
        
            
                
            
        

    
A Perfect Murder in Las Vegas
A Tiffany Black Mystery
 
 
by
 
A.R. Winters
 



Copyright © 2017 by A.R. Winters. All rights reserved.
 
 
This book is licensed for your personal enjoyment only.
 
This book is a work of fiction. This book is a work of fiction and any resemblance to persons, living or dead, or places, events or locales is purely coincidental. 
 
 
 
Find out about the latest releases by AR Winters, and get access to exclusive free copies of her books:
CLICK HERE TO JOIN
 
You can also find AR Winters on Facebook.
 



A Perfect Murder in Las Vegas
A Tiffany Black Story
 
 
Everyone thinks Samantha Wells died of natural causes. Everyone, except Tiffany and Ian, whom Samantha called the night before, complaining about death threats.
Could this really have been the perfect murder?
Tiffany must juggle her pushy parents, “helpful” Nanna, and blossoming love–life, all while trying to track down wacky suspects and enjoying a cupcake or two for energy.
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Chapter One
 
 
 
My friend Ian and I were hanging out in my tiny apartment. There were still two hours before my shift was going to start at the Treasury Casino, and we had just finished watching an old episode of Seinfeld.
“This is a good time for dessert,” I said.
“You always think it’s a good time for dessert,” said Ian.
“That’s true. Because it always is. When is it a bad time to have a cupcake?”
Ian’s face scrunched up as though he was thinking hard, but he didn’t come up with a reply.
I found the box of cupcakes that my downstairs neighbor Glenn had given me, and some plates to eat off.
“We haven’t baked any cupcakes in a while,” said Ian. “Weren’t you supposed to bake some cupcakes for Elwood? He did help you out a little on your last case.”
I nodded. “We can bake some next week. But my kitchen’s really too tiny for baking.”
Both our eyes trailed over to my tiny kitchenette, with its functional oven, sink and refrigerator. I had a bit of counter space, and tonight, Ian’s kitten Snowflake had decided to make it her napping spot. Her fluffy white body rose up and down as she slept a deep, dreamless sleep.
My apartment is an old one–bedroom place within walking distance of my job at the Strip. Because it’s just me, the lack of space has never bothered me before—until I started baking and realized how much space it takes to make cupcakes.
Ian lives across the hallway, and his apartment is a mirror image of mine—but even grungier. We spend a lot of time hanging out together, since we both have odd schedules. Of course, Ian’s schedule is odd due to his own choosing—he doesn’t have to work, thanks to a substantial trust fund that he accumulated by investing in the right start–up, and all he wants to do is help out on the cases I get as a private investigator.
Ian has a consistently childlike, enthusiastic attitude, and when I first met him, I found his naivety and enthusiasm annoying. Over time, however, I’ve come to appreciate his other qualities, like persistence, loyalty and a knack for getting suspects to admit all kinds of secrets.
“It was nice of Glenn to make these cupcakes just for us,” said Ian. “I know Karma’s trying to encourage him to make sugar–free, herbal things instead.”
“Those herbal things are horrible,” I said. “But I guess the diabetics at the old folks’ home appreciate them.”
I picked up a cupcake and examined it. It was orange–poppyseed, with orange cream frosting and a sugary decal of an owl stuck on top.
“These are so pretty,” I said. “Glenn knows where to get the nicest edible decorations.”
“I know,” said Ian. “I love owls. I think my spirit animal should be an owl.”
I looked at Ian in surprise. “Really?” I said. “You’ve never seemed particularly owl–like to me.”
“Sure,” said Ian. “I can be owl–like. Owls are all cool and wise, and they sit around thinking wise thoughts all day long.”
I looked at Ian thoughtfully. He didn’t seem at all owl–like to me; he was more like one of those hyperactive, happy little dogs. Albeit one with big orange hair, and an eternally enthusiastic demeanor. “When was the last time you sat around quietly and thought wise thoughts?”
“Look at me right now,” said Ian. “I’m just sitting here, thinking wise thoughts about what kind of spirit animal to have.”
I shook my head. “Maybe we should ask Karma what kind of spirit animal she thinks you’ve got. She’s the one who’s into this new age stuff.”
Ian was about to say something when my cell phone started ringing. For a moment, I wondered if it might be my boss at the casino, calling to tell me there wasn’t much work today, and that I didn’t need to come in to work.
Or it might be my friend Stone, a former CIA agent who’d disappeared a few months ago but gotten in contact with me recently. He had said something about needing my help sometime soon, and I wondered if he might have any work for me.
But it turned out to be a number I’d never seen before.
I answered warily.
“Tiffany!” The voice on the other end of the line was female, high–pitched, and panicky. “Thank God it’s you! I don’t know what I’m going to do.”
I frowned. “Who is this?”
“Oh, I’m sorry.” The woman sounded all flustered. “I should introduce myself. I’m Samantha Wells, you’ve probably heard of me?”
The name didn’t ring any bells. “No, not really.”
“My husband is Patrick Wells?”
“I still don’t know who you are.”
There was a heavy sigh on the other end of the line. “Never mind. You can look us up on the Internet. I’m only calling you because I’ve been getting death threats for a few days now. I don’t think the person is messing around. I got another one just tonight, and I’m scared.”
“O–kay.”
“I need you to find out who’s sending me the messages.”
“Are you sure it’s not just some prankster?”
“No, no. It’s serious. And I’m terrified. You will help me out, won’t you? I’ll pay you very well.”
I looked at my watch. “I need to head out to my job soon. But I can come by sometime tomorrow around noon, would that work?”
“Oh, but what if that’s too late?” Samantha’s voice rang out with melodramatic despair. “Are you sure you can’t come by today? Where do you work, anyway? I thought you were a private investigator. That’s what’s Sophia Becker told me.”
Sophia had been my very first client, a former stripper who’d married a multimillionaire.
“The PI work is only part–time,” I said to Samantha. “And I’m afraid I do have to go to work. If you’ve been getting death threats for a few days, a few hours isn’t going to make much difference.”
“I suppose I’ll wait till tomorrow,” said Samantha. She didn’t sound happy at all, and I imagined she was one of those spoiled middle–aged women who was used to getting everything done their way.
She gave me her address, informed me that money was no object, and then hung up.
“That was odd,” I said to Ian. “We might start working on a new case from tomorrow.”
As we devoured our cupcakes, I filled Ian in on my conversation with Samantha, promising to take him along with me when I investigated.
There had been a time when I’d resented Ian’s fervor and willingness to help, but the more I worked on cases with him, the more I appreciated his company. Dealing with murderers and unpleasant people can be depressing work sometimes, and having someone as cheery as Ian around helps the time go by quicker. Sure, sometimes Ian says the most inappropriate things to suspects, but at the end of the day, it’s nice to have company when you’re trying to extract secrets out of a dangerous murderer.
 
 




Chapter Two
 
 
 
Ian and I researched Samantha and Patrick Wells online for a little while, learning that they were a wealthy, influential Vegas couple, and then I headed over to my job as a dealer at the Treasury Casino.
I’ve been working as a dealer for a while now, and though I have bad days at work, there are many good days as well. There was a time when I couldn’t wait to quit my job; and then, ironically, I went through a period when I thought I might get fired. Facing the reality of not being able to work at the Treasury Casino made me realize how much I appreciate this job.
Sure, I have to deal with drunken boors. And yes, there are always the arrogant frat boys who think that making fun of my name, calling me fat and ugly, and then asking me to sleep with them, is the definition of a fun time. It’s even worse when the men insulting you and simultaneously asking you to perform lewd acts on them are grey–haired respectable types who should know better.
But, on the other hand, my job pays okay, I can walk to work, and whenever I need to put in a few more hours on one of my PI cases, I can call in sick with no repercussions.
The Treasury Casino always has a happy, friendly ambiance; the temperature is moderated perfectly; and the whole area smells of something vaguely citrusy and invigorating. The lights are bright, the music and the jingle of the slot machines are loud and constant, and the carpets are garish and outrageously colorful.
There’s a constant chatter of tourists and laughter from happy gamblers, and most of the time I get tipped quite well. Sometimes I have to concentrate on dealing out cards and keeping an eye out for gamblers who think they’ve discovered a way to count cards or cheat their fellow players. But there are also times when there’s a lull in the action, and I can allow my mind to drift off and ruminate over whatever case I’m currently working on. I have a theory that I think better about my cases when I’m at a slow table at the Treasury, and I’ve come to enjoy the contrast of being a PI versus being a casino dealer.
Today, the first half of my shift passed quickly. The casino was packed with tourists and everyone was in the mood to gamble large. Quite a few of the players at my table had winning streaks, and my tips piled up quickly. But halfway through the shift, everyone seemed to call it a night, and I was able to zone out for a bit.
As I stood at an empty table, waiting for someone else to walk up, I thought back to what I’d learned about Samantha and her husband.
Samantha Wells had been born into an old money Texas family. She’d inherited a nifty trust fund and had moved to Vegas when she married Patrick, a local businessman. From what I could tell, Patrick was involved in the import/export industry and also dabbled in property development.
According to the local tabloids, Samantha and her husband were regulars at charity galas and fundraisers in Las Vegas, and they enjoyed globetrotting. I’d studied the photos of them that were published in various tabloids—Patrick was tall, with silvery–grey hair, and looked as though he might have been extremely handsome a decade or so ago. According to my math, Samantha was in her late thirties, but she had a plasticky, botoxed look. Her eyes were blue, her hair a perfect blond, and her face seemed to be frozen in time. Past encounters with women like her told me that she probably spent half of each day at the beauty salon.
None of our research had pulled up anything particularly suspicious about them. Patrick and Samantha seemed like your run–of–the–mill clueless wealthy couple. I couldn’t imagine anyone hating Samantha enough to want to kill her. But then again, my experience has taught me that things aren’t always what they seem on the surface.
 
 




Chapter Three
 
 
 
I got home from my shift in the early hours of the morning, and I wasted no time in slipping into my pajamas and drifting off into an exhausted sleep.
I was busy dreaming about going out to a fancy tea party and eating a chocolate fudge cupcake, with decadent rich chocolate icing, when suddenly, the icing began to quiver. The cupcake began to shimmy me around, partying like it was 1999, until it disintegrated into a million pieces and evaporated.
I woke up, disappointed at the disappearing cupcake, and realized that the party was continuing in my room. Everything was shaking and vibrating, as though huge speakers were pounding nearby—except I couldn’t hear anything. The room began to spin around me, like I’d had a few too many drinks.
This is a strange party, I thought to myself. I couldn’t remember drinking anything, and why was I lying in bed if this was a party? Where was everyone else?
It took me a few slow seconds to realize that the party wasn’t real. Everything really was vibrating—but only because we were having an earthquake.
My heart pounded wildly, and suddenly, I was wide awake. I could barely remember what to do in case of an earthquake. Were you supposed to hide under a table? Or perhaps you were supposed to hide under the bed—but I hadn’t vacuumed under my bed for at least a month, and I didn’t want to deal with whatever was under there. As a sort of halfway gesture, I pulled the pillow out from under my head and placed it on top of my face. Wait, I thought, perhaps that would just lead to me being suffocated instead of crushed.
But before I could think of anything clever to do, the shaking and vibrating stopped.
I removed the pillow and looked around. The quake must be over, I decided, and I lay still as I wondered how the casinos were dealing with this, and if my parents had felt it up in the north.
I found my cell phone on my bedside table, sent off a quick text asking my parents if they were okay, and then snuggled back in under the covers.
A part of me wondered if I should go and see how Ian and my other neighbors were doing. But another part of me was tired. Far too tired to ever think of getting out of bed again. Before I knew it, I had drifted back to sleep.
 
 
 

 
 
 
I slept fitfully, memories of the earthquake still fresh in my mind. I couldn’t sleep for more than a half hour, and when I woke up and checked my phone, there was a text from my parents letting me know that they were fine, and another one from Ian saying that he knew I must’ve slept through an earthquake.
I got dressed and headed over to see Ian, who opened his door after just two knocks. He was carrying Snowflake under his arm and nodded at me to come inside.
Ian’s place looked like a college student’s bachelor pad, and I suppose that isn’t too far from the truth. A shelf of “collectible” action figures lined one wall, and Star Trek posters graced the walls in lieu of art. The place looked like it hadn’t been cleaned out in a month or two, and I could smell the leftover takeout Chinese food and pizza that Ian lived off. Only Snowflake’s bed, scratching post and bowls looked clean.
When we sat down on the couch, Snowflake glued herself onto Ian’s lap, and he obliged by petting her gently.
“Snowflake got a big fright,” said Ian. “She was asleep until an hour before the earthquake, and then she suddenly jumped onto my lap and began meowing. I didn’t understand what was going on, but she wasn’t happy.”
“Animals are smart. They know when something big is about to happen.”
Ian nodded. “I watched Netflix through the whole thing. The Wi–Fi didn’t go out or anything. And I texted Glenn and Karma to make sure they were okay.”
“My parents are fine too,” I said. “I guess I should see how Mrs. Weebly’s doing.”
“I don’t think anyone’s been too affected,” said Ian.
I nodded and stood up. “I haven’t had breakfast yet. Did you want to come over for some food?”
“What do you have?”
“Bread. Jam. Peanut butter.”
“None of that sounds like fun,” said Ian. “I’ll come over with Snowflake and some Pop Tarts. And then we can go check and make sure Mrs. Weebly’s okay.”
“And by then it’ll be time to go meet Samantha.”
“I’m sure she’ll be a good client,” said Ian. “Sounds like an easy enough case.”
 
 




Chapter Four
 
 
 
Samantha Wells lived in a gated community near Lake Las Vegas. It was a small, well–maintained area where the richest people in Vegas lived, the mansions of wealthy Vegas businessmen sitting side by side with vacation homes of interstate billionaires, athletes and pop stars.
By the time Ian and I showed up at the estate entrance, it was almost lunchtime. On the other side of the road, Lake Las Vegas glistened a gorgeous teal blue under the midday sun, and a couple of yachts drifted lazily across the surface. Majestic palms lined the road that led to the gated community, and in the distance, beyond the lake, we could make out the hazy forms of the Muddy Mountains. Silence filled the air, punctuated every now and then by a lone bird chirping away.
There was security gate blocking the entrance, with a bored–looking security guard standing in the booth. He was tall and lanky with limp brown hair, listless brown eyes, and pasty skin that indicated a lack of time spent out in the sun.
When we told him that we were here to see Samantha Wells, his thin brown eyebrows jumped up slightly. “Is your name on the list?”
“Tiffany Black.”
He picked up a clipboard and his eyes scrolled down the page slowly. “Here you are. She called last night and put your name down.” He looked at me and Ian curiously, taking in our non–designer clothes, and the fact that my car wasn’t a luxury European model.
We probably looked more like the help than the kind of visitors people living in this estate had over. I half–expected him to say something, given the apparent curiosity in his eyes, but he simply pressed the button to open the gates, and Ian and I drove in.
“You’ve got all your gear, don’t you?” said Ian as I headed toward Samantha’s house.
“Of course.”
“Lock–picking set, wigs, energy bars, bottled water, blankets, emergency toolbox, first aid kit.”
I tried not to roll my eyes. Ian was adamant that a proper PI should have proper gear. “It’s not the stuff that makes you a good investigator,” I said. “It’s the bits between your ears.”
“Yes, but you couldn’t build a house with only your brains, could you? You need tools and materials.”
“What we do isn’t exactly building a house.”
“Still. It never hurts to be prepared. You do have the zombie attack preparedness bag, don’t you?”
“It’s in the trunk,” I said dutifully. And it was—a bag full of dried food, bottled water, zombie repellent powder, and a change of clothes and a warm blanket. “You do know that the zombie apocalypse isn’t about to happen anytime soon. You’ve just been watching too many horror movies.”
“Maybe,” said Ian, “but if the zombies do take over, do you want to get eaten, or do you want to survive?”
“I guess I want to survive.”
“Then you need to be prepared.”
“I’m not sure the zombie–repellant powder actually works.”
“I bought it off a guy online who swore it would. And if it doesn’t, you can just use your gun to shoot the zombies.”
“Mm–hmm,” I mumbled noncommittally.
“And it’s always good to be prepared,” Ian repeated, “especially since we’re coming to meet a new client. You never know what she might ask you to do.”
“I’m sure it’ll be a relatively easy case,” I said. “If she’s a rich socialite, it’s probably some other silly socialite who’s trying to play a prank on her and doesn’t know how to hide their tracks properly.”
Ian and I stepped out of the car and looked around us. The neighborhood was expensive and well maintained, with lush palm trees lining the streets, and luxury cars parked in every couple of the driveways. Half the houses were right on the banks of Lake Las Vegas, but Samantha’s was on the other side of the road, with a large backyard instead.
Her house loomed over us, a faux European–style mini–castle, with two steps leading up to the front door. There was a man standing before the door, and as we came closer, I realized that it was Lieutenant Andy Peralta, from the Las Vegas Metropolitan Police Department. He was a short, dark–haired man in his late twenties with a perpetually concerned look in his eyes. I knew that he’d worked with Detective Elwood on a couple of cases, because I’d heard Elwood complaining about him every now and then.
He looked surprised—almost as surprised as we were to see him.
“What are you guys doing here?” he said.
“Samantha asked us to come here.” I checked my watch: it was just a few minutes past noon. “I hope we’re not too late.”
“Is that supposed to be funny?” said Lieutenant Peralta, looking at me in confusion. “Because I don’t get it.”
“No,” I said. “I really hope I’m not too late.”
“Detective Elwood never told me that he was expecting you.”
It was my turn to look at Lieutenant Peralta in confusion. “Elwood’s here? What’s he doing here?”
“I thought that’s why you were here,” said Lieutenant Peralta. “So Elwood didn’t tell you to come here?”
“No,” I said.
Detective Peralta crossed his arms over his chest. “If you’re not here to see Elwood, I can’t let you in. I’m not supposed to let anybody in.”
Beside me, Ian laughed a forced, awkward laugh. “Tiffany’s just trying to be funny! Of course we’re here to see Detective Elwood, why else would we be here?”
Lieutenant Peralta looked from Ian to me. His brown eyes were wary, as though he knew we’d been stealing cookies from the cookie jar but couldn’t prove it. “It wasn’t a very funny joke.”
“You know Tiffany,” said Ian. “She’s never very funny. She keeps trying to make these jokes, and I keep telling her to stop, but she won’t.”
Lieutenant Peralta looked at me. “Is that true?”
“That I make bad jokes? No, I think my jokes are actually pretty funny.”
“I mean, are you really here to see Elwood?”
I didn’t feel comfortable lying, so I just repeated, “Why else would I be here? Ian and I don’t want to be too late, so why don’t we just go in now?”
Lieutenant Peralta stepped to one side, watching us mistrustfully as we opened the door and walked inside. I smiled politely and closed the door behind us, blocking out Lieutenant Peralta’s suspicious mug.
It was at least ten degrees cooler inside the house, and a couple of shades darker. The walls were painted the color of coffee–flavored ice cream, and the floors were a smooth, shiny mahogany.
The front door opened onto a long hallway. Off to my left I could make out a small door that I guessed led to a utility room, bathroom or laundry room, and a larger door next to it that I assumed led to a guest bedroom. Beyond the two doors, there was a wide staircase that went up, and at the end of the hallway, I could make out what looked like another living area. To our right, open bifold doors revealed a large formal sitting area, with three sets of sofas and a wall lined with art and display cases.
Even as my eyes were adjusting to the darkness, I saw Elwood’s stout, grumpy figure turn around in the living room and glare at us.
He took a few brisk steps forward. The closer he came, the more apparent it became that he wasn’t happy to see us.
Detective Elwood is a balding, perpetually grumpy old man whom I’ve run into on quite a few cases. Our relationship had started off quite adversarial, but as time has gone by, I like to think that Elwood has developed a grudging respect for my investigating skills. Plus, ever since I started baking cupcakes, I’ve been taking a few along with me to the precinct; if there’s one thing Detective Elwood can’t get enough of, it’s sweet pastries, and my homemade cupcakes mean that every now and then, he greets me with a smile instead of a scowl.
There was no such luck today, however.
“What are you two doing here?” said Elwood. His thick, bushy brows were drawn together as though they were two magnets attracted to each other, and his eyes were angry and suspicious. “How did you get in? Peralta was under strict orders not to let anyone in, no matter what.”
“Peralta doesn’t seem that smart,” Ian said to him. “I thought you wanted to get a new lieutenant to work with you?”
“Yeah,” said Elwood. “I don’t want to work with Peralta, but the precinct is understaffed, and I guess an obtuse lieutenant is better than no lieutenant at all.”
I glanced past Detective Elwood to the living room from where he’d come to accost us. For the first time, I noticed two slim brunettes wearing white lab coats crouched on the floor, dusting away at what looked like a broken statue with long–handled brushes.
The top shelves of the display cases just behind them were empty, though the lower shelves had some African tribal masks displayed. I took a step inside the living room and craned my neck, peering around to check if there were any more people crouching on the floor that I might have overlooked.
“What’s going on here?” I said. “Are those CSI techs?”
I turned to look at Elwood in time to see him roll his eyes and let out an exaggerated sigh. “Why else would I have people dusting for fingerprints?”
“Fingerprints?” I looked at Elwood, mystified. “What happened here?”
“What you think?” said Elwood. “It’s not like we’d be dusting for prints if we’d been invited to a party here. What are you two doing here? How did you even find out about Samantha?”
“Samantha called me last night,” I said. “She claimed she was getting death threats, and I told her I’d come by at noon to talk to her.”
“Where is she?” said Ian. “She didn’t seem like the kind of person who would want us to be late to an appointment.”
Elwood indicated with the silent jerk of his neck that we should follow him, and Ian and I dutifully trooped behind him down the length of the hallway, till we were at the other end of the house. There was another sitting area here, but this section was furnished with comfy–looking leather armchairs. There was a bookshelf against one wall, piled high with books and board games, and a large flat–screen TV hung from the opposite wall.
Beyond the living area, there was a dining space with an eight–seater dining table; further beyond that, there was a massive kitchen with empty stone countertops and sparkling appliances. The lounge area had glass bifold doors that looked out onto the lush green backyard, and a string of garlic hung over the kitchen island.
Elwood led us over to the leather sofas, where we sat down.
“Now,” said Elwood, “what were you saying about Samantha Wells calling you last night?”
Ian and I filled Elwood in on the details of Samantha’s call—how she thought that someone was threatening her, and she was worried for her life.
“Where is Samantha?” I said finally. “What’s going on?”
Elwood sighed again and leaned back against the sofa. He stared down at the floor, and his face looked drawn and haggard.
“Samantha Wells was found lying unconscious this morning in the living room. Paramedics declared her dead.”
My eyes widened, and I drew in a sharp, shocked breath. “No!”
Elwood nodded his head. “She died entirely of accidental causes. She was standing near the display cabinet when the earthquake struck, and a number of those marble statues fell off the shelf and onto her. The impact of being hit by all those heavy objects all at once… there was severe trauma to her neck and skull.”
“The earthquake happened at ten o’clock,” said Ian. “Wasn’t anybody else home at that time? How can you just die from an earthquake?”
Elwood looked at Ian as though he was being daft on purpose. “That’s how people die in earthquakes; stuff falls on top of them, and they get crushed. Mrs. Wells was lucky that the entire display cabinet didn’t fall on top of her; it was secured to the back of the wall.”
“It can’t have been an accident,” I said. “It’s too much of a coincidence, that she called me last night wanting me to investigate death threats, and then today she was found dead.”
Elwood crossed his arms. “Coincidences do happen.”
“Not that often,” I said. “Don’t you think it’s a bit too much? This woman thought someone was trying to kill her, and then she ended up dead the next day.”
“I’m definitely going to take your report into account,” said Elwood. “But I’ve already talked to her husband. He said that Mrs. Wells was a paranoid person who always complained that people were out to get her. Just because she thought she was getting death threats doesn’t mean that she actually was.”
I narrowed my eyes suspiciously at Elwood. “Did she go to the cops with this death threat information?”
Elwood rolled his eyes. “Yes, about a week ago. But you know that we don’t have the resources to look into every single silly complaint.”
“Did you see the death threat?” I said. “Maybe you’ve got some records on file.”
“I don’t need to look at the file,” said Elwood. “I remember her. She had two messages on her cell phone voicemail from one of those mechanical, robotic voices, and I remember them—they were both similar. Not even proper death threats—all they said was that she should be nice to people, and stop being so petty and mean, or she’d pay with her life. They were both made using one of those apps that scrambles the caller’s number and makes it untraceable. Really, it was the silliest of all things. You can see why we couldn’t take her complaint seriously.”
“Well… wouldn’t a house like this have an elaborate security system—did Samantha have any visitors before she died?”
“The security system ends at the entrance gate in front. Mr. Wells didn’t think it necessary to have cameras in the house itself. And none of the neighbors have street–facing cameras either—everyone seemed pretty confident that intruders wouldn’t be able to make it past the guards and cameras at the entrance.”
“And Mr. Wells agrees with your assessment about it being an accidental death? I’d expect him to be asking for a more detailed investigation after everything that’s happened.”
Just then, a man with silver–grey hair and a square jaw walked into the room.
He was wearing tailored khakis and a white–and–pink–striped shirt that would have looked effeminate on another man, but he had just the combination of confidence and arrogance to pull it off. The man must’ve been in his mid– to late–fifties, and he looked like he went to the gym every now and then. It was obvious that he’d been considered charming and handsome thirty years ago, and even now, he had the air of someone who was used to being admired.
Elwood stood up immediately, and Ian and I followed his lead.
“Tiffany, Ian, this is Patrick Wells, Samantha Wells’s husband.”
Ian and I shook Patrick’s hand and murmured our sympathies, which he acknowledged gracefully before turning to give Elwood an inquisitive look. “Are they with the LVMPD?”
“Tiffany Black is a popular private investigator in Las Vegas,” said Elwood. “It appears that Mrs. Wells had called her last night and made an appointment for noon today. She had told Tiffany about receiving death threats and being worried for her life.”
Patrick Wells laughed shortly. His eyes were humorless, and he turned to Ian and me with a look of despair. “That was just the kind of woman my wife was,” he said. “She was completely paranoid. Always thought someone was out to get her.”
I watched Mr. Wells closely. His shoulders were hunched, as though he carried around a coiled spring of tension inside his body. His eyes were dry and cynical, and while he didn’t seem to be in hysterics over his wife’s death, he clearly looked shocked and unhappy at this turn of events.
Before I could say anything, Ian said, “But don’t you think it’s too much of a coincidence? It’s not paranoia if they’re really out to get you.”
Patrick shook his head. “Even a paranoid person has to pass away at some point. Just because she died doesn’t mean that someone was out to get her.”
I was surprised by Patrick’s lack of sympathy for Samantha’s fears, especially now that perhaps they had come true.
“But isn’t it just too perfect?” Ian persisted undiplomatically. “She was supposed to meet with a private investigator, and she died before she could say anything.”
Patrick shook his head. “It’s ironic, but that’s all.”
“I’m sorry for the situation you’re going through,” I said, trying to sound a bit more polite than Ian. “I’m sure you’re right. We would all hate to think that Mrs. Wells’s death was from malicious intentions. But please, don’t hesitate to call us if you ever need our services.”
I fished a business card out of my handbag and passed it over to him.
Patrick nodded curtly and turned to Elwood again. “Will you and your people be a long time? I was hoping to have some friends over for lunch, and it would be nice to get things back to normal.”
“We should be done within a few minutes,” said Elwood. “We’ll take the broken statue pieces with us as evidence—it’s just a formality, of course.”
“I hope you don’t believe her death was anything but accidental?” said Patrick.
Elwood shook his head. “No, we don’t. This is part of a routine investigation that we have to do. We should be able to return the broken statue pieces within a few days, if you’d like us to.”
Patrick shook his head no. “I’m not sure what I would do with them. It was my wife who was into art. Besides, the things are broken, I’d just have to get rid of them.” He flashed a forced smile at the three of us, told Elwood that he was happy to discuss things with him at any time, and then he left the room.
“So you really are going to investigate?” I said as soon as Patrick was gone.
Elwood shook his head. “I was telling the truth. It’s just a routine investigation because Mrs. Wells died during the earthquake, which is rare here. But I’m pretty sure her death was entirely accidental.”
“Wasn’t anyone here when she died?” I said. “Surely a place like this has a housekeeper, staff… what about her husband, where was he?”
Elwood rolled his eyes. “It’s a police investigation, so I don’t have to tell you all these things.”
“I thought it was just a routine investigation into an accidental death,” I countered. “If it’s not a homicide, what’s wrong with telling me what happened? I could always ask Mr. Wells himself.”
“No, don’t do that,” said Elwood. “Mr. Wells is a wealthy man, and he donates to the LVMPD every couple of years. We can’t afford to annoy him by having a pesky investigator ask insensitive questions.”
“Okay, so what was the deal with the people in the household when Mrs. Wells died?”
Elwood shrugged. “It was just one of those things. The maid had her day off, the housekeeper had her day off too, the chef was supposed to show up in the afternoon, and Mr. Wells was out. Mrs. Wells was home by herself.”
“Hmm.” I leaned forward and stared at Elwood intently. “And the fact that she was all by herself doesn’t raise any red flags?”
Elwood shrugged and began to walk back to the living room, with Ian and me following close by on his heels. “People stay at home by themselves all the time,” he said. “It doesn’t mean anything.”
When we got to the living room, we discovered the CSI techs had already finished their work and bagged up the broken statue pieces. “We’re ready to go,” said one of them.
Elwood nodded, and I took this opportunity to walk closer to the display cases and have a good look.
“Look at these masks on the lower shelves,” I said. “They look like they haven’t moved. If the statues on the top shelf fell off, why wouldn’t these lighter masks on the lower shelves fall off too?”
“I’m not sure,” said Elwood. “Maybe it was just the way the shelves vibrated.”
I looked at the display case on the other side of the room. The items displayed on it looked completely unmoved. “And how come those objects look perfectly in place? Why wouldn’t the same thing happen there?”
“You’re reading too much into this,” said Elwood. “Accidents do happen.”
 
 




Chapter Five
 
 
 
I was disappointed by Elwood’s attitude, but in a way, I wasn’t too surprised. The LVMPD has a lot on their plate, and investigating the death of a paranoid woman was obviously not at the top of their list of priorities.
Nevertheless, I kept an eye on the papers, wondering if something might come out. A week later, I hadn’t heard or read anything more about Samantha Wells’s death, and I could no longer contain my curiosity.
Sunday morning, after my shift was over and I’d had a long nap, I enlisted Ian’s help in baking two dozen red velvet cupcakes with pretty floral frosting. As soon as the cupcakes were ready, I put them in a box and drove over to the precinct.
As I predicted, Detective Elwood was sitting at his desk, grumbling angrily to himself as he filled out his paperwork and sipped his stale, watery coffee.
When he saw me approaching his desk, he looked up and scowled, and then his gaze dropped to the box of cupcakes I was holding; immediately his brow cleared, and I had a glimpse of one of his rare smiles.
“You’re kidding me!”
“I’m not,” I said as I placed the box on his table with a smile and opened the lid. “I remembered what you said the other day about red velvet cupcakes being your favorite.”
Elwood grabbed a cupcake greedily and began devouring it. My stomach began to growl as I watched him, so I helped myself to a cupcake too before Elwood put the lid back on the box and hid it under some files. I noticed a couple of other detectives glancing in our direction, but Elwood pretended not to notice them.
When he caught my inquisitive glance, he said, “You’re nuts if you think I’m going to share these with the other detectives.”
I shrugged. “I made them for you anyway. I was wondering what happened with the Samantha Wells case?”
Elwood washed down the last bite of his cupcake with a long swig of coffee.
“Nothing to tell,” he said. “It was an open–and–shut case. Severe trauma to the head and neck area. It was definitely caused by the earthquake.”
I shook my head. “Are you sure? She seemed really worried when I talked to her on the phone.”
Elwood shrugged. “People who are paranoid always seem worried. But we looked into everything. Dusted for fingerprints, checked with the front guard see if anyone had visited Mrs. Wells that morning. Nothing.”
“And what about the phone and the death threats?”
“We looked through the phone. She didn’t have anything new on her voicemail. No more suspicious calls or messages. No death threats; she must’ve deleted them. Nothing suspicious. Relax—you’ve been a PI for too long. You’re seeing murder where there’s nothing to investigate. There’s no way her death could have been anything but accidental.”
 
 




Chapter Six
 
 
 
By the time I got home, I wasn’t in the best of moods. So instead of going back to my apartment, I headed over to Ian’s.
I thought I would spend some time snuggling with Snowflake, which usually makes me feel better, but as soon as I approached her, Snowflake dashed into Ian’s bedroom, jumped onto his bed, and pretended to be asleep.
I glared at Snowflake and grumbled, “I know you’re just pretending. Nobody can fall asleep that fast.”
But Snowflake continued to lie there with her eyes shut, and no amount of glaring was going to make her act any differently.
I headed back to the living room, where Ian was sitting on the couch, watching me.
“What’s with her?” I said.
“She doesn’t like it when people are in a bad mood,” said Ian. “What’s with you? Why are you in a bad mood?”
I shook my head, sighed, and sank down on the other end of the couch. “I went to see Elwood, and I asked him about Samantha Wells’s death. The cops have closed the case; they’re completely sure it was just an accident.”
“And you don’t believe it? Coincidences do happen.”
I frowned and stared at the floor. “It really bothers me. The woman wanted our help, and we couldn’t provide it in time. And now that she’s dead, whoever killed her is just going to get away with this. It doesn’t seem fair.”
“We can investigate anyway,” said Ian, suddenly sitting up straighter and beaming at his brilliant idea. “We should go and talk to her husband. You can convince him to hire us—he’s got lots of money, so he won’t be worried about the expense of hiring a PI. Besides, if he’s a grieving widower, and he’s sad about his wife, he’ll want to know the truth.”
I looked at Ian doubtfully. “You really think so? He didn’t seem to care much about the death threats on the day we met him.”
Ian waved his arms about enthusiastically as he spoke. “Maybe he was just too upset and in shock that day. But now that he’s had time to think about it, he probably realizes that he should have somebody looking into the death threats.”
Ian’s enthusiasm was infectious, and I could feel my grumpiness dissipating a little. “I guess there is hope,” I admitted. “Just because the cops have given up doesn’t mean that we should.”
“Exactly!” Ian jumped up and ran his hands through his hair. “Let me put on some shoes, and we can go talk to Patrick Wells now.”
A nervous flutter raced through my stomach. “Are you sure that’s a good idea? Shouldn’t we call him first and make an appointment?”
Ian headed into his bedroom, and I heard him rifling around, looking for clean socks.
“No, no. If we call him, we’ll just give him a reason to delay the appointment. Or he might get cold feet about hiring a PI. It’s better to just go in and surprise him.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
By the time Ian and I got to the Lake Las Vegas estate, it was past lunchtime. The sun was beating down, the palm trees shimmered a dark green, and across the road, the lake lay perfectly still, a crisp blue sheet that reflected the sky. I was reminded of the day we’d driven up to meet Samantha, and I wondered if things would’ve turned out any different if I’d gone to meet her the night she’d called instead of waiting till the next day.
But when we pulled up to the entrance, the guard wouldn’t let us through. He was a middle–aged chubby man with thinning hair and a dour expression. “Your name’s not on the list,” he said.
“We’re here to pay a surprise visit to Patrick Wells,” said Ian. “Can’t you just let us in this once? I promise, he’ll be happy to see us. And we don’t want to ruin the surprise.”
The guide shook his head and looked at Ian as though he had sprouted horns and was speaking in Latin. “That’s not how it works. If you really need to see him, I can call Mr. Wells and ask him if I should let you through.”
“Okay,” I said. “Why don’t you do that?”
Ian and I sat in nervous silence for what felt like an hour as the guard chatted to someone quietly. Finally, he put down his phone and said, “Mr. Wells says he’ll see you this time.”
Ian and I breathed a collective sigh of relief, and when the gate swung open for us, we drove through happily.
Patrick Wells met us at the door and led us through to the formal living room.
The place looked almost the same as before, the furniture unmoved, the same artwork hanging on the walls. The only visible difference was the empty shelves in the display case where the statues had been—those shelves now held various baseball memorabilia and a golf trophy.
Patrick followed my glance, and as we sat down on the sofas, he said, “The empty shelves bothered me. I’m not into art, so I took some stuff I had lying around and used that to fill the space.”
I nodded politely. “I understand.”
“What is this about?” said Patrick. “I can only talk to you guys for a few minutes. I need to go out soon.”
Suddenly, I was at a loss for words. I’ve never approached a potential client before, asking if I could work for them—it’s always the other way around.
Ian stared at me for a few seconds, waiting for me to say something, until his impatience got the better of him. “Mr. Wells,” he said, “we’ve talked to the police about your wife’s case. They’ve closed it.”
Patrick nodded. “Yes, they came to the same conclusion I had. It was entirely an accident.”
“It can’t be an accident,” said Ian. “Your wife contacted us the night before, asking us to look into the death threats. We feel obligated to look into what was going on, especially now that she’s dead.”
A corner of Patrick’s mouth twisted up cynically, and he let out a contemptuous snort. “Really? We all had to pander to my wife’s paranoia when she was alive. I’m not about to indulge it even after she’s dead.”
“But don’t you think,” said Ian, “it’s just too much of a coincidence? Aren’t you curious about whether anything else happened?”
“No,” said Patrick shortly.
“I think it might give you a better sense of closure,” I said, finally finding my voice. “Mrs. Wells was obviously worried about something. Even if she died from an accident, aren’t you curious about who was sending her death threats?”
“No,” said Patrick. “My wife was the kind of woman who made many enemies through her rudeness and bitterness. I don’t believe anyone wanted to kill her. Maybe someone was just trying to scare her—and I don’t care who it was.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance.
“You sound awfully uncaring for a man who’s just lost his wife,” said Ian. “Aren’t you even the least bit curious as to who might have hated her enough to send her threats?”
Patrick glared at Ian. “What are you trying to say? That I’m not sad enough that my wife’s dead? That if I really was sad, I would hire some two–bit PIs? You guys have a hell of a lot of nerve trying to shake me down for money.”
“I’m so sorry about Ian,” I said quickly. I always seem to be apologizing for Ian’s behavior, but I don’t mind that anymore; sometimes, Ian manages to annoy people into admitting all kinds of things. Okay, so today, all he’d done was antagonize Patrick Wells to no good effect, but still. “Ian’s not very good with words. And we’re not trying to force you to hire us, or anything like that. We were just wondering if you had the least bit of curiosity as to what was actually going on in your wife’s life before she died.”
“I know what was going on in my wife’s life,” said Patrick. “She was a spoiled rich woman who did what she pleased. Her death was an accident. I’m not interested in thinking about her enemies.”
I stared at Patrick for a few seconds. Whenever someone dies, the spouse is the main suspect. There are so many reasons why a husband might’ve wanted his wife dead, and he would have had so many opportunities to kill her. The fact that Patrick didn’t want us investigating Samantha’s death just served to make him look even guiltier.
“I guess there’s no way we can convince you to hire us to investigate Samantha’s situation,” said Ian. For once, his enthusiasm seemed to have died down a bit.
“No, there isn’t,” said Patrick. He crossed his arms over his chest and looked at Ian and me steadily.
I believed him. So instead of trying to convince him to hire us, I said, “Who was Samantha’s nearest kin?”
“Her father passed away, and her mother lives by herself in Texas. I guess her sister’s her closest relative here. Amanda lives in Vegas too, but she and her husband seem to spend half the year in Paris.”
“Are they in Vegas at the moment?”
Patrick nodded. “Amanda came to the funeral. Why?”
I shook my head. “No reason, I was just curious. A lot of people who move to Vegas don’t have any family.”
“Well, Amanda and Samantha were quite close.”
“And what about all the evidence the police collected after Samantha died? Have you gotten that back?”
Patrick nodded. “Yes, but I’ve given it all away to charity. I didn’t want to have that stuff lying around the house.”
“Even her cell phone?”
Patrick nodded. “Yes, I don’t see how having that stuff around would make me feel any better.”
“And—”
Patrick stood up abruptly. “I think you really should get going. I’m not about to hire some PIs for no good reason, and I need to leave within the next minute or two if I don’t want to be late for my appointment. Please don’t bother me again.”
 
 




Chapter Seven
 
 
 
Ian was silent on the car ride home, and every now and then he muttered something under his breath. I didn’t like to see him being so dejected and unlike his usual self; I had a plan, but I didn’t want to share it with him until I knew that it would work.
If it didn’t, Ian might get even more depressed, and that would be no fun for me. I imagined him moping around the house, scaring away Snowflake and eating up all my cupcakes: no, that would be no fun for me at all.
When we got back home, Ian followed me to my apartment, and I fired up my computer so that I could log into my PI database. I looked up Samantha Wells and found out that she did indeed have a sister named Amanda Paxton. A few more clicks brought up Amanda’s address and phone number.
Amanda lived in an expensive gated community in Summerlin, and I knew I couldn’t just show up and try to surprise her, so I reluctantly dialed her number and held my breath. Thankfully, she answered the phone after just a few rings, and I introduced myself nervously.
“A private investigator?” Amanda didn’t seem that pleased to know who she was talking to. “Is anything wrong? Is this about my husband?”
“No, no. It’s actually about your sister, Samantha Wells? She called me the night before she died, complaining about getting death threats.”
“She really called a private investigator? She told me about those death threats, and how the police wouldn’t take her seriously, so I told she needed to get in touch with a PI. I’m glad she did.”
“Well, I’m afraid I wasn’t able to help her. I was going to meet her at noon on the day she died. Her death has me feeling all rattled.”
“But I thought the cops said it was an accident?”
I shook my head, even though Amanda couldn’t see me on the other end of the line. “That’s what they said. But I feel like there are still a few loose ends; is it okay if I come by to talk to you about them?”
Amanda sounded hesitant. “Do you really think that’s necessary?”
“I would appreciate it. Samantha died just hours after I talked to her, and that bothers me. I can come by anytime that suits you.”
“I’m home now,” said Amanda before reeling off her address. “You can come over now.”
After I hung up, I turned to Ian. “Amanda’s the one who suggested that Samantha talk to a private investigator. So hopefully, she won’t be too dismissive of us.”
“But what’s the point?” said Ian, still wallowing in his misery. “We’re not going to investigate the case for free, are we?”
I shook my head. “I’m hoping that Amanda will hire us.”
“That might be a good plan,” admitted Ian. “But what if Samantha’s death really was an accident? We might not uncover anything useful.”
“At least I’ll know I’ve tried,” I said. “I want to know what actually happened that day.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
Amanda’s house in Summerlin was a two–story McMansion—large and impressive, but modest compared to Samantha’s.
A uniformed housekeeper led us through the foyer and an informal sitting room, into a more formal sitting room with a heavy door. The room was decorated in shades of royal blue and cream—comfy–looking sofas upholstered in blue fabric, with blue–and–white embroidered cushions scattered around. A cream rug with an intricate blue floral pattern lay on the floor, and the walls displayed watercolor paintings of the ocean. The place smelled of vanilla and bergamot, and outside the window, I could make out a garden lined with rose bushes.
“Mrs. Paxton will be with you shortly,” said the housekeeper, closing the door behind herself.
Ian and I waited for just a few minutes before Amanda showed up. She was a slim blonde who looked ageless, a fact that I put down to subtle plastic surgery, facelifts, and regular fillers. Her stylish reverse–bob was perfectly blow–dried, and she wore light makeup and a pink–and–white floral–print dress.
Ian and I stood up, and greetings were exchanged all around. “Thank you for meeting us like this,” I said politely.
“It’s not a problem,” said Amanda as we all sat down. “I’ve been feeling uneasy about Samantha’s death myself, especially since she was complaining about the death threats. Is there any particular reason you wanted to talk to me today?”
“I noticed something odd the day Samantha died,” I said slowly. “Ian and I turned up at noon, which was an hour after she died. Detective Elwood and the CSI technicians were still there, and I noticed that although a few statues had fallen down and hit Samantha, there were other statues whose position hadn’t changed. I also thought it was quite strange that nobody else was home at the time.”
“This thing about the statues is new to me,” said Amanda, “but perhaps that’s just how things happen during an earthquake.”
“Perhaps,” I said. “It’s just that Ian and I felt like it was too much of a coincidence—that Samantha died an hour before she was supposed to talk to a private investigator.”
“So what you’re saying,” said Amanda, crossing one leg over another, “is that you think the cops are wrong. That Samantha’s death might not have been accidental.”
“There’s always a chance it might have been accidental,” I admitted. “But I really don’t think that’s the case. I think something must have happened that day.”
“You know,” said Amanda, “I’m tempted to agree with you. I can feel it in my bones—something else must have happened that day.”
“And cops are often wrong,” Ian chimed in. “They’re overworked, and sometimes they can’t look into things in as much detail as they should.”
“And what you’re saying is that you could?” Amanda glanced from me to Ian. “Is that why you’re here? Do you want to investigate Samantha’s death?”
“We went and talked to Samantha’s husband this morning,” I said. “And we suggested that maybe we could look into what happened. He was completely against the idea. But Samantha wanted to hire me to be her private investigator. I feel obligated to look into her death.”
Amanda nodded. “Patrick is an arrogant ass. I agree with you—if Samantha wanted to hire you, you should investigate what happened. If Patrick doesn’t want to hire you, I will.”
My shoulders sagged with relief. I wasn’t sure what I would have done if Amanda hadn’t been willing to hire us—I couldn’t think of anybody else who would’ve wanted to hire us for this case.
“I’m glad you feel that way,” I said. “If you’re sure about your decision, we need to fill out some paperwork first, and then Ian and I can get started right away.”
I showed her the forms, and she didn’t hesitate to sign them and pay me in advance for the work.
“I’ve never hired a private investigator before,” said Amanda. “So let’s get started. What do you guys need from me?”
“We’ve got some questions about Samantha and her life. But first, let’s start with your relationship. Were you and Samantha close? And why didn’t you like her husband?”
 
 




Chapter Eight
 
 
 
“Samantha and I were very close,” said Amanda. “We told each other all our secrets, and we called each other almost every day. She was five years younger than me, but she got married before me. I came down to Vegas one time to visit her, and that’s how I met my husband. Daniel and I travel a lot with our two kids, but I was still able to see Samantha quite frequently.”
“So if anything was going on in Samantha’s life, you would have known?”
Amanda nodded. “Yes, she told me everything.”
“And what about Patrick?” I said. “Why didn’t you like him?”
Amanda shrugged. “I never liked him. From the very first time I met him, I thought he was a conceited, self–important narcissist. I warned Samantha about him, but she wouldn’t listen to me. She thought he was handsome and rich, and he was nice to her at first. Of course, a year after they got married, he stopped being so nice to her. And then his business started to do badly. So things didn’t work out the way she’d planned.”
I nodded, and Ian said, “Most people are killed by their husbands or wives. Tiffany and I think it’s quite weird that Patrick didn’t want us to investigate his wife’s death. It makes him look suspicious.”
Amanda smiled thinly. “Patrick can’t see beyond himself. He’s only ever willing to think about himself, or spend money on himself. I’m sure that’s the main reason he didn’t want to hire you.”
“Was there any other reason why Samantha was unhappy in her marriage?” I asked. “Was Patrick cheating on her?”
Amanda twisted her lips and narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “I always thought so. My husband said he’d seen Patrick with other girls at bars sometimes, but when I asked Samantha about it, she just stuck her head in the sand. Perhaps he wasn’t cheating on her, perhaps he was. I’m not sure either way.”
“If Samantha was so unhappy in her marriage,” said Ian, “why didn’t she just leave?”
“She did think about getting a divorce. But Patrick didn’t want her to leave, mainly because he’d been using her assets as security for his business. If they got divorced, Patrick might’ve had to declare bankruptcy. And Samantha stayed because Patrick knows a lot of influential people here. Samantha liked attending all those gala dinners and fundraisers, and if she got divorced from Patrick, tongues would wag and she might not have been welcomed into society. Besides, Samantha was a board member of the Montclair Art Museum here—and she would probably have had to give up that position if she got divorced.”
“So Samantha basically stayed with Patrick just so she could be active in society?”
Amanda smiled apologetically. “Samantha was smart, but she needed a hobby. She was obsessed with society, and she loved her role in the art museum. I don’t think she could imagine a life without those things. It might not make sense to you, but it did to Samantha. Besides, even though she suspected that Patrick might’ve been cheating on her, and he wasn’t as nice to her, she couldn’t prove it. They didn’t have any kids, so she could’ve just walked out, but she didn’t like the idea of being alone. She told me that most men change and become rude and self–centered after marriage.”
“Is that what you think, too?”
Amanda shook her head. “I’ve been lucky. Daniel’s always been good to me, and I don’t think all men are like that.”
“Tell me more about Samantha’s job at the museum,” I said. “What kind of work did she do?”
“She helped arrange the temporary exhibitions,” said Amanda. “Every season, the museum shows exhibits from famous artists. Amanda gets in touch with other museums and tries to arrange those. She also decides on which artists to display in their permanent collection, and who to display in the temporary collection. And then she helps schedule guest lecturers, whenever they have visiting exhibitions, and she arranges all kinds of events and fundraisers for the museum as well.”
“That actually sounds like a full–time job,” I said. “She must’ve spent a lot of time at that job.”
Amanda nodded. “Yes, but she loved the work.”
“Patrick said that Samantha was rude and bitter. Did she get along well with other people at the museum?”
Amanda rolled her eyes. “That’s one thing Patrick was right about. I loved my sister dearly, but she always held grudges. There were quite a few people she absolutely hated, and I’m sure she was perfectly rude to them and turned them into bitter enemies.”
“Like who?”
“Well, at the museum, there were six other board members. Samantha hated three of them—there was Julie Edwards, who she said was jealous of her and always made snide comments. And she hated Peter Ross; she said he was always misogynistic and rude. And then there was Darren Beyers. I’m not sure what his deal was, but Samantha was always complaining about him and she didn’t like him either.”
I raised one eyebrow. “So she hated three out of the other six board members?”
Amanda smiled. “Yes, it does sound ridiculous when you say it like that, but she didn’t like very many other people. She wasn’t particularly well loved, but she worked hard and everyone was scared of her and listened to her. Nobody had the guts to disagree with her openly.”
“Were there any other enemies who might have wanted to send her death threats? Perhaps any ex–boyfriends, or an ex–girlfriend of Patrick’s?”
Samantha shook her head. “No ex–boyfriends or ex–girlfriends that I know of. But she did mention one particular artist who constantly got on her nerves. Andrew Aarons—apparently, this guy kept trying to get his work exhibited in the museum, and she wouldn’t have it. They had some kind of long–running vendetta. I think Andrew insulted Samantha’s taste in art a few years ago, and then she decided that he would pay by never having his work hang in the museum. It was kind of petty of her, but that’s just how she operated. Andrew kept going to the other board members and trying to get everyone to change their minds, but Samantha wouldn’t allow it. A few of the other board members actually talked to her about it, but once Samantha made up her mind, there was no way she would change it.”
“Why did the artist care so much?” I said. “There are other places where he could exhibit.”
“Apparently, he thought that having his work hang in the Montclair would give him an extra layer of credibility, which would help him get more wealthy clients. I don’t think he was doing too well.”
I nodded. “Anyone else you can think of who might have hated Samantha?”
Amanda shook her head. “Not really.”
“What about her household staff? She must’ve had to interact with the staff regularly, and if she was as rude as Patrick said, perhaps the staff would hate her.”
“I don’t think Samantha went out of her way to be rude to people for no reason. She was perfectly polite and nice most of the time—unless someone went against her wishes, or slighted her in some way. But if she hadn’t liked any of her staff, or she thought they’d insulted her, she would have just fired them.”
“I guess that makes sense,” I said. “But still, we’ll need to go and talk to the housekeeper and the other staff.”
Amanda nodded. “The housekeeper was there more often than the maid and the chef, who only stayed at the house for a few hours each day.”
“We can go talk to the housekeeper tomorrow. But we’ll need someone to put us on the list so we can get past the guard at the entrance.”
“I’ll take care of that; I’ll call Patrick—I’m sure I’ve got a number somewhere—and I’ll tell him that you’re looking into Samantha’s death, and that he should tell the guard to let you through.”
“Wow,” Ian said, “I don’t think Patrick’s going to be happy to hear that we’re investigating Samantha’s death after all.”
“That’s too bad,” said Amanda, echoing my own thoughts. “Making him happy isn’t a priority here—we need to find out if Samantha’s death really was an accident, or if something else had happened that day.”
 
 




Chapter Nine
 
 
 
By the time Ian and I got home, it was early evening. My place looked messier than usual, and I decided that it was time for my weekly apartment cleaning.
I turned to Ian and said, “When was the last time you vacuumed your place?”
Ian looked at me kind of sheepishly. “I’ve been meaning to borrow your vacuum cleaner.”
“What happened to yours?”
“I’m not sure,” said Ian. “I was playing Candy Crush on my phone and walking toward the bathroom, and then I tripped over it. And the vacuum head came off and something happened with the pipe, and I tried to put it back together, but now it doesn’t work.”
I stared at Ian for a few seconds before pulling my vacuum cleaner out for him. “Why don’t you buy a new one?”
“You know how my lawyer controls my trust fund. I get just enough for expenses and some fun. Vacuum cleaners are expensive.”
“Well, surely your lawyer would understand that things break down sometimes.”
“He would, but then my parents would lecture me again on how I need to be more responsible and how I should go back to college and get a PhD like them.”
I grimaced in sympathy. Ian’s made a huge success of himself by investing in the right start–up at the right time, and sometimes I feel annoyed that his parents can’t just be proud of him. “Okay, you can use my vacuum. I’m going to do some dusting now, and then clean my kitchen.”
“I’ll have your vacuum back by then,” said Ian. “I wish I lived in a serviced apartment, then I wouldn’t have to do all this stuff.”
“But then you wouldn’t get hang out with me,” I said. “Or Glenn or Karma, and maybe even Nanna and Wes.”
Ian shrugged. “Maybe we could all move into a large serviced apartment.”
I shook my head. “I’m not sure a serviced apartment is all it’s cracked up to be. What if they don’t clean your apartment often enough, or if they don’t clean it properly?”
Ian and I spent an hour or so cleaning our places, and then we headed over to my parents’ place. Nanna and her new husband Wes were in town, and it was time to catch up with them.
 
 
 

 
 
 
As soon as the door to my parents’ house opened, there was a flurry of hugs and kisses and greetings all around. Glenn and Karma had already arrived, and my mother had already set the table and was bringing out the piping–hot food.
We wasted no time in sitting down and helping ourselves to the lasagna, salad and garlic bread, and everybody started talking all at once. My mother was talking about how glad she was that Nanna and Wes were here, Karma was saying that Nanna and Wes had been telling them about their honeymoon and how she wanted to go on vacation, and then Nanna was telling us how happy she was to be back in Vegas and to see her favorite grandchild again. The men at the table were silent, supporting their partners, and I felt like I’d been caught in a whirlpool of high–pitched conversation.
At some point, everybody had said what they’d had to say, and there was enough of a brief pause to give Ian a chance to talk. He turned to Nanna and said, “So what’s the housing arrangement going to be now? Are you and Wes going to move in with Tiffany’s parents?”
Nanna nodded. “We’ll save a ton of money if we do that. Social Security doesn’t go that far these days, and who knew Vegas housing prices had gone up so much? We’re going to chip in to move to a larger house with a separate in–laws’ unit. It’s got its own entrance and kitchenette and everything, so if I get real sick of your mother, Wes and I can just hang out in our own space.”
“We’re happy to have you living with us,” said my mother, “and I’m sure that Wes is much more social than you, and more polite, and won’t let you just hang around in your room all day.”
“I wouldn’t think about hanging out by myself if you weren’t so old–fashioned,” Nanna said to my mother. “You’re like one of those old fuddy–duddies, trying to be conservative and boss me around.”
“Why?” said Ian. I nudged him quickly with my foot, but he didn’t seem to get the message. I didn’t particularly want to know what my mother had done to annoy Nanna this time. But Ian went on, “Why are you annoyed at Tiffany’s mother?”
Thankfully, Wes was much more diplomatic than Nanna and quickly said, “We’re all very excited about the new house. Your nanna and I brought over some things, and we’ll leave them here. Next time we come around to Vegas, we’ll be moving into the house.”
A wave of nostalgia hit me. My parents had been living in this house for almost a decade now, and I would be sorry to see it sold off or rented out to somebody else. “I’ll be sad to say goodbye to this house.”
“I won’t,” said my mother. “That’s what happens when somebody gets married, or moves on with their life. You have to change. Look at me, I have a mother who’s been married twice and a daughter who’s never been married.” Everyone at the table swiveled their heads to stare at me, and my mother said, “When are you ever going to get married?”
My mother does this sometimes. She springs the whole relationship talk on me, telling me how important it is for a woman my age to get married, and that if I wait any longer, I might never find a decent man. And how will I ever have kids if I wait too long? Don’t I want to have children? Don’t I want my mother to be a grandmother?
But today, she’d foisted it on me all of a sudden, and all those pairs of eyes staring at me didn’t help. What was that canned response I used to give her? But my mind had gone blank, and all I could stammer out was, “Ahhh…”
“Maybe Tiffany won’t ever get married,” said Ian. “Not everyone has to get married. I can’t even find myself a girlfriend.”
My mother dismissed his concerns arbitrarily. “I won’t even think about Tiffany never getting married! It’s different for men. But Tiffany’s approaching thirty—”
“I’m not! I’m young and—”
“—and nice men are rare in Vegas. A woman needs to settle down and have a family, and she can’t do that if she waits too long.”
“Not everyone needs to get married,” said Nanna.
My mother turned angry eyes at her and said, “What did I do wrong that my daughter can’t get married? She hasn’t even been engaged once.” Mom looked at me accusatorily and said, “You’re not even seeing anyone right now, are you?”
I figured it was too soon to tell my parents about Ryan. “No.”
“Weren’t you and Stone an item at some point?” said Nanna. “I always liked that nice young man.”
“I don’t want to hear about Stone,” said my mother. “He’s wanted by the CIA. God knows what he’s done!”
I said, “I thought you liked him?”
“That was before I knew about the CIA business,” said my mother. “I didn’t know he was a wanted man.”
“You said you thought he was a nice young man,” Nanna reminded my mother.
“Well, I was wrong,” Mom snapped.
There were a few long seconds of stunned silence at the table. My mother hardly ever admitted to being wrong. The last time she had was when she’d discovered that Nanna had been using her new laptop and high–speed Internet to try to hack into the FBI database; that’s when my mother had declared that she’d been wrong to get high–speed Internet, and I’d been wrong to give Nanna a laptop for Christmas.
“There’s nothing between Stone and me,” I said, breaking the silence. “But you’re wrong about the CIA thing. That’s all a big misunderstanding.”
My mother turned her penetrating gaze on me. “How do you know it’s a misunderstanding? Has the CIA made some kind of announcement?”
I didn’t want to admit that I’d been talking to Stone and doing some sleuthing on my own, so I shook my head. “But it’ll come out soon.”
My mother snorted. “Well. We’ll see about that. In the meantime, I don’t want you to have anything to do with this Stone person again.”
“That won’t be too difficult,” said Nanna, “seeing how Stone’s just gone and disappeared.”
My mother looked from Nanna to me. “Your nanna’s never had any trouble with gentlemen, what’s wrong with you? You never seem to like anyone.”
“I have good taste,” I said.
“Perhaps you’re not meeting enough men,” my mother said. “I’m going to ask around with my friends and see whose sons are still single. I thought you’d find someone on your own, but since you haven’t, it’s time for me to help out.”
Beside me, Ian began giggling softly at the prospect of seeing me set up on a series of bad dates one after the other.
I glared at him and turned to my mother again. “I don’t want you setting me up with your friends’ loser sons.”
“They’re not losers,” said my mother.
“Well, I don’t want to be set up on dates.”
“We’ll see.”
“I can’t be going out on blind dates. I’m busy with my PI work and then the casino job at night.”
Before my mother could tell me that my biological clock was ticking, and that this was not the time to put work ahead of relationships, and that gentlemen preferred younger women, and would it hurt me to wear lipstick sometimes, Nanna said, “You don’t need to worry about your PI work. Now that I’m going to be in Vegas a lot more, I’ve decided I’m going to help you out with the snooping around.”
The whole table went silent again, and after a few seconds, I managed to drag my jaw up off the floor. I turned to Nanna, unable to keep the horror out of my eyes, and said, “You can’t help me with my PI work.”
“Why not?”
“Because you’re Nanna!”
Nanna smiled benignly. “Yes, that’s exactly what makes me such a good investigator.”
I looked at Ian, wondering how he was processing this, but he looked too shocked to be able to react. His mouth was agape, and his face was painted over with of a variety of emotions—shock, amusement, disbelief, hope.
“I don’t want you running around all day talking to criminals,” my mother said. “It’s bad enough that Tiffany’s decided that she wants to do this. I’m not going to have you do it too.”
“I’m good at it,” said Nanna. “Tell your mother how I hacked into that suspect’s phone on your last case and helped you find out all that information.”
My mother went pale. “What did I tell you about hacking? No more hacking!”
“Relax,” said Nanna. “It’s not like I was hacking into the FBI again. This was perfectly legal.”
“I’m not sure it was completely legal,” Ian chimed in.
Nanna made a face and shushed him, and my mother said, “I don’t want another man in a black suit coming to my door, asking me who’s been hacking into things. No investigating.”
“You can’t tell me what to do,” said Nanna. “You’re not my mother.”
“Yes,” said Mom, the desperation reeking from her voice. “You are!”
“Living in the same house isn’t going to work if you don’t let me do my own thing,” said Nanna. “Just because I’m old doesn’t mean I’m dead. Look at Betty White, she’s still going strong. I can be like the Betty White of investigators.”
“You’re not the Betty White of investigators,” my mother and I said together.
“I think it’d be fun to have Nanna investigating with us,” said Ian.
My mother and I glared at him.
And then, my mother was clearly hit by a brainwave. She brightened up, turned to Wes, and said, “What do you think of your wife going around, hacking into cell phones and talking to criminals?”
“I let Gwenda do her own thing,” said Wes. “I don’t interfere, I just try to support her as much as I can.”
Nanna beamed, and I felt my heart twisting with jealousy. When would I have something like that?
My dad leaned over to Wes, and I heard him say under his breath, “Smart man, never get in a woman’s way.”
“I heard that!” snapped my mother.
My dad looked at her apologetically and shrugged. “I was talking more about my own relationship. I never get in your way, do I?”
My mother looked at him suspiciously but didn’t say anything.
“We haven’t heard enough of your honeymoon stories,” said Glenn to Nanna. “How was Hawaii? We’re all dying to know.”
My father and Karma chimed in, saying that they too would like to hear the stories. I knew they were all being polite and trying to divert our attention, but it seemed to work.
“I’d like to hear, too,” said Ian. “I like living in Vegas, but it would be nice to take a vacation sometime. Tell us about the cruise you took.”
 
 




Chapter Ten
 
 
 
My shift at the casino passed quickly that night, and I forced myself not to think about Nanna wanting to be a PI. When she gets an idea in her head, it’s hard to dissuade her, and I couldn’t deal with the idea of Nanna sleuthing around with us. In between dealing cards, I spent some time thinking about Samantha’s death.
I didn’t want to jump to any conclusions, but Patrick didn’t seem too concerned about Samantha’s death. I still couldn’t get over the fact that he didn’t want to hire a PI to look into his wife’s death; Amanda might have tried to explain it away as Patrick being narcissistic and self–centered, but even then, I felt like a caring spouse would have wanted to know who was sending his wife death threats. But I couldn’t let my suspicions about Patrick cloud my judgment, so I forced myself to think about the other people who Amanda had mentioned.
The next day, Ian and I caught up over a quick lunch of leftovers that my mother had made me take home after dinner.
“It’s great that you can make cupcakes now,” said Ian, “but you should probably learn to make some food, too. My parents keep telling me that I can’t live off pizza my whole life.”
“Maybe that means you should learn to cook?”
Ian shook his head. “No, I don’t really care about food that much. You’re the one who likes good food.”
I looked down at the vegetable lasagna I was eating. The mozzarella topping was delicious and cheesy, and in between the lasagna noodles were layers of spinach and ricotta, and eggplant and sun–dried tomato. “I wouldn’t mind learning to make something like this,” I said. “But every time I try to cook or bake, it seems so difficult.”
“If you learned to cook,” said Ian, “you could even make a meal for your new boyfriend.”
I leaned back and sighed. “Things with Detective Ryan are going really well. You’re right, I should probably invite him over for a meal sometime. That’s what all the grown–ups seem to do.”
“Doesn’t he know you can’t cook?”
I nodded. “Yes, but it would be nice to surprise him. Home–cooked meals always taste different from the stuff you eat out. Home cooking’s always so much more fresh and tasty.”
Ian nodded. “And you can make whatever you feel like eating, instead of having to order off a menu.”
I chewed my piece of vegetable lasagna thoughtfully. I loved the ricotta and spinach filling that Glenn had used, and I wondered if I could make some kind of ricotta and cheese pastry. But that wouldn’t be a meal. Perhaps I could learn to make something simple, like spaghetti, and feed it to Ryan for dinner sometime. Visions of my apartment smelling all delicious, the lights dimmed down, and my tiny dining table covered with a clean tablecloth floated through my mind.
I could light some nice candles, maybe even find a vase and some flowers for the table. It would be all grown–up and romantic.
I’d gone out on two dates with Ryan so far. He was handsome, considerate, and a good listener. This was my first serious relationship in a while, and things were going well. I wouldn’t mind making things even better by hosting a proper, sophisticated dinner for him.
“Earth to Tiffany, Earth to Tiffany,” I heard Ian saying.
I snapped back to attention and stared at him. “What?”
“I was just asking if you’d found anything interesting online about the people Amanda had mentioned?”
I shook my head. “I only had a few minutes to Google Patrick Wells last night before I headed off to my shift. There wasn’t anything particularly unusual.”
Ian nodded. “I stayed up and did a bunch of research. Aren’t you glad you’ve got me on your team?”
I smiled at Ian and felt a sudden rush of gratitude towards him. “That’s why I pay you the big bucks.”
Ian laughed. “You don’t pay me anything. I’m the one who’s buying wigs and supplies for us. If my lawyers would let me access my trust fund, we could afford to print out some flyers.”
“It was just a figure of speech. But yeah, I’m glad I’ve got you by my side to do all this for me. It’s hard to get everything done and work at the casino full–time.”
Ian beamed happily. “I’m glad you think so. I really like doing this PI work. But there wasn’t any interesting dirt on anyone, and I stayed up almost the whole night looking.”
I nodded. “Patrick Wells seems like any other businessman. He’s got a couple of ventures going on, and he appears in the business papers every now and then. But he hasn’t done any big interviews, or been profiled in a magazine or anything. So he probably doesn’t like the spotlight too much.”
Ian nodded. “That’s exactly what I found about Patrick. And I looked up the three board members that Amanda had mentioned—Julie, Darren and Peter. Julie seems like your typical socialite, she goes to all these charity events and seems to care about poor people. Of course, you never know with these rich people if they really care or if they’re just doing something for show. Either way, she comes across as someone who’s sweet and caring. I’m not sure she could have been malicious enough to kill Samantha.”
“You never know with these women,” I said. “Sometimes they just pretend to be nice.”
Ian nodded. “And the other two guys on the board, they’re just your typical rich people. They’re kind of like Patrick, they appear in the business papers sometimes. One of them, Peter, seems like a kind of investment prodigy. He keeps investing in start–ups that take off. The other guy, Darren, invests in online gambling businesses. Both of them seem like workaholics, and I’m not sure they’d be too concerned about Samantha Wells. Besides, Darren hasn’t been in Vegas for the last couple of months.”
“What about Samantha’s housekeeper, or that artist Andrew who she didn’t get along with?”
“I couldn’t find anything on the housekeeper. Carmela isn’t famous enough to appear in any of the papers, and her social media profiles are all set to private. I could only see her profile picture, and that’s it. And as for Andrew, he had a website about his art, and a newspaper article mentioned him as an up–and–coming artist. But there wasn’t anything that really jumped out to me about him.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
It was almost three p.m. by the time Amanda called me, letting me know that she’d finally managed to reach Patrick and had told him about hiring a PI. “He wasn’t too thrilled about it,” Amanda said, “but I don’t think he could find a reason to tell me not to hire you. Anyway, he’s going to put your name down on the list with the guard, so you shouldn’t have any trouble getting into the estate to talk to the housekeeper.”
We drove over to Samantha’s Lake Las Vegas house immediately after Amanda’s phone call; when we got there, Ian and I knocked loudly twice, and waited for what felt like at least half an hour.
Finally, the door was answered by a woman in an expensive–looking floral–print wrap dress.
She was of average height, slightly chubby, with olive skin and long, wavy brown hair. Her chocolate–brown eyes were fringed by long lashes accentuated with thick mascara, and her makeup was perfect. The dress she wore was clearly expensive and emphasized her curves. If I hadn’t known who to expect, I would have thought that Carmela lived in this house.
Carmela peered out at Ian and me, a flicker of annoyance making a brief appearance in her eyes. “Yes?”
“We’re Tiffany and Ian, and we’re looking into Samantha Wells’s death. You must be Carmela.”
Carmela’s perfectly penciled–in brows knit slightly closer together, and she pursed her lips and nodded. “Mr. Wells told me you’d be coming around. He’s not home at the moment.”
“That’s okay,” I said, trying to sound friendly and put her at ease. “We’d like to talk to you. It’s important for us to know a bit more about the kind of person Samantha Wells was, and I’m sure you knew quite a bit about her.”
I smiled, trying to look charming, and I knew that beside me, Ian was grinning like a maniac, his version of a friendly smile.
Carmela nodded again and said, “Follow me.”
Ian and I dutifully walked behind her through the foyer, a formal sitting area, a long hallway, and an informal dining room, before walking through a door and into a large kitchen we hadn’t noticed the other day. This was clearly the “real” kitchen, the one that was actually used for food prep. The other kitchen that we’d noticed next to the dining room, with spotless appliances and gleaming countertops, was clearly just a “show” kitchen, probably intended to be used for reheating food or making a cup of tea or coffee.
The kitchen we were standing in was almost as large as my entire apartment. There were granite countertops and gleaming white shelving along three walls, plus a large kitchen island. I could see at least two massive ovens, and two stovetops with five burners each. Although it seemed to be used regularly, the place was clean and gleaming, the counters empty of appliances or knickknacks. Except for the island in the middle, where Carmela seemed to be chopping up veggies and making a salad.
When she caught my glance, she said, “I’m just getting Patrick’s dinner ready. The chef’s going to come by in a few minutes to make some pasta sauce and a mango sorbet. I like to make some of the sides, even though she does the cooking. We can chat while I work.”
There were barstools on the opposite side of the island, so Ian and I pulled out two stools and sat down. We watched in silence for a few seconds as Carmela chopped cherry tomatoes neatly into quarters.
Finally, I said, “Have you been working for Mr. and Mrs. Wells for a long time?”
Carmela’s eyes softened, and she smiled. “Not that long, about six months now.”
“And you like working here?”
Carmela shrugged. “It’s better than many of the other jobs I’ve had.” She looked me in the eye, and I could see the speculation in her gaze. “It’s terrible about Mrs. Wells dying. But other than that, it’s been good. There’s a maid and a chef who come in, in a little while, and there’s a gardener who takes care of the garden. So I don’t have to do too much work—I just have to make sure everyone else does their job properly. And I have to pick up when the maid’s not here. Like, if she comes by and cleans, but then afterward there’s a spill or something, I’m the one who rushes out and cleans it up. Or if Mrs. Wells decides she isn’t feeling well, and she’s out of aspirin, I go to the pharmacy and get some. I mean, if she decided, when she was alive, may God rest her soul.”
“What kind of boss was Mrs. Wells?”
Carmela shook her head. “I got a real shock when I learned she just died. How tragic.”
“Yes,” I said. “It was. But what kind of person was she?”
“You’re not supposed to talk ill of the dead,” said Carmela.
“I’m sure you can make an exception when you’re talking to a private investigator.” Something about Carmela’s manner made me feel uneasy. Perhaps it was her superstition getting to me, or perhaps it was the fact that she was so reluctant to tell us any details. “I’ve already heard that Samantha could be a pretty mean person.”
Carmela looked at me speculatively, as though trying to decide whether or not she should say something unkind but true about Samantha.
Ian said, “I think you’re not supposed to speak ill of the dead because they can’t defend themselves. Tiffany and I are trying to find out if Samantha might’ve been murdered. She can’t tell us the truth, so we need to depend on other people to do so.”
Carmela looked down at her chopped veggies, and sighed and shook her head. “It’s horrible, what happened to her. But I’m sure it was just an accident.”
“Even so,” I said, “what was Samantha like as a boss? Was she very mean?”
“Yeah,” said Carmela finally. “She was always in a bad mood. She was so rich and pretty and happily married, but she was never happy with her lot. Look at me—I’ve got no money, no husband, and I work for a living, but I think I’m doing quite well. Samantha never seemed grateful. She was always nitpicking things, always criticizing the food that the chef had cooked, or if I’d made her a quick salad, she kept complaining that I used too much dressing or too little salt or that the maid had overlooked some dust somewhere.”
“Do you know if she had any enemies?”
Carmela nodded. “I’d hear her talking to her husband, or on the phone. She was always unhappy about everyone. She kept saying that this person or that person wasn’t doing a good job, or wouldn’t be nice to her, or they were insulting her.”
“Anyone in particular that she disliked?”
“I didn’t keep track of names. It was just people in general that she didn’t like.”
“Do you live nearby?” I asked.
Carmela shook her head. “I live just off Balzar Avenue,” she said, naming one of the most dangerous, crime–ridden streets in Vegas. “Yeah, it’s funny to come into work every day and stay in this posh house. Like I said, I saw Samantha, and she was just never happy. It taught me there are far worse things in life than having to live on a dodgy street.”
“And what about Patrick?” I said. “What was he like?”
“He’s a good boss,” said Carmela, smiling. “I’m not sure how he managed to stay so cheerful and laid–back with a wife like that. But he’s not like Samantha. He goes to work, he doesn’t talk much. He seems like a nice person.”
“And did he and Samantha get along well?”
“No, not at all.” Carmela glanced from me to Ian, as though wondering if she might be saying too much. I thought she might clam up, but instead, she said, “The two of them were always arguing.”
“What did they argue about?”
Carmela shook her head, her eyes wary. I got the impression she was hiding something, and not just because she didn’t want to speak ill of the dead. “I’m not sure what they fought about, but I know he wanted to get a divorce. But she wouldn’t let him.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. “That’s not what we heard,” said Ian. “We heard that Samantha wanted to divorce Patrick, but he wouldn’t let her.”
Carmela shrugged. “Well, I heard the opposite. He wanted a divorce, but there was some big deal about splitting up assets. So she wouldn’t let him go file the papers.”
“Are you sure?” I said. “That Patrick wanted to get out of his marriage?”
Carmela nodded emphatically. “Yes, absolutely.” Our eyes met, and her gaze became hesitant. “Or maybe not. Maybe I misunderstood.”
I smiled, trying to put her at ease. “It’s fine. We know they weren’t happy and wanted to get divorced, but it wasn’t practical for them. It doesn’t matter who wanted the divorce and who didn’t.”
Carmela nodded. “Yes, they were definitely unhappy together.”
“I know you had the day off when Samantha died, but can you remember what you were doing at ten o’clock that day?”
Carmela chopped up the last of the tomatoes and poured them into a bowl that already held some washed lettuce leaves. “I think I’d gone out to run some errands,” she said. “I’m pretty sure I was at some bodega near my house.”
“And you walked to the bodega?”
Carmela nodded. “Yes.”
“Do you remember which bodega it was?”
Carmela shook her head no. “But I remember I had to get some special enchilada sauce.”
“And what about Patrick?” I said. “Do you know where he was?”
Carmela shook her head again. “I think he was out, wasn’t he? He and Samantha didn’t spend much time together. Even now that she’s dead, he’s not the one who hired you, is he?”
I looked at Carmela in surprise. “How do you know he didn’t hire us?”
Carmela smiled. “He never liked his wife much. I don’t see how he’d spend money on an investigator to find out what happened to her.”
Ian and I were silent for a few seconds, and then finally, I said, “I guess there’s no harm in you knowing. We were hired by Samantha’s sister, Amanda.”
Carmela nodded thoughtfully. “Isn’t that how it is.”
“Did you notice anything odd about Samantha in the days before she died? Did she tell you anything about being scared, or worried for her life?”
“No, she never talked to me about those things. She was her usual grouchy self. To be honest, I think what happened was just an accident. May God rest her soul, but I don’t think it was anything more than an accident.”
 
 




Chapter Eleven
 
 
 
After we finished asking Carmela all the questions we could think of, Ian and I hung out in the kitchen for a little while longer.
We watched as Carmela added the finishing touches to the salad—some goat’s cheese, some dressing that she’d made earlier in the day, some baby spinach leaves, and some walnuts. When she was done, the whole thing looked fancy and delicious, like something you’d be served in a gourmet restaurant. It was the best–looking salad I’d ever seen.
Even though Ian and I eyed the dish longingly, Carmela didn’t offer us any; instead, she put the bowl away in the fridge and told us that if we were going to wait around to talk to Cynthia, the maid, and Roberta, the chef, we were welcome to hang out in the TV room.
The TV room turned out to be a small sitting room with two large sofas and a large flat–screen TV.
“You can watch something here while you wait,” said Carmela.
“Do you have the Cartoon Network?” said Ian. “I’m in the mood for some cartoons.”
I looked at Ian and frowned, and then I turned to Carmela and said, “Thanks for the offer, but I feel like we should be using our time more productively. Why don’t you show us to Samantha’s bedroom, and Ian and I can have a quick look around?”
Carmela’s face was immediately awash with doubt. “You would like to see Mr. and Mrs. Wells’s bedroom? But that’s private. Nobody’s supposed to go in there.”
“Mr. Wells knows that Ian and I need to have a look,” I fibbed. “A person’s bedroom can give you clues about their life.”
Carmela hemmed and hawed some more, and Ian and I tried to convince her to let us through.
“We won’t tell Mr. Wells that you took us up,” said Ian, “if that’s what’s bothering you.”
“And besides,” I said, “Samantha would’ve wanted us to have a look. We need to investigate everything as thoroughly as possible.”
“And if we can’t go today,” said Ian, “we’ll have to ask Mr. Wells to take us through another day. That’ll be a hassle for him; I’m sure he would prefer that we do everything today.”
Ian’s words seem to have the desired effect on Carmela, and she nodded thoughtfully. “There’s no point putting Mr. Wells through all that hassle,” she agreed reluctantly. “I’ll take you up there, but I don’t want you rifling through drawers or anything.”
“We’ll be very respectful,” I said as we followed Carmela out of the room.
Samantha’s house was large and sprawling, but I tried my best to keep track of the path Carmela took. We headed over to the dining room with the open–plan kitchen we’d seen on the day Samantha had died, and for the first time, I noticed some stairs at the far end of the dining room.
“You can take the front stairs to the bedroom as well,” said Carmela, “but Mr. and Mrs. Wells usually take these stairs. The landing’s closer to their bedroom.”
At the top of the stairs, there was a long hallway that led from one end of the house to the other. Carmela turned left and walked to the end of the hallway before opening the door.
Samantha and Patrick’s bedroom was huge—large enough to contain a king–sized bed and a separate sitting area with its own flat–screen TV. The bed and sitting area furniture were all a dark mahogany wood, and the bed linens were a crisp white. There was a large abstract watercolor on one wall, but the room was devoid of any personal photographs. Instead, I could see a few picture hangers clustered together on one wall.
“What used to hang there?” I asked Carmela.
“There were some photos of Mr. and Mrs. Wells on their wedding day and a few from their honeymoon and various vacations.”
“And he just took them down after she died?” said Ian, looking shocked.
Carmela shrugged. “Different people have different ways of coping with grief.”
“That doesn’t seem like coping with grief,” said Ian. “It’s like he’s trying to erase her presence from his life.”
“If they weren’t happy together,” I said thoughtfully, “maybe he sees this as his chance to get a fresh start.”
“Isn’t that better than wallowing around in grief?” said Carmela.
I looked at her curiously. “You’re being awfully broadminded about this. If I was married, and then I died, I wouldn’t want my husband removing all my photographs a week after my death.”
Carmela bit her lip and looked thoughtful. “I guess so,” she said finally. “But then again, you and I probably would marry for love. We wouldn’t marry someone just because he had money, and then stay trapped in an unhappy marriage because the guy was rich.”
“So,” said Ian, “you’re saying that rich people are allowed to behave differently? They don’t need to be sad when their wife dies?”
Carmela shrugged. “It takes all kinds, that’s all.”
I looked through the bedroom, but there wasn’t much else to see. There were a couple of golfing magazines on the coffee table in the sitting area, and when I turned on the TV, it went straight to ESPN.
There were two doors at the far end of the room. I opened the door toward my left and found myself in a massive, glamorous dressing room, complete with a round ottoman in the center of the room covered with a white sheepskin. Next to the ottoman, there was a jewelry display case. On the left–hand side of the dressing room, there were men’s clothes; on the right–hand side, there were women’s clothes.
The opposite end of the dressing room had two large floor–to–ceiling mirrors, and two shelving units on either sides of the mirrors displayed shoes and accessories. I recognized a couple of Hermès handbags, and what looked like Manolo Blahnik stilettos.
“This is like being in some glamorous movie about fashion,” I breathed, letting my sense of awe overtake me for a moment. “It’s so gorgeous, I could just live in this dressing room!”
Carmela smiled. “Yes, and look at all those handbags. They cost more than my entire year’s wages, but look how gorgeous they are.”
The three of us stared at a particularly beautiful Birkin handbag, with golden–brown crocodile–skin leather and gold hardware.
“I wish I could afford something like that one day,” I said. “And I don’t even like handbags!”
Carmela laughed. “I know what you mean, it would be more practical to just buy a car with that money. But rich people, huh? They can’t find enough things to spend on.”
“It’s funny how Patrick got rid of his wife’s photos, but he still keeps her clothes and handbags around.”
“I guess he hasn’t finished figured out what to do with them,” said Carmela. “He could give them away, but that would take some planning.”
“Imagine just giving a Birkin handbag away,” I breathed. “I wouldn’t mind helping him out with these accessories.”
Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Ian frowning at me. I wasn’t being particularly professional, but I couldn’t help myself.
“We should keep looking,” said Ian to me, “unless you want to drool over the bags a bit more.”
I took a deep breath and pulled myself together. “No, you’re right. We should look around some more.”
The three of us left the dressing room, and as Carmela closed the door behind us, and I opened the other door. It led to a large bathroom, complete with his–and–hers basins, a freestanding bathtub, a triangular spa bathtub in one corner, a toilet partially hidden behind a decorative wall, and a large shower area.
A large frosted glass window let in copious amounts of light, and I started looking through the storage area under the sinks. There were cabinets under each of the basins, and a set of drawers between the cabinets.
Patrick’s cabinet contained shaving foams, shaving oils, aftershave lotions, colognes, and a couple of hairstyling products. An electric toothbrush stood by its lonesomeness on the countertop, and when I opened one of the drawers between the cabinets, I found a tube of toothpaste. The other drawers contained cleaning supplies, a first aid kit, grooming tools, and some extra razors.
Samantha’s side however, was empty.
“That’s odd,” I said, “wouldn’t you think Samantha’s makeup and creams would be in here? I didn’t notice any makeup in the dressing room either. Do you know where Samantha used to get ready?”
“I think she used to get ready in the bathroom,” said Carmela, “She used to keep reminding me that I needed to keep the basin area all clean, because the light in here was better for her to do her makeup.”
“Then where would all her makeup be?”
Carmela was silent, and Ian shrugged.
“Did you see Patrick throwing Samantha’s makeup away?” I asked Carmela.
She made a silent facial grimace. “I’m not sure. He might have thrown it all away when I wasn’t looking.”
I nodded. “Perhaps he’s getting rid of all of Samantha’s things, one at a time. Starting with the photos and her makeup—he’ll probably move on to her clothes and accessories pretty soon.”
“It’s all so creepy,” said Ian. “Why would you get rid of your wife’s belongings so soon after she died?”
 
 




Chapter Twelve
 
 
 
By the time Ian and I had finished looking through Samantha’s bedroom and bathroom, Cynthia, the maid, and Roberta, the chef, had both arrived.
We talked to Cynthia first, while she dusted down the knickknacks in the formal living room, but we didn’t learn anything new from her. She’d hardly ever interacted with Samantha, because by the time she got to the house, neither Samantha nor Patrick was usually home. She thought that the pay was generous enough, and she had been a little creeped out when she’d first heard of Samantha’s death, but other than that, she didn’t have much to say about either of her bosses.
Our conversation with Roberta went pretty much the same way: neither Patrick nor Samantha was usually home when she was working. Roberta would come just after lunchtime and make something for that day’s dinner, with enough leftovers for the next day’s lunch.
Mrs. Wells liked to have half a grapefruit for breakfast, and Patrick would either have some toast with jam, or Carmela would make him an omelet. Roberta thought that the pay was generous, the house was beautiful, and it was a shame that Samantha had died the way she had.
Just when Ian and I were getting ready to leave, Patrick arrived home.
He scowled when he saw the two of us and said, “I thought you would have left by now.”
“Well, we haven’t,” said Ian brightly. “And since we’re here, perhaps you’d like to talk to us.”
Patrick shook his head. “I’ve brought work home with me. I don’t have time to talk to you now.”
“We don’t want to intrude,” I said quickly, not wanting to alienate Patrick any further. “But it’s rather important that we talk to you about Samantha’s death. Is there any time we could talk to you, maybe tomorrow?”
Patrick looked from Ian to me, his expression bristling with annoyance. “You’re not going to leave me alone until I agree to talk to you, are you?”
I shrugged apologetically, and Ian said, “It’s our job.”
Patrick let out an exasperated half–grunt, half–sigh, and said, “Come over to my office tomorrow. Early morning, let’s say seven o’clock.”
I grimaced internally; a seven o’clock meeting meant that I wouldn’t get much sleep after my shift at the casino. But at least Patrick was willing to talk to us, so that was progress.
“We appreciate you making time for us,” I said politely before grabbing his office address and heading out to go back home.
As we drove home, Ian said, “Patrick’s behavior is pretty odd, don’t you think?”
I nodded. “But Carmela has a point. Different people deal with grief in different ways. And even if Patrick’s not really grieving his wife, it doesn’t mean he killed her.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
My shift at the casino was particularly tiresome that night. Almost all the players seemed to be drunk and belligerent, and every now and then, security had to throw somebody out.
It was one of those times when the end of my working day couldn’t come soon enough, but it was almost five in the morning by the time I got home. I had a half–hour power nap, and then I forced myself to get ready and have a breakfast of Pop Tarts and coffee.
As I washed down my sweet meal, I thought to myself that perhaps it was time to start having healthier foods, and I decided that on my way back home today, I would stop at Anderson’s and pick up some groceries.
Ian banged on my door at 6:45, and when he saw me wide awake and dressed, he looked shocked.
“I thought I’d have to wake you up,” he said. “Did you get any sleep this morning?”
“Some,” I said. “I put a bunch of concealer under my eyes to hide the dark circles.”
Ian peered at me closely and said, “I wish I could wear concealer. Women are lucky they can wear makeup to change how they look.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
Patrick’s office was housed in a large three–story building opposite McCarran Airport. The place looked boxy and uninspired from the outside, and inside, it was just as unimaginative—steel–grey carpets, a couple of cubicles, and then Patrick’s office in one corner of the floor. His room barely managed to house a fake rubber plant, a large desk, and a couple of chairs.
Patrick sat on one side of the desk, and when Ian and I sat down opposite him, he half–joked, “I thought you two might not show up. I thought private investigators did most of their work at night.”
I smiled politely. “We like to keep appointments.”
“Besides,” said Ian, “we don’t work in the evenings, since Tiffany also works as a dealer at the Treasury Casino.”
I blushed, wishing Ian hadn’t said that, and Patrick looked at me speculatively. “So you’re not really a professional investigator.”
“We are professionals,” I said. “It’s just that I like to work at the casino some nights. I’ve been a dealer for a long time, and I didn’t want to quit.”
Plus, the wages from working at the casino helped me pay my bills, but Patrick didn’t need to know that.
Patrick eyed us warily, but he didn’t seem particularly hostile. “Now that you’re here, what can I do for you?”
“We wanted to know more about Samantha,” I said. “We all know that Samantha claimed to have gotten death threats before she died, but was there anything else different about her? Had she been acting odd in any way?”
Patrick smiled wryly. “Samantha was always acting odd. She was all about drama and hatred. According to her, everyone was out to get her. Even me, though I tried my best. It was all about what woman insulted her, what board member thought she had poor taste in art and was trying to undermine her.”
“And how was your relationship with Samantha?”
Patrick shrugged. “You must’ve heard already. Our relationship wasn’t the best. Sometimes we talked about getting divorced. But at the end of the day, we both knew it was better to stay married.”
I watched Patrick closely. “Better how?”
“There were social advantages. Samantha could keep her cushy position on the board of the art museum, and she could go to all her galas and fundraisers and hang out with the people she wanted to, even though she always complained that they were mean and insulting. And I could meet future business partners. Being married gives you a kind of credibility.”
“Plus you leveraged Samantha’s assets to get loans for your own business,” said Ian.
Patrick turned to Ian with slitted eyes. “Where did you hear that?”
Ian shrugged. “Everyone knows that.”
Patrick leaned back in his chair and pretended to relax again. “It wasn’t so simple. When we first got married, we combined our finances, and then I had to get bank loans and things like that. So everything was kind of a mess. But I wasn’t just with Samantha for the money.”
“I don’t really believe that,” said Ian before I could stop him. “Why else were you with her?”
Patrick smiled thinly. “Have you come here just to insult me today?”
“Ian doesn’t mean that,” I said quickly. Every now and then, Ian says something rude and brash, and I have to try to compensate for that. “Everyone’s marriage is different, and I’m sure you and Samantha had your own reasons for staying together.”
Patrick nodded. “Besides, we both knew that divorce is messy. At the end of the day, we wanted to work things out.”
“But you don’t seem to be too sad now that she’s dead,” said Ian, clearly unable to stop himself.
“Everyone deals with grief in their own way,” said Patrick shortly. “Just because my wife’s dead doesn’t mean I need to be bawling my eyes out.”
Some of Ian’s outspokenness must’ve rubbed off on me, because the next thing I knew, I was saying, “Were you faithful to Samantha?”
Patrick turned to me, his eyes burning up with rage. “That’s none of your business.”
I shrugged. “It might help our investigation.”
“I’m not answering such an inane question.”
“And what about her? Was Samantha faithful to you?”
The rage in Patrick’s eyes was replaced with a sudden contemplation. “I’m sure she was. Samantha disliked most people, and I can’t see her liking someone enough to go out and have an affair with him. There weren’t any signs that she was unfaithful.”
Ian said, “Now that you’re a widower, are you seeing anyone?”
Patrick rolled his eyes. “If all you want to talk about is whether I’m seeing anyone else, I’d rather end this interview.”
“No, no,” I said quickly. “Let’s talk about something else. Did Samantha have any enemies in particular?”
“I guess the people she hated most were other members of the board at the art museum. Peter, Julie, and Darren. She kept saying they were always trying to undermine her and make her work difficult. And there was an artist as well, Andrew something. She had some ongoing drama with him—she said she’d never display his work in the museum, and he used to call her sometimes, begging her to forgive him and change her mind.”
“And what about anyone else? Perhaps some of the ladies she went out to lunch with, or people she’d meet regularly at the galas?”
Patrick shook his head. “I can’t think of anyone else in particular.”
“And what about your housekeeper, Carmela? Did Samantha get along with her?”
Patrick shrugged. “I suppose. Samantha always made vague complaints that the staff were incompetent, but she didn’t have any particular complaints about Carmela.”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. There didn’t seem to be anything else much to ask Patrick, so I said, “We know you were out when Samantha died. But where were you, exactly?”
Patrick smiled. “I was at the Northridge Golf Club, getting in some practice.”
“Great.” I fished around in my handbag and found a card, which I handed over to Patrick. “Give me a call, if you think of anything else.”
Patrick glanced at the card but didn’t make a move to put it away. “I will.”
I forced myself to smile politely, even though I knew that as soon as we were out of the room, Patrick would toss my card into the trash. At least he’d agreed to talk to us, even though we’d learned nothing else that was new.
Perhaps we’d learn something new from the next person we were meeting.
 
 




Chapter Thirteen
 
 
 
Ian and I drove straight over to West Lorille Lane, where Andrew lived.
The two of us were familiar with the neighborhood, because we’d had to come here a few weeks ago to talk to a former classmate of mine who’d gotten himself accused of murder. So we already knew that it was a nice area with well–maintained roads and nature strips, and large family houses with beautiful front lawns.
I had been expecting Andrew to turn out to be a starving artist who shared his three– or four–bedroom family house with at least two other people, so I wasn’t too surprised when the address he’d given us ended up being a spiffy–looking place with rose bushes planted along the front fence.
Andrew opened the door after a few knocks, and I discovered that he was one of those attractive, artistic types. He was tall, with an average build and tanned skin that set off his intense blue eyes. His hair was light brown and fell slightly over his forehead, and he had the air of someone who was always thinking deep thoughts.
“Welcome to my humble abode,” he said, ushering me and Ian inside. We stepped into a large living room, furnished with a navy blue rug and midcentury–modern furniture. Abstract paintings hung on the walls, covering almost every free surface. The effect was jarring, and Ian spent a good ten minutes rotating his head around like one of those spinning toys.
“I can see you’re interested in my art,” said Andrew. “What do you think?”
I peered closely at the paintings. “You did all these?”
“Yep, my life’s work. I’ve got some more in my studio, if you’d like to have a look.”
“Of course we’d like to have a look,” I said.
I glanced at Ian, who was still looking quite lost, and said, “Your roommates must enjoy having all this lovely art in the house.”
“I don’t have a roommate,” said Andrew as he led us down a hallway and opened the door to his studio. “It’s just me. I like having the space to myself.”
As we entered his studio, Ian said, “But how do you afford this place? It must be expensive.”
Andrew laughed shortly. “You mean, because I’m a struggling artist?”
“Yeah,” said Ian. “Because of that.”
“I work part–time as a valet at the Riverbelle Casino,” said Andrew. “I make good money in tips. That’s why I keep living here, even though I’d really like to move to New York and enjoy the scene there.”
“Casino valets make good money,” said Ian. “And the hours are flexible. You’re a lucky guy.”
Andrew shrugged. “Being a valet pays the bills. It’s not my dream to be a valet for the rest of my life.”
The three of us stood in Andrew’s studio, looking around at his paintings. Half were finished, and the other half were in various stages of completion.
They were all abstract paintings, featuring faces and colors and shapes.
“So, what do you think?” said Andrew. “Do you like my art?”
“Of course!” I fibbed. “It’s just so… wow.”
Ian looked at me in surprise, and Andrew said, “What do you like about it?”
I had no idea what any of these pieces meant, so I bluffed, “It’s so raw. So emotional. You can really feel the… it’s amazing.”
“This doesn’t make any sense!” Ian waved his arms around, pointing at the abstract paintings. “Even a four–year–old could do these. Give me a paintbrush and some paint, and I could do better than this. None of this means anything.”
Andrew’s face darkened, and I quickly said, “Ian doesn’t understand art. You’ll have to forgive him.”
Andrew smiled politely. “Of course, there are always people like him. They see an abstract painting, and they think that just because it’s not literal, it’s not good.”
“No, no,” I said. “Your work is amazing. I’m blown away by it all.”
“Then what does it all mean?” said Ian, looking at me. “What’s so great about it?”
I looked at Ian in despair, trying to convey with my eyes that he should stop talking about Andrew’s art. But he wouldn’t, and he said, “I think you’re just making it up. You don’t like it either.”
Andrew was looking at me suspiciously, so I quickly said, “Of course I’m not making it up. I love your art, Andrew. It’s so expressive and emotional.”
Andrew seemed convinced by my fibs, and he nodded sagely. “Yes, I get that a lot.”
“But not from Samantha Wells?” said Ian. “I heard she wouldn’t let you display in the museum.”
Andrew’s brows knit together. “No, she was a total philistine about it.”
“Apparently you two had some long–standing rivalry going on,” I said.
“The first time I met her, I was making a presentation to the board about my art, and she kept being critical and dissing it. She said that as a local Vegas artist, I should be focusing more on things like abstract casinos and gambling stuff. As though I was a sell–out for touristy knickknacks. I’m not in Vegas to be a commercial sell–out, I’m an artist who follows his dreams. So I told her she didn’t understand what good modern art was like these days. I didn’t know her back then, and I had no idea she’d hold on to that comment forever. What kind of person does that after high school?”
“Apparently Samantha did that with everyone,” I said.
Andrew shrugged. “Anyway, that’s how she was with me. She refused to let me exhibit in the museum after that, and no amount of begging or pleading changed her mind. I even went around to the other board members, trying to get them to convince her. And I think they might have talked to her, but then afterward everyone backed out.”
“Why was it so important for you to exhibit in the Montclair Museum? Couldn’t you have just tried to sign with some New York galleries?”
“I kept trying to do that, but I think Samantha had some influence in New York as well. Some of the smaller galleries carried my art, but I wasn’t about to convince agents to represent me until I had a big showing here. If I could just get my work into the museum permanently, it would be much easier for me to gain a following in New York.”
Ian and I nodded, trying to understand his world of art.
“Now that Samantha’s dead,” said Ian, “you’ve got a better shot at getting the board to select your art.”
Andrew shrugged. “I hope so, but there’s no guarantees. They might have somebody else in mind.”
“What’s that?” said Ian, suddenly distracted by a half–finished painting lying in one corner of the room. “That looks like an abstract of a casino!”
Andrew laughed bitterly. “I was in a bad mood one day, so I thought that I should give up trying to paint masterpieces and just paint the kind of thing that sells easily here.”
“But you never finished it,” I said gently.
“No. Everyone has bad days, and I talked myself out of it pretty quickly. I’m doing okay moneywise because of my valet job, and I’m going to keep trying to sell my real art. There’s no point living unless you’re following your true passion.”
“That’s so true,” said Ian miserably. “I’m still trying to find my true passion.”
“I think it’s okay to follow your passion if you’re an artist,” I said, trying to cheer Ian up. “But if you’re just a regular person, who isn’t obsessed with art or literature or anything in particular, I think it’s okay to just try to live a decent life and be good and kind to other people.”
“I suppose you’re right,” said Ian. “That’s why it’s nice to be a PI. We can help people find out the truth.”
“Speaking of the truth,” I said, looking at Andrew, “what did you think of the other members of the board at the art museum?”
“They were okay,” said Andrew. “Much more reasonable than Samantha.”
“Did you know anyone named Julie?”
Recognition flickered in Andrew’s eyes. “Of course, I’ve met her a few times. Pretty nice lady. I think she might have talked to Samantha on my behalf, in which case I’d say she’s got great taste.”
“And what about Peter Ross?”
Andrew shrugged. “I think I’ve talked to him a couple of times, but I can’t remember exactly. He might’ve said that I should keep trying with my art.”
“Did you ever meet Samantha’s husband?”
Andrew shook his head. “I’ve heard of him, of course. Patrick Wells, the businessman. But he wasn’t very active with the museum.”
“And where were you,” I said, “on the morning that Samantha died?”
Andrew rolled his eyes. “You’re asking me if I’ve got an alibi?”
I looked at him apologetically. “I have to ask everyone.”
“I was here at home, working on my art,” said Andrew. “I’m sorry I don’t have a spectacular alibi for you.”
“It doesn’t really matter,” I said. “It’s just one of those things we have to ask everyone.”
“Have you talked to a lot of other people about her death?” said Andrew.
“Just a couple,” I said. “We’ve just started working on the case. Speaking of, do you know if Samantha had any enemies?”
Andrew shook his head. “I didn’t know much about her personal life, other than the fact that she didn’t like me. To be honest, it sounds like her death was an accident. Tragic, but just one of those things.”
I frowned. “I really don’t think so. I just have this feeling… something happened that morning, and I need to find out what it was.”
 
 




Chapter Fourteen
 
 
 
Our next appointment was with Peter Ross, and Ian and I drove away from Andrew’s house feeling vaguely uneasy.
“I think we’ve learned something new,” said Ian, “but I just can’t put my finger on what it is.”
I had to agree with him. “Andrew seems like your typical narcissistic artist, but he certainly knew Samantha well.”
“And he seemed happy when we mentioned Julie,” said Ian.
I nodded, remembering the way recognition had flickered in Andrew’s eyes at the mention of her name. “Maybe it’s a case of ‘the enemy of my enemy is my friend,’ since Julie was Samantha’s enemy.”
“But he didn’t seem to remember Peter very well. So perhaps Peter wasn’t as hostile toward Samantha as Julie was.”
“Perhaps that’s it,” I said. “Or perhaps I’ll think of something when I’m working at the casino tonight. I often get good ideas there.”
“Did you really like his art?” said Ian.
“Of course not! I had no idea what it was about. But it’s important to be polite to people you’re interviewing. And artists and creative types are sensitive about their work. You don’t want to go around insulting people like that.”
“I wasn’t being insulting,” said Ian. “I was just being honest.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
Peter’s office was just off–Strip, on the fifteenth floor of a modern high–rise building.
Everything about the place was slick and gleaming. Instead of carpets, Peter’s office had light bleached–hardwood floors, and instead of cubicles, there was a large open–space work area with a loft aesthetic. We passed a ping–pong table and some sleep–pod chairs on our way to Peter’s office, which was located on one corner of the floor.
When we entered Peter’s office, we were impressed by the lovely views of the Strip that he enjoyed. His workspace was large and comfortably furnished—a sofa set on one side, a large–screen TV hanging from a wall, a small conference table, plus the obligatory desk and workstation. Exotic oriental art hung from the walls, and there was a large, flowering orchid on his desk.
Peter Ross was a muscular bald man in his midforties. He had tanned skin and sharp brown eyes, and he wore khakis and a white button–down shirt. He smiled warmly when he met us, and introductions were exchanged all around before he led us over to the small conference table.
“So, you’re private investigators, huh?” said Peter.
“Tiffany’s the private investigator,” said Ian. “I’m her assistant. But Tiffany’s really great! She’s solved all these murders, and she does smaller jobs sometimes too, like for insurance companies and such.”
“I’ve been considering hiring a private investigator,” said Peter. “As you probably know, I like to invest in start–ups. Most start–up owners have incredibly transparent lives these days, thanks to social media. But it might be good to know for sure what they’re up to.”
I smiled and handed Peter a business card. For a moment, a brief flicker of worry washed through me. Was he trying to influence the outcome of the investigation by offering me future work? But I pushed that thought away and said, “I’d be happy to help if you need my services.”
Peter nodded and read over my card. “So, you’re here about Samantha’s death?”
“Yes, I know she was killed in an earthquake—apparently. I’ve got reason to think that there might have been more happening that day.”
Peter smiled thinly. “And obviously, you want to talk to me because you’ve heard that Samantha and I never got along?”
I smiled politely and nodded. “Exactly.”
“I can’t say I was too fond of her,” said Peter. “But now that she’s dead, I realize she actually had a pretty tough life. Her husband was kind of an idiot, and I’m sure he was cheating on her; I must’ve seen him with other women. And Samantha was a smart cookie, but she didn’t have much else going on in real life. No job, no career, so she used all her energy and intelligence to work for the museum.”
“Where you were also a board member,” I prompted.
Peter nodded. “But I didn’t do too much work. Samantha spent a lot of time on that job. It was great for the museum, but she also used her position as an outlet for her ego.”
“And you and Samantha disagreed on a lot of things.”
“The difference was, Samantha took it personally, and I didn’t. Okay, so I might have thought that she was a small–minded, annoying woman, and that might’ve showed in my behavior toward her. But it wasn’t personal, not really.”
“What did you disagree about?”
“Mostly little things: how to run events, which museums to approach for the rotating displays, which artists to have on display.”
“Artists, like Andrew Aarons?”
Peter nodded. “Exactly. That was the perfect example of Samantha’s ego—she would move heaven and earth to make sure the man never displayed his work in our museum.”
“And you didn’t agree with that?”
“No.”
Ian said, “Was Andrew’s art really any good? Tiffany and I went to see him, and we saw his art, but I can’t understand any of it.”
Peter looked at me. “What did you think of it?”
I smiled sheepishly. “I didn’t understand it either.”
“But Tiffany told him that she liked it,” said Ian. “She said creative types are too sensitive.”
Peter laughed. “Yeah, I’ve met my share of sensitive artists. But I don’t think Andrew was too sensitive; he was a pretty practical guy and he kept trying around at the other galleries to display his art.”
“And you thought he was talented?”
Andrew nodded. “His art’s kind of meaningless, but I could see it becoming very popular. He could’ve been this generation’s Andy Warhol. I imagine his art will be very valuable someday, and when that happens, it would be good to have some of his pieces hanging in the museum.”
I nodded thoughtfully. “Andrew and Samantha never got along well. Did you ever see them arguing with each other?”
“Once in a while. And Andrew approached the other board members personally—he was a pretty enterprising young man. He knew that Samantha was the one stopping him from displaying in the museum, and he asked us to talk to her.”
“And did you?”
“Some of the board members were too scared of Samantha and just ignored Andrew. But I thought the man deserved a chance, so yeah, I talked to Samantha about him. But Samantha—once she’d made up her mind, she wouldn’t change it.”
“Did Samantha seem any different, in the days before she died?”
Peter shook his head. “Perhaps I didn’t know her well enough, but she seemed the same to me.”
I nodded thoughtfully, wondering if Peter could have been the one who’d sent her death threats. “Did you know that she’d been receiving scary voicemails before she died?”
Peter shook his head no. “She never mentioned anything to me, and I don’t think she said anything to anyone else on the board.”
“Speaking of other people on the board, what do you think about Julie Edwards?”
Peter rolled his eyes. “That woman is worse than Samantha. In her own way, of course. She’s airheaded, silly, and petty. At least Samantha was intelligent and mean to other people. Julie’s just a completely silly, airheaded person. I think she disagreed with Samantha just for the sake of disagreeing.”
“So she would go out of her way to make Samantha’s life more difficult?”
Peter frowned thoughtfully. “In some ways. Those two were always trying to one–up each other. But it was hard for either of them to do, because both of them married rich men, and both of them live in the same Lake Las Vegas estate.”
“And what about the other board members?” I said. “Or anyone else who might have hated Samantha enough to send her death threats?”
Peter shook his head. “Nobody else I can think of. Of course, none of the other board members liked her too much, but we all appreciated how much hard work she did for the museum.”
“Samantha died at ten o’clock on Sunday morning,” I said slowly. “Do you remember where you were at that time?”
Peter grinned broadly. “You mean, like my alibi? Sure, I’ve probably got the best alibi in the world. I was having breakfast with five of my golfing buddies at the Northridge Golf Club. You can ask any of my friends, or you can ask the posh maître d’ at the club.”
I nodded, and Peter gave us the names and phone numbers of his friends.
“Apparently Samantha’s husband was also playing golf at the club that day,” I said. “Do you remember seeing him around?”
Peter shook his head. “The clubhouse where we were eating is kind of secluded, and if Patrick was playing by himself, I wouldn’t have noticed it. But you can always check if his name was on the list.”
I nodded and made a mental note to stop by the club as soon as I had a moment.
“But you know, I live in Henderson,” said Peter. “Even if I didn’t have an alibi for that morning, there was no way I could have gotten into the Lake Las Vegas estate. My name wasn’t on the list with the guard.”
I stared at Peter, wondering how I’d overlooked that basic fact. “That’s true, to get in you either need to be a resident, or have your name on the list. We’ll get the list from the guard.”
Peter nodded. “Well, I hope you find out what you’re looking for. I can’t say I was ever fond of Samantha, but I’d hate to think that there was some kind of foul play at work over her death.”
 
 




Chapter Fifteen
 
 
 
I had an appointment with Julie Edwards, and Ian and I drove straight over to the Lake Las Vegas estate where she lived.
“I can’t believe we completely forgot that someone’d need to be on the list to get into the estate,” said Ian.
“I’m beating myself up about it too. But everyone makes mistakes. I’m not sure how I overlooked this, but at least it’s not too late to find out who went to see Samantha.”
It was past lunchtime by the time we got to the estate, and it was another gorgeous day in Vegas.
I try not to envy people and their houses, which is especially important since I work with quite a few wealthy people. But today, I couldn’t help admiring the estate where Samantha lived. The crystal blue waters of the lake shimmered gently in the sunshine, and the dark green palm leaves glimmered like emeralds.
I reminded myself that just because they lived in a gorgeous, expensive estate, it didn’t mean these people were happy. After all, that’s why Ian and I were here today—because one of the residents had probably gotten herself killed.
The man working at the guard station today was a short, chubby guy with a large forehead and thinning blond hair. His skin was surprisingly pasty for someone who seemed to be outdoors most of the time, and his eyes were gray and watery.
Ian and I stepped out of the car and walked over to the booth to talk to him.
The man eyed us warily as we approached. “Are your names on the list?”
I smiled brightly. “Yes, I’m Tiffany Black—here to see Julie Edwards.”
“You didn’t have to get out of the car and walk over here,” said the man sternly as he flipped through the pages on his clipboard and scrolled down until he found my name. When he glanced up again, his gaze was grumpy and belligerent. “You can go in to see her.”
I continued to smile brightly, but I’d met men like him before—caught up in the importance of their jobs, and constantly thinking in terms of hostilities and people who were “out to get them.”
“Actually,” I said, trying my best to sound friendly and non–threatening, “I’m a private investigator, and I’m investigating Samantha Wells’s death. You must’ve heard about it?”
The man continued to look at us suspiciously. “Yeah, I’ve heard about it.”
“Well, I was just thinking that since you work here, you probably know a lot about the residents. And about Mr. and Mrs. Wells, and their visitors.”
The man puffed up with importance. “Yep, I know lots of stuff. And it’s all confidential.”
“Well, we’re not after any confidential information, so don’t worry.” I tried to sound reassuring, but at the back of my mind I knew that the man wouldn’t give out any information easily. “We just need to know who might have visited Samantha on the day she died.”
“That was a week and a half ago now,” said the man.
My heart sunk a little. “So you don’t have the records anymore?”
“Not on my clipboard,” said the man. “But we upload all the logs digitally. So I could access it from my iPad.”
“Great!” said Ian. “Could you look at your iPad and let us know who came to visit her?”
The man stared down at us, obviously proud of himself. “I could. But I won’t. Like I said, all this information is confidential.”
“I know it’s confidential,” I said. “And I’m sure I could convince the police to reopen the investigation, and they’d get a warrant and have you look for that stuff. But it would be a hassle for your security company—especially when you could just let us know who came to visit her, right now.”
The man shook his head and smirked. “I’ll wait till you get a warrant.”
“Look,” said Ian, “Tiffany’s a great investigator. She’s solved all kinds of cases. Why don’t you give us the list now, and we’ll owe you one? If you ever think your partner’s cheating on you, or your cousin comes to visit you in Vegas and goes missing, we’ll work for you for free. If someone’s making your life difficult, we’ll take care of it.”
The man crossed his arms over his chest. “I’ve got no need for that kind of stuff.”
“You don’t have any need at the moment,” said Ian. “But everyone we’ve worked for, their lives were going just perfectly. Until something terrible happened. Everyone has trouble sometimes. And when that happens, would you rather have a private investigator in your corner, or fight things out all alone?”
For the first time, I saw a crack in the man’s veneer of confidence. He looked at Ian and me hesitantly, and finally he said, “What did you say your name was again?”
I fished a business card out of my bag and handed it over to him. “I’ll owe you one. Whatever you need, I promise.”
The man read over my card and nodded his head. “You better not forget me. My name’s Warren Martyn.”
He left Ian and me, pulled an iPad off a shelf in the booth, and scrolled through it. “Here we are,” he said. “The Sunday Mrs. Wells died. She didn’t have any visitors that day.”
Ian and I stared at him in dismay. “No visitors at all?”
Warren shook his head. “Nope. Nobody.”
“What about the night before?” I said. It was absurd to think that somebody might have snuck into the complex and managed to hide out overnight, but stranger things have happened.
“The housekeeper came over in the morning and left in the afternoon. The maid and chef arrived at midday and left at four o’clock. Mr. and Mrs. Wells went out in the evening and returned around ten p.m. No other visitors or activities.”
Ian and I stood around, looking dejected.
“What about Julie?” I knew I was grasping at straws, but perhaps she was involved somehow. “Who came to visit her that day?”
The guard flipped through the list and gave us a list of guests—Julie must’ve been entertaining that morning. “Plus, the housekeeper and her chef,” he added.
“No one else?”
“Nope,” he said. “Any other guest lists you wanted to look at?”
Ian and I shook our heads no and looked at each other glumly.
“That’s not what you wanted to hear,” said Warren.
“No,” I admitted. “But I stand by our promise. Anytime you need my help, give me a call.”
Ian and I headed back to the car, too disappointed to talk, and drove over to Julie’s house.
 
 
 

 
 
 
Julie’s house was gorgeous, and I knew it was just as big and sprawling as Samantha’s. Her housekeeper led us through a marble foyer to a formal living room and closed the door behind us. A few minutes later, Julie Edwards appeared.
She was a youngish woman in her mid–thirties, with long, straight black hair that was highlighted with light brown streaks. Her eyes were heavily mascaraed, and she looked too skinny to have eaten anything within the last week.
Ian and I introduced ourselves, and Julie smiled politely.
As we all sat down again, she said, “What a terrible thing about Samantha. You can never be too careful during an earthquake.”
“Actually,” I said, “we’re looking into her death because were worried that it might not just have been due to the earthquake. Did you know that she was receiving death threats before she died?”
Julie raised one hand to her heart and looked at us in dramatic shock. “Oh no! How horrible. Who were they from?”
She was a terrible actress, and I resisted the urge to roll my eyes. “We’re not sure. But we’re looking into it.”
“And you don’t think—you don’t think they were from somebody she knew?”
I tried to keep the annoyance out of my voice. “We’re looking into it. Were you and Samantha particularly close?”
I could see Julie trying to judge how much of the truth to tell us. “I would see Samantha all the time at the museum, and sometimes we’d run into each other when we went to the gym. Of course, we had different personal trainers, and different styles of working out.”
“Did you two get along well?”
Julie looked off thoughtfully to one side. “To tell the truth, no, not really. We disagreed about how to run things at the museum. And you know how things are—sometimes she’d take offense at something I said, when I hadn’t meant to offend her at all. And sometimes she’d be particularly rude to me for no reason, so I wouldn’t be too happy with her that day.”
“Yes,” I said, trying to set her at ease, “I heard a lot of people disliked Samantha. They thought she was mean and egotistical.”
Julie laughed. “I don’t know whether she was mean on purpose, but maybe she was at times. She liked to be in control all the time, and she thought everything revolved around her. I guess that’s what people mean when they call her egotistical. Everything she did was about herself. She did annoy me sometimes.”
“And what did you think about her husband, Patrick?”
Julie pursed her lips together, and I could see she was trying to think of a polite way to phrase her opinion. “I didn’t like him,” she admitted finally. “I didn’t like Samantha, and perhaps she and her husband deserved each other. He was kind of annoying, and arrogant. I heard rumors from other women that he was cheating on Samantha, but I’m not sure about that.”
“And you’re married too, aren’t you?” I said. “Do you have any children?”
Julie looked at me contemplatively. “I’ve been married for eight years. My husband’s a decent guy, but he travels a lot. I’d like to have children, but I don’t have any yet.”
Something about the way she talked about her marriage made me feel sorry for her. “Where does your husband travel to?”
“All around. He has to travel for business, and he has projects in different countries and states. He asks me to go with him, but I don’t like traveling. I want to settle down and raise a family. I’m not sure I imagined this was how my marriage would turn out. But I’m still young, and either things will work out, or I can move on.”
I looked at Julie sympathetically. “I’m sure things will get better soon.”
“Does your husband know you’re so unhappy?” said Ian, clearly feeling sorry for Julie as well.
Julie shrugged. “I’ve tried to talk to him a couple of times, but he’s so busy with work. I’m not sure he even listens to me when I talk.”
I was a little surprised at Julie pouring her guts out to us—clearly, this was not stuff she talked about with other people. On the one hand, I could understand that she felt the urge to confide in someone who wasn’t a part of her social circle and could never spread rumors about her or try to bring her down. On the other hand, the cynical part of me wondered if Julie was just trying to get us to feel sympathetic for her because she did indeed have something to do with Samantha’s death.
“One of the other members on the museum board also didn’t get along with Samantha,” I said, trying to get the conversation back on track. “What do you think about Peter Ross?”
Julie made a face. “That self–righteous, pompous ass! Just because he runs an investment firm, he thinks he’s so great. He thinks women aren’t intelligent because they stay home all day—how can we not be intelligent? We managed to marry good, wealthy husbands, and we run the social scene here in Vegas.”
“So you don’t like him?”
Julie squinted thoughtfully. “I guess he has some redeeming qualities. He wasn’t scared to stand up to Samantha, not like the other board members. And he knew artistic talent when he saw it.”
“Like Andrew, the artist Samantha had a vendetta against.”
Julie nodded. “Poor Andrew. I thought his work was mesmerizing, but Samantha was out to destroy him, all because he insulted her one time. The poor guy went around to all of us board members, making us talk to Samantha on his behalf. He’s talented and hard–working, and I didn’t see why Samantha should have ruined his life.”
“So you talked to Samantha on his behalf as well?”
Julie nodded. “But that didn’t do any good. I told Andrew that he was better off trying to break into the New York scene. He’s so talented, I figured he’d be able to succeed one way or the other.”
“Is he really talented?” said Ian. “I don’t understand his art at all! What does it mean?”
Julie looked at Ian in surprise. “You’ve seen his art?”
Ian nodded. “But it doesn’t make any sense.”
Julie raised her hands into the air as though she was offering a gift up to the heavens. “His art is so beautiful. It’s loud, but it’s quiet at the same time. It’s colorful but it’s also pale and muted. He paints emotions, he paints pain and joy and frustration. His art represents the world around us.”
Ian frowned. “None of that makes any sense.”
Julie shook her head. “It makes sense to me. Perhaps you’re just not an art person.”
“Perhaps you’re not an art person,” said Ian. “I think you’re making all that stuff up, and you don’t really understand what Andrew’s art means either.”
Julie leaned back, and her mouth formed a little O. Her eyes grew very wide, and her face started to turn purple; she looked like she was about to get up and snap Ian in half.
I quickly said, “You’re right, Ian has no idea about art. He wouldn’t understand great art if it hit him in the head—and he doesn’t even understand when people talk about art. You have to forgive him.”
Julie closed her mouth and took a deep breath. I watched as she visibly calmed down, and finally she said, “Of course. Not everyone can appreciate art.”
I tried to change the subject and said, “Did you ever meet Samantha’s housekeeper, Carmela?”
Julie frowned. “I must’ve met her once or twice, when I went to see Samantha. But I don’t really remember what she was like. Why?”
“We were just wondering if you had any opinion about her.”
“You don’t think the housekeeper had anything to do with Samantha’s death, do you?”
I shook my head. “We’re looking into all possibilities. Speaking of which, are you sure that you had nothing to do with the death threats Samantha was receiving? Perhaps you were bored and thought it would be a fun prank. If that was it, we’d understand.”
For a split second, Julie looked like she was about to admit something, but then her eyes grew expressionless, and she shook her head. “I have no idea how you could think it was me, sending those death threats. What a ridiculous idea!”
Ian and I looked at each other. Julie was clearly hiding something, and I couldn’t shake the possibility that perhaps she had indeed called Samantha and left her scary voice messages as a prank. But if she didn’t want to admit it, it would be hard to force a confession out of her.
“And where were you,” I said, “on the morning when Samantha died?”
“She died at ten, right? I was having a brunch. I asked five of my girlfriends to come over at ten, and one of them came by fifteen minutes early. I’ll give you their names and numbers; you’re welcome to call them and check.”
I nodded and took down Julie’s friends’ details, and then Ian and I chatted with her a bit more about what it was like to live in the Lake Las Vegas estate, and why she hated travel. Before we said goodbye, I handed her one of my business cards and asked her to call me if she thought of anything else.
I knew that Julie would never call me, and I wondered what she was hiding.
 
 




Chapter Sixteen
 
 
 
When Ian and I got home, I gave him the list of Julie’s friends and told him to call them and check her alibi. I got the feeling that Julie was telling the truth about being busy when Samantha had died, and I wanted to take a nap before I headed out later.
My shift at the casino was going to start after midnight, and I intended to use my free time before work wisely by meeting up with Detective Ryan for a date.
Ryan and I had gone out on two dates so far, and every time I saw him, my pulse sped up a little. He had wavy, tousled brown hair and piercing gray eyes.
When he came to pick me up at exactly 7:45, he was wearing khakis and a blue–and–white checked shirt that set off his tan. The shirt hinted at some serious muscle underneath, and his smile made my knees go weak. “You look lovely,” he said. “I hope I’m not too early?”
He was just in time, and we drove over to Tom’s Bistro, a small off–Strip restaurant that I knew served excellent steak. I had been there before to interview a suspect on a previous case—the mistress of a politician who’d been murdered in Vegas—and my first visit had taught me that the food was great.
When we entered, the place looked as nice as I’d remembered. The walls were exposed brick, the floor was a glossy mahogany hardwood, and soft jazz music piped through the room. White tablecloths covered the small tables, and each table had a small vase with a single red rose in it.
Ryan and I settled down at one of the tables toward the back, and we each ordered a steak, medium rare, and a glass of red wine. We chatted about our day, and I told him a bit about Ian, and how he always said the wrong thing when interviewing people.
Our wines arrived, and I took a small sip, as Ryan told me a funny story about a suspect he’d had to interview, when out of the corner of my eye, I noticed someone familiar walking in through the restaurant door.
It was my friend Stone.
I was so shocked to see him that I froze, my wineglass held midair.
Our eyes met.
Stone looked the same as usual—strong inside and out. His movements were smooth and athletic; his eyes dark and smoldering, hinting at the enigma he was.
I forced myself to put down my wineglass and look away from Stone’s dark eyes. I smiled at Ryan, but I could no longer understand a word he said. I nodded, as though everything he said made sense and I was paying attention, but then I looked at Stone again.
Stone gave me a barely perceptible nod, and walked out of the restaurant.
I wasn’t about to let him get away.
Quickly I pushed back my chair and said to Ryan, “Ohmygosh, that was The Rock. I have to get his autograph!”
By the time Ryan had processed what I’d said and started to give me a quizzical look, I’d already dashed out of my chair and gotten halfway to the door.
I stepped out into the quiet Vegas night. The temperature had dropped suddenly, and a chilly breeze made me wish I had a jacket or cardigan. I looked from one end of the street to the other, but there was no sign of Stone.
He couldn’t have just disappeared; I knew for a fact that he wasn’t a ghost or a vampire.
I took a few steps down the street, unwilling to give up, when the headlights blinked on a small black hatchback parked a few paces away.
I quickened my pace and heard the doors unlocking as I approached.
And then I was sitting in the passenger seat, pulling the door shut behind me.
Stone’s car was small, comfy, and a far cry from the Porsche he used to drive when he’d lived in Vegas. In the coziness of his hatchback, I could feel the magnetic pull of Stone’s strange charisma, and his oceanic scent made my nerves tingle.
Stone looked at me inquisitively. “Bad time?”
“You know I’m on a date.” The words came more snappish than I’d intended. “Why did you show up now?”
“Didn’t mean to interrupt. I was going to talk to you after your shift, but I saw you leave your apartment. Detective Ryan know you came to talk to me?”
“No, but we need to make this quick or he’ll get suspicious.”
“Where did you tell him you were going?”
“I said I’d seen The Rock. I wanted an autograph.”
Stone rarely smiled, but now the corners of his lips twitched upwards. “Really? The Rock?”
“He was the first person who came to mind.”
“And you’re a huge fan. I’d never have thought.”
“I’ve never seen him in Vegas,” I said defensively. “I was just wondering if he might come down to the Treasury Casino sometime.”
Stone’s eyes glimmered in the darkness, and I knew that if we’d been preschoolers, by now he would’ve been singing about me and The Rock sitting in a tree, K–I–S–S–I–N–G.
“You didn’t come all the way out here to talk to me about The Rock.”
“No. Can you still get time off from the Treasury if you need to?”
A prickle of worry worked its way down my spine. “Of course, what’s going on?”
“I’ll need you to follow someone. Probably bug his hotel room. Johnson will help you out.”
“Consider it done. Who is this guy?”
“Eli Barsky. He lives in D.C. He’s coming here to talk to my former clients, trying to learn something about me.”
“When is he coming here?”
“We’re not sure yet. Could be tomorrow, could be next week, could be the week after.”
“And that’s it—just follow him?”
“I need you to contact my ex–clients. I know you’ve got a list and you’ve been calling them. Tell them not to talk to this guy, not to tell him anything.”
“Sure thing. Eli Barsky,” I repeated. “Who is he?”
Stone’s dark eyes grew narrow. “He was on my team in Afghanistan. He’s still got close contacts with the CIA. I’m probably in this mess because of him.”
“How so?”
Stone glanced at me, and for the first time, I saw a hint of vulnerability in his eyes. “We don’t have time to get into that now. Detective Ryan will get suspicious—Johnson will meet you someday on your way home from the casino and tell you all the details.”
I nodded, wondering if I should text Ryan and let him know that something had come up, and I couldn’t finish the date. On the other hand, I needed to give this relationship a proper try. Perhaps it was better to try to salvage the date: Stone’s past would always be there. I’d learn about it another day.
“It was nice seeing you,” I said, unable to keep the wistfulness out of my voice.
Stone smiled wryly. “Enjoy your date.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
I didn’t think I’d been gone for more than five minutes, but by the time I got back to the restaurant, our steaks had been served.
Ryan looked at me curiously. “How was The Rock?”
I hacked at my steak with my knife. “It turned out to be someone else. It was all a bit awkward.”
I wasn’t sure if Ryan believed me, but he didn’t press the issue. Instead, we talked about celebrities, and favorite movies, and I was only slightly disappointed when we managed to finish our dinner without any more appearances by Stone.
 
 




Chapter Seventeen
 
 
 
My shift at the casino passed uneventfully, and as the bright lights and loud jingles of the casino enveloped me like a warm, fuzzy blanket, I tried to concentrate on the cards. Instead, my mind kept drifting back to my meeting with Stone, replaying our conversation over and over again.
I remembered how dark and intriguing his eyes were, and how good he smelled. He looked more like an action movie star than a man on the run from the government, and I wondered what he’d been up to over the last couple of days.
This Eli character worried me. I had no idea who he was or what he was like, but if he was even partly responsible for Stone’s having to disappear, he was my mortal enemy. I worried about what he was trying to do to Stone, and what he was trying to find out.
By the time I got home, it was almost eleven o’clock, but I decided I had no time to waste.
I had no idea when this Eli person would be coming to Vegas. Stone had said that it might be today, it might be next week, or it might be a month later. And what if he did actually turn up in Vegas today? What if he ended up talking to one of Stone’s clients, who told him everything they knew about Stone?
I couldn’t let that happen, so instead of heading straight to bed, I called up every single person I knew who Stone had worked for in the past. I got in touch with almost everyone, warning them that a dangerous stranger named Eli Barsky was going to try to get in touch with them and would be asking all kinds of questions about Stone; under no circumstances whatsoever were they to tell this man anything about Stone.
Unsurprisingly, all of Stone’s clients were happy to stay silent about him. Everyone I talked to agreed that they would say they had no idea who Stone was, or what he was like, and they could barely even remember him working for them.
There were only a few people I was unable to get in touch with, and I left messages with all of their secretaries, saying that they should get in touch with me, and that if an Eli Barsky tried to get in touch with them, they were to draw a blank about Stone.
Two and a half hours later, I’d almost lost my voice, and felt like I had just run a twenty–mile marathon. I hit the sack, not bothering to change or take off my makeup, and set the alarm for ninety minutes later.
I didn’t waste time lying in bed once my alarm went off. I had a busy day ahead of me, so as soon as I was dressed, I headed over to Ian’s.
“I thought you would sleep some more,” said Ian when he saw me. “Didn’t you have a late shift last night?”
“I don’t want to talk about it. Do you have anything to eat? I’m out of food.”
“I thought you were going to learn to cook.”
“That might take some time,” I said. “I meant to buy some groceries so that I could make a lasagna, but I forgot.”
I opened Ian’s refrigerator and spied takeout containers that looked relatively fresh. One of them contained stir–fried noodles with vegetables and beef, and I nuked the noodles and began to devour them.
“Watching you eat is making me hungry,” said Ian, finding himself a box of beef in black bean sauce to munch on.
The two of us ate in silence for a few minutes, and then Ian said, “I called all of Julie’s friends last night, and they said they were with her at the brunch at ten o’clock. Julie was there the whole time, from a quarter to ten to half past twelve. The ladies had tiny sandwiches, scrambled eggs, coffee, tea, and all kinds of Danishes and pastries. Julie seems to throw a lot of fun parties.”
“It’s because her husband isn’t here,” I said. “I think she’s bored.”
“You think she’s the one who called Samantha with those death threats, don’t you?” said Ian.
I shrugged. “I can’t rule that out completely. She’s bored, and she hated Samantha. It makes sense that she would try to put the fear of God into Samantha a little.”
“I called Peter’s friends, too,” said Ian. “Those five guys whose names he gave us. They all said they were with Peter having breakfast at the Northridge Golf Club.”
I nodded. “I thought that would be the case. But we might as well go over to the club and check with the maître d’ that Peter and his friends were really there. We need to check out Patrick’s alibi as well.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
The Northridge Golf Club turned out to be expensive and exclusive, and as soon as we approached the clubhouse, a man in a black suit asked us if our names were on the list.
“Tiffany Black,” I said nervously, seeing no reason why my name should be on the list.
But my answer seemed to satisfy him, and he nodded. “Peter Ross mentioned you would be stopping by one of these days. You can go through.”
Ian and I looked at each other and shrugged. I couldn’t rule out Peter Ross completely as a suspect, but he was certainly going out of his way to make our lives easier.
Inside the clubhouse, it was quiet and air–conditioned, with soft carpeting and high ceilings throughout.
When we entered the dining area, I noticed it was being set up for a fancy British–style afternoon tea—tables covered with white linen; silverware and fancy cutlery being set out. There was an afternoon tea buffet on one side, and just looking at all the scones and croissants and Danishes was making me hungry.
I had barely taken two steps into the dining room when a man accosted us and said in a stuffy British accent, “Is there somebody you’re meeting here?”
Ian and I stared at the man. He was tall, with thick silver hair and half–rimmed glasses. He had the air of someone who had seen too many things during his time working at the club and could choose to be either disapproving or tolerant, depending on how much he liked you.
“You must be the posh maître d’ Peter told us about,” said Ian. “At least you look like one. And you sound like one, too.”
The maître d’ raised one thick silvery eyebrow. “Excuse me?”
“What my friend Ian here means,” I said quickly, “is that you look like someone who might be able to help us. My name’s Tiffany, and this is Ian. We’re private investigators.”
The man stared back at us, unimpressed. “Is that so?”
“We’re checking the alibis of some people who told us they’d been here last Sunday. Peter Ross, for instance.”
“Generally, we do not divulge details about our members.”
“But you can make an exception this time,” I said, with what I hoped was a charming smile, “can’t you? We’re investigating the death of someone who was a member here, Samantha Wells.”
“I thought that was an earthquake,” said the maître d’.
“It was staged to look like an earthquake accident,” I said. “But Ian and I were hired to look into it, because there was probably more at work.”
The maître d’ rolled his eyes, as if Ian and I were being overly dramatic. “I’ve read a lot of detective fiction in my time,” he said. “I never thought I’d have to talk to a detective about the death of someone I knew.”
“Well, we’d really appreciate your help.” I showed him my private investigator’s badge, which I’d purchased off the Internet but was pretty official–looking, and said, “If you help us out, we can learn what really happened to Samantha.”
The man nodded, headed over to a wooden podium a few steps behind us, and pulled out a thick ledger. He turned the pages until he got to Sunday, and then he ran his finger down the lines. “Here we are, Peter Ross was here with five of his friends, having brunch from ten in the morning to noon.”
“Oh,” I said, trying not to look too disappointed. Then again, I hadn’t held out much hope that Peter had been lying to us, given how helpful he was trying to be. “I guess he was here the entire time, then.”
“We have security cameras too,” said the maître d’, pointing to the cameras. “I’ll talk to the person who has access to the camera footage, and he can let you have a look.”
“We appreciate that,” I said. “What kind of detective fiction do you like reading?”
We spent a few minutes chatting to the maître d’, whose name turned out to be Steven, about solving crimes and the difference between fiction and reality, and then we asked him about Patrick Wells.
“Do you know if he was here playing golf that day?” I said. “He said he’d been practicing by himself.”
“Marjorie at reception has a list of people who booked tee times,” said Steven. “You should check with her.”
We chatted with Steven for a few more minutes, and then we thanked him and headed over to talk to Marjorie.
Marjorie turned out to be a pretty blonde, who went through the list of tee times for us and quickly brought up Sunday’s bookings.
“There’s no booking here for Patrick Wells,” she said. “But he might’ve been playing with friends who booked under their name.”
“No,” I said, “he said he was practicing by himself.”
“Then he would’ve had to book time under his own name,” said Marjorie. “And since he hasn’t, there was no way he could’ve been at the club on Sunday.”
Ian and I spent a few minutes watching the video of Peter and his friends having breakfast, and once we were absolutely sure that Peter’s alibi was solid, we headed back over to Patrick’s office.
He wasn’t too pleased to see us, and when we walked into his office, he said, “I was just about to head home. What do you two want again?”
“We went to the Northridge Golf Club,” I said. “Turns out you weren’t there playing golf on Sunday after all.”
I’d expected Patrick to deny it, to offer up an explanation or an alternative alibi, but instead he just grunted.
“Yeah? So what?”
“So, where were you when Samantha died?”
Patrick ignored us and started gathering up some files from his desk. “I was out. I don’t have to tell you where.”
“You kind of do,” I said. “Because if I don’t know where you are, you might have just been at home with Samantha, making sure she was dead.”
“I wasn’t home,” said Patrick. “Samantha’s death was an accident.”
“If the cops reopen the case,” said Ian, “things won’t be looking too good for you.”
“I’ve already told you,” snapped Patrick, shoving the files into his briefcase, “I’ve got an alibi, I just choose not to share it with you. If the cops come sniffing around, I’ll tell them where I really was. But I don’t owe you two anything, and you don’t need to know where I was.”
 
 




Chapter Eighteen
 
 
 
I was grumpy and dejected by the time I got home, and when Ian asked me if we were going to do any more sleuthing before my shift tonight, I growled at him.
“You’re in a worse mood than usual,” said Ian. “It must be the lack of sleep.”
“I think it was the Chinese takeout I had for lunch,” I said. “How long was that sitting in your fridge?”
Ian shrugged. “I don’t remember exactly.”
I groaned. “And why didn’t you tell me that?”
“Because you didn’t ask. Besides, you had those scary, hungry eyes. I figured it was better to just let you eat it.”
I groaned again. “I’m not feeling all that great.”
“Don’t blame my food,” said Ian. “It’s probably because you didn’t get any sleep last night, and you’re worried about Stone, and now Patrick won’t tell us where he was on Sunday.”
“And my mother’s going to try to set me up with some weirdo pretty soon. I can just feel it in my bones.”
Ian brightened up suddenly. “Oh, Nanna called me. She said she’s really serious about becoming a private investigator, and to let her know when we’re going out investigating next.”
I felt like ripping out all my hair. “You’re not about to do that. I don’t want Nanna trailing along with us.”
“She helped us out last time.”
I stared at Ian, my mind suddenly flooded with visions of Nanna trying to wrestle guns out of the hands of psychotic killers, and my mouth forgot how to form words.
“You don’t look so good,” said Ian.
I shook my head. “I’d better call in sick at the casino tonight. I might as well get some proper sleep, and then we can start investigating all fresh tomorrow morning.”
The next morning, I woke up feeling much better. The only problem was, I had no breakfast at home. I considered making a quick drive to the grocery store and buying something that resembled an adult breakfast—milk, cereal, maybe even eggs and some oil with which to fry them up. But that seem like too much work. Instead, I went over to Ian’s apartment and woke him up.
“What?” said Ian when he saw me. His hair was rumpled, and he was in his fire truck—print pj’s. “Is the building on fire?”
“No, it’s breakfast time. Do you have any food?”
“Cereal,” mumbled Ian, and then he stomped off in the direction of his bathroom.
I heard the water running, and Snowflake blinked her eyes open slowly, stared at me from her comfy cat bed, stretched, and came to rub herself against my legs.
I tickled her between the ears and started to go through Ian’s cabinets. It was almost a shock to me that Ian had a better–stocked pantry than I—while my cupboards were almost as bare as those of the lady in the nursery rhyme, Ian’s were filled with Pop Tarts, chocolate chip cookies, and Fruit Loops.
I put the box of Fruit Loops on the countertop and opened his fridge, looking for milk. There wasn’t any.
Snowflake clung to one of my legs, and I looked down at her sympathetically. “I guess you’re hungry, too?”
She looked up at me superciliously, as though I were a particularly stupid human who didn’t understand the needs of a kitten. So I looked through Ian’s cabinets some more until I found a packet of cat food, and poured some out into Snowflake’s bowl. Just as Snowflake went to attack her food, Ian emerged, having clearly taken a shower and changed into clean clothes.
“Where’s your milk carton?” I said.
“I don’t have any.”
“I thought you said you had cereal.”
Ian pointed to the box sitting on the countertop.
“But you need milk to have cereal.”
Ian shook his head. “It’s Fruit Loops. You can have it by itself. Cereal for breakfast.”
I looked at him doubtfully. That didn’t sound particularly healthy, or adultlike. On the other hand, his concept of breakfast made me feel a bit better about my own lack of adultness.
Since I preferred eating dry Fruit Loops to driving over to the grocery store, I found us two bowls and poured out cereal for the two of us.
“Nanna called last night after you’d gone to bed,” said Ian.
I looked at him suspiciously. “What did she want?”
Ian had the same expression on his face as Snowflake did the day I caught her eating my vanilla cupcake. “She said she’s coming over this morning. She’ll help us out with our investigation.”
I glared at Ian over my bowl. “And it never occurred to you to say no?”
“She didn’t really seem to be in the discussion kind of mood. Besides, I thought she might be fun to have around. Your nanna’s a hoot.”
I felt myself going cross–eyed. Nanna might be a hoot, but I couldn’t risk some crazy murderer jumping out and trying to kill her. My mother would blame me for that, and rightly so. I would probably be cut off from family dinners for the rest of my life, and then I’d really have to learn to cook.
Before I could say anything else, there was a knock on Ian’s door, and Nanna walked in. “I knocked on Tiffany’s door,” she explained, “and when nobody answered, I figured you’d both be here.”
Nanna was dressed in what looked like faux–leather track pants and a white knit three–button shirt. She’d jammed a baseball cap onto her head and was wearing fake aviator sunglasses.
I had to admit, she looked pretty stylish.
“I can see you’re admiring my threads,” said Nanna. “I’ve picked up all kinds of fashion tips during my honeymoon. Traveling around the country, you get to learn so much. Besides, I figured this would be a practical outfit for chasing down murderers.”
“You do look great,” I admitted, “but you can’t come investigating with us.”
“You sound just like your mother,” said Nanna. “And here I was, thinking that I should try to convince her not to set you up on a blind date.”
I felt a buzzing between my ears. Nanna definitely knew how to bargain, and I felt like I was being asked to choose between the devil and the deep blue sea. In the end, I chose the devil—or at least, I chose my crazy grandmother.
“Fine,” I said. “But you have to tell Mom, no blind dates. Ever. And you can’t jump out at suspects, and if somebody ever pulls a gun on us, you have to duck behind Ian.”
“Hey!” said Ian. “Why me? Why can’t she duck behind you?”
I looked at him steadily. “Because you’re the one who never told her no.”
“Don’t blame him,” said Nanna. “I’m very persuasive.”
I glared at her. “I can see that.”
“Where are we going today, anyway?” said Nanna. “Do you have a plan? Ian was telling me he’s got some wigs. Maybe we could wear disguises.”
“There’s no need for disguises,” I said. “We’re going to go to Carmela’s neighborhood and try to find out what bodega she was at on Sunday morning. I’ve got a photo of her, and we can show that around.”
Nanna said, “We can split up. Then we can cover more ground, quicker.”
I looked at her hesitantly. She did have a point. “Okay, but it’s not the safest of neighborhoods. We’ll form teams of two. You can come with me, and Ian can go by himself.”
“No offense,” said Nanna, “but you seem kind of in a bad mood. I’d rather go with Ian.”
Ian beamed proudly. “I am the more fun person to go with. Good choice.”
I wasn’t in the mood to argue over who would get to work with Nanna. I figured it was too early for the lowlifes to be up to much mischief, and Ian could take care of Nanna for once.
The three of us drove over to Balzar Avenue, and I pulled up a map on my smartphone, trying to find where the bodegas might be. In the end, we decided to walk. We divvied up the streets between us and planned to meet back at the car. Nanna and Ian headed off in one direction, and I headed off in the other.
I asked around at all the bodegas, 7–Elevens, and convenience stores that I could find along my way, but nobody remembered seeing Carmela. When I got back to the car, it turned out that Ian and Nanna’d had similar luck.
“Maybe nobody remembers her,” said Ian. “Doesn’t mean she wasn’t here.”
“It doesn’t look that way,” I said. “I asked everywhere if they had special enchilada sauce, but nobody did.”
“We asked that too,” said Ian. “No luck.”
“I think Carmela was making the whole thing up. We should talk to her.”
We sat in the car while I called Carmela and asked if I could come over to talk to her.
“No,” she said. “Patrick just gave me the rest of the day off. I’m going to head down to the Strip and try my luck at the slot machines.”
“We really have to talk to you,” I said. “It’s important.”
“Well, it’s not going to happen today,” Carmela said, and then she hung up.
“I don’t think she’s feeling particularly cooperative,” I told Ian and Nanna.
 
 




Chapter Nineteen
 
 
 
“So, now what?” said Nanna. “I didn’t go to all this trouble today for nothing. I told Wes he was spending the day with Glenn, I told your mother I was spending the day with my old friends, and I put together this detective outfit. I don’t want this outfit to go to waste.”
“You can wear it when you play poker,” said Ian.
“The tourists’ll get scared off,” said Nanna. “When I play poker, I need to wear a sparkly tracksuit like all the other oldies. It’s all about blending in.”
Nanna and Ian looked at me, waiting for me to say something profound.
When I just stared back at them, Nanna said, “Who’s the top suspect right now?”
“Well,” I said thoughtfully, “it would have to be Patrick Wells. He won’t tell us where he was on Sunday morning, and he and his wife were unhappy together. Now that she’s dead, he can move on with his life, and he doesn’t even need to deal with the divorce settlement.”
“But he was really insistent that he does have a good alibi,” said Ian. “It’s just that he won’t tell us what it is.”
“Then let’s go talk to him,” said Nanna. “Maybe we can trick him into telling us his alibi somehow.”
I glanced at my watch. “It’s too early to try to talk to him; he’ll just be at work.”
“Maybe we should follow him around,” said Ian. “That helped on some of your other cases.”
I shook my head. “He’ll be at work all day—we don’t have anywhere to follow him to.”
“Maybe after he leaves work,” said Nanna. “Maybe he’ll go over to see his new girlfriend.”
I looked at her, amused. “How can you be so sure he’s already got a new girlfriend?”
“I know how these rich, pompous old men think,” said Nanna. “If he was unhappy in his marriage, he was probably having an affair with someone.”
I nodded contemplatively. “That makes sense. Maybe we can follow him after work.”
“What do we do in the meantime?” said Nanna. “Who’s your next suspect?”
“It would have to be Julie Edwards,” I said. “I can’t imagine her actually trying to kill Samantha, but she’s bored and she hated her. I think she might’ve had to do something with the death threats Samantha was getting; perhaps she made them as a prank. Or maybe it’s something else—Julie just gives off the vibe that she’s hiding something.”
“But we can’t force her to tell us anything,” said Ian. “She seems like a real secretive type.”
“Maybe she called Samantha from her cell phone,” said Nanna, “and left her those threatening messages. If we could access her phone logs, we might be able to coerce her into admitting the truth.”
“I could find out from Elwood if he’s got any records about what time Samantha got the death threats,” I said hesitantly. “But it would be hard to prove anything, even with the logs.”
“You don’t have to prove anything,” said Nanna, tapping her nose. “Life’s all about bluffing.”
“You would say that,” I said. “You think life is just one big poker game.”
“That’s better than thinking life’s one big tragedy. Come on, let’s go see if we can find Julie Edwards’s phone logs.”
I looked at Nanna suspiciously. “You don’t still have that UFED phone hacking device on you, do you?”
Nanna smiled deviously. “I told you I came prepared!”
Ian and I exchanged a glance. The UFED was an expensive hacking device that Nanna borrowed off her friend’s son who worked in telecommunications security. It was a small object, the size of a fridge magnet, that, when placed on top of a phone, could retrieve all the call and text logs.
“Julie seems like a smart person,” I said. “We might not be able to convince her to hand over her phone.”
“Where there’s a will, there’s a way,” said Nanna. “I was able to hack into a phone last time, wasn’t I? Let’s go see this Julie, and I’ll do my best to hack into her phone.”
“I’m not sure you should be hacking into things,” I said seriously. “Mom won’t be happy when she hears about this.”
“Your mother doesn’t need to hear about any of this,” said Nanna. “Remember, when I go home today, I’ll tell her not to set you up on a blind date.”
“Come on, Tiffany,” said Ian, “let’s just go and try to hack into Julie’s cell phone. I’m sure we’ll be able to find out something interesting. We’re not going anywhere by just talking to people.”
I rolled my eyes and sighed. Nanna and Ian together were a force to be reckoned with, and they worried me sometimes. What was even more worrying was that, a lot of the time, their ideas seemed to make good sense.
I called Julie and told her we wanted to come over to talk to her in a few minutes, and could she put our names on the list with the guard?
“Sure,” said Julie. “I’ll see you soon.”
I pulled up in front of Julie’s mansion, just in time to see a Porsche Cayenne backing out of her garage. I jumped out of my car, raced onto the road, and dashed in front of the Cayenne, waving my arms furiously.
Julie stopped the car and waited for me to come around to the driver’s side, where I tapped on her window, indicating she should roll it down.
“Where are you going?” I said. “I thought we were going to talk to you.”
“Something came up and I needed to leave.”
I looked at her incredulously. “You didn’t even leave me a message, or let me know that you wouldn’t be home.”
Julie shrugged. “I knew you’d figure it out once you got here.”
I looked at her in annoyance. “But we’d really like to talk to you.”
Julie rolled her eyes. “Like I said, something came up. I have to go.”
Before I could stop her, she drove off, and I gawked after her car in dismay.
When I got back to my car, I stared at Ian and Nanna’s inquisitive faces.
“She just left,” I said. “No apologies, no explanations.”
“That does seem rather suspicious to me,” said Nanna.
“I think she was just being silly and inconsiderate,” I said. I slumped back against my seat. “There goes our plan to hack into her phone.” And just when I’d started to think that hacking into someone’s phone might not be such a bad idea after all.
“We can do that another day,” said Nanna. “Where do we go to now?”
“I’m starting to get hungry,” said Ian.
I glanced at my watch—it was almost noon. “We can go get an early lunch, if you’d like.”
“We don’t need lunch,” Nanna said. “We need to work, and I’ve got an idea. Since we’re already in the estate, and nobody’s in Patrick’s house—Patrick’s at work, and Carmela said she was going to the Strip to play slots—we should break into their house and snoop around.”
I looked at her incredulously, and Ian said, “That’s a great idea! Why didn’t we think of that, Tiffany?”
“Because breaking in is illegal,” I said. “That’s a terrible idea.”
“It’s not really illegal,” said Nanna. “I think it’s only illegal if you break in with bad intentions. Our intentions are good—we just want to find out what happened to Samantha Wells. It’s not like we’re going to steal anything.”
“The house probably has a fancy alarm system,” I said. “What if we trigger a silent alarm, and when we’re in the house, the cops show up and arrest us?”
“That’s why you’ve got me,” said Nanna. “You can always say that your senile old grandmother wandered into the house, and you had to follow her to try to get her back out. Everyone feels sorry for senile old people.”
“That’s a brilliant plan,” said Ian. “Nanna can totally pull off the senile old person look.”
I shook my head. “There’s no way we’re breaking into a mansion. But perhaps Carmela hasn’t left yet. If she’s still at home, we can try to talk to her and see if she remembers anything new.”
We headed over to Samantha’s house, and when I knocked on the door, there was no response.
“The place looks dead,” said Nanna. “I can’t hear anything, and I’m sure there’s nobody at home.”
“We’re not breaking in,” I reminded her. “We already had a look around Samantha’s bedroom the other day.”
“But not a proper look, I bet,” said Nanna. “There’s nobody home today, so we can really snoop through the house.”
“We can’t keep standing around here,” said Ian. “This is a posh area, and we don’t look like we belong. If any of the neighbors see us, they might call the cops on us for looking suspicious. Let’s go around to the back.”
“Quick thinking,” said Nanna, and she strode around to the side of the house and made her way rapidly toward the backyard. Ian took off after her, and I found myself following them reluctantly.
“We can’t be wandering around on other people’s property like this,” I said. “I think we should head back to the car.”
“Perhaps Carmela’s cleaning in the dining room,” said Ian. “Maybe should we should knock on the French doors there and see if she notices us.”
I could feel a stress headache building up, and I wondered if going along with Nanna’s craziness was worth being able to avoid a blind date. Perhaps it wasn’t. Perhaps I should just tell Nanna that the whole thing was off, and I’d be dropping her back at my mother’s, and I would suffer through whatever blind date my mother decided to set me up on. Perhaps I’d even get lucky, and my mother wouldn’t find any eligible young men for me.
“There’s no one here,” said Nanna, peering in through the French doors. “I think we should just go inside and have a look around.”
Nanna turned the handle on one of the French doors, and it swung open easily.
“Look at that,” said Nanna. “It was unlocked. I bet the house isn’t alarmed, either.”
“Come on, Tiffany,” said Ian, looking at me. “It’s not breaking in if the place is already unlocked. Imagine if we found out anything new. That would really get the case moving forward.”
I’m not sure how it happened, but I found myself stepping into the house with Nanna and Ian. Mostly because I didn’t want them wandering around the house alone; I didn’t know what they would get up to by themselves.
We had barely taken a few steps forward, when we heard noises coming from the floor above us, and the three of us froze.
“Maybe somebody’s broken in just before us,” said Ian. “Maybe that’s why the door was unlocked and the alarm’s off. I’ll bet it’s a burglar. Or maybe Samantha was killed by a hired assassin, and now he’ll kill us, too.”
My heart was thudding loudly in my chest. I didn’t want to get killed by an angry burglar or a hired assassin. “We should just leave now,” I said, trying to keep my voice steady. “We’ve done enough snooping for one day.”
Nanna spied the stairs leading up to the second floor from the dining room, and she was halfway up them before I could stop her.
“I need to know who’s making that noise,” she said. “If somebody else broke into this house, they’re probably interested in Samantha Wells. They might’ve had something to do with her death. We should find out who they are.”
I hated to admit it, but Nanna had a point there. So Ian and I followed her upstairs, and when we found ourselves on the landing, we realized that the noise was coming from the master bedroom.
The noises were clearer and much louder now, and Ian said, “Boy, it sounds like a wild animal’s hurt in there.”
Nanna chuckled. “You don’t stay at cheap motels on your honeymoon without learning what that noise means.”
The noise, which had begun as a series of loud moans, was rapidly changing into loud shrieks and banshee–like screams.
“I feel kind of gross standing out here listening to this,” I said.
“You’re right, it’s not a good idea to stand out in the hallway where someone might just walk in on us,” said Nanna.
She opened the door next to the master bedroom door, and we discovered that it was a guestroom that looked like it had never been used. Bed made up, no artwork on the walls, two nightstands on either side of the bed. No other furniture. The three of us huddled into the room, closed the door behind us, and pressed our ears against the wall adjoining the master bedroom.
“I was wrong about Patrick going over to his girlfriend’s house,” said Nanna in a hoarse whisper. “He brought his girlfriend over here.”
“That’s why he gave the housekeeper the day off,” whispered Ian. “So that he could have the whole place to himself.”
The noise continued for a while, crescendoing and culminating in a dead silence. We kept our ears pressed against the wall, and finally, we heard Patrick’s voice saying, “That was wonderful, Carmela.”
The three of us looked at each other in shock. So Patrick’s new girlfriend was Carmela! How had we not seen this coming?
“It was lovely,” said Carmela’s voice. “I’m so glad you could take the day off to spend with me. Now that you’re a free man, we can start to act like a real couple.”
“Of course,” said Patrick. “But we don’t want other people finding out just yet. It wouldn’t look good, my wife dying, and then me getting together with my housekeeper.”
“But we were always together, ever since I started working here,” said Carmela. “It was Samantha who was the third wheel.”
“Yes, but I wish that nosy investigator would go away. I don’t want her to get the police to reopen the case.”
“We’re not going to be in any trouble,” said Carmela. “We were both having brunch at the Fisherman’s Wharf Café when Samantha died. A whole lot of people saw us there.”
“I know,” said Patrick, “but if the cops ask, then I’d have to admit I was seeing you. And I don’t want to do that. I like that we’ve got this secret.”
“You’re not ashamed of me, are you?” said Carmela.
“No,” said Patrick. “Of course not. It’s just more fun when things are a secret.”
We heard the sound of footsteps, and then running water.
“We’d better get going,” I said. “We don’t want them wandering around and stumbling onto us.”
The three of us dashed down the stairs and back outside, and I breathed a sigh of relief when we were all safely ensconced in my car.
“That was certainly eye–opening,” said Nanna. “Aren’t you glad I suggested we break in?”
I shook my head. “No. I don’t like you doing crazy things, it’s dangerous. Even if we did learn something new.”
Ian said, “Now we know for sure that Patrick and Carmela had nothing to do with Samantha’s death. They’ve both got excellent alibis.”
“And let me tell you,” said Nanna, “I know men like him. Of course he’s ashamed of her! He wants to keep it a secret, because I’m sure he wants to break up with her as soon as he gets another girlfriend. I feel kind of sorry for Carmela, though I don’t know what she was expecting.”
“Sometimes housekeepers marry their wealthy employers,” said Ian. “Maybe that’s what she was hoping.”
Just then, my phone rang. It was my mother.
“It’s almost lunchtime,” she said. “I’m making a pot roast and vegetables. Do you want to come over?”
“Sure,” I said. “I don’t have any plans. I’ll bring Ian and Nanna along too.”
There was silence for a moment, and then my mother said, “I thought your nanna was out with her friends.”
“She stopped by my apartment to say hello. I’ll bring her over. Are you inviting Glenn, Karma and Wes as well?”
“I called Glenn,” said my mother, “but the three of them have gone off to see the Hoover Dam today. I’ll see you in a little while.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty
 
 
 
I drove up to my parents’ house with Ian and Nanna, and when I entered the dining room, I saw there was an extra place setting at the table.
My mother was laying out cutlery, and my father was bringing in a pitcher of water from the kitchen.
“Who’s the extra place setting for?” I said. “Who else is coming besides us?”
My mother smiled a thin, proud smile and looked secretive and pleased with herself.
“Your mother thought she’d get a head start on the matchmaking business,” my father said. “She figured she should try to set you up with him before another woman snagged him away.”
I turned to Nanna furiously. “You promised!”
Nanna shrugged. “I just got home. I didn’t know she would move so fast. I haven’t had a chance to talk to her yet.”
“Talk to me about what?” said my mother.
The doorbell rang, and Nanna said, “Looks like it’s too late now.”
“That must be him,” said my mother. “Tiffany, go open the door, and I’ll bring all the food in.”
I grumbled under my breath and stomped off to the front door, wondering what kind of ogre waited for me on the other side. When I opened the door, I was face–to–face with Pearce.
“Hi, Tiffany,” said Pearce. “It’s me again.”
“I see,” I said.
My mother had invited him over for a matchmaking lunch a few months ago, and things hadn’t gone too well that time. I wasn’t sure why she thought things would be any better this time around, but in a way I was sort of relieved. Better the devil you know…
I led Pearce inside and over to the dining table and said, “Hey, everyone, it’s Pearce.”
“We’ve met you before,” said Ian. “I remember you had to leave early the last time, because Tiffany was being mean to you.”
“I’m hoping she’ll be nice to me today,” said Pearce. And then he turned to Nanna. “Where’s that twenty–year–old boyfriend of yours?”
“I’m a married woman now,” said Nanna. “I married someone my own age.”
Pearce nodded sagely. “Maybe Tiffany will be a married woman too, someday.”
“Yes,” said my mother, smiling to herself. “That’s why I thought I should introduce her to a nice young man like you.”
I didn’t say anything, and as we all sat down around the table, Ian said, “You’re the guy who lives in his mother’s basement making videos on YouTube, right?”
“It’s a nice setup in her basement,” said Pearce. “I’ve got my own room, and my own bathroom, and my own microwave. I have a whole shelf full of chips and Funyuns. And I don’t make YouTube videos anymore. There’s not enough money in them.”
“So what do you do now?” said Nanna.
“I’m in the weight loss business,” said Pearce.
We all gawked at him. Pearce spilled over the edges of his seat, and he had already loaded his plate with more mashed potatoes and roast than the rest of us all combined.
“Isn’t that a bit deceptive?” said Ian. “What kind of weight loss work do you do?”
“I run a blog about losing weight,” said Pearce. “I do a lot of writing. It’s real creative work, too. I’m, like, totally an artist.”
I snorted. “I don’t think you’re an artist.”
Ian turned to me and said, “You were just telling me yesterday that you need to be nice to artist types. Even if you don’t understand that what they do is art. You said that painters and writers are real sensitive types.”
“Yeah,” said Pearce. “We’re real sensitive. Some people don’t understand that what I do is art, and that’s hurtful.”
“That’s because it’s not art,” I said, trying not to sound as exasperated as I felt. “You run a blog about losing weight, and you weigh about five hundred pounds yourself.”
“That’s not a very nice thing to say,” said my mother. “Pearce doesn’t weigh five hundred pounds.”
Pearce nodded. “Exactly. I only weigh four hundred and eighty–five pounds.”
“That doesn’t make him an artist,” I grumbled.
“Still,” said Ian, “you were just telling me that we need to be nice to artist types and pretend to appreciate their work.” He turned to Pearce and said, “So, what kind of things do you blog about?”
“I write about diets,” said Pearce. “And exercise, and supplements. I’d like to lose some weight myself, and then maybe I’ll have my own supplement line.”
“Did you hear that, Tiffany?” said my mother. “Pearce would be a successful businessman if he started his own supplements line.”
I looked at the heap of food that Pearce had piled up on his plate and was now busy stuffing into his mouth. “I’ll believe that when I see it,” I said. “In the meantime, he’ll just have to make money off his art.”
“I post about healthy recipes too,” said Pearce. “Maybe you could start to make some of those recipes.”
“That sounds like a good idea,” said Ian. “Tiffany was telling me the other day about how she plans to start cooking.”
Pearce beamed. “That’s great. I need a girlfriend who can cook. I’m a foodie, and I can’t just eat junk food all day. I mean, I can, but I don’t like to. It’s great that you want to start cooking.”
I turned to Ian and said, “I might have to change my mind about learning to cook. I don’t want to go around giving guys like Pearce the wrong idea.”
“Don’t give up on the idea of cooking,” said Ian. “You can cook for me. And I promise, I won’t tell anyone else that you cook.”
“You could tell me,” said Pearce. “I could write about it on my blog. You’d be famous, and you’d be helping me to make art.”
“What you do isn’t art,” I reminded him.
Across the table, Ian looked at me disapprovingly. “Now you know how I feel about Andrew’s art,” he said. “I don’t believe that what he does is art, and I’m not about to go around being nice to him.”
 
 
 

 
 
 
By the time I got home from lunch, I was feeling like I needed to take another day off from the casino.
But that wouldn’t do, since I would need to take a day off when Eli came into Vegas and I’d have to do surveillance for Stone. Plus, Stone had said that Johnson would meet me when I was walking home from the casino, and tell me what had happened in Afghanistan. I was starting to regret not canceling the date with Ryan and staying in the car with Stone to hear all the details, but it was too late now. I needed to go to the casino and hope that I would run into Johnson when the shift was over.
My shift passed without incident, and unfortunately, I got home without running into Johnson. I slept in, slightly disappointed that another day had gone by without my learning what had happened to Stone, and when I woke up, it was past noon.
I showered, dressed, reheated leftovers that my mother had made me bring home, and invited Ian to come over to have lunch with me.
We ate in silence, and after a while, Ian said, “So, are we going to try to talk to Julie again today?”
I nodded. “But if neither Patrick nor Carmela had anything to do with Samantha’s death, then perhaps Julie had more to do than we imagined. Perhaps it was more than just making scary prank phone calls to Samantha.”
“Maybe that’s why she doesn’t want to talk to us.”
I nodded, and when I’d finished eating, I called Patrick.
“What do you want?” he said. “I’ve already told you that I’ve got nothing to do with Samantha’s death.”
“I know,” I said. “I believe you.”
There was silence for a beat, and then he repeated, sounding suspicious, “Then what do you want?”
“I think Julie Edwards might have had something to do with the whole thing, but she won’t talk to us, so we need to go and surprise her. Can you put my name on the list with the guards? Then I can get it, and I’ll go and talk to Julie today.”
“Anything to get you off my back,” Patrick growled, and then he hung up.
When Ian and I drove up to the Lake Las Vegas estate, we found that Patrick had indeed put our names on the list, and we drove straight through to Julie’s house.
A uniformed maid answered the door when we knocked, and she stared at us in surprise.
“We’re here to see Julie,” I said.
She looked at us hesitantly. “Mrs. Edwards is busy at the moment.”
“That’s okay,” I fibbed. “She’s expecting us. Where is she?”
“She’s in her bedroom.”
The maid led us through the house, up the stairs, and over to a door before disappearing.
Ian and I stood awkwardly in front of the door for a few seconds. We couldn’t hear anything, and I didn’t see what Julie would be so busy with in the middle of the day in her bedroom. Perhaps she was taking a nap.
I knocked loudly, but there was no response, and after a minute, I opened the door and Ian and I walked in.
Julie and Andrew were standing next to the bed, squished together in a tight embrace. As soon as we walked in, they jumped away from each other, and Julie quickly straightened her blouse and ran her hands through her hair.
She looked flushed and shocked to see us. “What are you guys doing here?”
“Haven’t you ever heard of knocking?” said Andrew.
“We did knock,” I said. “But nobody answered.”
“How did you even get into the estate?” said Julie. “You never told me you were coming by.”
“Patrick told the guards we were going to see him,” I said. “But we came over to your house instead. I figured I couldn’t give you much notice, because you didn’t want to talk to us.”
Julie’s bedroom was almost as large as Samantha’s, but it had no separate sitting area with TV and sofas. Instead, opposite her massive bed, there was an antique French provincial dressing table, and Julie went over to it and ran a brush through her hair. She fiddled with her lipstick for a while, and Andrew went and sat down on one corner of the bed.
“What did you want to talk to me about?” said Julie. “Now that you’ve completely ruined my plans for this morning.”
Julie and Andrew shared a secret smile that made my stomach turn in disgust, and before I could stop myself, I said, “How can you be getting together with Andrew? You’re married!”
Julie looked at me like I was an ignorant country bumpkin. “Marriage means different things to different people. Do you think my husband is being faithful to me, when he’s not even home ten months out of the year?”
“Maybe he is,” I said. “If you’re so unhappy that you would cheat on your husband, why don’t you just get a divorce?”
Julie laughed bitterly. “Divorce isn’t that simple when you’ve got significant assets to worry about.”
“I guess not,” I said. “But why Andrew?”
Julie shrugged. “Andrew was very persistent, and he’s good to me.”
“Wow,” said Ian. He’d gone all googly–eyed and was rotating his head from Andrew to Julie. “I can’t get a girlfriend, but a broke loser who draws weird abstracts can have an affair with a rich, gorgeous woman like you.”
Julie blushed slightly at the compliment, and said, “We’re not just having an affair. We plan to get married as soon as Andrew’s commercial art takes off. He’ll be earning heaps more money then, and with my divorce settlement and his income, we’ll do okay.”
“Ah–ha!” I said, turning to Andrew and unable to stop myself from sounding like an overly dramatic soap–opera queen. “I knew it! You are doing commercial art after all! What happened to following your heart and your dreams?”
Andrew shrugged sheepishly. “I guess it’s not that bad. I’m going to earn enough to keep Julie in style if I do commercial art, and once I’ve set myself up as a commercial artist, I’ll have an easier time promoting my more esoteric art.”
I nodded. “That kind of makes sense.”
“It’s been fun learning about your love life,” Ian said, “but we didn’t come here to talk to Andrew about his art.”
“Yes,” I said, remembering the original purpose of our visit. “And Andrew doesn’t need to be here for our conversation.”
“I don’t see why he should leave,” said Julie. “You two are the intruders here. Let’s get this over with, and then you can leave.”
I rolled my eyes. “Fine, Andrew can stay. So why don’t you tell us exactly what happened between you and Samantha?”
“Nothing happened,” said Julie. “Sure, we got on each other’s nerves sometimes, but that was it.”
“That wasn’t it,” said Ian. “You went ahead and killed her.”
“Don’t take anything this guy says seriously,” said Andrew. “He doesn’t even understand what good art is.”
“Andrew’s right,” said Julie. “You’ve got no right to come in here and accuse me of killing Samantha.”
“But it makes sense,” I said. “There was nobody on the list with the guards that day who’d be going in to see Samantha. But you didn’t need to be on the list since you already live here; you could just drive over and go talk to her.”
“You forget that I was home the entire time, hosting my brunch,” said Julie. “I would never have had the chance to go visit Samantha. Besides, perhaps someone did what you did—they asked someone else in the estate to let them in, and then they went over to talk to Samantha.”
I looked at her thoughtfully. “You’re right, perhaps somebody did that.”
“Maybe it was one of your brunch guests,” said Ian. “Maybe they told the guard they were coming to see you, but they stopped off at Samantha’s house first.”
“You’re being ridiculous,” said Julie. “My brunch guests didn’t even know Samantha.”
But there was a flicker of doubt in her eyes, and once again, I realized she was hiding something.
I said, “Did anybody else come to see you that morning?”
“You don’t need to tell them anything,” said Andrew. “These two have no right to meddle in your private business.”
Suddenly, Ian let out a loud gasp. “It was you! You came over to see Julie that morning.”
I looked from Andrew to Julie, and a mixture of fear and anticipation twisted in my stomach. Julie’s face had started to go pale, and there was a crazy anger in Andrew’s eyes. I knew that Ian had hit the nail right on the head.
“You can tell us,” I said to Julie. “It’s not your fault if someone came to see you, and then they went to see Samantha.”
“We can’t let other people know about our affair,” said Andrew. “Imagine the scandal. Your husband would want a messy divorce, and that would be a terrible thing.”
Julie looked at me silently, her eyes conflicted and panicked.
“It was Andrew manipulating you the whole time,” I said. “He’s the one who encouraged you to leave threatening messages on Samantha’s cell phone. You didn’t leave her prank threats just because you were bored, you left those threats because Andrew told you to.”
Andrew glared at us indignantly. “I’d never ask Julie to do such a thing.”
“No, he wouldn’t,” said Julie softly. “Leaving her messages was my own idea. I found out she was trying to keep Andrew from being a commercial success by bad–mouthing him to potential clients, and I needed her to stop.”
“You couldn’t leave your husband for Andrew if he wasn’t a successful artist,” said Ian slowly. “So you needed to make that happen.”
Julie nodded, looking miserable. “I’m so ashamed of myself now. But I wanted to help Andrew, and I had no idea anything bad would actually happen to Samantha.”
“I know you didn’t mean for anything bad to happen,” I said softly. “Even though you’re better off now that Samantha’s dead, and the cops might think you had something to do with that. But you only wanted to help out your boyfriend. And Andrew came to see you on Sunday morning, didn’t he? You can tell us, I promise, we’ll make sure the whole thing stays low–key. You did nothing wrong.”
“Yes,” said Julie softly. “He came to visit me at nine o’clock, and he left at nine thirty. I never told you before, because I didn’t think it was important. And I didn’t want to get either of us in trouble.”
“Just because I was here,” said Andrew quickly, “doesn’t mean I went to see Samantha afterward.”
“The guards at the gate will have a record of the time you left,” I said.
“Maybe I didn’t go to Samantha’s house,” Andrew repeated.
I looked at him skeptically. “Then what exactly were you doing for those next forty minutes? Just sitting around in your car? We’re not idiots.”
Andrew sighed. “Fine. I went to see her. But that doesn’t mean I killed her. I knew she was trying to sabotage me, and I just wanted to talk to her.”
I smiled triumphantly. “No, you didn’t. I’m sure a neighbor or two across the way saw you leaving, and that would be after the earthquake. Which places you at the scene of her death, at the time of her death—and it makes you responsible for her death.”
“How did you even get in?” asked Ian. “Your name wasn’t on the list to see either Samantha or Julie.”
Andrew glared at Ian. “Not that it’s any of your business, but I had an early–morning appointment to see a client who wanted a portrait of his family drawn up.”
“And you knew that it would be the perfect opportunity to see Samantha while staying under the radar.”
Andrew ran a hand through his hair. “Look. It wasn’t like that. I just—I thought I’d go see her, convince her to give me a chance.”
“That doesn’t sound likely,” I said. “I mean, you went to talk to her and suddenly decided to kill her? I’ve dealt with enough murders to know that if it’s not a crime of passion, it’s always premeditated.”
“Yeah,” chimed in Ian. “You’d already planned to kill her. That’s why you made sure not to put your name on Samantha’s or Julie’s guest list. You were intending to shoot Samantha or strangle her, and then when the earthquake happened, you saw an even better opportunity.”
“You knew that no matter what you did, what kind of art you tried, Samantha would do everything in her power to leave you an unsuccessful wreck. You realized that the only way to be successful was to eliminate her completely.”
Andrew’s lips twisted up in a thin smile, and his eyes narrowed at the memory. “The earthquake was such a stroke of luck. It stopped the cops from investigating, and I didn’t even have to try. I could’ve gone along with my original plan to strangle her, but I believe in seizing opportunities when they come up. And I’m done talking to you two nosy investigators. Shooting you won’t be as neat as strangling, but I always carry a gun with me for a reason.”
Ian and I took a step back, and I wondered if we had enough time to run down the stairs and escape.
“Not so fast.” We all turned to look at Julie, and as we watched, she slipped open one of the dressing table drawers, pulled out a small handgun, and pointed it at Andrew. “I was a fool to trust you, and I was an idiot to try to help you out by calling Samantha and threatening her. You’re not shooting anyone or going anywhere till the cops get here.”
I quickly found my cell phone and dialed 911.
Ian turned to Andrew and said, “Women, huh? It’s always so tricky trying to date them. Maybe if Julie hadn’t thought so highly of you, she wouldn’t have been so shocked to find out you’re a murderer, and she wouldn’t have made us call the cops on you.”
 
 




Chapter Twenty–One
 
 
 
A few days later, news of Andrew’s confession was splashed all over the Vegas newspapers. He admitted to visiting Samantha and planning to kill her—just as the earthquake hit and he saw his opportunity to fix his career once and for all. It was the perfect murder, until Ian and I came along.
A few more days went by. I didn’t hear anything from Stone and was starting to get anxious, when one day, as I was walking home from my shift, I met Johnson.
He appeared by my side just as I was walking down the dark alley behind the Cosmo Hotel, and I stifled my scream just in time.
“Johnson,” I managed to choke out instead. “It’s nice to see you again.”
“You too,” he said in a low, smooth voice. “We need your help. Eli’s going to be visiting Vegas soon. Can I count on you?”
“Of course,” I said, feeling a sudden rush of exhilaration. Perhaps tailing Eli would help Stone come out of hiding.
“Good,” he said. “I’ll text you his photo. We’ll start tailing him from the airport. We’re still not sure when he’ll arrive, but it should be sometime within the next two weeks. I’ll contact you the night before, to finalize our plans.”
“Tell me about Stone,” I said, unable to wait any longer. “Why is he in trouble?”
“Okay,” said Johnson, “it all started when he went to Afghanistan…”
 
 
 
THE END
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