, I’m perfectly fine,” I headed back to my seat as quickly as I could and slipped the UFED off Emma’s phone and back into my handbag.
Once we were set, I gave Nanna a nod, and she let go of Emma’s face. “My goodness! You’re not Jenny.”
Emma turned to look at me, her eyes confused.
“Yes, Nanna,” I said. “This is my friend Emma, I’ve been trying to tell you. Did you come here with someone else?”
“Yes, yes,” said Nanna. “There’s my friend Wes. I’d better get back to him. Enjoy your dinner, Tiffany, dear.”
We watched as Nanna walked back to a table near the front, where Wes was waiting for her, a look of disbelief on his face.
“That was odd,” said Emma. “That’s really your nanna?”
I nodded. “I’m sorry about this. She has little episodes sometimes. We’re not sure what brings them on, but we’ve found that the best thing to do is to just go along with it. I really appreciate you not pushing her away.”
Emma shrugged. “That’s okay. She seemed like a sweet old lady.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. If Emma knew why Nanna had really come over, “sweet old lady” would have been the last words she’d use to describe her.
 
 




Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 
As soon as we got home, I connected the UFED file to my computer and copied all the data. We couldn’t get a list of the apps on Emma’s phone, or her browser history, but we did get a list of phone numbers of people that Emma had talked to recently, and her most recent texts.
Nanna showed up soon after we were done copying over all the information, and as I handed the UFED back to her, she said, “Now, wasn’t this a great idea?”
“Technology is helpful,” I admitted. “It was a good idea.”
“You should make me part of your team,” said Nanna. “I was so good at convincing Emma not to turn around.”
“That’s because you behaved like a crazy person,” I said, looking at her doubtfully. “I had no idea you were such a good actress.”
Nanna smiled. “You’ve got to be a good actress to win at poker. And I’m glad you could get all the data.”
“It was great that you came along!” said Ian. “Investigating is so much fun if you do it right. Tiffany, you’re so lucky that Nanna wants to help us out like this.”
“We should always do things like this,” said Nanna.
I looked at Nanna hesitantly, and then Wes and I shared an understanding glance. I didn’t want the new normal to be Nanna going around barging in on my investigations and acting like a senile old person. Although, it had worked out well for us this time.
After Nanna and Wes left, Ian and I looked through all the data we’d obtained.
We started with the texts, but there wasn’t anything too interesting in there—mostly, it was Emma wishing a friend a perfunctory happy birthday, or making plans to meet up. There weren’t any incriminating details in the texts.
When we looked at the list of numbers that Emma had talked to recently, nothing looked too familiar. A few of the numbers were saved under names like “Mom,” “Sally,” and “Wendy.” But the number of the person she’d spoken with most recently was labeled “Boss Lady.”
“That’s odd,” said Ian. “Emma works as a waitress in a restaurant. Why would she need to call her boss so often?”
“Perhaps they’re good friends,” I said.
But Ian was right, something didn’t seem to add up. I did a reverse search on the phone number, but it belonged to an unregistered prepaid phone.
“This gets even better,” I said. “Why is Emma calling a John Doe number so often?”
“We should just dial the number and find out,” said Ian.
“Okay,” I said. “Give me your phone.”
“Why do you need my phone?” said Ian.
“Maybe this person knows my number,” I said. “We can’t be too careful. I don’t want this person not answering the phone, just because they recognize me.”
“That makes sense,” Ian admitted begrudgingly as he handed me his phone.
We held our breath as I dialed the number, and it rang four times. Finally, there was a woman’s voice on the other end. “Who is this?”
“It’s me, Emma,” I said.
“You again?” said the voice. “Did you meet with the investigator?”
“Yes,” I said.
“And you didn’t tell her about me?”
“No. She has no idea.”
“Good,” said the woman. “Now, stop calling me. Our deal is over.”
“I don’t understand,” I said.
“There’s nothing not to understand. Carl’s dead, so we don’t need you talking about how he was abusive anymore.”
“So you’re not interested in my history with Carl at all?”
“No,” said the voice. “Now all I have to do is beat out Senator Wingrove, and then the nomination is mine.”
I sat in stunned silence for a few seconds, as I realized that I was speaking with Senator Pritchett. “Okay,” I managed to choke out. “I won’t call you again.”
I hung up and stared at Ian. “We need to go and talk to Senator Pritchett again,” I said. “And this time, she’d better tell us the truth.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty
 
 
 
“I’ve got an early shift today,” I said to Ian, “so we’ll have to make appointments to talk to them tomorrow.”
I dialed Senator Pritchett’s prepaid phone number, using my phone this time, and once again, she answered with a wary, “Who is this?”
“It’s me, Tiffany Black,” I said.
There was a second of speechlessness, and then Senator Pritchett said, “How did you get this phone number?”
“I can explain that when I see you next time,” I said. “We’d like to talk to you tomorrow.”
Once again, there were a few seconds of silence as Senator Pritchett worked out the fact that I probably knew something I shouldn’t.
“What time?” she said finally.
“How about eleven?”
“Okay,” said Senator Pritchett. “I’ll see you then.”
After that, I called Emma and arranged to meet her at noon at the casino where she was staying. I didn’t even need to tell her what this was about—just that we’d forgotten to ask her a few questions and needed to chat again.
“I understand,” Emma said. “I’ll see you tomorrow.”
After I was done with the two phone calls, Ian said, “Are we going to talk to Steve the bodyguard tomorrow?”
“We’ll give it a shot,” I said. “But I’m supposed to have an early dinner with Detective Ryan, so we might not have too much time.”
“You’re going on a date with Detective Ryan?” Ian raised one eyebrow. “I thought you were going to take a break from dating.”
“I like him,” I said. “We might as well see where this goes.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
My shift ended in the wee hours of the morning, and I managed to get a good couple of hours’ sleep before I headed out with Ian to see Senator Pritchett again.
This time, Senator Pritchett was alone when we met her in her suite.
“What did you two want to talk about?” said Senator Pritchett warily as she sat down on one of the armchairs, one leg crossed over the other.
She looked less than happy to see us this time. Once again, her makeup was immaculate, and today she was wearing a pale green silk shirt with black slacks.
“We know you’ve been paying Emma Tyrone to talk about her relationship with Carl,” I said.
Senator Pritchett held my gaze for a few long seconds. When it became obvious that I wasn’t bluffing, she looked away.
“All’s fair in love and war,” she said, “and politics is war.”
“What else did you do to harm Carl’s campaign?” I said.
Senator Pritchett looked back at me and shook her head. “I didn’t have to do anything else,” she said. “Carl was his own worst enemy.”
“Did you also pay Danielle?” I asked.
“No, the other women who were talking about him came forward on their own.”
“That’s why Danielle was willing to meet him and get paid off,” I mused, “while Emma refused to meet him. You were already paying her.”
Senator Pritchett shrugged. “I expected more women to come forward as time went by, and really, I didn’t think that Carl was my biggest competitor anyway.”
“And now he’s dead,” I said. “He’s not a threat to you at all.”
A flash of annoyance glinted in Senator Pritchett’s eyes. “Are you trying to accuse me of something? Because I have a perfectly good alibi for that night. I was at an event the entire time.”
“Perhaps you hired somebody to do your dirty work for you,” I said. “Carl was poisoned. If somebody mixed weed killer into his coffee for you, you could have the perfect alibi.”
“That’s absurd!” said Senator Pritchett. “I’ve cooperated with you this entire time, but I don’t have to deal with such insane accusations.”
“I’m not sure how insane they are,” I said. I didn’t want to offend her, but perhaps Ian’s tactlessness had rubbed off on me a little. “You paid someone to tarnish Carl’s reputation. When that didn’t work as well as you thought it would, you paid someone to poison him.”
“Listen,” said Senator Pritchett, “no politician worth their salt would ever do anything illegal. Nobody would have to kill Carl to beat him in politics. The man’s a fool, propped up by a good family name and some money. Nobody can say and do the stupid things he does and get away with it for too long.”
In an attempt to calm her ruffled feathers, I pretended to agree with her. “You’re right. Carl was very unpopular with most people.”
Senator Pritchett nodded. “Exactly. And now, are we done with these ridiculous questions?”
 
 
 

 
 
 
Ian and I headed straight over to see Emma, and we found her in her room, like she said she’d be.
In the harsh light of the day, Emma looked more frail and thin than she had seemed in the restaurant the previous night. She was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, and for the first time, I noticed the massive dark circles under her eyes.
“You don’t seem to have slept that well,” I said.
I knew that Emma had been paid by Senator Pritchett, but I couldn’t help feeling sorry for her. There was something about her that reminded me of an injured animal and brought out my protective instincts.
Emma’s room was slightly bigger than Danielle’s—there were two armchairs around a small table, and a queen-sized bed.
Ian and I sat in the armchairs, and Emma sat on the edge of the bed. “I haven’t been sleeping that well since Carl’s death,” she admitted.
“Why?” I said. “I would’ve thought that you of all people would be happy to see him dead.”
Emma shook her head. “I have to admit something. I told you and the cops that I was in the casino all night, but I actually went out for a walk that evening. I don’t think the cops have looked into my alibi yet, but they will soon. And as soon as they do that, they’ll think that I’m the one who killed Carl.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance.
“But you didn’t kill him, did you?” I said gently.
Emma shook her head furiously. “No, of course not! I just hate what’s going on. I should never have come forward with these allegations.”
“But you did,” I said. “Because Senator Pritchett paid you to.”
Emma stared at me, her eyes wide with surprise. “How do you know that?”
“At least you’re not pretending to deny it,” said Ian dryly.
“We just talked to Senator Pritchett,” I said. “She told us everything.”
“She did pay me,” said Emma. “But everything I said was true. Carl was a horrible, violent man.”
“I believe you,” I said. And the thing was, I did believe her. “I’m sure the cops will understand that you forgot you went out for a walk. It happens all the time.”
Emma shook her head. “But what if they don’t? I’ve always said that I hated him.”
“Just because you hated him doesn’t mean that you went and killed him,” I said.
“But people might think that I’ve been traumatized, and I just snapped and went and poisoned him,” said Emma.
I looked at Emma doubtfully. Perhaps that was exactly what had happened—the pressure had gotten to be too much for her, and the dredging up of old feelings and past events had made Emma take the law into her own hands.
“I’m sure no one will think that,” said Ian. “I’m sure you’re going to be fine.”
I nodded. “Nothing bad will happen to you. Is there anything else you wanted to tell us?”
Emma shook her head no. “You guys know everything now. There’s nothing else I can share.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty–One
 
 
 
Ian and I drove home feeling vaguely uneasy. I was tempted to believe Emma—she seemed so naïve and vulnerable. On the other hand, I felt like Senator Pritchett might be hiding something else from us. Perhaps she had bribed one of Carl’s bodyguards, or one of her aides had snuck in through the back door and poisoned Carl’s coffee.
“I don’t think I trust Senator Pritchett,” said Ian.
“Neither do I,” I said. “But at least now we’re getting somewhere.”
“Are we going to talk to Steve today?”
“I have to head to the diner, but why don’t you try giving him a call? If he doesn’t answer, you can leave a message.”
I dropped Ian back at the apartment and went over to the diner like I said I would.
When I asked the waitress if Johnson had been in today, she shook her head and said that he hadn’t. So I sat in my usual booth at the back and had yet another three-hour lunch while I waited for Johnson to show up.
As I’d expected, he was nowhere to be seen. Still, I couldn’t help but feel disappointed. I had been so hopeful that perhaps Johnson would tell me something about Stone, and now that hope had been dashed.
When I got back to my apartment, I was feeling too dejected to jump straight back to work. Instead I went over to Ian’s apartment, where I let Snowflake snuggle on my lap as the three of us watched reruns of an old sitcom.
After an hour of forced laughter, I asked Ian if he had called Steve.
“I did,” said Ian. “I even left a message. But he hasn’t gotten back to me.”
“I might as well stop feeling sorry for myself,” I said. “Why don’t I look him up in my database, and then we can go and try to talk to him?”
It took me only a few minutes to pull up Steve’s address—he was living in an apartment close to the UNLV campus, and Ian and I drove over quickly.
It was early afternoon, and the street Steve lived on was quiet at this hour. I assumed that the people who worked in offices were still at work, and the people who worked over at the Strip were just starting to get ready for their shifts.
Steve’s building was an old-fashioned three-story walk-up, and Ian and I trudged up to the second floor and down the corridor to Steve’s apartment.
I rapped on the door, but there was no answer. I could hear somebody moving around inside, talking on the phone, and I rapped again.
After a few minutes, Steve opened the door. He was wearing jeans and a T-shirt, his feet were clad in black dress shoes, and a silver watch glinted on his wrist.
“You again,” he said, not even bothering to fake politeness.
“We just want a minute of your time,” I said. “I have a few questions about Carl.”
Steve looked at us in annoyance and shook his head before stepping outside and locking the door behind himself. “I can’t talk now. My sister just had an accident and she’s been taken to the hospital. I’m driving over to see her now.”
As he walked off rapidly, Ian and I followed him downstairs and outside in a daze. I wasn’t sure if I believed his story about the accident or not, but I didn’t see why he would need to make up such an elaborate lie just to get away from us.
“Maybe we could come by tomorrow?” I said.
Steve shook his head. “I’m working tomorrow.”
Before we could say anything, Steve stepped into his car and drove off.
Ian and I looked at each other in dismay.
“That could have gone better,” said Ian.
I laughed shortly. “You’re telling me. But at least, if he’s working for Ellen, we can go over to her place and talk to him there.”
Ian smiled. “I guess that could work.”
I called Ellen immediately, and she told me that, yes, Steve would be working for her tomorrow afternoon. I was perfectly welcome to come by to talk to him.
“Well,” I said to Ian, “at least we’ve got something to look forward to now.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
Detective Ryan picked me up for our date just after six o’clock. He was looking as handsome as ever, and when I saw him standing at my door, my heart did a little flip-flop. His tan skin was set off by the white shirt he wore, and tonight his brown hair was curly and slightly damp. He smelled of fresh citrus and pine, and his gray eyes glimmered under the hallway lights.
I had chosen to wear a conservative black dress for our first date, something that would be appropriate wherever we went, and Ryan looked at me appreciatively as I stood at the door. “You look gorgeous,” he said.
I blushed slightly. “So do you.”
As we drove over to the restaurant he’d picked out, we chatted vaguely about our day. I let him know that I was working on a case, but I couldn’t really talk about it. His work was pretty much the same—he was also working on a case that he couldn’t talk about. By the time we got to the restaurant, we were both laughing at the irony of our lives.
Pier 21 was located near Henderson, and it turned out to be a small, charming place. The hardwood floor was stained a dark espresso color, and a large abstract mural decorated one wall. Candles flickered on all the tables, and Ryan pulled out a chair for me before sitting down on the opposite side.
“I’ve never been here before,” he said, “but I’ve heard the place has amazing food.”
Soft music piped through the room, and a dark-suited waiter approached us to take our orders. Ryan ordered a beer, and I ordered a glass of red wine to drink while we decided what to eat.
I was trying to choose between the roast lamb and the chicken risotto when my phone rang.
Normally, I would have ignored it, but it was a number I didn’t know, and something told me this might be a big deal.
“You should answer that,” said Ryan. “It looks important.”
I smiled at him gratefully and answered the phone. “This is Tiffany Black.”
“This is Johnson,” said the voice on the other end. “Come over to the diner now, and I can tell you something you should know about Stone.”
He hung up before I could say anything, and I stared at my cell phone in disbelief.
“Who was that?” said Ryan. “Is everything all right?”
I shook my head no. “That was someone who knew Stone. He says he needs to meet me now.”
Ryan looked at me, his face awash with disappointment and concern. “Are you sure it’s safe for you to be looking for Stone like this? He might be dangerous.”
“Stone’s not dangerous,” I said. “We’ve known each other for so long, and he saved my life more than once. I trust him, and if he needs my help, I have to be there for him.”
Ryan nodded. “I understand. But are you sure… is this really what you need to do?”
I nodded. “I’m afraid so. I’m sorry about leaving like this, but can I get a rain check on the dinner?”
Ryan smiled, looking resigned. “Sure. Go meet this guy, and see if he can help Stone out. And then, maybe next week, we can go out for dinner again.”
Relief flooded through me, and I smiled at him gratefully. “Thank you! I’m so glad you understand.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Two
 
 
 
It took a few minutes to get an Uber, and then another few minutes to drive over to the diner. Each minute felt like an hour, and I could feel my stress levels getting higher and higher the further we drove along.
What would Johnson want to tell me? Would he tell me that Stone was a great big liar and could never be trusted? Or perhaps he would tell me that Stone was in bigger trouble than I thought, and that I needed to drop everything to help him out. Or perhaps…
My imagination started to run wild, and in the end, I had to take deep, calming breaths. I didn’t want to scare Johnson off; I needed to look like a normal, trustworthy person.
The diner was busy at this hour, full of groups of single men and happy families. I spotted Johnson sitting in one of the booths at the back, and I went and slid into the seat opposite him. My lips felt cold, and I wondered if my eyes looked as worried as I felt.
If Johnson was surprised by my attire, he didn’t show it. Instead, he said, “I like to meet people here. It’s surprisingly private and safe.”
I nodded, because I didn’t really know how to respond to that. Instead, I said, “Thank you for meeting me. You don’t know how much I appreciate it.”
When the waitress arrived to take my order, I asked for a chocolate milkshake. She topped up Johnson’s coffee and promised that my milkshake would arrive within a few minutes.
“Stone’s lucky to have a friend as persistent as you,” said Johnson.
“I don’t think luck has anything to do with it. He was so helpful to me; that kind of friendship deserves loyalty.”
Johnson looked at me speculatively, as though wondering if he believed me.
“I love Stone almost as much as a son—wait, maybe that’s too much. I love him almost as much as a nephew. He’s a great guy, but he’s not boyfriend material.”
We held each other’s gaze for a few seconds, and I only looked away to thank the waitress when she appeared with my milkshake.
I wanted to deny that I thought of Stone as a potential boyfriend, but I didn’t see the point. I said, “I know he’s not here now, and he’s in some kind of trouble. But things might get better after this.”
“They might, they might not. He’ll always have trust issues, and you never know when things from the past of someone like Stone will pop up.”
I took a long, thoughtful sip of my milkshake. The chocolatey goodness made me feel a little better, and I said, “It doesn’t matter if he isn’t a good potential boyfriend. He’s still my friend, and I want to help him out.”
Johnson nodded. “I had a feeling you would say that.”
“Can you tell me what happened to Stone in Afghanistan?”
“What exactly did the CIA men tell you?”
“They said he went rogue. He kidnapped two Afghan women, and he killed one of his own team members. And then he threatened to kill the other team member.”
Johnson shook his head. “I don’t know what really happened in Afghanistan, but Stone tried to save as many lives as he could. He never kidnapped anyone. Someone from his own team set him up.”
I nodded thoughtfully. “That seems like a reasonable explanation. I could never imagine Stone doing anything wrong.”
Johnson smiled. “You have an awfully high opinion of Stone.”
“Don’t you think he deserves it?”
Johnson nodded. “For all he’s been through, he still tries to help out everyone he can.”
“So where is Stone now? Why can’t he just clear things up with the government?”
“I can’t tell you where Stone is,” said Johnson, taking a long sip of his coffee. “The CIA has someone on the inside working against Stone. Either that, or they’ve been misled by some events. We can’t approach anyone directly.”
“So what happens now?”
“One of the CIA men who was on Stone’s team in Afghanistan is going to be coming to Vegas. We’ll see if we can run surveillance on him, and we might learn something.”
“But we might not, also,” I said, my heart sinking in disappointment. “Can’t we do anything that will work quicker?”
Johnson shook his head. “It’s been years. In many ways, our best bet now is to hope that the whole thing will blow over. We’ve been trying to send the CIA hints that Stone might be down in Florida. If they stop looking for him here and move the search to Florida instead, Stone might be able to come out of hiding again.”
“But people who know Stone will see him, and one of them might get in touch with the CIA.”
“There’s always plastic surgery,” said Johnson. “It’s not that difficult to change a person’s identity.”
I stared at him, trying not to look too shocked. I didn’t want to look like a naïve innocent who thought changing a person’s identity was a difficult thing to do.
“So even if Stone can come out of hiding… he’ll probably have to have plastic surgery and look completely different? And I’ll have to call him by a different name?”
Johnson smiled thinly. “See what I mean by ‘not good boyfriend material’?”
I laughed. “I was just… I can’t imagine Stone looking different. He’ll be a completely different person.”
“He’ll still be the same person,” said Johnson softly.
I nodded somberly. “I know. But what about his security firm? What will he do for work if he’s got a different identity?”
“Stone doesn’t really need to work for anyone. He’s had some stock investments do very well over the years. But he likes working with people and helping them out—he could always start some other business.”
I nodded. “So where is Stone now?”
“I can’t tell you that, or anything else about him at this stage,” said Johnson, “but I’ve got your number. Stone or I might get in touch with you again soon.”
“And then will you be able to tell me everything that happened?”
Johnson looked at me seriously. “Perhaps. If you still want to know.”
I nodded. “I’ll look forward to hearing from you again.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
My shift passed in an uneasy haze of bright lights and happy tourists. As the chimes of the casino rung out around me and I dealt cards to happy gamblers, I thought about Stone.
I would always be his friend, but perhaps there was a part of me that couldn’t stop thinking of him in romantic terms. Perhaps a tiny piece of my heart hoped that I would end up with him in the end—was that why I had left my date with Ryan so quickly?
But Johnson was right, Stone would never be a good boyfriend. I needed to move on with my life, and that meant giving other men a serious chance. I liked Ryan, and he had serious long-term potential. He was a good person, and his good looks set my heart racing every time I saw him. I really needed to try to make things work with him.
Even if Stone and I could never be together, I was thrilled that there was a chance that Stone could come out of hiding again soon. He might need to change his identity, but it would be great to have Stone in my life again. I could finally see the light at the end of a long tunnel, and I looked forward to hearing from Johnson again.
If there was a chance that Stone might need my help on short notice, I wanted to be able to be there for him. So on my break, I went to see Hamish Macaulay and let him know that I wasn’t ready to be a pit boss just yet.
“Are you sure?” said Hamish. “It would be a great career opportunity for you.”
I smiled wryly. “I know. And I appreciate it. But it’s just not for me, not right now.”
Hamish nodded, and said he understood, but I could see in his eyes that he didn’t. That didn’t matter—I knew why I was doing this, and I knew that I would do whatever it took to help Stone out.
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Three
 
 
 
My shift ended early that day, so the next morning, I woke up at nine and invited Ian over to my place for a breakfast of Pop Tarts and coffee. As we ate, I filled him in on my meeting with Johnson.
“That’s great!” said Ian after he heard everything from me. “It’s so exciting that Stone’s going to be okay!”
“We’re still not sure that Stone will be okay,” I said, trying not to get swept up by Ian’s enthusiasm. “All I know is that Stone might be fine soon.”
“But that’s better than what you were worried about before. You thought that Stone might disappear permanently, and now, the worst-case scenario is that he’ll reappear after having some plastic surgery and getting a new identity.”
“I guess that is better than the alternative,” I admitted.
“And besides,” said Ian, “I don’t think Stone’s the kind of person who’ll hide behind a new facade. I think he’s going to try to track down the CIA insider and make things right, once and for all.”
“I think you’re right,” I admitted. “Why else would Johnson talk about doing surveillance on the CIA guy when he comes to Vegas?”
“I hope this won’t be too dangerous for you,” said Ian, sounding worried. But he brightened up again the very next instant. “I know you’ll be fine. You’re a great PI, and there’s no reason why you shouldn’t be able to help Stone out.”
I smiled at Ian gratefully. There are moments when I doubt my own abilities, and it’s nice to have him around as my cheerleader.
Just then, there was a knock on the door.
We opened it to find Nanna standing there, wearing exercise leggings and a large T-shirt that said “eat, sleep, yoga, repeat.”
“Karma and I went to a seniors’ yoga class together,” said Nanna, coming inside. “I thought I’d stop by before I went home. See if you guys need any more help with your investigation.”
Ian looked at me hopefully. “Maybe Nanna can come along? Things are more fun when she’s there!”
Nanna beamed. “So you’re going somewhere? I’d love to come along; you know how helpful I am!”
I looked at Nanna doubtfully. I love her to bits, but I wasn’t sure that she was the right choice to bring along to an investigation.
“You might be bored,” I said. “We’re going to talk to Gary, to see if he can remember anything else from that night.”
“Excellent!” Nanna smoothed down her hair and pulled a lipstick out of her bag. “I’m good at getting people to talk to me.”
“Perhaps we should just go alone…,” I said, trying to think up a way to discourage Nanna diplomatically. “It’s just a routine chat.”
Nanna looked at me sadly. “You know Wes and I are leaving Vegas after a few days. Why don’t you let me enjoy my last few moments with my granddaughter?”
I rolled my eyes. “Nanna, it’s not like you’re going away forever. You’ll be back after a few weeks.”
“And what’s the point of being back in Vegas if my own granddaughter doesn’t want to spend time with me?”
“She does have a point there,” said Ian. “If you want Nanna to move back to Vegas, you should be nice to her.”
I sighed; there was no way I could fight the two of them together. “Okay,” I said, resigning myself to the inevitable. “You can come along.”
Nanna and Ian let out soft whoops of victory, and then Nanna said, “You won’t regret this. I’m really good at finding things out. People say all kinds of things to me.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
Gary lived in a house north of the airport, just off West Alexander Street. The area was full of tall palm trees and Spanish-style single-family homes with lovely front yards. I was surprised that Gary lived here; I had half-expected him to be living in a one-bedroom apartment, not in a nice family neighborhood where the houses were large and proximity to a good high school was important to the residents. On the other hand, given that he was a gardener, he probably appreciated having a nice garden of his own.
After I knocked loudly, Ian, Nanna and I waited for a good five minutes till Gary opened the door, wearing shorts and a rumpled T-shirt that had obviously been slept in.
“Hey,” he said, rubbing his eyes and peering out at us sleepily. “I wasn’t expecting to see you guys so early.” And then he looked at Nanna. “Who are you?”
“I’m Tiffany’s nanna,” said Nanna. “How come you’re sleeping so late? I would have thought gardeners wake up early.”
“I had a late night,” mumbled Gary.
“This is a really nice neighborhood,” said Ian. “Your house seems big for one person.”
“It’s a three-bedroom,” said Gary. “I share it with a roommate.”
“Well,” I said, “aren’t you going to invite us inside?”
“Of course,” said Gary. “Sorry. Come on in.”
We walked inside, passing through a small foyer into a large, neat living area with a dining room off to one side. I could make out a big kitchen that looked like it was barely used, and a corridor led off to one side.
“Is your roommate home right now?” said Nanna.
“No, he’s gone to California to see his folks for a week,” said Gary.
“Then who else is home right now?” said Nanna. “You’ve got a girl in here!”
All three of us stared at Gary, who went pale. His eyes and mouth went all round, and he blinked slowly a couple of times, looking a lot like a goldfish.
“Way to go, man!” said Ian, trying to give Gary a high five.
“Who is this girl?” said Nanna. “How long have you been together?”
“I—umm—it’s not really—” said Gary.
“I think we should meet her,” said Nanna, heading off down the corridor.
“I’m not sure we should invade Gary’s privacy like this,” I said gently as I followed Nanna. “It’s his love life.”
“I like to know about people’s love lives,” said Nanna.
Nanna opened a door on our left, and it turned out to be an empty bedroom with a perfectly made bed.
“That’s my roommate’s bedroom,” said Gary from behind us. “And I don’t think you should go around being so nosy. My girlfriend has nothing to do with this case.”
But Nanna ignored him and walked over to the next door; when she opened it, it turned out to be a large, empty bathroom.
“You’ve got a really nice place,” said Nanna. “It works out for you, that you can entertain ladies here like this.”
Behind us, Gary was muttering something about how perhaps we should all go and sit down in the living room, and sit and talk together.
But Nanna ignored him, and I wasn’t in the mood to discourage her. In fact, now that I thought about it, it was a bit odd that Gary had taken so long to invite us in after he’d seen us at the door. Perhaps he was trying to hide something.
The next door that Nanna opened turned out to be Gary’s bedroom. The bed was unmade, and in one corner of the bed sat Angela. She wore a short black miniskirt and a magenta tank top. Her arms were folded, and she glared at us all disapprovingly.
“Angela!” I said. “What are you doing here?”
Without giving her a chance to answer, I spun around and glared at Gary. “Why didn’t you tell me you were dating Angela?”
Gary looked like he’d been caught with his hand in the cookie jar, and he shrugged apologetically. “It really isn’t a big deal.”
“Of course it’s a big deal!” I said. “You two are in cahoots!”
“Who’s Angela?” said Nanna.
“Angela is one of the radical feminists who was always protesting Carl’s policies,” I said. “She and Gary must’ve been working together.”
I looked at Angela, unable to stop the rage I felt bubbling inside me. I felt like I’d been played, and that I should’ve seen this all along.
“It really isn’t a big deal at all,” said Angela coldly. “Just because Gary and I are together doesn’t mean we had anything to do with Carl’s death.”
I laughed bitterly. “Try telling that to a jury.”
Ian looked at Gary and said, “No wonder the cops found all those feminist brochures at your place. Angela must’ve given them to you.”
“Sure,” said Angela. “I gave Gary some reading material. But that doesn’t mean anything.”
I felt my head begin to throb as I tried to put all the pieces together.
I turned to Gary. “That evening, you didn’t go over to Carl’s house to collect your payment, did you?”
Gary looked at the ground and shuffled from one foot to the other. “Carl said he’d pay me, but I didn’t find any envelope in the study.”
“I don’t think he said he’d pay you,” I said. “You just used that as an excuse to go inside the house. Once you were inside, you walked over to the back door, which you unlocked, and then you turned off the alarm system. You didn’t have to turn off the cameras because that would raise alarms with the bodyguards, and the back door wasn’t monitored, anyway. Once Angela was in, she’d go ahead and kill Carl.”
“Angela’s not a killer!” said Gary. His eyes met mine, and I saw a mixture of defiance and doubt. “Okay, so it’s true that I walked in and turned off the alarm system, and then I left the door open for her so that she could go in and talk to Carl. But she just wanted to talk to him.”
“He’s right,” said Angela. “I just wanted to talk to him. I don’t believe anyone’s an evil person, and I thought that perhaps if I could just explain to Carl what an idiot he was being, he would stop suggesting such ridiculous policies.”
“This is absurd,” said Nanna. She turned to look carefully at Gary. “You’re so love-struck, you would go to prison as a murderer, when the reality is that this woman tricked you into becoming the suspect.”
“I had nothing to do with Carl’s death,” said Angela. Her voice was calm, and she didn’t seem to be as agitated as the rest of us. “I was at the café all night, remember?”
“Yes,” I said slowly, “But you stepped out and took a stroll past Carl’s house. I guess that’s when you were planning to slip in through the back door and go talk to him.”
“Okay,” said Angela, “You got me. That’s what I was planning. But by the time I got to the house, Carl was already dead.”
I looked from Gary to Angela, and then back at Gary.
“Yeah,” said Gary. “Angela had nothing to do with this.”
Suddenly, I was speechless; I realized that Angela had a rock-solid alibi, and there was no way she could have had anything to do with Carl’s death.
Nanna asked Angela and Gary how they had met, and they told her about how Gary had run into her protesting outside Carl’s house one day, and then they’d gone out for drinks and gotten to talking. They both shared a lot of common interests, and over time, they had gotten closer.
As everyone chatted around me, I tried to put the pieces together. There was no way Angela could’ve killed Carl. But Gary had gone into Carl’s house and unlocked the door for Angela. Perhaps he had taken it one step further and gone ahead and poisoned Carl for her.
But if Angela had told him that she wanted to talk to Carl, then Gary wouldn’t have taken it upon himself to kill him. And, of course, if he really had killed Carl, Gary wouldn’t have hired me and Ian to look into the murder.
I stayed quiet for a few long minutes, trying to figure everything out rapidly, but at the end of it, nothing made any more sense than before.
Finally, I asked Gary if he had noticed anything out of the ordinary that day when he’d gone to Carl’s house, or if Carl had been acting strangely in the days before his death. But Gary couldn’t tell us anything new, and after a few more minutes, we all left.
As I drove Nanna back to my parents’ house, the three of us pondered what had happened.
“I think Angela’s taking advantage of Gary,” said Ian. “She was just using him to get closer to Carl.”
“You’re probably right,” I said. “And now that Carl’s dead, she’s bored in Vegas, and so she hangs out with Gary. I don’t think she really likes him.”
“Regardless of what’s going on,” said Nanna, “aren’t you glad you took me along with you? If I hadn’t been there, you might not have found out about this tricky situation.”
“You did help us out,” I admitted begrudgingly.
“I can sense when people are hiding things,” said Nanna. “It’s one of those instincts you pick up from playing poker.”
“Well, either way,” I said, “I’m glad you’re here in Vegas with us now.”
“Don’t get too worried about the case,” said Nanna. “I’m sure everything will fall into place soon.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Four
 
 
 
Ian and I wound up staying back at my parents’ house for an impromptu lunch. My mother had decided that it was time she tried cooking Asian recipes, so we indulged in a delicious meal of Massaman curry, steamed jasmine rice and stir-fried veggies. After lunch, we all sat around sipping coffee and enjoying a dessert of poached pears, until finally, Ian and I decided that we should get going; it was time to talk to Steve, Carl’s bodyguard.
When we showed up at Ellen’s house in Henderson and knocked on the door, Steve answered after just a few seconds.
He scowled when he saw us, and said, “You again. Are you here to talk to Ellen? She didn’t tell me she was expecting you.”
“Actually,” I said, “Ellen said you’d be working for her today. She said we could come by and have a chat with you.”
Steve glared at me, and then he grunted and indicated that we should follow him inside. The three of us headed over to a small living room that was close to the front door and looked out onto the garden.
“This is where I hang out,” said Steve. “We’ve got the security footage set up here.” He indicated a large flat-screen TV that hung on one wall and displayed feeds from the different cameras set up around the house.
“So what’s it like, working for Ellen?” I said, trying to find some way to break the ice. “You must be glad that it’s not so stressful.”
Steve shrugged. “There’s not much happening, but I still gotta stay alert.”
“How long did you work for Carl?”
“As long as he’s been in Vegas,” said Steve. “Just over a week.”
“What was he like as a boss?”
Steve shrugged. “Okay. At least he wasn’t like those celebrities who trick you and go partying alone. He knew we had a job to do, and he cooperated.”
“Did he pay you on time?”
Steve nodded. “Paid weekly. So does Ellen.”
“What did you think of Carl? As a person, I mean.”
“He was okay,” said Steve. “I don’t judge.”
“What do you mean, you don’t judge?”
Steve shrugged. “I hear people didn’t like him because of his politics. And there were rumors he had affairs with women, but I turn a blind eye to that stuff.”
“So you saw him with other women when he was in Vegas?”
Steve shook his head. “He told me he never fixed the camera over the back door so that he could sneak a woman in, but I never saw him do that—I don’t think he met anyone here.”
I nodded. In a way, the faulty camera was starting to make sense. “But he tried to.”
“Sometimes he’d hit on women he met. Didn’t mean anything. Maybe he was trying to be a charming politician.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. We were both pretty sure Carl had known that married politicians were not supposed to hit on other women.
“Did you see him get together with anyone other than his wife?” I said.
Steve shook his head. “No.”
“And what was his relationship with his wife like?”
Steve shrugged. “I don’t know. Pretty usual, I guess.”
“What do you mean? What’s pretty usual?”
“They seemed happy enough. They’d fight sometimes, and then the next day they wouldn’t talk to each other. But then they’d be normal again.”
I frowned. Ellen had told me that she and Carl had never fought. If she had lied about this, perhaps she had lied about other things.
“And what was his relationship with his stepdaughter like?” I said.
Steve shrugged. “Teenagers. You know how they are.”
I sighed. “No, I don’t. What was she like?”
“She barely talked to him. Sometimes they’d snap at each other, but that’s just how it is, right? Kids.”
I nodded thoughtfully. Carl’s relationship with his wife and stepdaughter was beginning to sound more like a normal family relationship, not like the picture-perfect relationship he had portrayed for the press. “What did Carl fight about with Ellen and Trish?”
Steve shrugged. “Can’t remember.”
“I guess you don’t know Carl well enough to say this, but do you think he’d been acting strangely around the time when he died?”
Steve shook his head. “Nah. Seemed fine.”
I was beginning to think that Steve hadn’t wanted to talk to us because he didn’t like to talk to anyone at all, not because he had something to hide.
“The night that Carl died, you were the one who found the body. What happened that night?”
“I was sitting here. Then Gary the gardener came knocking and said Carl was supposed to have left something for him in the study.”
“So you let him in.”
“I said that instead of going through the whole house, he could go around outside and walk in through the French doors. So he did that. I switched off the alarm system so that he could walk in, and then as soon as he was in, I turned the system back on again. Anyway, Gary left after a few minutes.”
“Did anyone else come in?”
“Nope.”
“Maybe through the back door?”
“Nope.”
“How can you be so sure? The camera over that door wasn’t working.”
Steve’s face darkened with annoyance. “I’d have heard if anyone came in. I walk around the house, checking the doors every now and then. Nobody came in.”
“Perhaps a young woman came in to meet Carl?”
Steve’s face grew another shade darker. “I already told you, nobody came into the house that evening.”
“Okay. Well, where was Carl that evening?”
“Dunno, I guess upstairs making some calls? I heard him and Trish come into the kitchen afterward. Trish was making herbal tea for herself. I heard her asking if Carl wanted any, but Carl said he’d just brewed some fresh decaf in his study. And then he went into his study, and I guess he was doing some work there on the computer.”
“And then what?”
Steve shrugged. “I didn’t hear anything after that.”
“So what made you go into Carl’s study?”
“I wanted to ask Carl if it was okay to take a five-minute break. I figured it would be okay since we’ve got security cameras.”
I nodded. “So what happened when you went to the study?”
“Well, I knocked, but there was no answer, so I walked in. Then I found him, slumped over his desk. I called 911, and then I called Ellen to say she needed to come home. I couldn’t find a pulse on Carl and neither could the paramedics.”
“What about Trish?”
“I wasn’t sure what to tell Trish. But I needed to protect her from whoever had poisoned Carl, so I went upstairs and made her come and wait in the living room. I didn’t tell her Carl wasn’t breathing—I just told her he wasn’t feeling well, and when the paramedics got here I made them check her vitals and that she was okay.”
“And then Ellen got home.”
“Yep.”
“What did she say to Trish?”
“Well, at first she just said that Carl wasn’t feeling well. But then she said he was in the hospital and they couldn’t find a pulse.”
“They must’ve been devastated,” I said.
Steve nodded. “Ellen was crying, and when she told Trish, Trish went all pale, and they hugged each other and cried.”
“How terrible,” I said, imagining the scene.
We asked Steve a few more questions about how he liked working for Carl, and what he would do once the job was over. As we talked, I found myself thinking that I had misjudged Steve. He didn’t seem to have anything to hide; he was just one of those men who didn’t like to talk much.
A few minutes later, it was obvious that we’d learn nothing more from Steve, so I said, “We’ll talk to Ellen now. Ian and I can wait in the living room where we talked to her the other day, and we’ll leave you alone with your work.”
Steve nodded and led us to the living room.
“I hope you find out who killed Carl,” he said before leaving us alone. “First time since I started being a bodyguard that I’ve actually seen this happen. Kinda creeps you out.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Five
 
 
 
Ian and I waited for Ellen in the same sitting room as the last time. The place looked as impeccable as ever, with its traditional-style sofas and cream rug. Once again, Ian reached forward to help himself to a chocolate from the bowl, and this time, I didn’t bother to stop him. I had texted Ellen a few seconds ago, letting her know that we were here, and my phone beeped with her response.
“She’ll be down in a few minutes,” I said.
Suddenly, there were footsteps, and Trish appeared at the door.
“Uh,” she said, looking surprised to see Ian and me. “I didn’t know anyone was in here.”
“Hi,” I said awkwardly. “Did you want a chocolate?”
Trish walked forward warily. “We don’t keep any desserts in the house, but sometimes I feel like having a Kit Kat.”
“That’s understandable,” I said. “Chocolate helps you feel happier. This must be a difficult time for you.”
Trish shrugged. “I feel bad for my mom.”
“And you must miss Carl,” I prompted. “Although you probably didn’t see him that often, since you were at boarding school most of the time.”
Trish rolled her eyes. “I saw him enough.”
“It must’ve been hard for you when your parents fought,” I said, taking a stab in the dark.
Trish looked at me warily. “Carl and my mom never fought.”
“It’s okay,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “I know they fought a lot. The ‘never fought’ line was just something for the press.”
“Yeah,” she said slowly.
“It must’ve been hard for you.”
Trish shrugged. “Our bedrooms were on opposite sides of the house. So I never heard them.”
“But your mother would be upset the next day,” I said.
Something seemed to crack in Trish’s veneer of coolness. Her shoulders slumped, and she stared down at her feet, looking miserable, and nodded.
“Mom would have red, puffy eyes the next day. She would wear thick makeup all the time, just to hide the bruises he left her. Sometimes I asked why she didn’t leave him, but she said they were happy together. I knew she was staying with him because of me, but I don’t need to go to a fancy boarding school. I don’t need to live like a rich person—I just wanted my mom to be happy.”
“Sometimes people stay in unhappy relationships because they’re not unhappy all the time,” I said gently. “Your mother must’ve loved Carl.”
Trish stood up abruptly and shook her head. “No, she didn’t love him. She was only with him because of me. And I’m sorry Carl died this way, but I’m even sorrier that my mother has to go through all this craziness. I hope everything ends soon.”
She left the room abruptly, and Ian and I looked at each other.
“That was odd,” I said. “But if Ellen and Carl weren’t happy together…”
“She wasn’t just unhappy,” said Ian. “Carl was as abusive and violent as Emma said he was.”
My mind began to race along like a high-speed train, but before I could come to any conclusions, Ellen appeared in the doorway.
“I’m sorry I kept you waiting,” she said, coming over and sitting down opposite us. “Now, what can I help you two with? I hope your chat with Steve went well?”
“Yes,” I said. “It went very well. In fact, we learned a lot.”
Ellen smiled. Once again, I noticed how calm she was, how elegant and in control of the situation. “I’m glad to hear that.”
“Yes,” I said. “All this time, I thought that there was no way you could have been better off after Carl’s death. But I was wrong. You’re clearly much better off now that Carl’s dead.”
“Excuse me?” Ellen looked from me to Ian seriously. “I’m not sure what you mean.”
“You were unhappy with Carl,” said Ian. “He used to hit you. He was violent and horrible. Now that he’s dead, you don’t have any money, but you’re happy. And you’re not in an abusive relationship anymore.”
“I’m not sure how you even…” Ellen looked at me steadily, but I held her gaze, daring her to keep bluffing about how perfect her relationship had been.
“We know all about your horrible marriage,” I said. “Is that why you killed Carl?”
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Six
 
 
 
Ellen stared at us, as though she couldn’t comprehend our words. Her brows were slightly knit together, and her eyes had a look of wary confusion. “I’m not sure what you’re saying.”
I had to give her credit; she was an excellent actress.
“We know all about your unhappy marriage,” I said. “We know that Carl was violent and abusive.”
Ellen stared back at me silently, her brow still knit. Finally, she said, “I’m not sure what makes you say that. Carl and I had a perfectly happy marriage.”
“Give it a rest,” said Ian. “We know the truth.”
Ellen shook her head, still looking as though she couldn’t believe what we were saying. “You must be mistaken. Why would I kill Carl?”
“To get out of an abusive marriage,” I repeated, getting slightly tired of this charade.
“Okay,” she said, “I wasn’t perfectly happy with my marriage. But I knew I had to make some sacrifices. I wanted to provide Trish with a better life. And I always knew that even if Carl left me something in his will, it wouldn’t be enough to provide the kind of lifestyle Trish would have if he were alive. Carl could’ve pulled strings at his alma mater to make sure that Trish got a good college education, and when the time came, he would’ve introduced her to his associates so she could get a good job. I didn’t mind making sacrifices, so long as I knew Trish would have a great future.”
I frowned. Ellen seemed so sincere, but I couldn’t let myself get sucked into her web of lies.
“You might have thought that,” I said, “until it got to be too much. Carl must’ve done something that made you snap, and you decided that Trish was smart enough to pave her own way in her life. So you got yourself some weed killer, and you poisoned his coffee. You knew better than anyone else that Carl liked to stay up at night in his study, drinking his decaf and working on his campaign.”
“No,” said Ellen. “You’re mistaken. I wasn’t even home that day. I was at the Strip since early afternoon.”
“You could’ve driven home quickly,” I said, frowning. But if there had been a gap in Ellen’s alibi, the cops would’ve picked it up. “Or maybe you took a cab home, poisoned his decaf, and then rushed straight back to a casino. Maybe you bribed the driver to go as fast as he could, and he ran all the red lights.”
Ellen laughed shortly. “What is this, some kind of spy movie? I don’t know where you’re coming up with this, but it’s not what happened.”
“Oh?” said Ian. “Then what happened?”
“I’m not sure,” said Ellen. “Isn’t that why you’re investigating?”
I nodded. “But now we know that out of everyone, you had the most to gain from Carl’s death.”
“I wasn’t even home, so I couldn’t have done it. Someone might have snuck in through the back door,” said Ellen. “The police said that it was suspicious how it was unlocked.”
“Yes, but that back door isn’t important anymore,” I said. “What’s important is your relationship with Carl. Other people might have hated Carl’s politics, but nobody else was as affected in their everyday life as you were. He must’ve made your life miserable, and I’m sorry about that. But it pushed you over the edge, and you went and got some weed killer and decided to end things.”
Ellen’s expression grew increasingly perplexed. “How would I even get hold of the right kind of weed killer?” she said. “Most weed killers aren’t that poisonous.”
“Of course you’d know that,” said Ian smugly. “You probably read up on some gardening blog about which was the strongest type of weed killer, and then you went to some garden center and bought that.”
Ellen shook her head. “I never buy anything to do with gardening. All my credit cards were linked to Carl’s. He would have noticed if I bought something odd.”
“Then you could have gotten one of those prepaid credit cards,” said Ian. “You can buy them for cash from any bodega or convenience store. Or you could’ve just paid with cash.”
Ellen frowned and shook her head, as though she were trying to make sense of it. “You can’t fly interstate with weed killer.”
“So you must’ve bought it here in Vegas,” I said. “I’m sure I can show your photo around at various garden centers, and we’ll find you on some security footage buying your poison of choice.”
I noticed a strange mixture of emotions washing over Ellen’s face. Her perplexity was replaced with something like recognition, followed by something that looked like horror. Finally, a mask devoid of expression covered all her features. “This is insane. There’s no way you can prove this.”
“We can go to the cops with what we’ve learned,” I said. “I’ve solved lots of cases in the past, and Detective Elwood tends to take me seriously. All they have to do is find video footage of you buying the weed killer.”
“Even if I did buy weed killer, that doesn’t prove I had anything to do with Carl’s death,” said Ellen. “I might’ve just wanted to do some gardening. Without proof, there’s no case.”
“I think the cops will be able to make a strong enough case,” I said. “Especially once they prove that you purchased the weed killer. Carl was violent towards you, which gives you motive; you purchased the weed killer, which gives you means.”
“I wasn’t even home,” said Ellen. “I was at the Strip the entire time.”
“You could’ve caught a cab back, poisoned Carl’s coffee, and then cabbed back to the Strip. You had a key to the back door, and you knew it wasn’t monitored, so nobody would see you coming or going. It shouldn’t be too hard for the cops to make their case against you.”
As soon as I said this, Ellen’s face went pale. “Okay,” she said slowly. “I killed Carl. I did it.”
I stared at Ellen in shock. She seemed to be half-surprised by the words coming out of her mouth, and her eyes glimmered with a strange mix of disappointment and resignation.
“So you’re admitting to it?” I said. Our whole conversation was beginning to seem kind of bizarre. “You really killed him?”
Ellen nodded. “Yes.”
“Why?”
“For all the reasons you said. He was abusive, I was unhappy, and I decided to end things.”
“Hang on,” said Ian, looking very confused. “Why did you even marry him if he was abusive, and he made you sign a crazy-strict prenup?”
Ellen shrugged, and the light went out of her eyes. “I was in a difficult situation. I could see that Trish wasn’t going to get a good education at the public high school in Indiana, and I wanted her to have the best. Carl promised me he’d take care of her, that he’d send her to the best schools and colleges, help her network with the right people. I knew he’d help her get set for life.”
I frowned. Ellen’s story somehow didn’t add up. “So logically, you thought being married to Carl was the right thing for Trish. And then one day, you just lost it?”
“I guess so,” said Ellen drily.
“And why did Carl marry you? What was in it for him?”
“I guess he wanted to marry an ugly woman,” said Ellen bitterly. “He was scared of attractive women; he said they always had their men by the balls. He was an angry, violent person, but he was too scared to hit a woman if she was beautiful. It was okay to hit a woman who was ugly. He was messed up that way.”
“I’m so sorry,” I said, staring at Ellen in shock. “I can’t imagine how you put up with this for two whole years.”
Ellen sat up a little straighter. “I did it for Trish. I would do anything for Trish.”
There was a moment of silence. Ellen gazed out the window, her eyes sad and thoughtful, and Ian and I glanced from Ellen to each other. My heart broke for Ellen and what she’d gone through, but something about her story didn’t feel right.
“Hang on,” said Ian suddenly, “What about the fact that you weren’t home all day?”
Ellen looked back at us and shrugged. “I guess I took a cab and bribed the driver to go fast.”
“There’s probably a record of your rides at the cab company,” said Ian.
“I paid cash,” said Ellen quickly. “Sometimes cab company records don’t work properly.”
“Okay,” I said. “I guess this makes our lives easier.”
“Great,” said Ellen. “You’re not going to go to the cops with this, are you?”
I gave Ellen an incredulous stare. “Of course, we have to tell them.”
Ellen shook her head. “Please, don’t tell them. I’ll pay you whatever you want.”
I picked my jaw up off the floor and said, “How would you pay me? You don’t have any money now that Carl’s dead.”
“I can sell my house, or the apartment in Florida,” she said. “And Carl gave me some expensive jewelry, I can sell that. I’ll make sure I can pay you whatever you want, I’ll take a loan from somewhere if I have to. Please don’t go to the cops.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. In the course of being a private investigator, I’ve often come across people who want to convince me not to go to the cops. Most of the time, however, they try to use force as a way of doing so. Death threats and threats of bodily harm have been quite common in my past. Bribery, however, was something I wasn’t used to.
“I can’t do that,” I said. “My loyalty is to Gary.”
“I’ll make sure Gary’s let off the hook,” said Ellen. “We’ll think of something to tell the cops so that there’s no way Gary could’ve killed Carl. Please, just accept the deal. How much money would it take to convince you? A hundred thousand dollars? Two hundred thousand?”
I stared at her, trying to put my finger on why this whole thing felt so wrong. And there it was—the fact that even as she admitted her guilt, she seemed to be surprised by it. Perhaps the whole thing had happened while she had been in a trancelike state, and now she was having to remember it all.
“We can’t do that,” said Ian. “We don’t take bribes.”
“It’s a lot of money,” said Ellen. “And if you don’t want the money, I can get you anything else. Publicity, introductions to celebrities, anything you want.”
I stood up slowly, and Ian followed my lead.
“We’re not going to consider a bribe,” I said. “There’s no way you can convince us not to go to the cops with this information.”
Just then, Trish rushed into the room, her eyes wild and her face flushed.
“You can’t go to the cops,” she said. “My mother had nothing to do with it. I’m the one who killed Carl.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Seven
 
 
 
“Trish, darling,” said Ellen, “you don’t know what you’re saying.”
She stood up and made as though to walk over to her daughter, but Trish dashed away from her and stood behind a sofa.
“It’s the truth,” said Trish, glaring at her mother. “All my life, you’ve been trying to protect me. You keep trying to do things for me, but I don’t need you to do them. I’m fine—we’re fine—without Carl and his money.”
Ellen began to walk slowly toward Trish, one arm stretched ahead of her as though she was approaching a wild animal.
“Trish,” said Ellen, “you don’t mean this. You don’t need to do this now.”
“I do,” said Trish, her eyes flashing with an angry fire. “I knew you’d never leave him, and I just couldn’t take it anymore. The way he… the way you looked… I needed it to stop. I couldn’t watch you going through this anymore.”
“Trish,” said Ellen, “it’s not—”
Trish shook her head. “I know you sent me away to boarding school so that I didn’t have to see it every day, but I knew it every day, what you went through. I couldn’t live like that. And neither could you.”
“Darling, that’s not—”
“I made sure you spent all day at the Strip,” said Trish. “I knew the cops would suspect the wife, so I created the perfect alibi for you.”
Ellen edged slowly toward Trish and said, “We don’t need to talk about this now, darling. Why don’t we go upstairs and talk privately? You know it’s a bad habit to argue in public.”
The rage in Trish’s eyes died down, and she looked at Ellen warily, as though accepting the wisdom of her mother’s words.
Sensing her daughter’s hesitation, Ellen stepped forward rapidly, grabbed Trish’s arm, and dragged her off toward the door.
“Excuse us,” Ellen managed to say, as Ian and I watched her drag Trish away.
We both stared off after Ellen and Trish, long after they were gone, our jaws agape.
“I would never have thought…,” said Ian.
“Me neither.” I frowned and rubbed my nose thoughtfully. “I wonder what they’re going to do.”
“The penalty for juveniles isn’t as harsh as for adults,” said Ian. “Perhaps Trish can claim dementia.”
“I don’t know. The whole thing is just so… I almost wish we hadn’t found out about this.”
Right then, Steve appeared, glaring at us. “I’ve been asked to escort you off the premises.”
Ian and I stood up, surprised.
“Why?” I said.
Steve shrugged. “The boss lady isn’t too happy with you. Come on, now.”
Ian and I didn’t bother to argue, and we left quickly.
As we drove home, Ian and I couldn’t shake the feeling of uneasiness that had enveloped us as soon as Trish had raced into the room.
“Let’s not go to the cops just yet,” I said, feeling sorry for Trish and Ellen. “Why don’t we give those two a chance to sort things out between themselves first?”
“I think that’s a good idea,” Ian said. “But what if they don’t go to the cops?”
“I’m going to text Ellen with a deadline. If they don’t go to the cops and make a confession on their own within the next three days, we’re going to go the precinct and tell Detective Elwood what we know.”
“That sounds good,” said Ian. “I hope they’ll be okay.”
I nodded. “I hope so too.”
All Trish and Ellen had wanted was to provide a better life for the other, and neither of them seemed to have succeeded.
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Eight
 
 
 
A week later, Ian and I were having an early dinner of microwaved chicken pot pies.
“Did you see in the news that Ellen admitted to killing Carl?” said Ian.
“I did. I’m not surprised they chose this route. Ellen’s so protective, there’s no way she’d let her daughter take the rap for murder.”
“Ellen’s lawyer made a statement, said it was self-defense.”
“But poisoning is kind of premeditated. Of course, he seems like a good lawyer, so I’m sure they’ll manage to convince the jury that Ellen didn’t see any other way out.”
“It’s still manslaughter,” said Ian. “But if her lawyer’s as good as he seems, Ellen should be able to get off with a light sentence.”
“It does seem unfair, though. Trish wanted her mother to be happy, and now she’s facing murder charges.”
“Perhaps Ellen’s better off in prison, where she doesn’t have to deal with an abusive husband every day. I do feel sorry for Trish, though.”
I nodded. “I feel sorry for both of them. At least Gary’s off the hook now, and he can go about his life as usual.”
“Speaking of life as usual,” said Ian, “I can’t wait till Nanna moves back to Vegas again. When is her honeymoon going to end?”
I shrugged. “When she and Wes left for Hawaii the day before yesterday, she said they’d take a few more weeks. Maybe they’ll move back to Vegas for six months after that.”
“That would be great!” said Ian. “It would be so much fun if Nanna could help us out with our investigations. She’s good at this.”
“I’m not sure she should be investigating with us,” I said. “It just doesn’t feel right.”
Ian was about to say something in Nanna’s defense when my phone beeped with a text. I read the text, smiled to myself, and typed out a quick reply.
Ian rolled his eyes and said, “Was that Detective Ryan? Are you going out on a date with him again?”
I nodded. “We’re going out for dinner tomorrow. And this time, I’m going to make sure that I don’t get distracted and run off. I’m going to make sure that it goes really well.”
“Even if Johnson or Stone shows up halfway through your dinner?”
“Maybe I’ll make an exception if Johnson or Stone shows up. But I’m sure that’s not likely to happen.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty–Nine
 
 
 
Detective Ryan and I went to a small seafood restaurant that was just off-Strip, and the two of us ordered a platter to share. The place was tiny, and though the food was great, not many tourists seemed to have heard of it. Which suited me just fine—because of the lack of crowds, the service was excellent and there was enough space between tables to have a private conversation.
“I’m glad we’re doing this,” I said as we dug into the food and sipped on our white wines. “I’m really sorry I had to run off the other day.”
“That’s okay,” said Ryan. “It’s nice that you’re so loyal to your friends.”
“Stone was always good to me,” I said. “I need to help him out if I’ve got a chance to.”
“I guess your meeting with that man went well?”
I concentrated on the piece of calamari I was chewing and tried not to look as though I was deciding how much I should trust Ryan. “It went okay,” I said finally. “I guess I couldn’t have expected much better.”
“Well, that’s good,” said Ryan. Before he could ask me any more questions about Johnson, I changed the topic of conversation to Carl’s murder, and the art of solving mysteries.
We chatted for a while about work, and about our families, and then before we knew it, dinner was over.
“Time really flies,” I said, wishing that the date could go on for a bit longer.
“I know,” said Ryan. “It’s such a lovely night. Could I walk you back home, or would that be too far for you?”
I smiled and shook my head. “I like walking back home. I do it every night from the casino. It would be nice to share the walk with you.”
Ryan smiled, and the two of us strolled slowly back toward my apartment.
As we walked, I subconsciously took the route I often took on my way home from work, and we wandered down the dark alley behind the Cosmo hotel. As we walked together, chatting about Vegas, tourists and dealing with criminals for a living, I thought back to how many people I had encountered right here in this dark alley. There had been Jack, my ex-boyfriend who had taught me a number of innovative ways to enter locked buildings; there had been a crazy murderer who had wanted to kill me; and of course, there had been Stone, who had handed me the emergency cell phone with which to get in touch with him.
As we walked, I glanced back over my shoulder involuntarily. I felt as though someone was watching me, but when I looked, there was nobody lurking in the shadows. Or perhaps there was—and the shadows were just too dark to make anyone out.
“Are you okay?” said Ryan. “You don’t seem to like walking down here.”
“It’s fine,” I said. “I walk down this street all the time.”
Far too soon, we were standing in front of my apartment, saying goodbye.
I tried to push away all thoughts of Stone, and what he might be up to, and how I might be able to help him find out who was sabotaging him. It was time for me to move on with my life, and there was a handsome man standing in front of me who could help me do just that.
“I had a lovely time tonight,” I said.
Detective Ryan smiled. “Me too.”
As we stood facing each other, I noticed as though for the first time just how luminous his eyes were, shimmering like gray pearls under the streetlights. Ryan smelled fresh and delicious, and he wrapped an arm around my waist and pulled me toward him. Our lips met, pressing against each other tenderly, and I gave in to the sweet, delicious taste of his lips. I sunk into him for what seemed like forever, and when we finally pulled away, I felt breathless and exhilarated.
I smiled at him, about to say something, when out of the corner of my eye, I noticed a movement.
My head spun around, and my gaze locked on to Stone’s.
He was standing on the other side of the street, wearing a crisp black shirt and black dress pants. His tall, muscular presence almost melted into the shadows, but his dark black eyes glimmered with an intensity I knew well.
Our gazes probably only met for a split second, but it felt like an eternity. And then, Stone turned and walked away.
“Wait!” I said.
I didn’t bother to think; I didn’t bother to make any excuses to Detective Ryan. I dashed across the street, following Stone as he turned around the corner, and finally caught up with him.
“Wait,” I said. “Stone. Don’t go.”
Stone turned around. There was something in his dark eyes that I couldn’t quite place—a mixture of suspicion, disappointment and relief.
“You look well,” he said.
I looked at Stone carefully. He looked just the same. I said, “I talked to Johnson the other day. I can help you out if the CIA guy comes to Vegas. I can help you out if you need anything.”
“You seem busy,” said Stone. “You and the detective seem to be getting along well.”
Annoyance flooded through my veins, and I couldn’t stop myself from snapping at him. “I thought I’d pursue an actual relationship with an adult man who could be a good boyfriend.”
“Well,” said Stone, his face completely devoid of all emotion, “that’s good to know.”
Instantly, I felt sorry for having lashed out at him. But he was the one who’d kept telling me that there could never be anything romantic between us; how could he blame me now for trying to have a grown-up relationship that could actually work?
“Let me know if you need me to help out with anything,” I said. “I just turned down the opportunity to be a pit boss so that I could take time off whenever I needed to.”
“Thank you,” said Stone. “I’m glad we’re friends—I mean it. Johnson might be in touch soon. I hope everything works out for you.”
Before I could say anything else, Stone stepped into a black hatchback that was parked on the side of the road and drove off.
I stared after him for a few seconds, and then I walked slowly back to my apartment. Detective Ryan was still standing where I’d left him, his arms crossed, an expression of disappointment and mild annoyance in his eyes.
I could barely bring myself to look at him. “I’m really sorry,” I said. “I hope you can forgive me.”
“Stone seems very important to you.”
“He is,” I said honestly. “And until this gets sorted out, helping him out will always be a priority. I’m sorry if this is all a little too much for you.”
Ryan smiled. “It’s okay. I understand you needing to rush off to help a friend. And like you say, hopefully it’ll get sorted out soon.”
I let out a sigh of relief. “I’m so glad you understand.”
“As long as there’s nothing romantic between you two. The way you rushed off like that had me a bit worried.”
I forced myself to smile. “There’s nothing romantic between me and Stone. And I’m sorry the date had to end like this. I had a really lovely time.”
“Me too. I hope we’ll do it again?”
“Yes,” I said, smiling happily. “I hope so, too.”
 
 




Epilogue
 
 
 
A few months later, the jury came to a verdict at Ellen’s trial.
There was sufficient evidence to prove that Carl had been abusive toward her during their marriage: there was testimony from Ellen’s close friends, as well as testimony from her local hospital, where Carl had sent her a couple of times.
The jury came to the conclusion that even though the poisoning had been premeditated, Ellen had feared for her life and had seen no other way out. In the end, Ellen was given a suspended sentence.
Through the grapevine, I heard that Ellen had sold off most of her jewelry to pay for her lawyer’s fees, but she’d managed to keep her small house back in Indiana. After the trial, she and Trish moved back there to start their lives afresh.
 
 
 
THE END
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