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    When Mindy’s much-despised former boyfriend Liam is accused of murder, Mindy and Beth must set aside their prejudices and try to clear Liam’s name. 
 
    However, when the killer decides that Mindy and Beth should be the next ones to disappear, the duo must pull out all stops in an attempt to uncover the truth.  
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Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “It’s odd,” said Beth, “how everything’s been so quiet recently.” 
 
    I agreed. Normally, I would have a new client every two weeks or so. “I wouldn’t mind some more work. If this dry spell continues, I’m going to have trouble paying my bills soon.” 
 
    It was 7 p.m. on Monday, and my best friend Beth and I had just finished up our slices of delicious lemon tart. My slice had been a bit larger than Beth’s, and I’d relished each mouthful of the silky, lemony filling and the thin, delicate pastry.  
 
    It isn’t easy trying to stay on a diet and count calories when my best friend Beth runs an online bakery called A Piece of Cake. Every time Beth bakes a dessert for a client, she also makes a smaller version for taste-testing purposes, just to make sure that everything’s turned out yummy enough. Beth’s business practices mean that almost every day, I get to try a slice of delicious dessert. 
 
    Beth and I live in near-identical one-bedroom apartments on opposite sides of the hallway in our apartment complex. Our place is a short walk to the beach, and close to a bus stop. Beth’s been living here for a while, but I only moved in about six months ago. 
 
    It was almost Pixie’s bedtime, so as soon as I put our plates away, Beth went and took Pixie out of her cage. 
 
    “Hello,” Pixie said. “Tickle tickle.” 
 
    Pixie is my Hahn’s Macaw, and though she’s only a few months old, she’s smart and loving and has learned to manipulate the silly humans into doing whatever she wants. So Beth and I obliged and scratched the top of her head, or as Pixie calls it, gave her “tickles.” 
 
    We were busy chatting to Pixie and cooing over her birdie replies when there was a knock on the door. 
 
    Beth and I looked at each other. 
 
    “Are you expecting anyone?” Beth said. 
 
    I shook my head. “No. You know my social life’s pretty boring.” 
 
    As I walked over to the door, Pixie ran up Beth’s arm and snuggled into the crook of her neck. When I opened the door and looked out to see who the visitor was, my heart sank. 
 
    “Neve!” I said. “What are you doing here?” 
 
    Neve is my high school nemesis. I know that sounds a bit dramatic, but it’s the truth. 
 
    When we were in high school, Beth and I were shy, nerdy girls who liked to read. Neve was the beautiful, popular high school cheerleader, who liked to make fun of shy, nerdy girls. She had made my life miserable in high school, and I thought I’d seen the last of her once we’d graduated. Alas, that wasn’t the case. 
 
    After high school, Neve tried her hand at acting, but failed to see any success in Hollywood. She had to move back home to Santa Verona a few years later. 
 
    On the other hand, I dropped out of college to move to Hollywood and had my first big break as a screenwriter, just at the time when Neve moved back to Santa Verona. For some reason, Neve thought it was unfair that I had seen success in Hollywood, while someone as glamorous and beautiful as her had failed. Never mind that, after a few years, I left Hollywood and moved back to Santa Verona too. 
 
    It had only been a few months since I had moved back home, and during this time Beth and I had joined forces to become a duo of successful investigators. For some reason, Neve decided that she, too, would become a private investigator and had tried her best to make our lives miserable. 
 
    “Hi, Mindy,” Neve said. “How are you?” 
 
    I glared at her; I knew that Neve didn’t care how I was. 
 
    “Fine,” I growled. Neve didn’t need to know that I was worried about my lack of work. “What are you doing here?” I repeated. 
 
    “I—I just came to talk to you guys.” Neve peered over my shoulder and saw Beth sitting and playing with Pixie. “I’m glad Beth’s here too.” 
 
    I peered at Neve closely. 
 
    Neve is an absolutely gorgeous woman, and the plastic surgery she got just before she tried her luck in Hollywood really did make her look like a movie star. She has beautiful blond hair and blue eyes, and her makeup’s always done impeccably. She’s stylish and knows just how to show off her best features. However, pretty much every time I’ve dealt with her, she’s had an annoying smug look on her face. But tonight, Neve’s eyes looked serious and worried. She still hadn’t told me why she was here. 
 
    Instead, Neve said, “Can I come inside?” 
 
    I shrugged. “Sure.” I stepped to one side and closed the door behind her. 
 
    Before I had time to worry about what she was doing at my apartment, Pixie decided to fly over to Neve’s shoulder. Pixie is a really smart bird, but she doesn’t exactly understand who her friends are. She has a habit of flying over to people I don’t like. Right now, Pixie seemed to be enamored of Neve, and she grabbed Neve’s silky blond hair in her beak and began to chew. 
 
    Neve’s skin paled. She’s scared of Pixie, and I could tell that she thought Pixie was out to destroy her perfect hair. 
 
    It would’ve been fun to watch Pixie freak Neve out for a little while, but I couldn’t let that happen. 
 
    “Pixie! Drop it!” 
 
    Pixie dropped Neve’s hair and looked at me curiously. “Mmm, yum-yum!” Pixie said. 
 
    “No.” I shook my head. “Neve’s hair is dyed, Pixie. You can’t eat it. It’s bad for you.” 
 
    I walked over to Pixie and let her step up onto my hand before putting her away in her cage. 
 
    Normally, Neve would have said something in response to my comment about her hair being dyed. She would have told me that she was a natural blonde, or that she uses only the highest-quality edible dye. But today, Neve didn’t say anything. Instead, Beth, Neve and I sat around the dining table in silence, and I watched Neve closely. 
 
    Beth said, “Neve, can I get you anything to eat or drink? A glass of water? Or a slice of lemon tart?” 
 
    Neve glanced over to the kitchen countertop and noticed the lemon tart sitting there. A large chunk of it had already been eaten. 
 
    I knew that Neve was obsessed with maintaining her perfect, slim figure and never ate anything sugary or full of carbohydrates, so I was surprised when she glanced at the tart longingly. Finally, she shook her head regretfully and said, “I have a bad habit of eating sugary foods whenever I get stressed out. But I know I need to stop that. So no, thanks. Although it does look delicious.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. 
 
    Normally, Neve never missed a chance to be rude to us, or to give us a subtle put-down. It was very unlike her to be so nice. I’m not an unkind person, but I decided that Neve was probably being so nice because she wanted something from us. 
 
    The last time Neve had come over to my apartment, she’d tried to convince Beth and me to let her join our investigations team. Since Neve has always meddled in our investigations, and even tried to frame Beth for murder once, we could never let her join us. Not to mention the fact that Beth and I didn’t like her. 
 
    I looked at Neve curiously. A few seconds went by while I waited for her to say something. Finally, my patience wore out and I said, “Neve. Just tell us why you’re here. You don’t want to work with us again, do you?” 
 
    “No,” Neve said. “I’m not interested in solving homicides. They always involve crazy people. I’m only doing surveillance jobs now. It’s so boring. I can’t believe I ever wanted to be a private investigator.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Then what do you want?” 
 
    Neve glanced off to the side and wound her hair around her fingers. She looked more nervous than I’d ever seen her before. Finally, she said, “How long did you go out with Liam for?” 
 
    I blinked in surprise. “Longer than I should have. Why?” 
 
    “I was just wondering how well you knew him,” said Neve. “You’ve just never seemed to like him much.” 
 
    “That’s how it usually is with your exes.” I watched her closely. She and Liam had been dating for a few weeks now, and though I’d tried to subtly warn her about him, I didn’t want to get involved in someone else’s love life. “You’ve never listened to my warnings before. Why are you asking me now?” 
 
    “I believe Liam’s actually a good person.” Neve examined her fingernails carefully. Her manicure was perfect. “Everyone has their flaws.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. During my time with Liam, I’d found him to be controlling, chauvinistic, and not at all trustworthy. “I suppose it depends on how you define ‘a good person.’ But why are we even talking about him—is something wrong?” 
 
    Neve looked from me to Beth. “Actually, something is wrong. But it’s not what you’re expecting. Liam’s being investigated for murder.” 
 
    I sat frozen in shock for a split second, and then I found my voice. “I never thought Liam could kill anyone.” 
 
    “That’s exactly what I think,” said Neve. “I don’t think he’s capable of killing anyone.” 
 
    Realization began to dawn. “Are you sure he’s accused of murder?” 
 
    Beth said, “Perhaps you’ve misunderstood what’s going on.” 
 
    Neve shook her head. “No. In fact, Liam knew you wouldn’t want to talk to him, which is why I’m here. I was wondering if you would investigate this case—and prove that Liam didn’t kill anyone.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    “I don’t want to work for Liam!” The words left my mouth before I even had a chance to think. “Liam is an arrogant, disrespectful, manipulative human being who I’d be happy never to see again! I don’t know what’s going on with him and this murder you’re talking about, but it’s none of my business.” 
 
    Neve pinched her lips and looked at Beth pleadingly, but Beth merely shrugged. So Neve looked back at me and said, “Please. You’re the best private investigator in Santa Verona.” 
 
    While it was flattering to hear Neve finally say something nice about me, it wouldn’t change my decision. “Can you imagine working for any of your exes?” I said. “What about the football player you dated in high school, the one who cheated on you? Would you ever want to spend time with him?” 
 
    “Liam never cheated on you.” 
 
    “I only have his word for that, not that I care about it much. And that’s not even the point. I hate Liam. I’m not about to become his employee.” 
 
    Neve turned to look at Beth again. “Beth,” she said, “you don’t have a history with Liam. Why don’t you work on this case?” 
 
    “Mindy is the brains behind the operation,” Beth said. “Besides, I don’t see any reason to work for Liam.” 
 
    “Liam is the chief suspect in this murder,” Neve said, sounding panicked. “He could go to jail for a crime he never committed. And the actual killer could walk away scot-free. An innocent man’s life is going to be ruined!” 
 
    I’ll admit that her plea did make me feel a little bit guilty. Beth and I looked at each other again, and from her cage, Pixie said, “Hello. Sleepy time.” 
 
    I was glad for the distraction, so I said, “It’s almost Pixie’s bedtime. She needs twelve hours of sleep each night.” 
 
    Neve shook her head. “I don’t want to waste your time. But Liam really needs your help now. Can’t you overlook your history and help out an innocent man?” 
 
    “We’d both feel terrible if justice is miscarried. But I’m sure that’s not going to happen,” said Beth. “I’m sure the police will do a good job, and Liam can get himself a good lawyer if he needs to.” 
 
    “I’m not about to put myself through the drama of dealing with Liam again,” I said. “Liam lost the right to my sympathy after we broke up.” 
 
    “We’ll pay double your usual rates,” Neve said. “If you won’t do it for justice, perhaps the money will make a difference.” 
 
    Beth and I looked at each other, and then I glanced at Pixie. I don’t mind being broke, but Pixie is an expensive bird. She needs special parrot-safe toys that are handmade with expensive leather and chewable plastic beads. She goes through these toys like they’re a dime a dozen, which they’re definitely not. She also needs expensive pellets, and lots of fresh fruit and vegetables. And have I mentioned her annual vet checkups and the fact that her nails need to be professionally trimmed every month? No, I couldn’t let Pixie suffer just because I was having a dry spell when it came to work. 
 
    Beth and I exchanged an understanding look, and I turned to Neve. “I’ll take the job,” I said. “Let’s get started.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Beth and I put Pixie to sleep and then headed out to visit Liam. 
 
    It took us only a few minutes to drive over to the address Neve had given us, and when we knocked on the door, Neve opened it for us. 
 
    We stepped inside into a fancy, modern condo. The small entry lobby was decorated with an antique-looking French hallway table and a gilt-edged mirror. There was an orchid in full bloom on the hallway table and a small bowl next to it for collecting keys. 
 
    We followed Neve into the living area, which was decorated with a plush-looking leather Chesterfield sofa set, with large, bright paintings on the walls. Beyond the living area was an eight-seater dining table, and beyond that a modern kitchen gleaming with white stone countertops, glossy white cabinets, and what looked like high-end appliances. 
 
    Liam was sitting on one of the leather sofas, toying with his smartphone, and he stood up slowly as we approached. 
 
    Liam and I had dated for almost a year when I was in college. I was young and naive, which is the only way I can explain why I had wound up with him. 
 
    Liam’s father was a senator, and his mother came from old money. From an early age, Liam knew that he was destined for high political office. And he had the skills with which to achieve that political success. 
 
    He was handsome in a clean-cut, all-American way. His sandy hair was cut short, and his face was square and angular. He had an air of seriousness about him, and his blue eyes could melt anyone with their sincerity. Just like any other politician, Liam had a way with words. He was charming and persuasive, and he always knew what he wanted. He was always out for what was best for himself, and he didn’t mind manipulating people into getting whatever he wanted. 
 
    It’s not that I hated Liam. If I hadn’t dated him, I might not have become the independent, self-assured person that I am today. However, during the time we had been together, Liam had been controlling to a degree I had never thought possible. He knew that what he wanted was the perfect senator’s wife—and this, to him, meant a woman who was subservient, obedient, and didn’t have a mind of her own. He wanted a woman who “took care of herself,” which meant she would go to the gym for an hour every day, blow-dry her hair and make sure that her makeup was always immaculate. He didn’t like women who wore jeans or pants; he thought that a lady should always wear skirts or dresses. He especially didn’t like women who talked back to him, or had opinions of their own. 
 
    Liam didn’t seem to think much of women or their intelligence, but he certainly had an easy time charming the pants off them. He never had a shortage of doting women surrounding him. 
 
    By a twist of fate, Liam had become the assistant DA in Santa Verona a few months ago. I’d run into him once in a while, but we never really said more than two words to each other. Even though I knew I would have to see him every now and then, I had always thought that Liam was someone lost in my past, and I liked it that way. 
 
    But now, Liam stood before me, suddenly a very real part of my present. 
 
    “Mindy,” he said. “It’s good to see you again. And Beth, you too.” 
 
    I forced myself to smile, and Beth murmured something polite. Within a few minutes, the four of us were seated opposite each other. I hadn’t asked Neve for any details about the case, so now I watched the two of them carefully. Neve looked slightly pale and worried, and she clasped her hands tightly in her lap. Liam’s eyes looked troubled, but that air of self-assuredness had not yet left him. 
 
    “Your condo is lovely,” said Beth. “It’s very nicely decorated. I had no idea a man could decorate so nicely.” 
 
    Neve’s eyes narrowed, and Liam smiled politely. “Actually,” he said, “Lana was the one who picked out all the furniture and paintings and stuff.” 
 
    “Who’s Lana?” said Beth. 
 
    Liam and Neve exchanged a glance, and then Liam looked at me. “Lana is the girl who was killed.” 
 
    I frowned. Neve had told me nothing about the case yet, but already, things were off to a bad start. 
 
    “Let’s start at the beginning,” I said. “I’ve told Neve that I want to hear everything straight from you. Tell me exactly what’s going on, and I’ll see if we can help you.” 
 
    Liam leaned back in his seat and one corner of his lips twisted up. “Look at us,” he said. “Who would’ve thought you would be working for me? I hope you’re able to be a good employee.” 
 
    I narrowed my eyes and glared at Liam. But then I remembered that he was paying me double my usual rate, so I said nothing. 
 
    “Mindy is the best private investigator in Santa Verona,” said Beth. “You’re lucky she agreed to take this case. If anyone can sort things out, it’s Mindy.” 
 
    “Of course,” said Liam. “But I remember that you used to have a difficult time listening to other people, or doing what they asked you to.” He glanced pointedly at my jeans. “I notice you prefer not to wear skirts these days.” 
 
    I was tempted to stand up and walk out, but that wouldn’t do. If I walked out, I would be acting like the silly, naive young woman Liam had been able to manipulate. So instead, I took a deep breath and looked him straight in the eye. 
 
    “Liam,” I said calmly. “Let’s get something straight before I start working for you. I’m here because Neve came over to my place and begged me to look into this case. And what’s more, if you weren’t paying me double, I wouldn’t be working for you. I can still quit at any time I choose, if I don’t like the way you’re behaving. So let me make it very clear: you’re going to treat me with the respect and dignity that someone saving your life deserves. If I think it’s become far too unpleasant to spend time with you, I’ll be happy to quit. You can find any other private investigator you like, and work with them. Do we understand each other?” 
 
    Liam’s cheeks had reddened slightly. “I’ve always treated you with respect.” 
 
    “No, you haven’t. And I’m not going to get into that. It doesn’t matter what you think of me. I’m the one you’re depending on, so you better treat me politely and make sure I’m happy enough to work with you.” 
 
    “I’m not sure why you had to give that little speech,” Liam said. “But if it makes you feel any better, I promise to treat you with respect.” 
 
    “I’m glad we’ve made that clear,” I said. “And in case you didn’t understand, I wear whatever I feel like. If I wear jeans, it’s not because I want to spite you. If I wear a skirt or a dress, it’s not because I feel like making you happy. We’re not together anymore, so you can’t control what I wear or say or think.” 
 
    Liam had started to look worried. “Mindy, I never meant to insult you or upset you. You’re the best private investigator in Santa Verona. I really am very grateful that you’ve decided to take this case. Why don’t we just leave our differences aside and get to work?” 
 
    I nodded. I’d had enough of this unpleasantness myself, so I fished in my handbag until I found the contract I was looking for and handed it over to Liam. “This is my standard retainer. Why don’t you sign it and we can get started.” 
 
    Liam dutifully signed everything, and then he wrote out a large check and handed it over to me. “I know you don’t need such a large advance,” he said, “but that’s a sign of my faith in you. I trust you to do the best you can, and hopefully you can help me get out of this mess.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said, putting the check safely away. “Now, let’s get started with the details. Tell me exactly what happened.” 
 
    “Well,” Liam said, “Lana Scriven was the woman who was killed. She was an attorney at a small family law firm. She was working late on Friday night, and the janitor found her body at ten p.m. Died of a gunshot wound, the gun was never found. CSI put her time of death at around seven p.m.” 
 
    “How do you know this?” said Beth. “You’re not exactly working on the case.” 
 
    Liam crossed his arms over his chest. “I might be the number one suspect, but I’ve still got friends who let me know stuff.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. Liam had always been popular in college, and people liked being his friend and trying to help him out whenever they could. So I wasn’t surprised that he had at least one or two sources on the inside, feeding him information. 
 
    “How do you even know that you’re the prime suspect?” I said. 
 
    “Like I said, I have my sources. Besides, there are some things that make me look pretty bad. Not my fault, of course, but that’s how it is.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay. So how exactly do you and Lana know each other?” 
 
    During this whole conversation, Neve had been looking rather uncomfortable, and now she decided to examine her fingernails again. 
 
    “Lana was my ex-girlfriend,” Liam said. “We’d moved in together. Since rents are pretty high in Santa Verona, we decided to stay on as roommates, even after we broke up.” 
 
    I remembered that woman I had seen with Liam, the other day at the Santa Verona courthouse. He’d had his arm around her waist, and they’d looked like a happy couple in love. “Did this Lana have wavy dark brown hair?” I asked. 
 
    Liam looked at me, surprised. “Yes. Did you know her?” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. But are you sure you and Lana broke up?” 
 
    I saw Neve glance quickly at Liam, before she went back to checking her fingernails. 
 
    “I told you,” Liam said, “Lana and I broke up a while back.” 
 
    “I can’t help you out if you’re not honest with me.” I tried not to sound as exasperated as I felt. “If you two really were together, that changes things.” 
 
    I saw Liam glance at Neve, and then he looked back at me. “I’ve already told you about my relationship with Lana. Why don’t we move on?” 
 
    I knew that Liam would never admit in front of Neve that he and Lana had been together right until her death. Beth and I exchanged a glance. It wouldn’t be easy to work on the case if our client wasn’t telling us the truth. 
 
    Beth said, “Why don’t you tell me about Lana’s work?” 
 
    “As I said, Lana worked for a very small family law firm. Her clients were mostly people looking to draw up wills, people getting divorced, that kind of thing.” Liam looked at Neve again. “Actually, there are some things I know about her work, but she told me in confidence. Perhaps it’s better if the three of us talk in private.” 
 
    Neve looked at Liam, obviously hurt. “Liam. I thought we were in this together. I told you I’d always be by your side.” 
 
    Neve’s eyes were worried and pleading, and I actually felt sorry for her. 
 
    Liam smiled apologetically. “I’m sure Mindy would prefer to have this conversation in private. I know private investigators aren’t supposed to be discussing details of their case with someone who’s not their client.” He looked at me. “Isn’t that right, Mindy?” 
 
    I loved how Liam was trying to make me the bad guy. But on the other hand, I knew that he would never tell us the truth as long as Neve was listening in on our conversation. So I shrugged. “To be honest, I do prefer to speak with my clients in private. I’m sorry, Neve. That’s just how it is. I know you want to help—” 
 
    “But I’m sure you can make an exception for us.” Neve frowned, confused. “It’s not like I’m a complete stranger. I’m his girlfriend. I want to help him.” 
 
    Liam moved over to sit next to Neve and held her hand reassuringly. “I know you want to help me, sweetheart,” he said. “But I guess I have to do this one conversation in private. I’m so glad I have you to help me out when I need you. But we need to respect Mindy’s wishes.” 
 
    Neve looked at Liam unhappily, and then she looked back at me. I had a hard time maintaining eye contact with her. 
 
    After a few seconds, she stood up and grabbed her bag. “Okay, then. Call me if you need anything.” 
 
    She walked off quietly, and the three of us watched her close the door behind herself. 
 
    As we sat quietly, we heard her getting into her car, starting up the engine, and driving off. 
 
    When everything was cloaked in silence again, I looked at Liam. “I don’t think Neve was too happy about this.” 
 
    “Hey,” Liam said, “you’re the one with the ethics. Client privacy and all that.” 
 
    “I would’ve made an exception for Neve, but I knew that you wouldn’t tell me the truth about Lana. So now that she’s gone, why don’t you just admit that the two of you were together?” 
 
    Liam shrugged. “It was kind of an on-again, off-again relationship. We lived together, slept together, and fought a lot. Things weren’t going too well between us, but it wasn’t bad enough to break things off. We were trying to work things out.” 
 
    “And Neve?” said Beth. “Where does Neve come into all this?” 
 
    Liam leaned back in his seat and crossed his legs. “Neve is a nice girl. She’s pretty, and she’s eager to have a long-term, serious thing with me. I like her.” 
 
    “And she knew about Lana?” I said. 
 
    “Neve and I never had the talk. We never said anything about being exclusive.” 
 
    “You didn’t answer my question,” I said. “What did Neve know about Lana?” 
 
    Liam shrugged. “Okay. So Neve thought Lana and I were broken up. That’s what most people thought. Lana and I fought so much and we broke up every other day, so most people who knew us thought that we had broken up. Except for a few of Lana’s friends.” 
 
    “I actually feel sorry for Neve,” said Beth. “She doesn’t deserve this.” 
 
    “Well, she wanted to be my girlfriend. And that’s not the kind of thing that happens overnight. Relationships move forward in stages, and now perhaps our relationship can move forward a bit more. Neve should be quite happy now.” 
 
    I shook my head. I did actually take client privacy seriously; otherwise, I would have told Neve just how untrustworthy Liam was. But as it was, Liam was paying me double my usual rates, and I needed to work hard on this case. It was time to stop being so judgmental and focus on the case at hand. 
 
    “You said you’re the prime suspect at this stage,” I said. “Why is that?” 
 
    Liam rolled his eyes. “Friday morning, Lana and I had a big fight, and I’m sure some of the neighbors overheard. She actually told me that she wished I was dead. And I told her that at least if I was dead, a lot of people would be sad. Whereas if she was dead, nobody would care.” 
 
    I winced. “Ouch. That’s pretty bad.” 
 
    Liam shrugged. “Things sound kind of bad when they’re taken out of context. That’s just how we argued.” 
 
    “Was there anything else?” Beth said. 
 
    “So the thing is,” Liam said, “pretty much everyone left the office at around five o’clock that day. Lana stayed back. The automatic doors lock after five thirty, so whoever came to see Lana must’ve gotten access by asking Lana to let him or her in. Which means Lana knew that person.” 
 
    “It could’ve been anyone,” I said. “A friend of Lana’s, a relative, anyone.” 
 
    Liam shook his head. “The really horrible thing is, Lana’s friend Felicity says that Lana told her she was meeting me at seven.” 
 
    “Why would she say that?” Beth said. “Were you meeting her at seven?” 
 
    Liam shook his head no. “We hadn’t made any plans, and Lana didn’t have any reason to tell Felicity that.” 
 
    “Then why would Felicity say that?” Beth asked. 
 
    Liam twisted his lips in a facial shrug. “Felicity always hated me. Perhaps she was just making it up, but either way, you can see why this is so bad for me.” 
 
    “That is pretty bad,” I said. “Are you sure you didn’t kill Lana?” 
 
    “Of course I didn’t kill her,” said Liam. “That’s why I brought you guys in.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Beth. “If you didn’t kill Lana, who might’ve wanted to?” 
 
    “Well,” said Liam, “there’s always Lana’s friend Felicity. She might have lied about me, to cover her own tracks.” 
 
    “I thought she was friends with Lana?” I said. 
 
    “They were frenemies,” said Liam. “They were friends, but they were also kind of jealous of each other and competitive. I’m not sure that Felicity hated Lana enough to kill her, but maybe they got into a fight over something and it just happened.” 
 
    “That sounds unlikely,” I said. “But I’ll keep it in mind.” 
 
    “Who else might have wanted to see Lana dead?” said Beth. 
 
    “Well, none of Lana’s family live in Santa Verona. She moved here a few years ago and didn’t have that many close friends. She mostly hung out with people from the office—and actually, a few people at her work didn’t like her. There’s Rita, who hated her and thought she should have Lana’s job. They found a fake fingernail belonging to Rita in Lana’s office afterward, so she might have had something to do with this whole thing.” 
 
    “But if they worked in the same office, it would be normal for Rita to maybe go and talk to Lana in her office. Doesn’t mean she killed Lana.” 
 
    “I know,” said Liam. “But I’m having a hard time coming up with anyone else. Well, actually, there’s her assistant, Alice. Lana was always complaining about her. She said the girl was really incompetent, and deserved to be fired.” 
 
    “Was there anyone else?” 
 
    Liam shook his head. “Maybe Lana was cheating on me. Maybe there’s another guy in the picture who might’ve wanted her dead.” 
 
    “What makes you think Lana was cheating on you?” I said. “Did you ever see her with anyone else?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No, it’s just a feeling I got sometimes.” 
 
    I looked at Beth and rolled my eyes. Liam had always been paranoid about girls cheating on him—probably because he never thought twice about cheating on them. I found it hard to believe that Lana had been cheating on Liam, but I’d look into the claim nonetheless. 
 
    “If the cops are looking into this,” said Beth, “they won’t be too happy with us poking our noses around.” 
 
    “Then don’t go to the cops.” Liam shrugged, as though avoiding the cops was the most natural thing in the world. “It’s not like they’ll let you access any of their reports at this stage. And if you go to see them, they’ll probably just ask you to stay away from the case.” 
 
    I had to admit that Liam was right. Beth and I were private citizens, and technically, we weren’t supposed to meddle in police business. I knew that at this early stage in the investigation, the police would be absolutely no help. 
 
    “Do you know who’s working the case?” I said. 
 
    “Detectives Sam Knott and Andy Thanh.” 
 
    I nodded. “Sam was in our year. He was always kind of a joker. It’s funny that’s he’s all grown up and a cop now. I don’t know Andy.” 
 
    “Well, they must both be incompetent if they think I’m the main suspect.” 
 
    I glared at Liam. “They’re not incompetent, they’ve just got good reason to think you’re guilty.” 
 
    “Where do we start if we can’t go to the cops?” said Beth. 
 
    “Why don’t you start by talking to people from Lana’s office?” suggested Liam. “I’m good friends with the senior partners there. I’ll send them a note to let the staff talk to you guys. You shouldn’t have a hard time talking to them.” 
 
    “Did the senior partners know that you and Lana were together?” said Beth. 
 
    “They knew we were good friends,” said Liam. “I hung out with those guys at the club sometimes, and none of us meddled in each other’s personal lives much. Women are always tricky.” 
 
    I looked at Beth and rolled my eyes again. I didn’t think women were tricky. It was only guys like Liam who made relationships and the opposite sex seem so much more complicated than they actually were. 
 
    “If Lana was living here, we’re going to have to look at her bedroom.” 
 
    Liam nodded and led us upstairs. “The cops have already been through this place with a fine-tooth comb. I don’t think they found anything, and I don’t think you will, either.” 
 
    As we climbed the stairs, I noticed black-and-white photos of Liam and Neve hung in black photo frames. “I’m guessing you don’t bring other girls back to your place.” 
 
    Liam ignored the quip, and when we got to the small landing at the top of the stairs, he said, “The door on the left’s the linen closet. Door on the right leads to the bathroom. The bedroom on the right was our—Lana’s—bedroom. Lana used the bedroom on the left as a home office.” 
 
    “Didn’t you have a home office?” asked Beth. 
 
    “Never brought work home with me,” said Liam. “I’m efficient. But Lana brought work home all the time, files and paperwork and even had clients come over sometimes.” 
 
    I frowned. “Isn’t that quite irregular?” 
 
    Liam shrugged. “Sure. But I guess the partners at her office just cared that the work got done. And after Lana’s recent promotion, she was dealing mostly with high-net-worth individuals. Those guys couldn’t be bothered to go to her office during normal office hours, so sometimes she’d stay late or go in early to meet them, and sometimes she’d just meet them here. She had one or two eccentric clients who didn’t like going into ‘stuffy’ offices.” 
 
    Beth and I headed into the bathroom and looked around. It was a small, modern space with large floor-to-ceiling tiles in a neutral beige, and a semiframeless shower stall. I opened the cabinet above the sink, but there didn’t seem to be anything too interesting in there. 
 
    “Did Lana take any prescription medicines?” Beth asked. 
 
    Liam shook his head no. 
 
    We headed to the bedroom next. It was furnished with a dark wooden bed and matching nightstands and dresser. The bed linen was a crisp green and white, and there were a few more photos of Liam and Neve. 
 
    Beth and I looked briefly through the dresser and walk-in closet, but there wasn’t anything in there that jumped out at us or seemed suspicious. Just a bunch of clothes and accessories. 
 
    Lana’s study was furnished with the same dark wood furniture—a decent-sized table, a bookcase, and two comfy-looking armchairs. There was a big empty space in the middle of the table, and Beth said, “I guess the cops already took her computer.” 
 
    “Yep,” said Liam. “And a couple of folders and journals that she’d brought home with her from work.” 
 
    “Did they take anything else?” 
 
    “A box full of stuff,” said Liam. “I think they took some random clothes, a couple of lipsticks, trash from the trash can.” 
 
    I nodded, and we looked through the study, peering at the empty trash can and the blank spaces on the bookshelf. 
 
    “This is a nice space,” Beth said. “Did Lana meet a lot of her clients here?” 
 
    Liam shrugged. “A couple. And sometimes she’d have a few girlfriends over, and if I was downstairs watching a movie, they’d come up here and have drinks. It was her private space and I guess I can understand that.” 
 
    I nodded. It made sense to me, even though the space had turned up nothing useful. “I guess we’ll pay Lana’s office a visit tomorrow morning. In the meantime, you have my details. Give us a call if you think of anything else.” 
 
    Liam walked us down the stairs and over to the front door. “I appreciate you taking this case,” he said. “I’m glad you could put our past behind you.” 
 
    “I don’t care about our past,” I said truthfully. “It’s just that I don’t really like you very much, and you’re not a very nice person or very honest. But hey, you’re paying me double my usual rates, so I’ve got no reason not to work for you.” 
 
    Liam smiled. “Well, either way. It’s good to see you again. You’re not seeing anyone now, are you?” 
 
    I thought briefly about Ethan. 
 
    Detective Ethan Macaulay and I ran into each other every now and then on cases. We’d dated all through high school and had broken up once I left for college. The breakup had been hard on both of us, so although it was good to see him again now that I was back in Santa Verona, we were both taking things slow. We’d gone out on a few dates so far, but we were still a little unsure as to what we were doing. Ethan was happy living in Santa Verona and being a detective, whereas I was never really happy with my life. I’m used to moving around and switching jobs and cities and trying new things. I didn’t want to get involved with Ethan if there was a chance that I would move away from Santa Verona and have to break up with him again. 
 
    Things were uncertain between the two of us, and only Beth knew what was going on. 
 
    So I shrugged and said, “Nope. I’m single and busy with work.” 
 
    “You’re not going out with your high school boyfriend, Ethan?” asked Liam. 
 
    I regretted ever having told Liam about Ethan. But I shook my head and fibbed, “No. We’re just friends.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Liam. “Good luck with the case. I hope you come up with something soon.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Beth woke me up early and announced that she’d baked a big batch of lemon cupcakes with lemon buttercream frosting.  
 
    As soon as I bit into one, I decided that she’d baked the cupcake version of a lemon tart: the cupcake was just the right amount of lemony sweetness, covered in soft, citrusy buttercream. 
 
    We had a delicious breakfast of coffee and cupcakes, and even gave Pixie a tiny bit of a cupcake to eat. It was only eight o’clock when we set out, and our first stop was the Santa Verona Police Department. 
 
    The Santa Verona Police Department is housed in an old, historic Spanish-style building. Half the building consists of the police station, and the other half houses the courthouse. Outside, the building is white stucco with a red-tiled roof. Inside, it’s painted a cheery light yellow, and its hallway arches are tiled with artistic blue mosaic. Potted palms dot the space, and “Wanted” posters hang on the walls. It’s a far cry from most of the bland offices that fill the rest of the country. 
 
    Working as investigators means that Beth and I run into cops every now and then, and we try to have a good relationship with them. Most of the cops are locals, like me and Beth, who went to the high school here. So most of them already know us, and they know that Beth has an online bakery. But everyone was still pleased to see us that morning, with our big box of lemon cupcakes, which disappeared soon after we arrived. We said hello to a few friendly detectives, and then Beth and I headed over to Ethan’s desk. 
 
    Ethan and I had dated throughout high school, and now that I’d moved back to Santa Verona, the two of us were wondering why we’d ever broken up. Of course, the answer to that one was easy—we’d ended things because I’d moved away to college, and Ethan had stayed in Santa Verona and gone to the police academy here. 
 
    Ethan is tall, handsome, and square-jawed. His hair is black and close-cropped, and his dark eyes glimmer whenever he’s happy. When our glances met, my heart did a little flip-flop, and I wondered how it was possible to get a tingle of nerves every time I saw him. 
 
    Ethan’s partner Matt Alvarez was hanging out with him, and Matt and Beth soon got into a heated conversation about cupcake flavors. 
 
    Ethan and I smiled at each other awkwardly and made some forced small talk. 
 
    Ethan said, “Have you started work on a new case yet?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “Actually, I have.” 
 
    “What’s the case?” said Ethan. 
 
    I shook my head. “It’s just a tiny thing. It pays well, but I guess I’m not supposed to talk about it now. You understand.” 
 
    Ethan nodded. “Yes, of course. Are we still on for dinner on Friday night?” 
 
    I smiled and nodded. “I hope so. You’re coming to my place, right? I’m going to try my hand at some kind of baking, but if it turns out really badly we can order a pizza.” 
 
    Ethan smiled. “You don’t have to go to any effort for me. I’m happy to bring some takeout with me.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Apparently, it’s the grown-up thing to actually know how to use your oven. It won’t be any trouble at all. Or even if it is, I guess it’s time I learned how to do a bit of adulting.” 
 
    *** 
 
    Half an hour later, Beth and I found ourselves at the offices of Jasper & Wyndham, a small law firm which occupied the second floor of a commercial building a few blocks away from the courthouse. 
 
    The exterior of the building, like the police department, was done in the typical Santa Veronan Spanish style, with white stucco and a red-tiled roof. Inside, the decor was slightly dated, with blue-patterned carpets and yellowing walls. I assumed that the firm did well enough, but the partners didn’t want to funnel funds back into improving the look of the office. 
 
    Beth and I made our way over to see Alice, Lana’s former assistant. 
 
    We found her at her desk in front of Lana’s office. She was a petite woman with shoulder-length blond hair and worried blue eyes. She’d been expecting us, and she told us that since she didn’t have much work to do, she’d be happy to chat. 
 
    “Were you and Lana close?” I asked. 
 
    Alice shrugged. “She was my boss, and I guess she was a pretty decent one.” 
 
    “What happens now that she’s dead?” asked Beth. “Who do you work for now?” 
 
    Alice’s blue eyes grew even more worried. “I’m not exactly working for anyone in particular now,” she said. “But I guess Rita will take over most of Lana’s files, so I’ll probably go work for her.” 
 
    “Doesn’t Rita have her own assistant?” Beth said. 
 
    Alice shook her head no. “Rita’s assistant left a few weeks ago and she’s been looking for a replacement. I guess it’ll be easier if I go work for her now.” 
 
    “But Rita could just go find her own assistant,” said Beth, whose forte had never been tact. 
 
    “I’m sure she could,” said Alice. “But I know these files, and I know the clients Lana worked with.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. It seemed like Alice was worse off after Lana’s death. She was clearly worried about keeping her job. 
 
    “I’m sure it is better if you work for Rita,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “Did Rita and Lana get along well?” 
 
    Alice shook her head. “The two of them were always arguing. Lana had recently gotten a promotion, which Rita thought she should’ve gotten. And sometimes they’d argue about clients. Just a few days before she died, Rita and Lana had a huge fight. I was sitting out here, and there were two clients waiting to see Lana, and we could all hear their argument.” 
 
    “Do you remember what that argument was about?” I asked. 
 
    “Not really. I was on the phone trying to make an appointment with my dentist, so I couldn’t understand most of what they were saying.” 
 
    “We could always ask Rita about it,” said Beth. 
 
    “And if she doesn’t remember,” I mused, “maybe the clients who overheard their argument will. Who were those two clients?” 
 
    “Let me see,” said Alice, looking through Lana’s calendar on her computer. “Teresa Tamsin and Jonas Hume.” 
 
    I took down their details and decided that if Rita didn’t remember the argument, I’d call the clients and ask if they remembered. 
 
    “It sounds like Rita might be happier now that Lana’s dead,” said Beth. 
 
    Alice shrugged. “I don’t think Rita’s a mean person. I’m sure she wouldn’t actually kill anyone. Besides, I thought it was the boyfriend who did it. Liam.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, Liam didn’t do it. What makes you think he did?” 
 
    “I never liked him,” said Alice. “Besides, I heard he argued with Lana earlier that day.” 
 
    “Where did you hear that?” I said. 
 
    Alice shrugged. “Gossip. Can’t work in an office and not have it.” 
 
    “Well, Liam definitely didn’t kill her. What makes you think he would? Other than the argument.” 
 
    “I never really liked Liam,” said Alice. “He seemed kind of sleazy.” 
 
    I bit my smile and thought to myself that Alice was probably a good judge of character. 
 
    We talked a bit more about her work, and the other people who worked in the office. Alice told us that there were twelve lawyers, three paralegals, and a handful of secretaries and assistants. She’d been working here for a bit over a year now, and she thought the pay was good and the work was relatively easy. She was clearly sorry that Lana had died, and worried about her own future. 
 
    “Have you looked through Lana’s office yet?” asked Alice. 
 
    “No,” I said. “Is it just through that door over there?” 
 
    Alice nodded. “Yes. Would you like to go in there now?” 
 
    I nodded. “I guess I should. I suppose we won’t find much, now that the cops have gone through it once and taken anything of interest, but we might as well see if anything jumps out at us.” 
 
    Beth and I walked into Lana’s office. It was on the smallish side and had a window that overlooked the street. Lana’s desk took up half the room, and there was a bookshelf along one wall displaying legal tomes and journals. Her diploma hung on one wall, and there was a filing cabinet against another wall. A sad-looking potted plant stood in one corner. 
 
    There was an obvious empty space in the middle of her desk, where her computer must’ve been. I assumed that the cops had taken it with them to look for incriminating files and other evidence. There was an empty paper tray on one corner of her desk, and a small photo frame displaying a photo of Lana and a woman who I assumed was her friend Felicity. 
 
    The room looked sad and empty, and Beth and I didn’t notice anything of interest. We headed out, thanked Alice for her time, and went to talk to some of the other lawyers. 
 
    They were all very helpful, but they didn’t really have anything new to say. A few of them mentioned that Rita and Lana had never gotten along, but most of them didn’t know Lana too well. 
 
    We finally met Rita an hour later; she turned out to be a tall woman with big red hair and bold makeup. 
 
    Rita ushered us into her office politely. “I’m not sure that I’m actually going to be much help,” she said. “But I guess we could chat. My next client’s due in a few minutes, though.” 
 
    “This shouldn’t take very long,” I said. “I heard you and Lana never got along.” 
 
    Rita nodded. “That’s true. Lana got a promotion six months ago, which I should’ve gotten. I always thought that Lana was sleeping with one of the partners here. But maybe that’s just me being cynical. Anyway, I do more work than her, and I seem to get passed over for every opportunity. It gets on my nerves. And she wasn’t a particularly diplomatic person either, so yeah, the two of us did have a couple of arguments.” 
 
    “And the other staff knew about it too.” 
 
    Rita sighed. “Yes, everyone seemed to know that the two of us didn’t get along. But that doesn’t mean I wanted her dead.” 
 
    “Apparently, you two had a huge fight a few days before she died,” I said. “Do you remember what that was about?” 
 
    Rita looked guilty for a split second, but then she shook her head. “No, I can’t recall.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a look. Perhaps the argument was completely unimportant, but being an investigator means chasing down every lead; I’d need to get in touch with the clients and ask them what they remembered. 
 
    “What were you doing on Friday evening?” asked Beth. 
 
    Rita laughed. “Are you asking if I’ve got an alibi? No, I don’t. I went straight home. I live by myself with three cats, but if they could talk, they would tell you that I was home all night.” 
 
    “They found one of your fake fingernails in Lana’s office,” said Beth. 
 
    Rita shook her head. “I go into Lana’s office all the time—I mean I used to go to Lana’s office all the time. The fingernail must’ve fallen off at some point.” 
 
    “Can you think of anyone else who might’ve wanted to hurt Lana?” I said. 
 
    “Other than that boyfriend of hers?” Rita rolled her eyes. “I’m not sure what was going on between the two of them, but I would hear Lana arguing with him on the phone sometimes when I went to her office to talk to her. He seems like a real piece of work. I’m not sure why Lana was with him.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Liam has nothing to do with this. In fact, he’s the one who wants us to investigate some more.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard he had a fight with Lana that morning. I guess things aren’t looking good for him.” 
 
    “What about Lana’s assistant, Alice?” I said. “I hear she’s supposed to do some work for you now.” 
 
    “And I’m not looking forward to that,” said Rita. “Lana always said that Alice is really incompetent. And I believe her. In fact, Lana meant to fire Alice as soon as she got a chance.” 
 
    “Could she just have fired Alice like that?” Beth said. “There wouldn’t have been any HR issues?” 
 
    “No, there wouldn’t have been any problem. In fact, now that I think about it, Alice is actually better off now that Lana’s dead. Instead of being fired, she gets to come work with me for a while.” 
 
    There was a knock on the door, and Rita called out, “Come in!” 
 
    A slender woman with long jet-black hair walked in and looked from Rita to Beth to me. 
 
    “I hope I’m not interrupting,” she said. 
 
    “Not at all,” Rita said. “Mindy and Beth were just leaving. Mindy, Beth, this is Teresa Tamsin—she used to be one of Lana’s clients.” 
 
    “Teresa Tamsin?” I said. “You came to see Lana a few days before she died, right?” 
 
    Teresa nodded. “Yes, I did. We spoke about my uncle’s will. This whole thing is so sad. I hope they find out whoever did this.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “That’s why we’re here. We’re trying to look into what happened.” 
 
    Teresa frowned. “I thought the cops already had a few suspects? But you’re not with the police department, are you?” 
 
    Beth and I shook our heads. 
 
    “No,” said Beth. “We’re private investigators. We think something might have been overlooked in the initial investigation.” 
 
    Teresa nodded. “I guess it never hurts to look into things a bit more. I was actually supposed to meet Lana earlier on Friday, but I couldn’t make it.” 
 
    “Lana used to work for Teresa’s uncle, Tom Hutchinson,” said Rita. “Tom passed away recently, and Teresa’s here to deal with that.” 
 
    “Well, it’s actually quite lucky you’re here right now,” Beth said. “We’ve been meaning to talk to you, Teresa.” 
 
    Teresa raised one eyebrow and looked at us, bemused. “Me? Why?” 
 
    I glanced awkwardly at Rita. “Well, it’s about Lana’s death. We think you might know something.” 
 
    “But I barely met her once,” said Teresa, smiling and still looking a little confused. 
 
    “We know,” said Beth. “But it would be great if you could talk to us after you’ve finished your work with Rita. It’ll only take a minute or two.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Teresa, looking at us curiously. “Why not? If I can help out, I’m happy to.” 
 
    Beth and I said our goodbyes and left Rita and Teresa to their work, promising to come back after half an hour to talk to Teresa. We met a few more lawyers, and just before we left to meet up with Teresa, we met Alice again. I’d forgotten to ask her for her alibi, and when I asked her where she’d been the night of Lana’s death, Alice shook her head and said that she’d been at home, watching reruns of old TV series. 
 
    I couldn’t help but make a face as she said that. “Are you sure you didn’t call anyone? Maybe order a pizza?” 
 
    “No,” said Alice. “But that’s what I do most days—I relax at home by myself.” 
 
    “Oh well,” I said. At least she hadn’t tried to make up an alibi like many suspects we’d dealt with in the past. “I guess we should go talk to Teresa now. See if she’s got anything interesting to say.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Teresa was waiting for us in the reception area, and she stood up and smiled as we approached. “I thought you might’ve forgotten about me.” 
 
    “Sorry,” I said. “That took a bit longer than we expected. Why don’t we go to the café downstairs and grab some coffee while we chat?” 
 
    Within a few minutes, the three of us were seated around a small table in the tiny café. The place seemed to do a brisk takeout business, and there were only a few small tables scattered around. 
 
    “So,” I said as I took a sip of my steaming-hot cappuccino, “what did you and Lana talk about when you came to meet her last time?” 
 
    “My uncle was in a coma at that time,” said Teresa, “and I wanted to chat about his will with Lana. I’ve always been very close with my uncle, and he’d told me before he got sick that I’d be executor of his will, so I wanted to see what I needed to do when the time came.” 
 
    “And while you were waiting to see Lana that day,” said Beth, “did you overhear her and Rita arguing?” 
 
    Teresa laughed shortly. “Yes, they had a massive blowup.” 
 
    “About what?” 
 
    “Rita accused Lana of not following client procedures correctly. She said Lana was breaking the rules and that she’d get in trouble for it. Lana said that Rita was a stuck-up prissy, and then Rita said that Lana would be better off dead.” 
 
    Beth and I looked at Teresa in shock. “Rita said that?” 
 
    Teresa nodded. “Yeah, it was a pretty full-on catfight. I expected them to start pulling each other’s hair at any moment.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. If Rita had said that Lana was better off dead, even if it was in the middle of a heated argument, then she was a more serious suspect that we’d initially thought. 
 
    I frowned, lost in my thoughts, and managed to murmur, “That’s terrible.” 
 
    “I know,” said Teresa. “Two grown women, bickering like high schoolers. I mean, these women get paid good money to do an easy job, and they live in luxury. Not like the rest of the world. I mean, people are struggling out there, losing their jobs, dealing with real problems. I work for an employment agency, and I meet all kinds of people through my work. Real people, with real problems.” 
 
    I nodded, wondering what to say. I was sure that lawyers were real people who had real problems, too—although they weren’t the same problems that unemployed people faced. 
 
    “That sounds like an amazing job,” Beth said. “I’m sure you help out lots of people.” 
 
    Teresa shook her head. “Not everyone. Some people just can’t seem to get work, no matter what.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” I murmured. “I’m sure you’ve seen a lot.” 
 
    Teresa nodded. “I sure have. But I’ve never seen anything like this murder—imagine, her boyfriend coming over to her office and killing her.” 
 
    “Oh, it’s not her boyfriend,” Beth said. “He’s the one who hired us.” 
 
    Teresa’s eyebrows shot up. “Really? I thought… everyone was sure it was him.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No. Nothing’s sure.” 
 
    Beth said, “I wonder what Rita meant when she said that Lana wasn’t following client procedures. Did you hear anything else about what Lana might’ve been doing?” 
 
    Teresa shook her head. “No. Just that she was breaking rules and would get in trouble for it.” 
 
    “Maybe it was because she was meeting clients at home,” I said thoughtfully. “Maybe that was against the rules.” 
 
    Teresa’s eyebrows shot up again. “Lana was meeting clients at home? Isn’t that really strange?” 
 
    I shrugged. “These were wealthy people and some of them were eccentric. Liam said that Lana’s office didn’t care as long as she got the work done.” 
 
    “Liam’s the boyfriend, right?” said Teresa. 
 
    I nodded. “Yeah. He lived with Lana, so he knew about her work habits.” 
 
    “Oh. I didn’t know Lana was living with someone.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Yeah, they were kind of an on-off couple, but they’d been living together for a while. Liam said Lana’s office knew about the clients coming over.” 
 
    Teresa nodded thoughtfully. “Well. If Lana’s office knew about it, then maybe it was okay. You guys don’t think Rita had anything to do with her death, do you?” 
 
    “We don’t know yet,” I said honestly, leaving out the bit about the cops finding Rita’s fake nail in Lana’s office. “We’re looking into everything.” 
 
    *** 
 
    When our chat with Teresa was over, Beth and I headed home, and Beth replied to some emails from potential customers for her bakery. After some time spent playing with Pixie, we headed out again. We’d made an appointment to meet Felicity after work, and I wondered if Lana’s friend would help us learn anything new. 
 
    Felicity was tall and slender and had blond hair that she wore in a French twist. She met us at the café below her office, and she looked very professional in her perfectly tailored light gray skirt suit. 
 
    “Lana and I have been friends since law school,” said Felicity. “We visited Santa Verona together during one of our holidays, and we both decided to move here. We’ve stayed friends ever since.” 
 
    “Would you say you were very close friends?” asked Beth. 
 
    Felicity looked off into the distance and frowned. “We’d known each other for a very long time, and I guess we respected each other. We liked hanging out with each other, and we had quite a few things in common.” 
 
    “I heard you were kind of competitive with her,” said Beth. “Apparently, the two of you didn’t always get along.” 
 
    Felicity laughed. “You can be close friends with somebody and not always get along with them. Yes, Lana was kind of competitive in some ways, but I didn’t mind. Competition keeps you moving ahead, and trying harder. I like to think that we helped each other work harder and try to achieve more of our goals. I always admired that about Lana—she was always very ambitious, and very hard-working. I think she inspired me to work even harder, and try harder at my own career.” 
 
    “So do you also practice family law?” I asked. 
 
    “No,” said Felicity. “I work in corporate law.” 
 
    “And did you know Liam?” 
 
    Felicity nodded. “Yes, I never liked him.” 
 
    “Why not?” I asked. 
 
    Felicity shrugged. “He never treated Lana very well. They were always arguing and breaking up. But the breakups never stuck. I used to wish that Lana would just see the truth and leave him. But she never did.” 
 
    “Why did you think Lana was meeting Liam on the day she died?” 
 
    “I never said that. Who did you hear that from?” Felicity looked from me to Beth. 
 
    I shook my head. “Perhaps some of the information got lost in translation. Did you think Lana was meeting anyone on Friday night?” 
 
    “Yes,” said Felicity. “I’d asked Lana to come and have drinks with me that night. But she said she was meeting somebody. I assumed she meant Liam, but it could’ve been anyone.” 
 
    Beth and I looked at each other and exchanged a glance. Felicity must’ve said this when she was chatting with the cops, and Liam must’ve been told a slightly convoluted version of her story. 
 
    “So did you end up going for drinks without Lana?” I asked. 
 
    Felicity nodded. “Yeah, some other girls and I went to the Donkey Bar and stayed there till late that night.” 
 
    We talked to Felicity for a few more minutes, asking her about what kind of person Lana was, and if there could possibly be anyone else who might want to hurt her. Felicity didn’t tell us anything we didn’t already know—she told us that Lana frequently mentioned a coworker named Rita who was jealous of her and constantly trying to get her into trouble. Lana had also told Felicity about her assistant, Alice, who she said was incompetent and never seemed to care much about her work. 
 
    When it became clear that Beth and I wouldn’t learn anything new, we thanked Felicity for her time and walked down a few blocks to a Thai restaurant we’d been meaning to try out. 
 
    Over a meal of Pad Thai and Massaman curry, Beth and I discussed the case. So far, it seemed like we’d learned nothing much. There seemed to be a couple of people who didn’t like Lana very much, but nobody seemed to dislike her enough to want to kill her. Perhaps we’d missed something at the office, or perhaps Lana had some friends or enemies that we didn’t know about. We decided to head back to Lana’s office the next day. 
 
    When I got home, Pixie was still up, and the light was blinking on my answering machine. As soon as I pressed play, a strange voice floated out, and I blinked in surprise before heading to Beth’s apartment and dragging her over to listen to the message. 
 
    “You really shouldn’t be investigating this,” said the message. The voice was distorted, and it was impossible to tell if it was a woman or a man speaking. “Lana deserved to die. And if you ask too many questions, you might deserve to die, too.” 
 
    Beth and I sat at the dining table for a while after that, sipping hot decaf and replaying the message a couple more times. 
 
    Investigating murders means that every now and then a murderer threatens to kill me, figuring that if I’m out of the way, they’ll have less to worry about. I should have been used to this by now, but I wasn’t. The message made me nervous, and I wondered if whoever left it was serious. Someone had certainly been serious enough to kill Lana. 
 
    “At least this means there’s something out there,” said Beth. “We’re not just chasing empty leads. Perhaps there are more clues out there, and we’ll find the real killer soon.” 
 
    I nodded and tried to look on the bright side of the message. Beth was right. Perhaps we were close to finding something out. 
 
    I couldn’t remember anything suspicious from today, or recall any conversation that pointed toward someone being the killer. But we must’ve discovered something that was making the killer nervous—perhaps we’d overlooked some very important clue. 
 
    I glanced at the answering machine again and shuddered. Whoever had left us the message was probably quite serious. We needed to find out who had left it before they tried to kill us, just like they had killed Lana. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    I woke up early enough the next morning to be able to make it to my yoga class. 
 
    I walked ten minutes down the road, arrived at the beach, and quickly found the spot where the beach yoga class was being held. 
 
    I detest most forms of exercise, but I discovered yoga a few weeks ago, and I think it’s fun and relaxing. The yoga instructor, Carmelle, is a sweet, friendly lady, and it’s fun to do yoga and listen to the sound of waves crashing on the beach. 
 
    Yoga class went by far too quickly, and afterward, the dozen or so of us who had come to class hung around and chatted with each other for a bit. The sun was up by now; the sky was still flecked with bits of pink, and it looked like it was going to be another beautiful sunny day in Santa Verona. 
 
    I said goodbye to my yoga class and headed back down the road. I was halfway home when I thought I heard footsteps behind me. I stopped and turned around, but there was no one there. 
 
    It must be nerves, I told myself, thinking of the creepy message we’d received the previous night. 
 
    I took a few more steps forward, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was being followed. I stopped and turned around again, but once more, there was nobody following me. 
 
    There were rows of cars parked along the street, and I wondered if somebody might be hiding behind a car. I looked carefully, but I couldn’t see anyone. Or maybe whoever was following me had popped into a driveway and was hiding behind a fence. 
 
    The hairs on the back of my neck were standing up, and I had a funny feeling in my stomach. 
 
    It’s just nerves, I repeated to myself, but I didn’t quite believe it. I could almost sense somebody’s presence. Once again, I turned and walked toward my apartment. 
 
    A minute later, I turned around again. I still couldn’t see anyone, but I could feel somebody’s presence. 
 
    I turned and walked back to my apartment as quickly as I could. When I got to the building, I took the stairs two at a time, constantly checking over my shoulder. I felt safe only when I had locked the front door safely behind me. 
 
    A few minutes later, Beth and I were having a healthy breakfast of scrambled eggs and bacon and coffee, and I told her about my experience. 
 
    “It was probably just nerves,” I said, repeating out loud what I’d told myself during my stressful walk home. 
 
    “Maybe it was,” said Beth. “Maybe your mind plays tricks on you after you do yoga.” 
 
    “No, that’s not true. You should come and do yoga with me sometime. You’d really like it!” 
 
    “I prefer going running.” 
 
    “Anyway, maybe it was just my imagination. But it really did feel like someone was following me. I guess we’d better be a bit more careful now.” 
 
    Beth nodded. “There’s no harm in being careful.” 
 
    “And I guess we’d better hurry up and try to find out who killed Lana. It seems like they really mean business.” 
 
    *** 
 
    We arrived at Lana’s office just after nine and went straight to see Alice. However, Alice hadn’t come to work yet, so instead we went to see Rita. 
 
    Rita smiled thinly when she saw the two of us. She was sipping from a large takeout cup of coffee and typing away on her computer. 
 
    “Have you found out anything new?” Rita said. 
 
    I wondered if Rita was the one who had left us the threatening message, and if she had followed me home from yoga class this morning. She didn’t seem like the sort, but I couldn’t rule anyone out at this stage. 
 
    “Not really. We were hoping you might tell us if you’ve thought of anything else.” 
 
    Rita shook her head no. “I never knew too much about Lana.” 
 
    “Did you know her friend Felicity?” 
 
    Rita nodded. “Sure. I’ve met her at a couple of legal association cocktail parties, and I’ve heard Lana talk about her. She would come over to the office every now and then to pick Lana up for a cocktail night or to go out to lunch with Lana. I never did like her very much.” 
 
    “Why is that?” Beth said. “Was it just because she was Lana’s friend?” 
 
    Rita frowned thoughtfully. “No, I don’t think so. I think it was because she and Lana were kind of similar in many ways. They were both very ruthless and competitive. I don’t think either of them had any ethics. They would do whatever it took to get ahead. And they were both superficial, constantly bragging about their new bags and jewelry. Felicity was annoying, but I guess I didn’t know her all that well.” 
 
    “I keep hearing that Lana and Felicity were competitive,” I said. “But I’m sure competing with someone and constantly comparing yourself with them is no reason to kill them.” 
 
    Rita shook her head. “I don’t think so either. Unless something else was going on that we don’t know about.” 
 
    I nodded. Perhaps there was something else between Felicity and Lana. Perhaps Felicity was also sleeping with Liam, or perhaps there was some history between her and Lana that we didn’t know about. 
 
    “I notice Alice isn’t at work yet,” said Beth. 
 
    “That girl doesn’t seem to care much about her job,” said Rita. “As soon as I get things a bit more organized, I’m going to have to fire her and get a new assistant.” 
 
    “Do you have to deal with all of Lana’s cases yourself?” I asked. 
 
    Rita shook her head. “I got most of the cases; a few of the other lawyers got a few cases as well. In fact, I’m still working on Teresa’s case. Teresa’s uncle Tom was Lana’s client, but now that Tom’s passed away, Teresa is the executor of Tom’s will. Lana was so disorganized, I could hardly find most of the papers we need to go ahead. There were a bunch of files missing from her office, and I couldn’t find the hard copy of Tom’s will; but at least I found a scan.” 
 
    “But I’m sure Lana also had physical files? Don’t lawyers have to sign things on actual paper?” said Beth. 
 
    “Yes,” said Rita. “In fact, I’m going to have to look for the physical copy of the will now. I wish I knew how she organized her papers.” 
 
    “Could the cops have taken the folder?” 
 
    Rita shook her head. “No, we asked them specifically, but they don’t have Tom’s file. There are a few other files we couldn’t find, and the cops don’t have those ones, either. I can’t believe Lana managed to get any work done when she was so messy.” 
 
    The three of us walked over to Lana’s office. 
 
    “Would Alice know where the files are?” asked Beth. 
 
    “Maybe,” Rita said. “But Alice doesn’t really pay much attention to her work. I’m not sure she would remember. Besides, Lana dealt with a lot of clients, so she’d have a lot of files lying around.” 
 
    We all walked over to Lana’s filing cabinet, and Rita pulled out a key and unlocked it. She opened a drawer and began to rifle through the folders, looking at the tabs that were labeled with names. 
 
    “I can’t find anything labeled ‘Hutchinson,’” said Rita. “She must’ve labeled it something else. But it’s not even under W for ‘wills.’” 
 
    Rita opened the last drawer of the filing cabinet and found a big folder marked “sort me now.” When she opened the folder, she found all kinds of papers and receipts, but no copy of Tom’s will. 
 
    Rita was about to close the drawer when I noticed another folder lying there, marked “Misc.” 
 
    “What’s that?” I said. “That looks interesting.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’s nothing,” Rita said. “Anyway, I’ve already wasted enough time looking for this Hutchinson file. Lana must’ve lost it somehow, and at least I’ve got the scanned copy to work off. I better get back to work.” 
 
    “I’m sure it’ll only take a few seconds to look at that file,” I said. “It might be something important.” 
 
    “I’m not sure that we should be going through the files unnecessarily,” Rita said. 
 
    “Look, Rita,” I said, “this could be very important. If we don’t go through it now, I’m going to have to tell the cops that we discovered something interesting, and then they might want to take away the whole filing cabinet. Then you won’t even have the physical files to work with.” 
 
    Rita gave me a dirty look, but I could see the wheels turning in her brain. I was likely to go ahead with my threat of telling the cops, and without this filing cabinet, Rita’s life would be made so much more difficult. 
 
    “Okay,” she said. “We might as well have a quick look at it. But I don’t want to waste too much more of my time.” 
 
    She reached in, grabbed the folder, and opened it. 
 
    When we saw the contents of the file, the three of us stood frozen—shocked into silence for a few long minutes.


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    Finally, Beth said, “What a strange pose! Didn’t it hurt to twist their bodies that way?” She looked at me, but I was still too surprised to speak. “Maybe they both did lots of yoga. Apparently, yoga helps you get into all kinds of poses.” 
 
    Rita was still staring at the photos with her lips pressed together. 
 
    I said, “Who is that man?” 
 
    “That’s Judge Jeremy O’Connor,” said Rita. “He’s about two hundred years old, and he’s been married to Winona Flinders for about one hundred of those. Winona is really big on the social scene here.” 
 
    I’d heard of Winona Flinders. She was a popular socialite in Santa Verona who hobnobbed with the Hollywood stars when they came down to visit. She did lots of charity work, including raising money for breast cancer awareness and saving endangered animals. 
 
    “I always knew Lana would do whatever it took to get ahead,” said Rita through gritted teeth. “This thing she had with Judge O’Connor must’ve helped her with lots of cases.” 
 
    “Or maybe she was just with him for fun,” said Beth. 
 
    I took another look at one of those photos. And winced. “It’s almost painful to look at these photos. He looks so ancient—what could she possibly have seen in him? Although, it does serve Liam right. He deserves to be cheated on.” 
 
    As soon as I said that, I wondered if that was right. I didn’t like Liam, but these photos didn’t paint Lana in a particularly flattering light. 
 
    “Did you know about this?” Beth asked, looking at Rita. 
 
    Rita shook her head, and from the shock that was written all over her face, I knew that she was telling the truth. 
 
    “Why would Lana just leave this file lying around in her office?” said Beth. 
 
    There was an envelope among the photos. Rita opened it and pulled out a piece of paper, which she read before passing it over to Beth and me. 
 
    “Unless you want these photos splashed all over the Santa Verona Sun,” said the note, “leave $50,000 in unmarked bills under the bench at the Moorland Park, the one opposite the small fountain near the back. Do that, and your secret is safe with me.” 
 
    “How old do you think these photos are?” I asked. 
 
    “At least six months old,” said Rita. “Lana’s changed her hairstyle since.” 
 
    “But there’s no way to guess how old this letter is,” Beth said. “She might have received this letter last week, or last month, or even a year ago.” 
 
    “It does put an interesting spin on things,” I mused out loud. “If Lana was being blackmailed, she and the blackmailer might’ve gotten into a fight, which left her dead.” 
 
    A flicker of doubt passed through my mind. Perhaps Rita was the blackmailer herself, and she was just pretending to be surprised. I glanced at Rita out of the corner of my eye: she was still looking through the photos and seemed far too surprised to be faking it. 
 
    “Even if the note is kind of old,” said Beth, “the blackmailer might’ve gotten in touch with Lana again. Maybe this is what led to Lana’s death.” 
 
    “I guess we should take these to the police,” I said. “Perhaps they can run them through their systems and find out some more information. These might help them find the actual killer.” 
 
    “Aren’t you going to take these to Liam?” asked Rita. “After all, he’s the one paying you.” 
 
    I looked at Rita and made a face. She was right—I should tell Liam about the photos before I took them to the cops. 
 
    Beth said, “Liam will probably be happy to see these photos. Not only could they help exonerate him, they prove that he was right about Lana cheating on him.” 
 
    “I guess you’re right,” I said. Liam was our client, and it was our job to make him happy, but the thought of seeing him act all gleeful and vindicated was turning my stomach. 
 
    I took the photos from Rita, and we thanked her for her help. It was time to see what other information these photos might turn up. 
 
    I called Liam and asked him if we should come over to the courthouse to meet him, but he told me that he was on a sort of forced sabbatical while the case was being investigated. “I guess they’re not keen on having an assistant DA who’s being investigated by the cops,” he said dryly. 
 
    For a brief moment, I felt sorry for him. “Okay,” I said, “we’ll come straight over to your condo.” 
 
    When Liam ushered us into his condo, I noticed that he had three-day stubble on his cheek, and his face was marked with lines of stress and unhappiness. For once, he seemed to have lost much of his swagger. 
 
    “Do you have any good news for me?” Liam asked as we all sat down. 
 
    “I do, actually,” I said. 
 
    Beth and I filled Liam in about the photos we had found, and I told him about the note. I’d left the photos in my car and refused to show them to Liam. I felt oddly protective of Lana, despite what she’d done. Those photos were creepy and might have led to her death, and I didn’t want Liam gloating over them. 
 
    The lines on Liam’s face gradually disappeared as we told him about the photos and the note, and by the end of our conversation, he was smiling and looking a lot like his former self. 
 
    “I guess we should go to the cops,” I said, “and give them the photos. Perhaps the lab techs can run them through the system and find out something more.” 
 
    Liam shook his head vigorously. “No, you can’t do that! If you go to the police with this, they’ll know that you’re investigating and tell you to stay away. We can’t have that happen.” 
 
    Liam had a point. 
 
    “But perhaps this investigation is over,” I said. “Perhaps we won’t really discover anything else.” 
 
    Liam shook his head. “There has to be something more. Keep looking. You can always go to the cops later. There’s no rush.” 
 
    “If I don’t go to the cops now,” I said, “I’ll be withholding evidence.” 
 
    Liam rolled his eyes. “I’m sure you’ll think of some excuse. I don’t want you to just stop investigating—this is a good start, but I’m sure there’s more information like this out there. I should never have trusted Lana; I should have broken up with her ages ago. Now she’s gone and gotten me involved in a murder investigation, and she might end up ruining my career from her grave.” 
 
    It was my turn to roll my eyes. Lana had been killed, and all Liam could think about was himself and his career. 
 
    “I’m sure this investigation won’t affect your career,” I said. “And if I give these photos to the police, they might find out more information, more quickly than I could.” 
 
    “I don’t think so,” said Liam. “I’m the client, and I’m saying that I want you to keep investigating. This is why I pay you the big bucks.” 
 
    “We’ll keep looking for more information,” Beth said. She could sense my anger, and I was glad that she sounded so calm and level-headed. 
 
    I remembered the feeling I’d had earlier in the morning when I thought someone had been following me. I was sure it was the same person who’d left us the threatening message—whoever it was, I hoped they didn’t find out that I had found these photos of Lana. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    I was disappointed at the way our conversation with Liam had gone, but we decided that we might as well keep working. 
 
    Our next stop was Judge Jeremy O’Connor’s office. 
 
    It felt odd to go to the courthouse and turn right to go to the actual court area instead of turning left to go to the police station. Beth and I continued until we found Judge O’Connor’s chambers, and then we knocked and walked into the waiting area, which was manned by a grumpy-looking chubby brunette in her early thirties. 
 
    There was nobody else in the waiting area, so I wondered if the judge was in his chambers or not. 
 
    Before we could say anything, the brunette glared at us and said, “Judge O’Connor isn’t meeting anyone right now.” 
 
    “Is he in a meeting at the moment?” Beth asked. “Because I was told that he would be free to talk to us.” 
 
    “Who told you that?” 
 
    “We really have to see Judge O’Connor,” I said. “He’ll want to hear what we have to say. It’s about his wife.” 
 
    The brunette frowned, but she picked up a phone, dialed a number, and said something softly before hanging up. 
 
    She looked at us suspiciously. “He says to go in.” 
 
    Beth and I smiled and walked through the door before the judge could change his mind. 
 
    Judge O’Connor’s room was cool and shaded from the afternoon sun. The walls were wood-paneled, and his window looked out onto the courtyard. 
 
    The judge himself looked a lot like the photographs we’d seen—old, wrinkled, and balding. When he stood up, we noticed that he was quite tall, and his eyes were clouded in confusion. 
 
    He said, “Bridgette said you needed to tell me something about my wife.” 
 
    Beth and I walked over to the other side of the judge’s desk. 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure where to start, and we stood there in awkward silence for a few long seconds. 
 
    “I don’t have all day,” said the judge. “If this is important, you need to tell me right now.” 
 
    “This is important,” said Beth. “How long have you and Lana Scriven been having an affair?” 
 
    The judge glared at us. “What are you, reporters from some gossip magazine? I don’t have to answer your questions.” 
 
    “We have photos,” I said. “We found them in Lana’s office. I would show you, but they’re not very pleasant to look at.” 
 
    The judge looked at me and Beth silently, obviously trying to guess if we were bluffing. 
 
    Finally, he said, “What do you want?” 
 
    “I just wanted to know a bit more about you and Lana. We’re looking into Lana’s death.” 
 
    “I think you two are making things up,” said the judge. “I don’t have to talk to you.” 
 
    “We can show you the photos,” I said. “They’re in my car. Although, once they fall into the wrong hands, you’ll probably be a suspect in her murder as well.” 
 
    The judge gestured to us to sit down. “Lana and I ended things three months ago. It started maybe a year ago? I can’t quite remember.” 
 
    “Why did you end things?” said Beth. 
 
    Judge O’Connor shook his head. “I didn’t end things, she did. And she wouldn’t tell me why. She said it was best for both of us. I didn’t think so, but I couldn’t convince her otherwise.” 
 
    “Why did you even get together with her?” I said. “An affair like this could jeopardize your whole career.” 
 
    “I fell in love,” said Judge O’Connor. “I know it sounds stupid coming from an old man like myself. But I might only have a few more years to live. I wanted to experience life. I wanted to experience more than a stale marriage and the facade that I need to put on for the public. I loved Lana, and I would have given up my career for her.” 
 
    Beth said, “But I’m sure she didn’t want that.” 
 
    “No,” said Judge O’Connor. “She said I would regret doing anything rash. So we kept our affair a secret.” 
 
    “Did you know that she was being blackmailed?” I asked. “The note we found with the photos was asking her for a lot of money.” 
 
    The judge sighed. “She told me seven months ago. I said I’d help her pay it off, and that she shouldn’t let it bother her. Although, maybe that’s part of the reason why she ended it.” 
 
    I nodded, agreeing with him silently. Perhaps the blackmailer had made Lana rethink her affair, and she’d decided that she was better off without the judge. “Has anyone ever tried to blackmail you?” 
 
    The judge shook his head. “We’ve been discreet. I’m pretty sure Lana never told anyone, and I only ever told my best friend Barry.” 
 
    “Maybe someone who knows you guessed about the affair.” 
 
    Judge O’Connor frowned and stared at the wall thoughtfully. “Perhaps some people suspect. Maybe my secretary—she would see Lana coming and going from my chambers sometimes. Most of my other friends are just people I play golf with or hang out with at the country club. They would never understand.” 
 
    “What does Barry do?” I asked. 
 
    “He’s a successful businessman—Barry’s Packaging Plant is one of his businesses. I’m sure you’ve heard of him.” 
 
    I nodded. I’d certainly heard about the packaging plant. “And you’re sure he wouldn’t blackmail Lana.” 
 
    “He doesn’t need the money, and he’s my friend.” 
 
    “What about your wife?” Beth asked. 
 
    Judge O’Conner winced. “She found out a while back. But we’re not really the kind of people who confront each other or have arguments. She seemed upset, and I told her I wouldn’t stop seeing Lana. I was being discreet about it. I offered to divorce her, but she wouldn’t have that. What would all our friends think? Anyway, it’s not like our marriage meant much to her over the last few years. The passion died down a long time ago. It’s been a sham for a while.” 
 
    “Did you tell her when things ended between you and Lana?” I asked. 
 
    Judge O’Conner shook his head. “No. I didn’t feel like talking about it. I didn’t think my wife would care. Besides, I still thought I might be able to convince Lana to go out with me again. I’m a pretty persistent guy.” 
 
    “When did you last see Lana?” asked Beth. 
 
    “Three weeks ago at a fundraiser for polar bears. My wife does some charity work for endangered animals.” 
 
    “The last time you met her, did Lana seem to be behaving differently in any way?” asked Beth. 
 
    Judge O’Connor shook his head. “No. We were pretending to be polite to each other, like regular old acquaintances. She seemed completely normal.” 
 
    We asked Judge O’Connor a few more questions about Lana, trying to find out more information about their relationship and Lana’s past. When it became apparent that he could tell us nothing new, I asked him where he’d been on Friday night. 
 
    The judge smiled. “If you’re asking for my alibi, you can bet I’ve got a good one. I was having dinner at the clubhouse with at least twelve of my golfing buddies. I was there from six to ten. You can ask anyone.” 
 
    He gave us the names of a couple of his friends and told us that we could also ask the staff at the clubhouse. 
 
    “And what about your wife?” Beth asked. “Where was she?” 
 
    Judge O’Connor shrugged. “She said she wasn’t feeling very well and stayed home that night.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. We would need to talk to Winona, and neither of us was looking forward to what could potentially be an awkward conversation. 
 
    “Would your wife be free for a chat today?” Beth asked. 
 
    “Do you really have to talk to her?” Judge O’Connor made an unhappy face. “She doesn’t like thinking about the affair, and she’ll be in a bad mood if it’s brought up again.” 
 
    “You know we have to,” I said. “If it’s not us, it’ll be the cops.” 
 
    Judge O’Connor nodded. His eyes were hooded and his face was lined with concern. “Oh well,” he said, “I guess I don’t really have a choice.” 
 
    “You could talk to her first,” Beth said. “Perhaps you could soften the blow.” 
 
    Judge O’Connor shook his head. “I know my wife better than that. Nothing’s going to change her reaction.” 
 
    “Well, perhaps you could call her and let her know that we’ll want to talk to her?” I said. 
 
    The judge twisted his lips in a facial shrug. “I’ll do that for you two, but in exchange, I need you guys to tread lightly on this topic with her.” 
 
    Beth and I nodded. 
 
    “We’ll do our best,” I said. 
 
    We sat in awkward silence as the judge pulled out his smartphone and made a quick phone call to his wife. We heard him tell her that two young ladies, Beth and Mindy, would want to talk to her today, as soon as possible. No, he said, it had to be done. It was about the recent murder of a young lady, Lana Scriven. Yes, that Lana Scriven. 
 
    After a couple more minutes of conversation, Judge O’Connor hung up and turned to us. “She’ll meet you at four-thirty today. She’s having lunch with some ladies at the Whirlpool Grill, so she’ll meet you next door at the Hoopla Café.” 
 
    “We appreciate you setting up the meeting for us,” I said. 
 
    Judge O’Connor shrugged, and for the first time his eyes seemed to be clouded with sadness. He looked off into the distance and mumbled something that sounded like, “It was the least I could do.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    It was almost time for lunch, so Beth and I headed over to a bistro near the courthouse that was popular with Santa Verona locals and had cheap lunch specials. After a delicious meal of seafood risotto and a creamy pasta, we walked over to the bar where Felicity said she’d been on Friday night. 
 
    The Donkey Bar was quiet at this time of day. It was housed in a large, dark room with booths lining one wall and tables in between the booths and the bar. The bar smelled of expensive alcohol and was dimly lit with overhead pendant lights. A long mirror behind the bar reflected the room back to us. Bottles lined the shelves above the mirror, and wine glasses hung upside down from racks above the bar. 
 
    As we approached, the bartender looked up and smiled. He was a stocky young man, wearing a black T-shirt that revealed the tattoos along his arms. 
 
    “What can I get you ladies?” he said. 
 
    We ordered the club sodas that we usually drink when we’re on a job, and then we settled in at the bar and looked around. There were a few people sitting in the booths—there was one couple who looked like they were having a clandestine meeting, and two groups of people who looked like they were discussing business. 
 
    “Are you waiting for someone?” asked the bartender. 
 
    “Not really,” I said. “We were actually wondering about a woman who visited the bar last Friday.” 
 
    Beth flipped through her smartphone. It took her just a few seconds to pull up a photo of Felicity from her social media profile. 
 
    “Do you remember this woman?” she asked the bartender, showing him the photo. 
 
    The bartender smiled. “Yeah, she’s one of our regulars. She and a group of young ladies like to come here for ladies’ cocktail night specials. They really liven the place up.” 
 
    “Did they come by here on Friday night?” I asked. 
 
    The bartender shook his head. “The rest of those girls came in, but not her. Actually, I haven’t seen her here in a while. The last time she came in would’ve been probably… let’s see, maybe two weeks ago?” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. 
 
    “Are you sure she didn’t come by on Friday?” I asked. 
 
    “I would have remembered.” The bartender looked up at the ceiling and pointed to the cameras. “We do have security cameras and footage, if you’d like to check. But I can guarantee, she wasn’t here. I’ve got a good memory, and I remember thinking on Friday that something must be up. Perhaps she found a new bar that she likes to hang out at.” 
 
    The bartender’s revelations made me feel a bit uncomfortable. 
 
    I’d never really considered that Felicity might have actually hated Lana enough to want to kill her. She hadn’t struck me as a particularly malicious or dangerous person, and I couldn’t really imagine her leaving a threatening message for me and Beth, let alone following me down the street early in the morning. However, being an investigator meant having an open mind, and now we needed to be open to the possibility that Felicity might’ve had something to do with Lana’s death. 
 
    Beth and I decided to take up the bartender’s offer of looking through the security footage, just to be sure that he hadn’t somehow missed Felicity. We spent the next two hours sitting in the back office, watching the tapes from Friday night. Sure enough, Felicity never showed up that night. 
 
    “We need to talk to Felicity and ask her what’s really going on,” said Beth. 
 
    I nodded. “I’m not looking forward to that at all. Why would she lie? She could have just told us that she had no alibi.” 
 
    Beth shrugged. “Perhaps she thought we wouldn’t follow up. She’ll definitely be annoyed when she finds out that we know the truth.” 
 
    I nodded. It was no fun dealing with people we’d annoyed, but being an investigator meant discovering unpleasant truths and having unpleasant conversations. 
 
    Like the one we needed to have with Winona now. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    We arrived at the Hoopla Café a few minutes before our appointment time. 
 
    The Hoopla Café was near the expensive shopping strip in Santa Verona. Well-heeled tourists stopped here in between buying their Cartier watches and Tiffany diamond bracelets. The menu might have seemed cheap compared to designer jewelry, but I didn’t relish the thought of having to spend ten dollars on a single cup of coffee. 
 
    There was a row of outdoor tables, and the glass bifold doors of the café were wide open, letting in the gorgeous sunny weather. 
 
    Inside, the café was decorated in the Scandinavian style, with bleached white wooden floors and light wooden furniture. Rose gold pendant lights hung overhead, and the clientele sat with their shopping bags and sipped their drinks and laughed. 
 
    I wasn’t surprised that Winona had picked this place. It seemed like the overpriced, pretentious kind of place a popular, wealthy socialite would like. I assumed she would be fashionably late, and Beth and I perused the menu and decided to order ourselves some coffee while we waited. 
 
    As we expected, Winona showed up fifteen minutes late, and not at all apologetic. 
 
    Winona was a petite woman who couldn’t be more than five feet tall, but looked taller because of her six-inch high heels. She wore an expensive-looking floral-patterned dress, and her short blond hair was sleek and perfectly groomed. Her forehead looked a bit abnormally smooth, and her face was creepily devoid of lines. I find the Botoxed look kind of eerie, but I suppose fashionable older women prefer to look Botoxed than wrinkled. 
 
    Introductions were made all around. 
 
    “This is such an unpleasant business,” Winona moaned. Her voice was breathy and sophisticated, and devoid of much emotion. 
 
    She lifted one dainty hand to call a nearby waitress and ordered herself a bottle of Evian water. 
 
    “Well,” she said, “we might as well get this over with. What did you want to talk about?” And then she looked at us a little bit suspiciously. “You’re not working for some tabloid, are you? My husband can be a little bit… foolish.” 
 
    “No,” said Beth. “You must have heard of us. Mindy and Beth, investigators in Santa Verona. We’ve solved quite a few homicides. We’ve even appeared in the Santa Verona Sun.” 
 
    Winona rolled her eyes, obviously not very impressed by our credentials. “I’m not sure why I even have to talk to you two.” 
 
    “Like we said, we’re investigating the death of Lana Scriven.” I looked at her seriously, not sure if she understood the gravity of the situation. 
 
    Winona’s Evian arrived, and she took a sip. “Okay. What did you want to ask?” 
 
    I glanced at Beth, wondering how to be tactful about this. “Well, first, I wanted to check that you understood the nature of your husband’s relationship with Lana?” 
 
    Winona pursed her lips. “Yes. They were having an affair. What else is new? An old man, falling for a woman half his age. At least they had the decency to be discreet about it.” 
 
    “It doesn’t bother you?” Beth asked. “That he was having this affair?” 
 
    Winona laughed shortly. “Of course it bothered me! Our marriage hasn’t been doing too well in the last few years. I suppose when you’re married a long time, you tend to lose interest in each other. I mean, in some ways, I suppose he married me for my family connections, and I married him because he was a respectable judge. Perhaps we were attracted to each other at some point. But for the past few years, our marriage has been as good as dead. So I’m not surprised he slept with some young hussy, but it does hurt, of course. He could have done what most respectable people do and just pretended to be happy with me.” 
 
    As she talked, Winona waved her hands around gently. Her hands were slightly wrinkled, and I wondered if people Botoxed their hands as well, or whether that wasn’t possible. Winona’s nails were long and perfectly manicured, painted a shade of nude pink. She wore a massive diamond ring on one finger, and another finger bore a ring with a stone that sparkled a deep blue. 
 
    “Have you ever had an affair yourself?” asked Beth. 
 
    Winona looked at her in surprise. It was obvious that she’d never been asked this before. “That’s none of your business!” 
 
    I noticed that her cheeks were beginning to flush slightly red, and I assumed that she had indeed had an affair or three. She probably justified her behavior to herself, thinking that it was the same as what her husband was doing. 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “That’s none of our business. But it might affect the investigation.” 
 
    Winona looked at me and narrowed her eyes. “What I do in my private time is nobody’s business but mine. Besides, I’ve been so discreet; nobody even thought to ask me that till now.” 
 
    I was curious about who Winona might have been having an affair with. But she seemed to be offended by the question, and I didn’t want her to get up and leave in a huff, so I decided to circle back to the more important questions. 
 
    “Did you ever meet Lana?” I said. 
 
    “She must’ve been there at a couple of those horrible legal fundraisers that we have to go to every now and then. But if she was, she was smart enough to avoid me, and at least my husband had the good sense not to introduce her to me. So no, I never actually met her in person. Or perhaps I did, and I just never knew that it was her. What did she look like?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure if I felt sorry for Winona or not. She was trying desperately to hold on to her fading beauty, but that didn’t seem to have done her much good. Her husband was no longer interested in her—and although she said she was no longer interested in him, why would she be so hurt by his affair if she didn’t care about him? Even her own dalliances might just be a way for her to try to dissolve a bit of the pain she felt at her husband’s infidelity. 
 
    “I can show you a picture,” said Beth. She found her smartphone and pulled up a photo from Lana’s office website. When she passed the phone over to Winona, Winona took a brief glance and shook her head. 
 
    “I never met her. And she looks quite plain.” 
 
    It was clear that Winona hated Lana, and of all the people we’d met so far, Winona had the most reason to want her dead. I wasn’t sure if I believed Winona’s story about never having met Lana, so I said, “Your husband says he was at a dinner at the country club on Friday night. That you stayed home feeling unwell.” 
 
    Winona nodded. “Those dinners are so tedious. I try to limit going to these things. Lunch with a few girlfriends is fine, and every now and then I have to go to fundraisers, and once in a while I help organize a fundraiser. But other than that, I’m not interested in meeting my husband’s friends. Why should I do anything for him, when he does nothing for me?” 
 
    “So you stayed home all day?” said Beth. “Did you call anyone that night? Or maybe someone came to visit you, or perhaps you even ordered a pizza?” 
 
    Winona made a sharp, dismissive noise. “You’re asking if I have an alibi. I don’t. And besides, I’m a respected socialite. I never even knew this woman. I don’t have to justify my behavior to you.” 
 
    “Did you tell anyone about your husband’s affair with Lana?” I said. 
 
    Winona shook her head. “I had no reason to. The man was humiliating me, I had no reason to share that with anyone.” 
 
    “Not even the friends you have lunch with?” said Beth. “Maybe a relative, or an old friend, or even someone you’re having an affair with?” 
 
    Winona shook her head. “I’m not sure I could trust anyone to keep a secret. And I’m not looking for anyone’s pity. I have a great life, even if my husband is an idiot who can’t see what a fool he’s making of himself.” 
 
    Winona looked at her watch and stood up abruptly. “I think I’ve answered all your questions,” she said. She opened her purse and pulled out a card for us. “My phone number’s written there. You can call me if you need to, but I think I’m done talking about this.” 
 
    She glanced outside for a moment and said thoughtfully, “It’s a shame that woman died. But how can you ever justify sleeping with a married man? Nothing good can ever come from that.” 
 
    We watched as she walked out, a graceful, dignified figure, and we wondered just how much truth there had been in her words. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    Beth and I drove home feeling uneasy after our conversation with Winona. 
 
    “She is right about one thing,” I said. “She’s a prominent socialite. Nobody’s going to suspect her of killing Lana.” 
 
    “Especially when she keeps saying that she’s never met Lana,” said Beth. “Although, she does have a really good motive. I’m sure it wouldn’t be hard for her to go over to Lana’s office and kill her.” 
 
    “But apparently Lana knew whoever killed her. She let them up after the office had been locked for the night.” 
 
    “Perhaps Winona called Lana early in the day and said that she’d come over to discuss something.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” I admitted. “Winona does seem like the ruthless, efficient type. If she wanted somebody dead, I’m sure they would be.” 
 
    “But is she cruel enough to actually want somebody dead?” Beth mused. “She did seem unhappy about her husband’s affair, but I’m sure she knows that getting rid of one girl won’t solve the problem. He’ll just meet somebody else.” 
 
    “Maybe it was an act of passion.” 
 
    “She didn’t seem like a particularly passionate kind of person,” said Beth. 
 
    I had to admit that Beth was right. Winona seemed the kind of person who would suffer in silence, rather than make a fuss about something. 
 
    We pulled up in front of our apartment, and Beth said, “I got an order for some more lemon tarts—mini ones, this time. I’d better get baking.” 
 
    “That sounds good! We might as well take a quick break from this case—” 
 
    Just then, my phone rang: it was my mother. 
 
    “You go ahead,” I said. “I’ll take this call, and then I’ll join you.” 
 
    I sat in the car and answered the phone while Beth walked inside. 
 
    “Mindy,” said my mother, “it feels like we haven’t talked in a while. Have you got a new case or something?” 
 
    “I do, actually.” My mother’s always been supportive of whatever I chose to do career-wise, and I was happy to talk to her about the case, but I knew that the details would be hard to explain over the phone. “It’s an interesting situation; I can tell you about it when I see you.” 
 
    “Then why don’t you come over tonight?” said my mom. “We can have dinner with your aunt Kira, and you can bring Beth along.” 
 
    I mumbled something about perhaps needing to work on the case, but my mother pooh-poohed that. “I’ll make your favorite roast chicken,” said my mom. “And your aunt Kira’s been on a couple of dates recently. I’m sure she’ll be happy to talk to you about them.” 
 
    I weighed up my options. Dinner with my mom and Aunt Kira sounded like fun, and it didn’t seem like we were progressing too quickly with the case anyway. It’s not like Beth and I would come up with a new idea overnight. “We’ll be there,” I said and hung up. 
 
    I got out of the car, locked it, and began to walk toward the building. The parking lot was half-empty and devoid of other people, and the quietness of the early evening made everything seem a tiny bit sinister. 
 
    I was just about to reach into my purse to find my keys when a woman appeared right beside me. She was wearing dark jeans, a loose hoodie with the hood up, a scarf that covered the lower half of her face, and big sunglasses. Although she seemed vaguely familiar, the outfit hid her face well enough that I couldn’t tell who she was. 
 
    My heart jumped into my throat, and I glanced around. The place was deserted, and I was sure that nobody was watching us from their apartment window. I was trapped. 
 
    Perhaps she was harmless, I thought. Perhaps half her face was covered because she was cold. Maybe I could make a quick run for my apartment. 
 
    I took a step backward just as the woman pulled out a gun and pointed it at me. 
 
    “Don’t move,” she said. 
 
    Instinctively, I raised my hands up into the air. My stomach twisted itself into a knot, and my legs began to turn to jelly. 
 
    “What do you want?” I said. 
 
    “Get in the car. I think we should take a drive.” 
 
    “It’s not my car. It’s my friend Beth’s car.” 
 
    “I don’t care,” said the woman. “Just get in the car.” 
 
    “Did you kill Lana?” I asked, wondering if I was going to suffer the same fate. 
 
    “That’s not important. She got what she deserved.” 
 
    The woman’s voice was deep and somber, as though she was deepening her voice on purpose. It reminded me of nobody I’d talked to recently. I glanced up at her again, wondering if I could figure out who she was, but I couldn’t. And then, almost before I knew what I was doing, I reached forward and grabbed the gun. 
 
    At the same time, my right leg moved up on its own, and I gave her a sharp, well-placed kick in the shin. 
 
    I managed to point the gun away from me, and I must’ve punched her in the stomach, because the next thing I knew, she said, “Ow!” and dropped the gun, clutching her stomach. I wasted no time in pulling the gun away and pointing it at her. 
 
    I said, “It wasn’t such a good idea to try to threaten me.” 
 
    The woman looked at me, and then before I could fire a warning shot, she ducked behind another car and ran off. 
 
    As I watched her dodging behind cars and running away, I wondered if I should fire at her. But I might miss her and hit somebody’s car instead; or perhaps I’d hit her in the back and kill her by accident. In the end, I decided to run after her, but she was faster than I expected, and she got into a parked car. 
 
    Seven-three-five, I repeated to myself as I watched her drive off. 
 
    Those were the last three numbers of the license plate, but her car was a nondescript black Honda, and I suspected that it was either a rental or stolen. 
 
    I walked home feeling quite shaken and headed straight to Beth’s apartment instead of mine, where I filled her in on what had happened. 
 
    Beth gave me a quick hug, and then she said, “At least we know it can’t be Winona. I’m not sure she could have run off so quickly.” 
 
    “Perhaps she’s a fast runner,” I said. “She might be old, but she seems like the kind of person who works out a lot. I’m not sure we can rule out anyone based on running speed.” 
 
    “This is odd,” said Beth. “This woman’s really serious about covering her tracks. At least we know now that it’s a woman.” 
 
    I nodded, suddenly realizing that I was trembling all over. “At least I have the gun, and the last three numbers of her license plate.” 
 
    “You should head to the police station,” said Beth. “Do you want me to drive you?” 
 
    “No, that’s fine, you’ve got your baking to do. I’ll just take an Uber.” 
 
    Beth nodded. “It shouldn’t take you very long at the station. I can pick you up afterward if you’d like.” 
 
    That reminded me. “I told my mom we’d be having dinner with her. You up for it?” 
 
    Beth nodded. “Sure, the mini lemon tarts will be done soon. I can pick you up from the station and then we can go to your mom’s together.” 
 
    I nodded, took a deep breath, and headed out to the police station. 
 
    Perhaps Ethan could run the gun through the registry and find out who it belonged to. I hated to think that I’d let the woman get away, but maybe this gun would be the key to finding out who she was. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    I arrived at the police station and headed straight to Ethan’s desk. Thankfully, he was still at work. 
 
    He took one look at my pale face and said, “What’s wrong? Are you okay?” 
 
    I nodded and sank down into the chair opposite him, grateful that at least I’d managed to wrestle the gun away from the woman. “I’m fine. But I have this for you.” I reached into my handbag, pulled out the gun, and handed it over to Ethan. He looked at it and raised one eyebrow. 
 
    “Where did you get this?” 
 
    “A woman decided to accost me in the parking lot. I managed to grab the gun from her, but I couldn’t stop her from getting into her car and driving away.” 
 
    Ethan looked at me, worried. “What’s this about?” 
 
    I shook my head. “I don’t think I’m supposed to tell you about the case. Client confidentiality and all that.” 
 
    Anger glinted in Ethan’s eyes. “That’s far less important than your safety! Why don’t you tell me what’s going on, then maybe I can help. I don’t want you getting hurt over a silly case.” 
 
    I smiled. It was sweet of him to care, but if I told him what I was looking into, he would say that I was meddling in police business. And he would be right. 
 
    “Why don’t we just say that a woman randomly accosted me in the street?” 
 
    “You’re withholding evidence. I need to know what’s going on.” 
 
    I sighed. “I really can’t tell you all the details yet. It’s nothing serious.” 
 
    Ethan shook his head. “I hope you’re not keeping secrets from me.” 
 
    “Like I said, it’s nothing serious.” 
 
    “It’s serious enough for a woman to randomly draw a gun on you. Let me guess—you’re looking into some kind of homicide, and you’re not the most popular person around right now.” 
 
    I smiled. “When have I ever been the most popular person around?” 
 
    Ethan took a close look at the gun, and then he pulled up something on his computer. I watched as he typed away silently for a few minutes. 
 
    A while later, Ethan got up to make a few phone calls, and though I tried to eavesdrop, he was standing too far away and talking too softly for me to hear what he was saying. 
 
    When he returned, he said, “This gun’s been stolen.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” 
 
    “Yes. It was among the items reported missing after the owner had a break-in.” 
 
    “That’s odd. How long ago was the break-in?” 
 
    “About two weeks ago. Why? What happened two weeks ago?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. I hated lying to Ethan, but I didn’t want to be told not to investigate this case anymore. 
 
    “I’m not a fan of the secret-keeping. I know that you’re not telling me because if you did, I’d tell you not to investigate anymore.” 
 
    I shrugged. “You know my job. I have to do whatever I’ve been hired to do.” 
 
    “No, you don’t. You can close a case, or you can refuse to accept something. Especially something dangerous.” 
 
    I wasn’t quite sure how to respond to that. Finally, I said, “The person who had this gun might’ve killed someone with it. Have you had any local murders within the past two weeks where you couldn’t find the gun?” 
 
    Ethan frowned. “What murder?” 
 
    Admitting that it was Lana’s murder would be the same as admitting that I was looking into her death, so I said, “I’m not sure.” 
 
    “Well, I’ll check with the other Homicide guys,” Ethan said. “There’s nothing more you can tell me about this case of yours?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Sorry. But the car she drove off in was a black Honda, and the last three numbers of the license plate were seven-three-five.” 
 
    Ethan nodded and typed some more on his computer. 
 
    “It’s a rental,” he said after a few minutes. “From Santa Verona Cheap Car Rentals.” 
 
    I nodded. The car rental place would be closed by now, but I could pay them a visit tomorrow. 
 
    “Can you tell me anything at all about this case?” Ethan said. “What if I promise not to tell you to stop meddling?” 
 
    I smiled, despite myself. “You wouldn’t do that.” 
 
    Ethan grimaced. “Yeah, I guess I can’t do that.” 
 
    I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. I hated keeping this a secret from Ethan, but there didn’t seem to be any way around it. Finally, we talked about the weather, and about the unusually low number of tourists this time of the month. 
 
    A little while later, Beth appeared and said, “Ready to get going?” 
 
    I nodded and awkwardly thanked Ethan for his help. 
 
    “It’s my job,” he said gruffly. “And I almost forgot—the woman who owned the gun. One Clarissa Smith, lives up in Nelson Way.” 
 
    I wrote down the woman’s phone number and address, just in case I needed to pay her a visit later on, and then I said goodbye to Ethan and headed out. 
 
    I had just stepped out of the courthouse when I saw a familiar figure in front of me. “Teresa?” 
 
    She turned around and smiled. “Oh, hey, Mindy! What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “Umm…” I didn’t feel like explaining about the attack and the gun, so I said, “Just stopped by to say hello to some cop friends. A lot of us went to high school together. What’re you doing here?” 
 
    “Well, I just noticed that my laptop’s missing. I think it must’ve been stolen a few days ago when I took it with me to a café.” 
 
    “Oh, I’m sorry to hear that.” 
 
    Teresa shrugged. “That’s okay, it was rather old anyway. I might as well upgrade now.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s one way of looking at it.” 
 
    “How’s the case going?” 
 
    “Not bad,” I said. “But I’ll be glad when it’s over.” 
 
    Just then, Beth showed up, ready to drive over to my mom’s house, and Teresa and I said polite goodbyes. 
 
    “Good luck with the case,” said Teresa. “I’m sure it’ll be over soon.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Beth’s car smelled of lemony goodness, and when we went to my mother’s house, she brought a box of mini lemon tarts with her for dessert. 
 
    It was good to see my mom and Aunt Kira again. They were both in the kitchen, chopping up tomatoes and cucumber for the salad. My mother is a retired middle school teacher with light brown hair and stress-induced wrinkles that have been rapidly fading ever since her retirement. Aunt Kira is ten years older than her, with short, undyed gray hair and a penchant for wearing half-moon reading glasses. The house they live in together, an old, unrenovated place with bathrooms and a kitchen that are more functional than stylish, is a ten-minute drive from the beach. 
 
    I helped myself to a cube of Feta cheese, and then Beth and I set the table. Within a few minutes, we were all at the table, gobbling up the delicious roast chicken and salad, and I filled my mother in on the case. 
 
    “Isn’t that awkward, working for your ex-boyfriend?” asked Aunt Kira. “The last time you talked about him, you mentioned that he kept asking you to get back together with him.” 
 
    “Well, he’s paying me double, so I figured I might as well take the job. And I did tell him that he has to respect me, and that I’m not doing this because I like him—I’m doing it because he’s paying me double. I think he gets it.” 
 
    “Men like him never get it,” said Aunt Kira. “He sounds like the kind of man who thinks every woman is in love with him.” 
 
    “And he’s right surprisingly often,” I said. “It seems like every other woman is interested in him.” 
 
    “I’m sure you can understand why,” said my mother. “After all, you did go out with him.” 
 
    “That’s true,” I said. “He’s good-looking, he’s charming, and he has a good job. I suppose people who don’t know him very well get taken in by his charm. He knows how to be nice to you.” 
 
    Aunt Kira nodded. “Most men don’t really have any idea about how to talk to a woman, let alone flatter her and make her think she’s wonderful. No wonder Liam has an easy time with the ladies.” 
 
    “And he has no ethics about it either,” said Beth. “It’s like he’ll sleep with anyone who’s interested in him.” 
 
    “I guess he’s Neve’s problem to deal with now,” I said. “As long as he pays me, and I can solve this case. That’s all I need to worry about.” 
 
    “But who would’ve hated Lana enough to kill her?” my mother asked. “Whoever did it must’ve really planned it out. They went to Lana’s office when there would be nobody there but her.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. It was something that had bothered me. Whoever had killed Lana had made sure to plan everything out properly, and now that we were investigating, they were intent on getting us out of the way as well. I hadn’t told my mother about the woman with the gun—I didn’t want to worry her too much. 
 
    “So far, the person with the most reason to want to see Lana dead is Winona Flinders,” I said. 
 
    I filled my mother and Aunt Kira in on the details of Justice O’Connor’s affair, and how calm and self-contained Winona had seemed when we’d talked to her. 
 
    “It’s hard to guess how much she’s really letting on,” Beth said. “She could be lying about everything. She has no alibi, and nobody would suspect a popular socialite like her. She could easily have killed Lana.” 
 
    “What about Felicity?” said Aunt Kira. “She doesn’t sound like a very good friend to me. Perhaps she went to visit Lana and the two argued and it was an act of passion when she killed Lana. An act of passion doesn’t have to be a spouse or a boyfriend—it could be a close friend who’s angry with you.” 
 
    I made a face and shrugged. “I really can’t imagine Felicity murdering Lana. Although her alibi didn’t check out. We’ll have to talk to her about what’s going on there.” 
 
    “If you ask me, lying about an alibi is pretty suspicious,” said my mom. 
 
    Beth and I nodded in agreement, and we talked a bit more about the case as we all dug into the chicken and salad. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    The next morning, Beth and I were having breakfast—coffee and leftover lemon cupcakes—when my phone rang. 
 
    It was Liam, and he didn’t sound too happy. 
 
    “Someone tried to kill me!” he said. “You need to get down here. Right now.” 
 
    Liam sounded shaken, but for some reason, I couldn’t muster up too much sympathy for him. He had almost gotten me killed, and he was the cause of an awkward rift between me and Ethan. I appreciated that he was paying me double my usual rate, but in some ways, I regretted accepting this case. 
 
    I looked down at my lemon cupcake and said, “We’ll be there in about a half hour. Are you safely indoors?” 
 
    “Half an hour? What’s taking you so long? You do realize that I was almost killed!” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “Try to stay indoors. Beth and I will be there, and then you can tell us about what happened.” 
 
    I looked at Beth and filled her in on Liam’s message. 
 
    “You think it was the same woman?” said Beth. 
 
    I nodded. “Perhaps she’s got more than one stolen gun.” 
 
    “Well, if she’s got access to a dealer, she won’t have trouble getting more guns.” 
 
    I frowned. This was worrying, but Beth was right. The woman seemed deadly serious about her intentions. 
 
    “I can see why she would want us dead. We might uncover her secret. But what’s Liam got to do with it?” 
 
    “Perhaps she thinks that if she gets him out of the way, we’ll stop investigating.” 
 
    I nodded. “That’s true. Liam getting killed would stop our investigation, because we wouldn’t get paid anymore.” 
 
    “Plus, she probably thinks that if we’re out of the picture, the police investigation will have to stop where it is.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I’m not so sure about the police investigation. But either way, this woman means business.” 
 
    I thought back to my run-in with her yesterday, remembering everything that had happened in slow motion. I tried my best to think of where I had seen this woman, or who her voice sounded like, but I just couldn’t place her. 
 
    Beth and I finished our breakfast in silence, and then we headed over to Liam’s condo, where we found him in a state of agitation. 
 
    “How long does it take you guys to investigate this?” he said, pacing up and down the living room. “I can’t believe this is happening to me. I might get killed over the stupid woman. I should have broken up with her ages ago!” 
 
    “Why don’t you start at the beginning?” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “Tell us exactly what happened.” 
 
    Liam looked at us, his eyes wild and angry. “I don’t even know what good it’ll do this guy to kill me. It’s not like you two will stop investigating just because I’m dead.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. If I was being completely honest, I would’ve told Liam that the case would definitely be over if he was dead, but I figured that information wouldn’t put him in the best of moods. Instead, I said, “What happened exactly? Were you shot at?” 
 
    “I go running every morning,” said Liam. “So I had my run this morning, and then I was heading home when a black Honda jumped the curb and tried to run me over. I had to run across the street a couple of times to get rid of him. I’m surprised I even made it in one piece.” 
 
    “Are you sure it was a black Honda?” I said. I really needed to get in touch with the car rental agency. 
 
    “Of course I’m sure! I only wish I’d gotten the guy’s license plate.” 
 
    “Did you manage to see who it was that was trying to run you over?” Beth asked. 
 
    “It was some guy wearing a black hoodie and sunglasses. Anyway, it was hard to see his face properly.” Liam finally stopped pacing and sat down on one of the sofas. 
 
    “Are you sure it was a guy? It might’ve been a woman.” 
 
    Liam shrugged. “Okay, so maybe it was a woman. I’m not sure. Like I said, I couldn’t really make out his face properly.” 
 
    “But I don’t understand why someone would kill you because of Lana’s murder,” I said. “You’re the chief suspect. If you’re dead, the cops’ll start looking at everyone else more seriously.” 
 
    “Maybe the killer thinks that the cops’ll think Liam’s death is unrelated,” suggested Beth. “And that once Liam’s dead, the two of us will stop investigating, too.” 
 
    “That’s possible,” I said. 
 
    “Or maybe,” said Beth, “Liam knows something about this suspect.” 
 
    We both turned to look at Liam, but he held up his hands and said, “What? I’ve already told you everything I know.” 
 
    “Maybe you’ve forgotten something,” I said. “Think.” 
 
    “There’s nothing else,” Liam said. “I’ve told you every single thing I know.” 
 
    I sighed, knowing that was true. “I think it’s better if you stay home for a few days. Just until we sort this all out.” 
 
    “And when will that be?” Liam looked from me to Beth. “I’m already suspended from my job. And now I’ve got crazy people trying to kill me. When does it end?” 
 
    “Beth and I are working on this. I’m sure everything will be sorted out soon.” 
 
    “Isn’t there any way you guys can work any faster?” Liam said. “I can’t believe this is happening to me.” 
 
    “I can.” The words slipped out before I could stop myself. 
 
    Liam looked at me in surprise. “What does that mean?” 
 
    What it meant was that I thought Liam was a horrible person, and some of his past sins were catching up with him. But I didn’t want to get into a long, drawn-out argument with him, so instead, I said, “Bad things happen all the time. I’m sure you see all kinds of things as assistant DA.” 
 
    He took a moment to let my words sink in, and then he nodded. “Yeah. It’s just that you never think it’ll happen to you.” 
 
    Beth and I asked him a few more questions about where he had been, whether there had been anyone else on the street at that time, and if he’d ever felt like he’d been followed. A few minutes later, it seemed like we’d gotten all the information we could out of Liam. 
 
    We were just about to start heading out when Liam’s phone rang, and the answering machine picked up. After the beep, a woman began to leave a message. 
 
    “Liam, this is Rita. I’ve thought about what you said, and I don’t think it’s a good idea. It really is over. I’m sorry you’re having a difficult time, but I don’t think we should be in touch.” 
 
    I could feel my jaw dropping all the way to the floor. Of course, now that I thought about it, I really shouldn’t have been that surprised. Rita hated Lana—maybe she thought she would be able to hurt Lana in some way by sleeping with Liam. 
 
    Beth said, “What was that all about?” 
 
    Liam shrugged. “Rita and I had a thing a while back. So? It’s not like Lana was faithful to me either.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said, “but why is she getting in touch with you now? Did you ask her to get back with you?” 
 
    “Yeah.” Liam crossed his arms defensively. “A few days before Lana died, we almost got together again. And then after this whole Lana thing, I thought maybe we could sort of start seeing each other.” 
 
    “That’s interesting,” I said, looking at Liam suspiciously. 
 
    Liam shrugged. “Hey, I’m not a saint. Besides, we’re all adults here.” 
 
    “Sure, we’re adults,” I said. “But why didn’t you tell us about this earlier? Rita is a suspect in the case. She might have been the one trying to kill you.” 
 
    Liam laughed shortly. “Rita wouldn’t try to kill me. Besides, she wouldn’t even bother to kill Lana.” 
 
    “How can you be so sure?” said Beth. “Did you ever stop to think that maybe you’re biased because you slept with her?” 
 
    A brief flicker of suspicion washed over Liam’s eyes, but it was gone after a split second. “No,” he said. “I know Rita well enough. She’s harmless.” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. I hated to have to hear more about Liam’s love life, but I needed to know what was going on between him and Rita. 
 
    “Did Lana know about you and Rita?” 
 
    “No, I’m pretty sure she didn’t.” 
 
    “If Rita hated Lana, and she was sleeping with you to get back at Lana—” 
 
    “She wasn’t sleeping with me to get back at Lana,” said Liam, smirking proudly. “She was sleeping with me because she likes sleeping with me.” 
 
    “You’re such an expert on female psychology,” I said snidely. 
 
    Liam smiled in an annoying, smug way. “Yes, I am. That’s why I have no trouble with the ladies.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I was being sarcastic. You have no idea what Rita’s thinking. I’m not sure you should trust her.” 
 
    “Are you sure you’re not being jealous?” Liam said. 
 
    Anger flashed through my body, making me want to stand up, grab him by the shoulders, and give him a good shake. Instead, I gritted my teeth and said, “I’m trying to find out who killed Lana and stop you from being charged as the prime suspect. I’m also trying to find out who tried to kill you this morning. If you don’t care about going to jail for murder or maybe even getting killed by a crazy person, then fine, don’t tell us what’s going on between you and potential suspects. It’s your life.” 
 
    “I knew she didn’t have anything to do with Lana’s death, and she’s not the crazy person who tried to run me down this morning.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. We weren’t convinced, but there was no point talking about this with Liam. 
 
    We’d need to talk to Rita herself. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    The next morning, we’d just finished having breakfast when there was a knock on the door. 
 
    We rarely had visitors so early, and Pixie got all excited and fluffed up. “Hello,” she said, “HelloPixie, hello.” 
 
    When I opened the door, my heart sank. “Neve.” 
 
    “Hello, Mindy.” Neve glared at me and flipped back her long blond hair. “Can I come inside?” 
 
    “Sure,” I said, resigning myself to whatever conversation Neve wanted to have now. 
 
    As soon as Neve stepped inside, Pixie got a glimpse of who our early-morning visitor was and let out a loud, excited screech. 
 
    “My God,” said Neve. “Does that bird ever shut up?” 
 
    “She’s excited to see you,” I said, annoyed at Neve’s unkindness. “Though I don’t know why.” 
 
    “Well, she sounds like a fire engine,” said Neve. “At least she’s in her cage today so she can’t swoop at me.” 
 
    “She just wants to hang out with you,” I said. “God knows why.” 
 
    “What’s up, Neve?” interjected Beth. “Kinda early for a social visit, isn’t it?” 
 
    Neve rolled her eyes and we all sat down around the kitchen table. “I’m here to thank you guys for looking into Liam’s case. I got you two a present.” 
 
    She reached into her handbag and pulled out a gift-wrapped box. 
 
    “Neve,” I said, surprised and touched, “you didn’t have to.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “And you didn’t have to take on the case. I know you don’t like Liam.” 
 
    Beth unwrapped the gift, and it turned out to be a set of six mini-perfumes. 
 
    “I thought you could share them,” Neve said. “Dior is my favorite, and I know you don’t have good taste in perfume.” 
 
    I did have good taste—I just couldn’t afford what “good taste” dictated. 
 
    Beth and I stuttered out our stunned thank-yous, and Neve shrugged. “It was nothing. So, how’s the case coming along?” 
 
    I felt the heat rising up along my cheeks, and next to me, Beth murmured something about making coffee and got up to put the coffeepot on. 
 
    “Umm, not too bad,” I said. “You know we can’t really talk about it to anyone else.” 
 
    “But it’s me,” said Neve. “Liam’s girlfriend.” 
 
    “I hate to say this,” I said, “but I think Liam might not be too keen on you knowing all the details.” 
 
    Neve looked taken aback. “You mean he wants to spare me from all the stress?” 
 
    “Uh—sure. Maybe.” 
 
    “That’s so sweet of him.” 
 
    “No,” said Beth as she arrived back at the table with three mugs of steaming coffee. “What’s sweet is that you got us a gift when you didn’t have to. Liam isn’t sweet in the least.” 
 
    “I know he’s not everyone’s type—” 
 
    “No,” said Beth. “He’s not.” 
 
    “But he’s my boyfriend, and I’m going to stand by him.” 
 
    There was nothing to say to that, so Beth and I sipped our coffees silently. 
 
    “Can you tell me anything at all about the case?” said Neve. “Have you talked to everyone at the office? Have you talked to Lana’s friends? Is there anything I can do to help?” 
 
    “Neve,” I said, “I think it’s best if you stay home and relax. Beth and I are on it.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” she said. “I could do research or surveillance, or really anything you guys need.” 
 
    “What we need,” said Beth, “is to set out in a few minutes to talk to a suspect. We can’t be late.” 
 
    Neve rolled her eyes. “I got you a present and everything.” 
 
    “It’s a present,” I reminded her, “not a bribe. We need you to stay out of this.” 
 
    Neve pouted and sulked for a while, but in the end, she got the hint and left, though not before reminding us that if we ever needed her help, we should call her. 
 
    After Neve left, Beth and I didn’t waste any time heading over to Rita’s office. Like the previous day, we found Rita sipping coffee from a large takeout cup and typing away on her computer. If she was surprised to see us, she didn’t show it. 
 
    “What can I do for you today?” she said. “Did you tell Liam about the photos?” 
 
    I looked Rita straight in the eye. “Actually, that’s why we’re here. It’s about Liam.” 
 
    “Oh?” Rita looked only mildly interested. “What about Liam?” 
 
    “How long have you been sleeping with him?” 
 
    Rita sighed. “Did he tell you about that?” 
 
    “No,” I said. “I mean, yes, he did, finally. What happened between you two?” 
 
    Rita shrugged. “About six months ago, we got together. Liam can be pretty charming when he wants to be.” 
 
    “Really? Were you with him because he was charming, or because you thought this was a way to get back at Lana?” 
 
    Rita had the grace to blush slightly. “You’re right,” she admitted, “I did think it would be a way to get back at Lana. But after a while, it didn’t feel right. I didn’t like Lana, but I didn’t like the person I had become—trying to hurt Lana in this sophomoric way. And after a while, it gets pretty tiresome to even talk to Liam. He’s narcissistic and self-centered.” 
 
    “You got that right.” 
 
    Rita shrugged. “Anyway, I ended things quickly. I felt bad about what I’d done, so I never told Lana, and Liam agreed that this should stay a secret.” 
 
    “Liam said you two almost got back together a few days ago.” 
 
    Rita laughed. “A few weeks ago he tried to hit on me again. I said no. I’m not sure how he sees that as almost getting together, but it must be his narcissistic tendencies. I’m never getting together with him again, and I really do feel bad about what I did. I wish I could go back in time and undo it, but I can’t. Liam kept telling me that things between him and Lana weren’t very good, and it turns out that at least that much was true.” 
 
    I nodded, and Beth and I exchanged a glance. Rita seemed to be telling the truth. If she felt so bad about being with Liam, I couldn’t imagine her actually going ahead and killing Lana. 
 
    Although, I would have appreciated it if Liam had told me the truth about Rita from the beginning. 
 
    “Anyway,” said Rita, “have you found out any more about who might have wanted to kill Lana?” 
 
    “I’m not sure,” I said. “There might be a lead we need to follow up on.” 
 
    Beth and I thanked Rita for her help and headed out to go to the car rental place. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Santa Verona Cheap Car Rentals seemed to be reasonably popular with some of the tourists. There were two people in line ahead of us wanting to rent cars, and when we finally got to the receptionist, it took a while for her to understand that we weren’t actually interested in renting a car, but were investigators trying to find out the details of a woman who had already rented a car from them. 
 
    Penelope, the fresh-faced receptionist, made a quick phone call to the manager, who came over and offered to help us out. 
 
    Oliver, the manager, was a balding man who looked to be in his early forties. He seemed amused by the prospect that somebody who was a criminal might have rented one of his cars. “We’ve never had anything particularly interesting happen in this rental place,” he said, “We’ve never had the cops come by or anything. But you ladies aren’t with the police.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “We’re private investigators. You must’ve read of us in the papers. Mindy and Beth?” 
 
    “Maybe I did,” he said. “I must’ve forgotten. Anyway, I’m happy to help you guys out. What did you say the license plate was?” 
 
    “Seven-three-five,” I said. “It was a black Honda.” 
 
    Oliver looked through the database while Penelope dealt with another potential customer. After a few minutes, Oliver said, “I think I found the car. It was rented three days ago by a woman named Monica Kirst.” 
 
    He ushered us over to his side of the desk, and we looked at the scanned image of Monica Kirst’s driver’s license. 
 
    It was an Alabama license, and the woman in the driver’s license photo had golden-blond hair, a square jaw, puffy cheeks, and green eyes. I copied down the details on the license, but she looked completely unfamiliar, and for some reason, the license set off my Spidey sense. Even Beth noticed that something seemed awry. 
 
    “Could that license be fake?” she asked. 
 
    “No way,” said Oliver. “We always check details with the DMV.” 
 
    “Monica didn’t pay with a card, did she?” 
 
    Oliver shook his head. “Prepaid with cash, but we’ve scanned a credit card of hers.” 
 
    We all stared at the scanned copy of the credit card that Oliver pulled up on the computer, but it just looked like a generic credit card and didn’t reveal any dangerous secrets. 
 
    Beth and I thanked Oliver and Penelope for their help and headed back home, where I fired up my laptop and entered Monica’s details into my private investigators’ database. 
 
    Pretty soon, the database came up with a phone number and address. Apparently, Monica Kirst was a real person, and she lived in Alabama. 
 
    Within a few seconds, I had dialed her number, and I waited breathlessly as the phone rang and I hoped she would pick up. 
 
    Monica answered after about five rings. “This is Monica.” 
 
    I exhaled in relief. “Monica, hi, I’m sorry to bother you. My name is Mindy, and I’m a private investigator in Santa Verona, California.” 
 
    “I really don’t have time to buy anything.” 
 
    “I’m not selling,” I said quickly. “I’ve just got a few questions about your driver’s license. You’re not in Santa Verona at the moment, are you?” 
 
    “No, I’ve never been to Santa Verona,” said Monica, sounding surprised. “What’s this about?” 
 
    “Someone recently rented a car here, using your driver’s license.” 
 
    “That can’t be possible,” said Monica. “My driver’s license is right here with me in Alabama. It’s sitting pretty in my purse.” 
 
    “Could you check your purse, please? Your license might’ve been stolen without you noticing.” 
 
    I stayed on the line for a few minutes while Monica rifled through her purse looking for the license. Finally she came back on the line sounding flustered and surprised. “Well, I’ll be darned! It’s not in my purse! I never even noticed it was gone.” 
 
    I sighed and shook my head. It was as I’d feared. Whoever was driving the Honda had managed to get her hands on a stolen driver’s license. “I guess you should report it to the police and the DMV,” I said. “And you might as well make sure there aren’t any strange charges on your credit cards.” 
 
    “But I’m not even sure how this happened,” said Monica. “I’ve been driving around, just assuming that my driver’s license is with me. I live on a farm, so nobody ever really needs to see ID or anything.” 
 
    Monica and I chatted for a bit longer. She finally said that perhaps her license had been stolen when she’d gone out to dinner a few weeks ago, and I reminded her that she needed to report this and make sure that none of her other cards had been stolen or duplicated. 
 
    After I hung up, I looked at Beth. “Everything keeps going around in circles. Whoever killed Lana, and tried to kill me and Liam, did their best to cover their tracks.” 
 
    “They must’ve slipped up somewhere,” said Beth. “There must be some angle that we haven’t looked into yet.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    Beth and I headed back to Lana’s office. 
 
    By the time we got there, it was late enough for Lana’s assistant Alice to have come into work. She appeared to be playing a game on her smartphone, pressing the screen intently, when we walked in. 
 
    “Hey,” she said. “Do you guys need to look through Lana’s office again?” 
 
    “That might not be a bad idea,” I said. “Although, really, we came here to talk to you.” 
 
    Alice raised one eyebrow in surprise. “I’m not sure what I could help you with, but okay.” 
 
    “We were wondering if you had any records about the clients Lana dealt with on the day she was killed.” 
 
    Alice’s eyes widened slightly in surprise. “Do you think one of her clients might have something to do with this? But her clients all liked her. And besides, it’s not like Lana dealt with criminals. Her clients were all people dealing with wills and trusts and things like that.” 
 
    I shrugged. Beth and I were almost clutching at straws now, having been unable to find any other suspects. “Do you have a list of clients that Lana met on Friday?” 
 
    “Sure,” said Alice. “I can bring up the list for you guys.” 
 
    She tapped away on her keyboard, and then she invited us to come over and stand next to her, so that we could see the monitor. There was a list of names, and Beth and I read through them. 
 
    “They were all new clients that day,” said Alice. 
 
    None of the names on the list looked familiar. And then I saw the name Teresa Hutchinson. 
 
    “We met Teresa the other day,” I said. “She wasn’t a new client of Lana’s, was she?” 
 
    Alice shook her head. “No, but Teresa never met Lana on Friday. She had an appointment at eleven, but she called me and let me know that she wouldn’t be able to make it. That’s why she had to come in earlier this week and talk to Rita instead.” 
 
    “When did Teresa come in to see Lana before Friday? I thought her uncle had died just a few days ago.” 
 
    “I’ll look it up for you guys.” Alice tapped some more keys. “Okay. She first came to see Lana about a week ago. It says here she’s executor of her uncle’s will. When she first came to see Lana, her uncle was really sick and in a coma, so she wanted to talk about stuff she’d need to do.” 
 
    We went back to the list of clients who’d come to see Lana on Friday, and I took a quick photo of the list. It seemed kind of pointless to try to chase down all of the clients, but I wasn’t sure what else to do at this stage. 
 
    “We might as well have a look at Lana’s office, now that we’re here,” said Beth. 
 
    “Go ahead,” said Alice. “The cops have already been through, so I’m sure it’s fine for you guys to have a good look.” 
 
    Beth and I went into Lana’s office and closed the door behind us. The room was bright and well lit, and the plant in the corner seemed to have taken a few steps closer to its death. I wondered if the janitor ever watered it; perhaps it would need to be thrown out or given away to some plant-loving lawyer. 
 
    We spent some time looking through the books on Lana’s bookshelf and checking the drawers on her table to see if the police might have overlooked anything. I wasn’t too surprised when we found nothing of interest. 
 
    After a while, Beth and I stood in front of the window and looked out at the street. 
 
    “This is really a weird case,” said Beth. “There seem to be lots of people who dislike Lana mildly, but they don’t dislike her enough to actually want to see her dead.” 
 
    “You’re right,” I said. “Usually, if someone’s killed, the spouse is the first suspect. I can see why the police would think of Liam as being the most likely killer. The two of them didn’t have a good relationship, and they fought on the day of her death.” 
 
    “Liam’s annoying, and I’m sorry you have to deal with him again. But we know that he didn’t kill Lana. But there are other people who might’ve wanted to—what about Rita?” 
 
    “Rita hated Lana just enough to try to steal her boyfriend, but she felt terrible when she did that. So I can’t imagine her going so far as to try to kill Lana. You need a really good reason to want to kill someone. Murder is a big deal.” 
 
    “I guess, of all the people we’ve met so far who disliked Lana, Winona Flinders probably hated her the most. I think Winona was hiding just how much she was hurt by her husband’s affair. She probably really, really despised Lana.” 
 
    “But I don’t think she would hate Lana enough to kill her.” 
 
    “Do you think she might have something to do with the photos?” said Beth. 
 
    I looked at her in surprise. The thought had never occurred to me. “I feel like Winona is far too classy to want to take photos of something like that. Besides, she’s got lots of money. She wouldn’t need to blackmail Lana into paying fifty thousand dollars.” 
 
    “Perhaps she thought that it would hurt Lana financially if she had to pay the money.” 
 
    “Everyone knows that lawyers make lots of money. Needing to spend an extra fifty grand wouldn’t bankrupt Lana.” 
 
    “But it’s a lot of money to most other people. Although, you’re right. Winona wouldn’t risk having photos like that lying around. And she said it herself, she doesn’t trust anyone. She probably would’ve thought that the photographer would go ahead and sell them to the Santa Verona Sun anyway.” 
 
    “According to Judge O’Connor, he told his best friend Barry.” 
 
    “Barry’s a successful businessman. He wouldn’t blackmail someone for fifty thousand dollars.” 
 
    “He might do it for fun.” 
 
    Beth shook her head. “If he was blackmailing anyone, he’d be blackmailing the judge—not Lana.” 
 
    “And the judge said that perhaps his secretary knew.” 
 
    “If his secretary knew, and she wanted to blackmail someone, she would probably blackmail the judge. Those people knew Judge O’Connor, and they would know how serious he was about keeping it a secret. They didn’t know Lana, so they wouldn’t know if perhaps she would just say, ‘Sure, go ahead and publish the photos, I don’t care.’” 
 
    “So it would have to be someone who knew Lana well,” I said. “That brings us to Rita.” 
 
    “Who was shocked when she saw the photos. And if she’d known, she would’ve used Lana’s affair to get her fired or demoted—she wouldn’t care about extorting some money out of her. What about Lana’s other friends?” 
 
    “Like Felicity? I think the judge was right, they probably didn’t know. I’d like to think that Lana was smart enough to know who she could trust, and her friends were probably doing well enough in their own careers not to stoop to blackmail. It’d have to be someone whose career wasn’t going too well.” 
 
    Beth and I looked at each other. The same thought had occurred to us both at the same time. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    When Beth and I went to see Alice, she was still playing the same game on her smartphone. 
 
    “Alice,” Beth said, “we know you took photos of Lana and Judge O’Connor, and then sent them to her and asked for fifty thousand dollars.” 
 
    Alice put the phone down and looked at us in wide-eyed surprise. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
 
    “I know you do,” I said. “You knew that Judge O’Connor called Lana once in a while, or she called him. You knew they had appointments to meet. You knew something was going on, and you suspected they were having an affair. So you followed them one day and somehow managed to take these photos.” 
 
    “I—I had no idea those two were having an affair!” said Alice. She pushed her chair back and stood up. “I really should go see if Rita needs anything from me.” 
 
    I crossed my arms. “I know that if we look at your bank accounts, we’ll find a lot of cash deposits. Which is proof that you’re the one who blackmailed Lana.” 
 
    Alice looked from me to Beth. After a few seconds, she said, “I might have deposited the money from somewhere else.” 
 
    “Fifty thousand cash? From where?” 
 
    “A—gift?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Within a few days of Lana being blackmailed? It’s obvious that you were the one who took the photos and sent her the note. The only question now is, why did you kill her?” 
 
    Alice looked from me to Beth. “That’s absurd! I would never kill Lana. I knew she planned to fire me, but I needed her alive so that I could get a good recommendation from her. She was a decent enough person, and I knew she’d help me get a new job. Now she’s dead, and I’m not sure what kind of recommendation Rita’ll give me.” 
 
    “You’ll have a hard time convincing the police of that,” I said. “Now that we can prove you’re the one who blackmailed Lana, it’s just a matter of proving that you’re the one who killed her. Of course she would have let you in that night, because she knows you. All you had to do was say that you left something behind.” 
 
    “Lana stayed back at night because she had an appointment at seven,” Alice reminded us. “Look, I might as well admit it. Yes, I didn’t like Lana. But I had nothing to do with her death. I’d be much happier if Lana was still alive; at least then I’d be sure she’d give me a good recommendation.” 
 
    I frowned. She did have a point. Plus, if Lana was alive and Alice needed money again, she could even try to blackmail Lana once more. “Okay,” I said. “Then why did you blackmail Lana?” 
 
    Alice shrugged. “I knew that Lana was making six figures every year. I barely made fifty grand a year as her assistant, and I work just as hard. It’s not fair!” 
 
    “So once you took those photos,” said Beth, “you saw your opportunity.” 
 
    Alice nodded. “I figured that I had something of value. And Lana might as well pay for that. If she paid me fifty thousand, then I just about doubled my income for the year. Even if she fired me, and I had to take a few months off while I looked for work, I would be okay. Besides, I did her a favor. I could’ve told Rita, or anyone else, instead of keeping it a secret.” 
 
    “You only kept it a secret because she paid you,” I reminded Alice. 
 
    Alice rolled her eyes. “It’s the new economy. You’ve gotta do what it takes to survive.” 
 
    “And does ‘whatever it takes’ also include killing Lana?” 
 
    Alice shook her head and looked at us desperately. “You’ve got to believe me. I never killed Lana. I would never do that. I’ve never owned a gun and I don’t even know how to shoot one. And if I did need to come in after work, I would have used my swipe card. And that would show up in the system.” 
 
    Everything that Alice said kind of made sense. 
 
    Alice seemed irresponsible, superficial, and fickle. I couldn’t imagine her being organized enough to kill Lana. And like she said, she had no real reason to kill Lana. 
 
    “I don’t know what you were really up to that night,” I told Alice, “but I do kind of believe you when you say you didn’t kill Lana. Did you tell anyone else about Lana and the judge?” 
 
    Alice shook her head. “No, I figured I was getting paid to keep it a secret.” 
 
    I nodded. “Okay. Let us know if you think of anything else.” 
 
    Beth and I headed back to the car. 
 
    “I’m not really sure we can trust her,” said Beth. 
 
    “I know. Although I am tempted to believe her. She seems far too immature to actually murder anyone.” 
 
    “You’re right. Although, if we don’t find anything else, we’ll just have to hand over this information to the police and wrap up the case. It’s not ideal, but perhaps we won’t find out anything more.” 
 
    “Well,” I said, “it’s better than nothing. We might not have found the killer, but we’ve found something useful.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    By the time Beth and I got home, we were feeling quite pleased with ourselves for discovering who the blackmailer was. We both tended to believe that there was no way Alice would’ve killed Lana, but of course we couldn’t rule it out completely. 
 
    Riding high on our feelings of victory, we divided up the list of Judge O’Connor’s friends and spent a few minutes calling them up and verifying his alibi. All his friends said that the judge had been with them that night, and Beth and I decided that there was no way the judge could have convinced ten people to lie for him. We could always go around to the clubhouse and ask the waitstaff there if they had seen the judge, but that felt like it might be a waste of time. 
 
    It was almost lunchtime, so I called Felicity and asked if she would meet us for lunch. And when she agreed to, Beth and I headed out to the bistro near her office that she’d mentioned. 
 
    Mosaic Bistro was well lit and airy and served a variety of soups, salads, and pastas. The clientele seemed to be mostly people who worked at the offices nearby, and soft jazz played over the sound system. Beth and I waited for Felicity for only a few minutes, and when she joined us, the three of us ordered salads. 
 
    “So,” said Felicity, “have you found out anything new about Lana’s death? The police are still investigating, aren’t they? Perhaps one of you will find something new.” 
 
    “Actually,” I said, “we did find something.” 
 
    Our salads arrived, and Felicity looked at us curiously. “Like what?” 
 
    “We found out,” I said, “that you didn’t go to the bar the night Lana was killed.” 
 
    Felicity looked away. She ate a few bites of her salad, and then she said, “I didn’t think you guys would take the time to actually go to the bar.” 
 
    “We’re pretty good at our job,” said Beth. “Why would we not go?” 
 
    Felicity shrugged. “I just thought you’d have lots of things to look into.” 
 
    “Of course we went to the bar,” I said. “What we don’t understand is why you’d lie to us.” 
 
    Felicity shrugged. She didn’t seem all that bothered that we’d found out she’d lied. Instead, she took a few more bites of her salad. “Was there anything else you guys wanted to talk to me about? Or just alibi nonsense?” 
 
    “It’s actually quite important.” I forced myself to have a bite of my salad and watched as Felicity devoured her food. “So where were you that night? If you were at home, you could’ve just told us that.” 
 
    Felicity shook her head. “I’ve got an alibi. I was outside, and people saw me. Just not at the bar.” 
 
    “That doesn’t help us,” said Beth. “Where were you?” 
 
    “I can’t tell you,” said Felicity. “I don’t see why I should. You’re not the police. And if this goes to trial, I’ll tell the truth then. But till then, all you need to know is that I have an alibi. I was with people. I’m just not going to bother to tell you where.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” I said. “Why can’t you tell us where you were?” 
 
    “Because it’s private.” Felicity continued to eat her salad, as though she wasn’t really bothered by the fact that we knew she had lied about her alibi. “It’s not really any of your business.” 
 
    “Look, Felicity, we’re investigators. People lie to us all the time. In fact, you’ve already lied to us once about your alibi. So you understand if we can’t just trust you when you say that you’ve got an alibi.” 
 
    Felicity shrugged. She’d almost finished her salad by now. “That’s your problem, not mine. Like I said, I’m happy to tell the cops the truth. I just don’t see why I need to tell you guys.” 
 
    Beth spent a few minutes trying to convince her to tell us her alibi. She told Felicity that we took client confidentiality very seriously, but Felicity didn’t seem to care. 
 
    “All that matters to you guys is that I didn’t kill Lana, and I wasn’t at her office that day.” Felicity finished the last of her salad. “I can promise I’ve got a good alibi, but I can’t help you with anything else.” 
 
    Felicity dabbed her lips with her napkin and stood up to leave. 
 
    “Let me know if you’d like to talk about anything else,” she said. “But I can’t tell you anything more about my alibi.” 
 
    After she left, Beth and I finished our meals in silence and paid the bill. We definitely weren’t happy with the way our meeting had turned out, and I found Felicity’s lying and hesitation to tell us the truth quite suspicious. Thankfully, I had an idea for finding out what she was up to. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    We stopped by my apartment briefly. I used the time to log in to my private investigators’ database, and I looked up Felicity’s details. 
 
    There wasn’t anything particularly suspicious about her—she’d had no arrests and no prior convictions. She’d received one speeding ticket in the last five years, and I looked up the registration details of her car. It was a silver Ford, and I wrote down the license plate before Beth and I drove back to her office. 
 
    We waited outside until it was almost six o’clock, and we saw Felicity drive off in her Ford. 
 
    We wasted no time in tailing her car, following her up the streets of Santa Verona until she stopped at an address in North Santa Verona. 
 
    North Santa Verona might be only a few extra minutes away from the city center, but the suburb has a distinctively different vibe from the rest of the town. Although the streets are still wide and tree-lined, the buildings are mostly boxy and impersonal apartments. Rents are cheaper, and crime is a tad higher. 
 
    The apartment building Felicity stopped outside had stairs on the outside and a balcony that ran along the second floor. 
 
    “This isn’t her address,” I said. “Felicity lives closer to the beach. She makes a lot of money as a lawyer, so she probably lives in an expensive condo.” 
 
    We watched as Felicity climbed up the stairs and then knocked at a door on the second floor before stepping inside. 
 
    A few minutes later, Beth and I headed over to the same door and knocked. 
 
    It was opened by a tall, attractive young man with curly brown hair. He was wearing jeans that hung low around his waist, and his tight T-shirt framed the contours of his muscles. 
 
    “Yes?” he said. “Can I help you ladies?” 
 
    “We’re actually looking for Felicity,” I said. 
 
    The man blinked in surprise. “Umm… I’m not sure…” 
 
    I pushed the door open, and before he could stop me, I walked inside. 
 
    The front door opened onto a small living and dining area, with a kitchenette behind it. The living and dining areas were furnished with old furniture that looked like it had seen better days; a large flat-screen TV stood on the media unit in the corner. There was a closed door leading off somewhere, and I assumed it was to the bedroom. 
 
    I walked over to the door and opened it to find a bedroom with a neatly made bed. Felicity sat on a chair next to the bed. 
 
    She didn’t look too pleased to see me. “Did you guys follow me?” she said. 
 
    “We did.” I looked back over my shoulder at the young man and shrugged apologetically. “We’re sorry to barge in like this.” 
 
    The man looked at me, still confused by what was happening. He said, “I guess it’s okay if you’re friends of Felicity’s.” 
 
    I looked back at Felicity. “So, did you guys meet recently?” 
 
    Felicity nodded, then shook her head. “Not really.” 
 
    “It’s just that we’ve been together for almost a month now,” the man volunteered from behind us. 
 
    Felicity glared at him, so he shut up. 
 
    “Why do you have to keep this a secret?” Beth asked. “You guys were together on the day Lana died, right?” 
 
    Felicity shrugged. “Since you’ve found out about us, I might as well admit it. Yes, we were together that night. We even ran into some of Josh’s next-door neighbors, so I’ve got a pretty airtight alibi. Not that it’s any of your business, of course.” 
 
    “You two seem like a really cute couple,” I said. “I don’t understand why you need to be so secretive about it. Just because he lives in North Santa Verona”—I looked around the apartment. It was quite obvious that Josh didn’t make as much money as Felicity—“doesn’t mean you have to be embarrassed about your relationship.” 
 
    “It’s not just that,” said Felicity. “Josh is an assistant at our firm.” 
 
    “But he’s not your assistant, is he?” Beth said. “It’s not supposed to be a problem unless you’re his direct boss—isn’t that the rule these days?” 
 
    “I’m not his boss,” said Felicity. “But it’s not just that. This is all very new.” 
 
    I nodded and made some polite comments about how I hoped things would go well between them. We apologized to Josh and left. 
 
    “Do you really think she’s just being secretive because it’s a new relationship?” said Beth. 
 
    I shook my head. “I think she’s embarrassed to be dating somebody who’s not a high-powered lawyer or executive,” I said. “She knew that Lana was dating the assistant DA, and I’m sure all the other lawyers in her office are dating other lawyers or doctors. She might be embarrassed to be dating an assistant. Though Josh seems like a nice guy.” 
 
    “At least she did have an alibi,” said Beth. “So there’s no way she could have been the one who killed Lana.” 
 
    I nodded. “Perhaps all we’ve got is confirmation that Alice was the blackmailer. We might as well go and see Liam.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    By the time Beth and I arrived at Liam’s place, we were both quite hungry. We’d skipped dinner because we had followed Felicity home, and I couldn’t wait for our conversation to be over so that we could get something to eat. 
 
    Liam seemed to be in a grumpy mood. When we told him we’d discovered that Alice had been blackmailing Lana, he didn’t seem that impressed. 
 
    “I should’ve never trusted that secretary,” he said. “Maybe she killed Lana.” 
 
    “She doesn’t have an alibi, and we can’t prove anything,” I said. “But I really don’t think she’s the one who killed Lana.” 
 
    “Well, somebody must have killed her! But at least this is something. If you don’t find anything else, we’ll have to go to the cops with this.” 
 
    Beth and I nodded. “I hope it doesn’t come to that,” I said. “But at the least, you wouldn’t be the prime suspect anymore.” 
 
    Liam shook his head. “I’m not sure about that, but it should create reasonable doubt. But even if I escape the charges, I’m not sure I’d be able to go back to my old job. And this case’ll make it so much harder for me to run for political office. This whole thing is a nightmare.” 
 
    I knew that Liam had always wanted to run for office. He wanted to be the mayor of some town, do a good job, and then become a senator, and then maybe later, the president. He had grand ambitions, and this murder had really messed up his plans. 
 
    “How are you going to run for political office,” said Beth, “if you keep cheating on women and dating multiple women all the time?” 
 
    Liam looked at her like she was talking in tongues. “I’m aware that voters don’t like that kind of behavior. That’s why I’m trying to enjoy my time with as many women as I can now. Before I run for office, I’ll find somebody. Someone reasonably attractive, intelligent, and whom I can trust. We’ll get married, and then I’ll be faithful to her for the rest of my life. I’m not going to risk anything stupid—I’m not about to jeopardize my career.” 
 
    “I thought you didn’t believe in true love and fidelity,” I said. 
 
    Liam shook his head. “I’m not sure that I believe in true love. But I believe in commitment, and working together. I know, I come off as someone who’s only interested in himself, but I make it clear to anyone I’m dating that we’re not exclusive. I don’t mislead anyone. I don’t tell them details of my love life, because that would just hurt them, but I’m sure most of the women I dated knew that I wasn’t faithful to them.” 
 
    My stomach turned a little. I had always suspected that Liam had cheated on me, but I’d never asked him. 
 
    My expression must’ve changed, because immediately, Liam said, “Except for you, Mindy. I never cheated on you. I really did care about you. I thought you could have been the one—that’s why I kept asking you to wear those dresses I thought looked better on you than jeans. You said I was controlling, but I really thought you could have been the one. I would’ve married you and been with you for the rest of my life. I would have treated you really well.” 
 
    I wasn’t sure what to say to that. On the one hand, I didn’t want to believe Liam. But on the other hand, he had no reason to lie to me after all these years. And I wanted to believe that our relationship, no matter how horribly it had ended, wasn’t just an example of my stupidity and blind faith in people. 
 
    “Well, I guess things didn’t work out,” I said finally. “And that was obviously for the best. We can both enjoy our lives now.” 
 
    Liam shook his head. “I always did admire you, Mindy.” 
 
    “Um… thank you,” I said. 
 
    I didn’t feel like rehashing the past, so instead, I said, “You didn’t get any threatening messages, did you? Did anyone try to kill you again?” 
 
    Liam laughed and shook his head. “No, nobody’s tried to kill me. But it would be hard to try to kill me, given that I’ve been indoors all day.” 
 
    “And nobody slipped any threatening messages under the door?” 
 
    “No.” 
 
    I must’ve looked disappointed, because Liam said, “But that’s a good thing. Perhaps whoever tried to run me over was just an angry driver. Perhaps we got worried for no reason.” 
 
    I shook my head. “No, the woman’s still out there. And we’re going to find her.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Beth and I went back home, where we discussed the case over dinner. Afterward, we changed into workout clothes and drove back to Liam’s place, pushed the car seats back, and settled down for a long night of surveillance in Beth’s car. 
 
    We were just about to pull out our smartphones and start playing games when a blue-and-white drove up to Liam’s house. Beth and I ducked low, and thankfully, the two detectives walked into Liam’s condo without noticing us. 
 
    “That was close,” said Beth. “I hope they don’t notice us on the way out.” 
 
    “One of them was Sam Knott,” I said. “The other guy must’ve been Andy Thanh. Liam must’ve told them about almost getting killed.” 
 
    “I guess he did the right thing,” Beth said. “It would be worse if he didn’t report it.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I grumbled, “But now we’ve gotta stay crouched down like this till they leave. And what do we say if they see us?” 
 
    “Shh!” 
 
    We heard footsteps approaching, and Beth and I tried to make ourselves invisible. I held my breath, but it was no use—there was a loud rap on the window, and I looked up to see my old high-school buddy, Sam. 
 
    As I sat up and rolled down the window, I forced myself to grin. “Hey, Sam,” I said, still grinning like a maniac. “What’s up? It’s been a while!” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said, looking at me suspiciously and then glancing at Beth, who had also sat up straighter. “Hey, Beth. What’re you two doing here?” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance, but both us seemed to have lost our tongues. 
 
    I managed to say, “Umm… uh…,” but that was it. I couldn’t think of what to say after that. 
 
    “Aren’t you two PIs?” said the other detective. “Looks like you two are on a stakeout here.” 
 
    I glanced down at our iPods and the energy bar I had ready on my lap. “Umm…” 
 
    Sam looked at me sternly. “Who are you staking out? You’re not interfering with our work, are you?” 
 
    “Umm…” 
 
    There was a few seconds of awkward silence, and then Beth said, “It’s not really a stakeout, it’s market research.” 
 
    Sam frowned. “What research?” 
 
    “I’m thinking of opening a bakery nearby,” said Beth. “I wanted to see if people here like to pop out to the shops or not.” 
 
    “That doesn’t make sense,” said Sam. 
 
    “She’s thinking of tempting the joggers,” I said, suddenly struck by inspiration. “Lots of people go jogging in the morning, and she’ll have her shop open for them to stop by after their run. We need to see where people like to run.” 
 
    Sam looked at me, his annoyance replaced by confusion. “That still doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Sure, it does,” I said brightly. “Beth wants to open a store here, but I don’t think it’s a good idea.” 
 
    “Why didn’t you just come by in the morning?” said Sam. 
 
    “Mindy’s always sleeping in,” said Beth. “I tried to make her come by the last two days, but she wouldn’t wake up. So I told her we’d sleep right here.” 
 
    Sam shook his head. “You two are nuts.” 
 
    “I know, right?” I said brightly. Better to be nuts than to be interfering in a police investigation. “I tried to tell Beth, but she wouldn’t listen to me.” 
 
    Sam shook his head disapprovingly. “Well, don’t bother the neighbors,” he said. 
 
    He looked at Andy, and the two exchanged a confused, exasperated look and walked off, mumbling to themselves. 
 
    When they were gone, Beth said, “That was close.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Good idea coming up with that bakery stuff.” 
 
    She gave me a funny look but didn’t say anything. We decided it was time to do some light smartphone game-playing, and when nothing interesting happened after a few hours, we took turns sleeping. I didn’t bother to tell Liam what we were up to, and a little before six, Beth woke me up. 
 
    “It’s almost time,” she said. 
 
    The sky was still dark, and the streetlights were on. I looked around—we seemed to be the only ones in the street. Nobody had seemed to notice us parked out here, and I rubbed my eyes to wipe the sleep away from them. 
 
    Slowly, the sky began to lighten, and a pinkish hue spread along the horizon to the east. At around 6:30, we watched Liam leave his house and begin to jog down the street. We gave him a few minutes’ head start, and then we left the car and jogged after him. 
 
    There were a few other runners on the streets by now, and the darkness of the night had long since dissipated. 
 
    Liam had his earphones in as he ran steadily down the street, and he didn’t seem to pay much attention to anyone around him. I didn’t think this was wise for someone who had almost been run over just the day before, but it made our job much easier. He didn’t notice Beth and me, especially since we gave him a wide berth. 
 
    As we ran, Beth said, “See how much fun running is? We can work up an appetite for breakfast now.” 
 
    “You’ll never convince me that running is fun,” I said. “I much prefer yoga. It’s so easy and relaxing. And—I almost forgot. My instructor’s going to run a yoga retreat at the Harriett Hotel next week. She sent me a link to a contest—it’s a drawing for a free yoga retreat package, which comes with spa treatments and a fancy suite. If I win, I’ll get to take a friend along with me.” 
 
    “That does sound like fun, actually,” said Beth. “Are you going to ask Ethan along?” 
 
    I shook my head. “Ethan already told me that he hates yoga. Besides, I think it’s too early in our relationship to go to a spa retreat. We’re not even officially dating yet. Nobody knows about us.” 
 
    “Kinda like Felicity and Josh,” joked Beth. 
 
    I frowned. I didn’t want to think that I was behaving like Felicity. 
 
    “You know my thing with Ethan is completely different,” I said. “We’re not telling anyone because we’re not really sure what we’re doing. And if anyone found out, they’d tell us we’re making a mistake getting back together again.” 
 
    “I know,” said Beth soothingly. “You already told me. You guys had such a hard time getting over each other last time you broke up, that you don’t want to do this to him again.” 
 
    I nodded. “Exactly.” 
 
    “But maybe it will work this time,” said Beth. “After all, you’re both living in Santa Verona now.” 
 
    “I guess,” I said. “But I haven’t entirely decided what to do with my life. I’m not sure that I can be a private investigator forever.” 
 
    “Well, maybe you could start some kind of business here in Santa Verona. There’s so much tourism here, any business would do well. I’m thinking of taking my online business and starting up an actual physical store—that’s how I came up with the bakery idea last night. I think it would be nice to have walk-in traffic.” 
 
    I looked at Beth in surprise. “That’s a great idea! It would mean a lot more business for you. But how would you help out with our private investigator work?” 
 
    “I would need to hire people for the store,” said Beth. “There’s no way I could run a shop like that by myself.” 
 
    “Well, as long as we can still work together, this sounds like an interesting idea. And we could get to eat the bakery leftovers every day.” 
 
    “I’m not sure we should be eating so much dessert every day,” said Beth. “I was going to give them away to a homeless shelter.” 
 
    “I guess that’s a better idea,” I said begrudgingly. “But anyway, back to the spa retreat. If I win the package, would you like to come with me? I know you keep saying that you don’t like yoga, but you never even tried it.” 
 
    “I’m not about to turn down a free spa retreat,” said Beth. “And I guess I could give yoga a try.” 
 
    “Well, I hope I win it, then!” 
 
    By now, Liam had turned around and was heading back home. I was slightly out of breath, and I hoped that if anyone attacked Liam, I would be able to protect him and find out who the attacker was. 
 
    But he got home safely, with no new attacks. It was kind of disappointing for me, but I reminded myself that perhaps the attacker would try to strike again the next day. 
 
    Beth and I went home, exhausted and unwilling to accept defeat. We caught up on some sleep, and then we decided to head back to Lana’s office again. It was time to pull out all the stops. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    When we got to Lana’s office, we found that Alice had moved her desk to be in front of Rita’s office. 
 
    “Are you guys still working on the case?” she said. “I’m glad you believed me yesterday.” 
 
    I shrugged. “I guess it’s not really up to us. We’ll hand over whatever we find to the police, and then there’s probably going to be a trial.” 
 
    “Is that your way of saying that you don’t really believe me?” said Alice. “I told you, I’ve got nothing to do with it.” 
 
    I nodded, just to appease her. “It’s okay. We’re actually here today because I was thinking I should talk to Lana’s clients. I’ve talked to everybody else, and nothing much has come up. Perhaps one of her former clients can help us out.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Alice. “That sounds like a good idea, but I’m not sure I can just give you a list like that.” 
 
    “I’m sure we’d appreciate it,” Beth said. 
 
    “Yeah, I guess so,” said Alice slowly. She must’ve been thinking about the fact that we hadn’t yet told anyone that she was the one who’d blackmailed Lana. She typed away at the computer, and after a while, she said, “I’ve sent a list of her clients to be printed. Hang on while I go get it.” 
 
    She headed to wherever the printer was located, and a few minutes later, she came back with a pile of papers. “These are all the clients you want to look at,” she said. “They’re ordered by date.” 
 
    “That’s a lot of clients,” said Beth. 
 
    Alice nodded. “Lana dealt with many people. Heaps of people need wills.” 
 
    The door to Rita’s office was closed, and I wondered if we should say hello to her before we left. 
 
    “Is Rita with a client now?” I said. “Maybe we could ask her if any of Lana’s clients might have been annoyed with her.” 
 
    As if on cue, the door to Rita’s office opened, and Teresa walked out, followed closely by Rita. 
 
    They both seemed surprised to see us, and we explained that we were planning to talk to Lana’s clients. 
 
    “Well, it’s lucky that Teresa’s here, then,” said Rita. “You might as well talk to her if she’s got a free moment.” 
 
    I looked at Teresa hopefully, and she nodded. “Sure, why not? I only met Lana once, but I’ll try to help you guys out.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “We’ve only got a few questions to ask, and we can walk you to your car.” 
 
    “That sounds good,” said Teresa as we headed toward the elevator. “It’s such a shame about Lana. I didn’t even get a chance to meet her on Friday.” 
 
    “Yes,” said Beth. “You had an appointment to see her at eleven o’clock, but you canceled it.” 
 
    Teresa nodded. “I wasn’t feeling too well. So I said I’d try to come by on Monday.” 
 
    “And when did you see Lana before that?” I asked. 
 
    “It would have been a week before.” We stepped out of the elevator with Teresa and headed toward the building exit. 
 
    “What did you come to see Lana for?” said Beth. 
 
    “My uncle had been terminally ill for a while. He’d made me executor of his estate, so I wanted to have a chat with them about what I needed to do.” 
 
    “But he hadn’t passed away then, had he?” said Beth. 
 
    “He was placed in an induced coma,” said Teresa as we walked down the street toward her car. “It was only a matter of time. And I want to get things sorted out as soon as I could, so I could head back home and be with my family again.” 
 
    “You don’t live in Santa Verona?” I said. 
 
    “No, I work in Arkansas at the moment. I grew up in California, which is why I don’t have a Southern accent.” 
 
    We had gotten to Teresa’s car by now. It was a white Toyota, and there was a high-pitched beep as she unlocked the doors. 
 
    “So your car is a rental,” I said thoughtfully. 
 
    Teresa smiled. “Yes, given that I don’t live here.” 
 
    Beth and I exchanged a glance. A shiver ran down my spine, and I looked at Teresa carefully. She was calm and efficient, a woman who knew how to get things done. 
 
    “Is it okay if I have a look at your driver’s license?” I said. 
 
    Teresa gave me a bemused look. “Sure, why not? Though I’m not sure how this will help.” 
 
    She opened her large handbag, pulled out her wallet, and then handed me her license. It had all her details on it, and a photograph of herself. 
 
    I handed the license back to her, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that she was hiding something from us. 
 
    “How are things going with executing the will?” said Beth. 
 
    “Really well,” said Teresa. “It should be all finished soon. It’s quite straightforward.” 
 
    “Did your uncle have many beneficiaries?” I said, trying to think up more questions to ask. I couldn’t really come straight out and ask if she had tried to kill me, or if she’d purchased a stolen gun or driver’s license. 
 
    “Just a few,” said Teresa. “But you know how these things are.” 
 
    I nodded, even though I didn’t really know. “Are you the main beneficiary?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “My uncle and I were close, and he didn’t have children of his own. It’s just me, and a few of his other nieces and nephews, and then some money to charity.” 
 
    Beth said, “Have you been driving this car the whole time you’ve been in Santa Verona?” 
 
    Teresa smiled, but her lips seemed to have grown thinner. “I think so.” 
 
    “How can you think so?” said Beth. “Either it’s been the same car, or you’ve had to change cars.” 
 
    “You’re right,” said Teresa. “I actually had to change cars a couple of times.” 
 
    “And why was that?” said Beth. 
 
    Teresa shrugged. “It seems like you can get better deals by renting for shorter amounts of time.” 
 
    “What was your last car?” I asked. 
 
    Teresa took a few seconds to think. “It was a red Chevrolet.” 
 
    “Really? Who did you rent from?” 
 
    “You’re asking a bunch of strange questions,” said Teresa, smiling. “I don’t really remember. Maybe it was Hertz?” 
 
    I decided to take a wild stab in the dark. “I don’t think your last car was a red Chevrolet. I think it was a black Honda that you rented from Santa Verona Super Cheap Cars. I’m sure that if we showed them your photo, they would recognize you, and you might even appear on the security cameras.” 
 
    Teresa smiled, a smug, satisfied smile. “Okay,” she said. “You can show them my photograph. But I’m sure they’ve never seen me before.” 
 
    I was convinced that Teresa had rented the black Honda—maybe she’d worn a wig, or some kind of disguise, when she’d gone in to rent it. She’d probably tried to make herself look more like the woman in the driver’s license which she’d used. 
 
    “Maybe they won’t recognize you,” I said. “But we’ve been talking to the police about this case. It turns out they found a hair trapped in Lana’s keyboard, and they can use that to run DNA tests. The detective on the case told me that it was a long, black hair.” 
 
    Teresa and I locked eyes. 
 
    She crossed her arms. “I’m not sure what you’re trying to tell me.” 
 
    “I’m trying to say that you won’t get away with killing Lana. I’ll tell the detectives my suspicions, and once they stop by to match your DNA with what they found, I’m sure you’ll be convicted easily.” 
 
    Teresa looked uncertainly from me to Beth. “You’re lying. You can’t match DNA from a hair. You need blood or something.” 
 
    I shrugged and smiled, satisfied with the response I’d gotten from Teresa. “You can believe what you want, but these new DNA testing methods are really efficient. Besides, ballistics can always match your gun with the one used to kill Lana. And that will definitely be a match, won’t it?” 
 
    Teresa stared at us for a minute. Finally, she said, “You’re bluffing. You don’t have anything on me. I’ve always been careful.” 
 
    “Except for now,” I said. “I bet you’ve got the gun in your handbag.” 
 
    I reached for her bag, but Teresa took a quick step backward and reached in to pull out her gun. 
 
    “Stay back,” she said. “You know I’ve got no trouble shooting people.” 
 
    I looked at Beth and gave her a slight nod. Immediately, Beth dashed across the street. 
 
    Teresa swiveled around to keep the gun pointed at Beth, and I used this opportunity to lunge forward and grab her hands. I pointed the gun down at the pavement and fired off all the rounds, one after another. 
 
    By the time I’d used up all the bullets, Beth had come back, and she helped me wrestle Teresa to the ground. 
 
    “You can’t do this,” Teresa said, while I pinned her down and Beth pulled out her phone. “I’ll sue you for assault!” 
 
    “You pulled a gun on us!” I said. “And you killed Lana.” 
 
    “There’s no proof of that.” 
 
    “Yes, there is. The cops will be able to match the DNA in that hair they found to yours.” 
 
    Teresa snorted. “I went to her office. My DNA could be there anyway.” 
 
    “Not her office keyboard,” I said. “The one she kept in her home office.” 
 
    Teresa was silent for a few seconds, and I looked at Beth and beamed. I’d struck a nerve. 
 
    As Beth called the cops, Teresa said, “I never wanted to kill her. It was just a misunderstanding.” 
 
    “What misunderstanding?” When Teresa stayed silent, I said, “You might as well tell us what happened. I know you must be dying to tell someone the truth. And we might be able to help you out with what to tell the cops.” 
 
    “You’re not lawyers,” grumbled Teresa. 
 
    “No,” said Beth, who’d finished telling the cops where we were. “But we’ve solved lots of cases and we know how these things go.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Teresa finally. “Lana and I were supposed to work together. I went to her office to discuss my uncle’s will, and I could just tell from her tone that I wasn’t the main beneficiary. My uncle’s worth millions, and I know I could’ve used that money well.” 
 
    “So you asked Lana to change the will?” 
 
    “Well, at first Lana wouldn’t even tell me what was in the will. So I called Alice, pretending to be a rich, eccentric client, and got Lana’s address. I showed up at her house and explained that I needed to inherit that money. If she helped me, she’d get a nice cut. I just wanted her to think about it. Two days later, she told me to come over to her house again, and she showed me the will and how I could forge a new one. She didn’t want to do the actual forging, but she said she’d upload it to her computer for me.” 
 
    “So you went and forged a new will on your laptop,” I said. “But then your laptop was stolen. Hang on—it wasn’t really stolen, was it? You just destroyed it to cover your tracks.” 
 
    “Yeah,” said Teresa. “I wasn’t going to take any risks. Anyway, I didn’t hear from Lana for a few days, and then she asked me to go to her office. She would’ve told me to go to her house if we were still going ahead with the plan, because it’s not like we could talk about the details in public. So I knew she’d changed her mind about it.” 
 
    “That’s why you canceled the appointment,” said Beth. 
 
    “Exactly,” said Teresa. “I sent Lana a text that I’d come to the office after hours. When I got there, Lana told me she couldn’t do it. We got into an argument, and then I had to pull a gun on her so she’d give me the paper copy of the will.” 
 
    “And you made her delete the original scanned copy and upload your new forgery.” 
 
    “Bingo,” said Teresa. “I made sure to take some random files with me, too, so that later on, people would think it was just Lana being messy.” 
 
    “Well, that plan worked,” I admitted. “But why couldn’t you just leave after she’d uploaded your forged will?” 
 
    “And have her go to the cops or delete my forgery? No way. I was going to get millions—I wasn’t about to risk it.” 
 
    “Well,” said Beth, “you could’ve just broken into the office one day and done all that, instead of asking Lana to. No murders required.” 
 
    Teresa shook her head no. “I wouldn’t know the passwords, and it’s hard breaking into a building. It was easier just to use Lana to do all the work. I didn’t want to kill her, you know. We just had an argument.” 
 
    “Sure,” I said. “But none of my arguments lead to murder.” 
 
    As the cops pulled up and led Teresa off into a car, she glared at us. “It wasn’t intentional,” she growled. “It was kind of self-defense.” 
 
    “I’m not sure the self-defense angle will fly here,” Beth said. “But maybe your lawyer will have a better idea.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    The Beach House Café was a few blocks away from the beach, and slightly east of the main tourist drag. It was, however, popular with locals and families who lived nearby—the seating area inside had large tables and booths, as well as a few smaller tables for couples. One wall was exposed brick, and another was covered with a large, beach-themed mural. Soft pop music played on the speakers, and the place smelled of freshly baked cookies. 
 
    I was sipping a cappuccino, waiting for Ethan to show up. He’d texted me a minute ago, saying that he’d been held up and would be there within fifteen minutes. Since Teresa’s arrest, Ethan and I had been out on one date, and though we were still keeping our relationship a secret, we both enjoyed spending time together, and I thought that perhaps we might actually have a future together. 
 
    “Mindy!” 
 
    The voice pulled me out of my reverie, and I looked up to see Neve smiling down at me. “Oh, hi.” I looked at her rather uncertainly. I wasn’t quite sure how I felt about her, now that I’d had to spend a while listening to Liam and learning that he wasn’t faithful to Neve. 
 
    “Are you waiting for someone?” she said. 
 
    I nodded. “Yes, actually. But he just texted to say he’d be a little late. Would you like to join me for a bit?” 
 
    Neve sat down opposite me. “It’s nice to run into you like this. I won’t be long, I know you must be busy.” 
 
    I nodded vaguely. 
 
    “I just wanted to say thanks for helping out Liam,” said Neve. “You pretty much saved his life. I can’t imagine what would have happened if you hadn’t found out it was Teresa all along.” 
 
    I shrugged modestly. “Just doing my job. Besides, Liam was paying me double, so I couldn’t refuse the work.” 
 
    Neve shook her head. “That’s not true. I know you guys had a bad breakup, and you could have just been petty and refused to help him out. I really… I guess what I’m trying to say is that I really appreciate it. It was really nice of you. You’re a good person.” 
 
    I looked down and shifted awkwardly in my seat. “Thanks, I guess.” 
 
    “No, I mean it. Maybe I misjudged you and Beth earlier. I feel like maybe I’ve been a bit rude to you, or I should’ve tried harder to be your friend. I’m sorry about that.” 
 
    I looked at Neve. She was just as narcissistic and airheaded as ever, but right now, I didn’t find her annoying. I actually felt sorry for her. 
 
    “It’s okay,” I said. “You can’t really get to know somebody too well in high school, and things just never change.” 
 
    “Well, I’d like things to change.” Neve smiled at me hesitantly. “It would be nice if you, me and Beth could be friends. I’m going to give up this PI gig, it’s not for me. But my family knows a lot of people here, so I can help you get clients. You could be super busy, if you let me spread the word a bit.” 
 
    I looked at Neve doubtfully. It’s true, her family is rather prominent in Santa Verona, and they do know people. If Neve kept her word and told people about us, I wouldn’t have to stress about paying the bills again. 
 
    I nodded. “Thanks, I’d appreciate that.” 
 
    “Great! It’s the least I could do for you.” 
 
    “But what are you going to do if you’re not going to be a private investigator?” 
 
    Neve shrugged. “I don’t know. When I was younger, I was so sure I’d be a famous celebrity. I never even bothered to go to college—and now I’m not sure that I’m smart enough to graduate. I don’t know what kind of work I could do.” 
 
    “I didn’t last in Hollywood either,” I reminded her. “I don’t think it’s a bad thing to change careers. It would be so boring to have to do the same thing all the time.” 
 
    “That’s easy for you to say,” said Neve. “You’re smart, and you can figure things out quickly. I’ve never been too good at things like that. Perhaps all I can do is try to marry well, and then I’ll be a housewife for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “You don’t have to give up on dreaming,” I said. “There’s nothing wrong with being a housewife, if that’s what you really want, but perhaps you could look into going back to college. You could try out a few courses, and you might find something that you like—who knows, you might even decide to go to med school and be a doctor.” 
 
    Neve smiled. “I can’t see myself becoming a doctor, but maybe I could consider going to college. I don’t know what Liam’ll think of that.” 
 
    “Are you sure you want to be with Liam?” I said, unable to help myself. “If we were friends, I would definitely warn you to stay away from him.” 
 
    Neve shook her head. “I know, he was seeing other women when he was with me. We had a long talk, and he admitted that he was still with Lana. But he told me that he’s sorry, and that we never actually agreed to be exclusive.” 
 
    “And you’re just buying it?” 
 
    “Well, like he said—we never agreed to be exclusive. I could have seen other guys too.” 
 
    “But you didn’t.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter now. We’ve decided that we’ll be exclusive, and we’ll try to work things out.” 
 
    I looked at her doubtfully. I didn’t believe that Liam was cut out for monogamy, and I wasn’t sure that Neve deserved to be with someone like him. However, it wasn’t my place to harp on about it. 
 
    Just then, Ethan walked through the door. His shirtsleeves were rolled up almost to his elbows, his jaw was covered in a thin layer of stubble, and his eyes glimmered darkly. When our gaze met, my heart started beating a little faster. 
 
    Neve followed my eyes to see who it was, and then stood up immediately. “I should get going. I really do hope the three of us can be friends. Perhaps we could get together for coffee or drinks sometime?” 
 
    I nodded. “Sure. That sounds like fun.” 
 
    Neve and I said goodbye, and she smiled and nodded at Ethan on her way out. 
 
    “What was that about?” said Ethan. 
 
    “I’m not too sure,” I admitted. “But it seems like Neve wants to be a different person.” 
 
    “Well,” said Ethan, “I’m late because I was busy getting a status report on your murder case.” 
 
    My eyes lit up. “Really? Is there anything you can tell me?” 
 
    “Maybe I shouldn’t be talking about it, but I know you can keep this to yourself. And given that you and Beth helped us find the right suspect, you might as well know.” 
 
    I nodded vigorously. “So? What turned up?” 
 
    “Well, you might have been bluffing when you told Teresa that there was a hair in the keyboard, but it turned out you were actually right. There was a hair. And we were able to match it with Teresa’s DNA.” 
 
    “That’s amazing!” I said. “Who knew my little white lie would turn out to be true!” 
 
    “Yes, and we managed to recover some deleted files from Lana’s computer—one of them was an original scanned copy of Tom Hutchinson’s will. He gave away most of his estate to charity. The scan was deleted just minutes before Lana’s time of death.” 
 
    “Does this prove that Teresa forged the will?” 
 
    “Well, the will that Rita found for Tom Hutchinson was different from his original one. So Teresa definitely altered things to benefit herself. And, it turns out that Teresa was there on the day that Rita and Lana had a huge fight, which she overheard. So she found one of Rita’s fake fingernails and put it in Lana’s office to frame Rita. Of course, Teresa got lucky that Lana and Liam had a fight earlier in the day, and Felicity had thought Lana had planned to meet Liam.” 
 
    I nodded. “Teresa really had things figured out. She had stolen guns and stolen driver’s licenses. Did you guys look into my hunch that she got them through her work at the employment agency?” 
 
    Ethan nodded. “Yep, you were right. Jobs for All works with rehabilitating a lot of ex-cons, and Teresa used her contacts to get hold of things she’d need.” 
 
    “And she tried to kill Liam, because she realized that Liam must’ve seen her when she went to Lana’s, and he might even have overheard bits of their conversation.” 
 
    “She hasn’t admitted to that yet,” said Ethan. “But we’re pretty sure that’s why she tried to run him over.” 
 
    “She had everything sorted out.” 
 
    “Until you and Beth showed up.” 
 
    I shrugged. “Perhaps the cops could have uncovered everything in time.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” said Ethan. “But you and Beth really sped things along. If Teresa had left Santa Verona before we finished investigating, that would have been a real nightmare to deal with.” 
 
    I nodded. “Now that you’ve got the case pretty much wrapped up, do you think Teresa will try to strike a plea deal?” 
 
    Ethan shrugged. “Liam’s back at the DA’s office, and I don’t think he’ll go easy on her. Plus, the evidence is pretty damning.” 
 
    “Well, I’m just glad it’s all over.” 
 
    “Why?” Ethan teased. “Didn’t you like seeing your old boyfriend again?” 
 
    I rolled my eyes. “I always thought he was a horrible person, but dealing with him during this case just highlighted his terrible personality. I’m so glad I won’t have to deal with him again.” 
 
    “I am too,” said Ethan. “Although, I really wish you’d told me you were investigating this case.” 
 
    I smiled wryly. “You know I couldn’t have done that. You and your cop buddies would have made the investigation so much more difficult for us.” 
 
    “Maybe you’re right. But now the chief’s even more serious about trying to bring you two on as consultants for the police department. If that happens, you can work on open cases without getting in our way.” 
 
    “Really? That would be great if it actually happens!” 
 
    “Are you thinking about settling back in Santa Verona for good?” 
 
    I looked away. “I’m not sure of anything; I can’t really imagine being a private investigator forever. But working with the police department would be different. I guess I’m kind of like Neve—I’m not entirely sure what I want to do for the rest of my life. I just can’t see what the future holds.” 
 
    Ethan nodded seriously. “When do you think you might know?” 
 
    I shrugged. “I wish I could know for sure. But it feels strange to move back to the town you grew up in. I always imagined myself moving to a big city, and having a new and exciting life. I never thought I would live in Santa Verona forever.” 
 
    “There’s nothing wrong with Santa Verona.” 
 
    “I know. It’s just… I always thought my life would be glamorous and exciting. And now I’m back home. I thought I would move back here and take some time to think about what I wanted from my life. Instead, I got caught up in this private investigations business.” 
 
    “And now you’re going to try to think about what to do?” 
 
    I shook my head no. “Perhaps things will just fall into place. Maybe one day I’ll wake up and realize what I want for the rest of my life.” 
 
    “Okay,” said Ethan. “I could live with that.” 
 
    I looked at Ethan carefully. “You’re not scared that things will be ruined if I decide to move away?” 
 
    Ethan shook his head. “We’re both adults. And I can move too, if I need to. We can’t let a fear of the future keep us from enjoying the present.” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter 25 
 
      
 
    A few days later, I was waiting for Beth at a restaurant that was currently one of Santa Verona’s most popular. 
 
    The Lebanese Lantern was a recently opened Lebanese-fusion restaurant, and Beth and I had made reservations weeks ago. I’d arrived a bit early and was waiting for Beth at the bar. 
 
    The place was packed and filled with laughter and conversation. Both the restaurant and the bar were dimly lit. Tall, swiveling barstools lined the bar, and I sat on one of them and sipped my margarita. The restaurant seating area was through a door off to my right, and the bar was lit by a romantic wall of candles. The occasional scent of delicious cooking wafted in, and I was starting to get hungry. 
 
    Beth was going to meet me after she dropped off a few cakes at her clients’ places, and I didn’t mind waiting for her by myself. I took another sip of my drink, and then someone sat down on the seat next to me and touched my arm. 
 
    “Mindy.” 
 
    I turned to look at the speaker, and one eyebrow rose involuntarily when I saw that it was Liam. “Funny running into you here.” 
 
    Liam shrugged. “I thought I would meet some friends at the bar. But I guess they’re running late. What about you?” 
 
    “I’m meeting Beth. But I came a bit early—we’ve got reservations.” 
 
    “Lucky you. The food here’s supposed to be amazing.” 
 
    Liam took a long swill of his beer, and there was silence for a few moments. And then he said, “So. Just you and Beth, huh? No boyfriend?” 
 
    “My love life really isn’t any of your business.” 
 
    Liam smiled. “Perhaps it could be. I really enjoyed working with you on the case.” 
 
    I took another sip of my margarita and murmured politely, “It was my job, and I’m glad the case was solved.” 
 
    “Maybe things happen for a reason. It was good that we got to spend some time together again.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Liam, I’m not sure what you’re saying, but you know there’s never going to be anything between us again.” 
 
    Liam smiled. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you for the past few days. Mindy, we make a great team together.” 
 
    “No, we don’t.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can convince you otherwise.” 
 
    Before I had time to react, Liam leaned forward and his lips pressed against mine. 
 
    I jumped off my barstool immediately and pushed Liam away. “Oh no!” My eyes flashed angrily. “There’s no way we’re—” 
 
    A movement a few paces behind us made me turn my head, and I saw Neve staring at me. Her jaw was slack, and her eyes wide with disbelief. She took a step backward, and I said, “Neve.” 
 
    Immediately, Neve turned around and walked off rapidly. 
 
    I grabbed my purse and ran after her, maneuvering my way past a large group of people who had just walked in. Neve continued to walk briskly, not stopping or turning around, and I emerged from the dark bar onto the well-lit pavement, blinking in the bright light. 
 
    “Neve,” I said as I caught up to her. “Please. Stop.” 
 
    Finally, Neve looked at me. “What?” 
 
    “What you saw—it’s not what you think. I never wanted Liam to kiss me.” 
 
    Neve’s eyes narrowed. “Of course. Like you kept repeating, you don’t like him. You’re glad things are over. You think I should break up with him. Everything makes sense now.” 
 
    “No, you really don’t understand. Liam and I—” 
 
    “Liam and you have no future together.” Neve was still walking briskly down the street, and I made sure to keep up with her. She reached into her purse, found her keys, and unlocked the car we were standing next to. 
 
    “Liam must’ve misunderstood what was happening,” I said. “You know I’m not interested in getting back with him.” 
 
    Neve turned the full extent of her angry blue eyes on me. “I misjudged you,” she said in a frosty voice dripping with forced calm. “You’re too ambitious for your own good. But don’t worry, I’m going to make sure your life is miserable.” 
 
    Before I could say anything further, Neve stepped into her car and drove off. 
 
    I walked slowly back to the restaurant, feeling dejected and angry. 
 
    I knew there was no way I could convince Neve as to what had really happened, and Liam would certainly play into the lie that I had been the one who had kissed him. 
 
    I felt sorry for Neve, that she believed Liam’s lies, but I also felt sad that any chance of a friendship with her had now been ruined. I didn’t want to know what kind of tricks Neve would come up with to try to make my life miserable. 
 
    By the time I got back to the restaurant, Liam was nowhere to be seen. I wanted to give him a piece of my mind, so I texted him, telling him that he needed to tell Neve the truth. I didn’t expect him to reply to my text, let alone follow the instructions. 
 
    A few minutes later, Beth arrived, and our table was ready. As we perused the menu, I quickly filled Beth in on what had happened between Liam, Neve and me. 
 
    Beth made the appropriate sympathetic noises, but we both knew that there was no way to undo what had happened. 
 
    We ordered our dinner, and soon after the waitress left, my phone beeped with a text. I looked down excitedly, wondering if perhaps Liam had come to his senses and had agreed to tell Neve the truth. But it was from a number I didn’t know. 
 
    I read the text, and then I gasped and smiled happily. “You won’t believe this!” I said. “You know that drawing to win a yoga and spa getaway? I won it! That means we can go to the Harriett Spa Retreat next week.” 
 
    Beth squealed softly. “That’s so exciting! We’ll have so much fun!” 
 
    I forgot about Liam and Neve for a few moments. “I can’t wait! A long weekend of pampering and fun—that’s just what we need.” 
 
    At that moment, I had no idea that instead of being relaxing and indulgent, the free pampering getaway would turn out to be a desperate chase for a dangerous, cold-blooded killer. 
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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Despite the bags under her eyes and the ankle monitor, Sophia Becker looked gorgeous. 
 
    “Tiffany!” She flashed a phony smile and embraced me in a warm hug. Her voice contained trace amounts of anxiety and relief, and her blue eyes couldn’t disguise her stress. “I’m so glad you came!” 
 
    I shrugged nonchalantly. I didn’t want her to get her hopes up, or to think our relationship had changed. “I was told it wouldn’t hurt to listen.” 
 
    “Well, thank you for coming.” 
 
    I walked into the mansion behind her, my low-heeled sandals making a clicking noise against the white marble floor. Her place smelled expensive, like a Vanilla-Bergamot scented candle, and was so clean and tidy that I wondered just how many staff she employed. 
 
    When we reached the far side of the living room, Sophia slid gracefully into a wooden chair, and crossed her long, tan legs. She was wearing a short black miniskirt and a designer tank top, and her ankle monitor flashed silently. “Did Richard fill you in?” 
 
    I shook my head no. “He told me you were looking for a PI, but I didn’t get any details.” I perched gingerly on an antique armchair worth more than my entire month’s salary. In my casual Bermuda shorts and t-shirt, I felt a little out of place in this glamorous room. “But I don’t really see what a PI can do for you at this stage.” 
 
    Sophia flipped her long blond hair from one side of her face to the other, and her elegant diamond drop earrings shimmered in the light. She gave me a pained look. “I’m innocent. Don’t you believe that?” 
 
    “That’s what they all say. And even if you are, it’s hard to argue against the evidence.” 
 
    “It was planted.” 
 
    I sighed. “Sophia, they found the gun in your nightstand. Literally. A. Smoking. Gun.” 
 
    She stared at me for a second through narrowed eyes, and then she leaned back in her chair and relaxed. “Do you think I’m stupid?” 
 
    I shook my head. I didn’t even have to think about that one. Sophia was anything but stupid. 
 
    She was beautiful, friendly and witty—and she’d put those qualities to good use by becoming a stripper. She was also ruthless and ambitious, and that was probably how she managed to make Ethan Becker, owner of the Riverbelle Casino, fall in love with her. 
 
    Thanks to Ethan’s wealth, Sophia’s stripping days had been put behind her as soon as they got engaged, and the wedding was exclusive and ostentatious. Judging from the massive rocks she wore, and the Lake Las Vegas mansion I was sitting in right now, Sophia’s marital life had been one great big fairy tale. 
 
    Until three months ago, when her husband was murdered. 
 
    “Then why,” she said, “does everyone think I’m dumb enough to wipe down a murder weapon and put it back in my nightstand?” 
 
    “Maybe you didn’t think anyone would look?” Sophia looked at me cynically and I went on, “Someone would have to break in to plant the gun in your bedroom. You never reported a break-in.” 
 
    “I couldn’t tell from the lock. There are good lockpicks, you know.” 
 
    I looked at her doubtfully. “And what do you want me to do?” 
 
    “Find out what the police overlooked.” 
 
    “What makes you think they overlooked anything?” 
 
    “Oh, please. The instant they found that gun, they stopped their entire investigation and acted like I’d admitted to killing Ethan. Meanwhile, the guy who murdered my husband is walking free.” 
 
    I took a moment to reflect. Did I really think Sophia had killed Ethan? It was hard to tell—all through our high school years she’d been a good actress, manipulating people to get her way. She’d been the pretty, popular cheerleader who’d spread mean rumors behind your back and teased you about your weight, your hair and your unfashionable old clothes. I hadn’t been too fond of her back then, and I wasn’t sure what she was capable of now. 
 
    As though she’d read my mind, Sophia said, “Why would I kill my husband? I had a great life, and I’d be stupid to risk all that.” 
 
    “I don’t know. What if I find things that make you look even more guilty? You know I’ll have to tell the cops.” 
 
    Sophia nodded. “Of course.” 
 
    I thought about all the reasons I didn’t want to take on this case. “Why me? Why not someone else?” 
 
    “It’s a great first case.” 
 
    I loved the way she didn’t answer me directly. I wasn’t even fully accredited, and she wanted me to look into something so serious. “How’d you find me, anyway?” 
 
    “Ed Hastings recommended you.” 
 
    Ed was my supervising detective. He’d certified to the Nevada Board of Private Investigators that I wasn’t mentally unstable or criminally inclined, and once a month I did ten hours of supervised work for him—mostly boring surveillance jobs. My one year of supervised work was almost up, and I was grateful to Ed for the recommendation, even if I wasn’t too keen on working for Sophia. 
 
    “Richard Small did a background check,” Sophia continued, “and then he contacted you.” 
 
    I tried my best not to smirk. Richard might be a successful defense attorney, but I wondered how he’d gotten through high school with such an unfortunate name. He’d probably survived his name the same way I’d survived mine. 
 
    My mother, in an uncharacteristic fit of inspiration, had named me Tiffany. Tiffany Black. 
 
    My name might’ve seemed normal in a regular small town, but here in Vegas, Tiffany was a popular stage name for strippers. Which meant that almost every day of my short twenty-eight-year-old life I’d heard someone, usually a rat-eyed creep with bad breath, coo out a variation of the romantic phrase, “You’ve got a stripper name, do you really like poles?” 
 
    Having a stripper name meant that I went out of my way not to look like a stripper. That involved having unruly, untamable brown hair; carrying a layer of cushioning fat around my waistline; and wearing more clothes than all the girls in Vegas combined. 
 
    I said, “No one else will take the job, will they?” 
 
    Sophia glanced away and I leaned back triumphantly. Of course she wouldn’t voluntarily want to employ a no-name, not-quite-accredited PI like myself if she had better options. She’d hired one of the best defense attorneys in the state, and she could afford any PI—if they’d just agree to work for her. 
 
    “It’s really simple work—” she began, but I interrupted her. 
 
    “No, it’s not, and you know it. No one messes with the casino owners.” 
 
    “I am a casino owner,” she said. “At least I will be, if you can help me get off on these charges. Then you’ll have an easy time getting jobs.” 
 
    “If. And that’s a big if.” 
 
    We looked at each other silently. Jobs here were dependent on the casinos, and nobody wanted to get on the wrong side of the powerful few who controlled an entire state’s economy. 
 
    “Please, Tiff.” Sophia looked at me with sad eyes. “I need you to help me out. I’m in a terrible place, and if you won’t help, I don’t know what to do.” 
 
    Her eyes brimmed with tears and I looked away. Crap. I felt like I was kicking a puppy. Despite whatever she’d done when we were younger, the woman was living a nightmare now, and I wouldn’t wish that on anyone. 
 
    I glanced at my watch and stood up quickly. “I should go. I’m late.” 
 
    Sophia sniffed. “Please, tell me you’ll consider this?” 
 
    I looked at her carefully. She’d always been an expert manipulator and I hated the thought of being pushed into doing something I didn’t want to do. But her face was pinched, and I could almost smell the doom surrounding her. 
 
    “I’ll think about it,” I said. “It could be a great opportunity for someone.” To shoot themselves in the foot. 
 
    Sophia nodded, and showed me out silently. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    Vegas drivers are the worst in the world. Not me, of course. But everyone else. 
 
    As I drove east along the Las Vegas Beltway, I had to stifle my urge to make rude hand gestures and lean on the horn. I hadn’t been lying about being late, and I was grateful Sophia hadn’t asked what I was late for. She probably already knew. 
 
    I stopped at my apartment, a tiny one-bedroom place I’d managed to buy right after the market crashed, and changed. I could drive to work, but the best thing about my place is that it’s only a three-block walk to work. 
 
    The Strip is a nightmare to drive down at night—all it takes is one mesmerized tourist staring at the lights to cause a pileup. The late-evening breeze made it cool enough to walk, even in the middle of the scorching summer, and I told myself I was getting some much-needed exercise. 
 
    As soon as I entered the casino pit, the loudness hit me: all the colors, noises and lights that epitomized Sin City. Walking into the madness felt like meeting an old friend—a boisterous old friend who annoys you at first, but grows on you. 
 
    I tapped out the day-shift dealer, clapped my hands to show that they were empty, and smiled around the table. “Are you guys having a good time?” 
 
    I genuinely cared about how the men felt. My tips depended upon it. Two of them smiled in a vague, noncommittal way, but one took my question seriously. 
 
    “Stupid blackjack,” he said. “The other dealer was screwing me over. I hope you’re here to improve my effing luck.” 
 
    He looked at me suspiciously, as though I might have a secret nefarious motive for being there. I smiled and motioned to the waitress. “Looks like you need a refill on that drink.” 
 
    He grunted distrustfully and I started dealing. I knew the man well. He was one of the regulars at any table, Mr. Here For The Effing Money. His real name varied but he was always the same person—rude, surly and generous with the F-bombs. Inevitably he always lost and it was always the ‘effing casino’s fault,’ which meant ‘no tip for the stupid dealer.’ 
 
    At least none of my other regulars were there: Mr. Body Odor, Mr. Perving On Every Woman Around, and Mr. Cigar Man. 
 
    I focused on the cards and pretty soon Mr. Here For The Effing Money busted out, threw a hissy fit, and left the table to do God knows what. His place was quickly taken by three frat boys, who all thought they were giving Don Juan a run for his money: “Whatchya doing after work?”, “You wanna show us around Vegas?” (wink wink) and of course, “Met a stripper named Tiffany yesterday, that wasn’t you in a wig, was it?” 
 
    I tell myself every day that I don’t hate my job. It doesn’t pay as much as stripping or being a cocktail waitress, but I get to wear more clothes, don’t get perved on as much, and never get groped. But there’s a reason I’m trying to leave the madness of the casino pit to become a private investigator, and it was a relief when I got a tap on my shoulder, indicating that it was time for my break. 
 
    I headed into the break room and checked my voicemail. There was a strange message from my grandmother, and I told myself I’d call her back tomorrow. I was expecting Sophia to have left me a message reminding me to think about things, but she was clearly giving me some space. 
 
    I felt like I was being chicken, that if I were braver I would just jump straight into the work. But that would be foolhardy—no other PI would touch the case for a reason: clearly there was no chance of wrapping it up successfully. A failed high-profile case would be damaging for any established PI’s reputation and fatal for any newbie’s career. 
 
    I didn’t like Sophia much but she was convincing in her declarations of innocence. Part of the reason I’d chosen to try to be a PI was so I could help people, and Sophia was desperately in need of help. Plus, I knew she’d be willing to pay me an exorbitant amount of money to do the investigating. 
 
    All through the night I watched people wager on games biased in the house’s favor. And yet, players frequently walked away with much more than they lost. The Vegas adage, “You gotta play to win,” was true. 
 
    By the time my shift ended, I’d managed to convince myself that I needed to take on Sophia’s case. It was a gamble that had the potential to pay off well, so I sent Sophia a quick text. 
 
    If I had known at that time I would be risking my life for the case, I would have talked myself out of taking it. In retrospect, I wonder why I didn’t realize that a person who had already committed one murder would stop at nothing to prevent further evidence from being unearthed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    The next morning I found myself back at Sophia’s mansion. She looked pleased to see me; there was a hopefulness in her eyes that was heartbreaking and made me want to drop the case just so I wouldn’t have to disappoint her. 
 
    But I didn’t. Instead, I handed her a standard retainer agreement and watched her initial it and sign on the dotted line. As soon as she’d finished with the contract, Sophia brought out some tea for herself and some chocolate cupcakes for me. For a few long minutes, all I could think about was how chocolate cupcakes make life so much better. 
 
    I paused my cupcake demolishing long enough to say, “What do I need to know? Who do I talk to?” 
 
    Sophia sipped her tea gracefully. “Neil Durant. My brother-in-law. He was the chief suspect before they found that gun; he’s probably the one who killed Ethan.” 
 
    I recalled what I’d learned in my pre-meeting online research. Ethan Becker had been driving home on a Saturday night at around one a.m. and had pulled over to the side of the road. At that hour, on a deserted suburban street, nobody was around. Someone had shot him and the crime was only discovered by an early-morning jogger at five a.m. 
 
    “Whaffuzzushayet?” I asked. 
 
    Sophia gave me a funny look and I swallowed quickly. “What makes you say that?” 
 
    “Night of the murder, Ethan and Neil went to dinner at a restaurant near the Strip. Neil lives nearby and he would’ve taken the same route home. But even though he and Ethan left at the same time, Neil got home two hours later and has no alibi for those two hours. He says he took a winding road home—yeah, right!” 
 
    I stopped my feral gobbling for a moment. “So what you’re saying is, Neil should’ve discovered the car and called the police?” 
 
    “Doesn’t that make sense? He claims he took a roundabout byroad, but why would you do that when you’re going home, tired after a dinner?” 
 
    “That’s a little suspicious, but it’s not really proof.” 
 
    “His wife, Thelma—Ethan’s sister—claims Neil got home at three and they spent the rest of the night together.” 
 
    “But why would he kill Ethan? Did they have a problem or something?” 
 
    Sophia looked at the floor. For the first time, I noticed the sadness in her eyes. “I’m not sure, but I know they argued a lot. A few days before the murder, they had a big fight about something. Ethan wasn’t happy with some of Neil’s ideas for the casino. I mean, it’s not like Neil had any casino background or anything—he used to be an underwear model.” 
 
    “You didn’t do any work for the casino?” 
 
    “I didn’t bother. Ethan, his sister Thelma, and Neil were all board members, but not me. People already thought I was a gold digger.” 
 
    “But weren’t you?” 
 
    Sophia laughed, refusing to take offense. I’d only asked her what most people thought but never said aloud. “I was a stripper,” she said, “and Ethan Becker asked me to marry him. How could I not say yes?” 
 
    I loved the way her mouth formed words but didn’t really answer the question. “Did Ethan leave you much in the will?” 
 
    “It’s split between me and his son, Leo. Of course, Thelma is going after me with a civil case. And if I lose that, Leo and Thelma divvy up my share.” 
 
    “Who owns the casino?” 
 
    “After their dad passed away, Thelma got forty percent of the casino shares and Ethan got fifty-five percent. The other five percent are owned by family friends and early investors. At this stage, Leo gets half of his dad’s casino shares and some cash. I get the other half of Ethan’s shares, and some other assets. If Thelma wins her case, Leo probably gets the casino shares I have, and Thelma gets the other assets Ethan left me.” 
 
    “Thelma and Ethan—were they close?” 
 
    “I guess, in a way.” Sophia shrugged. “She wasn’t too fond of me, which I understand, but it still hurt and I was hoping we’d become friends. But now, none of the family will talk to me.” 
 
    “And Leo? He’s got motive, with all that inheritance money.” 
 
    “Maybe my judgment’s been compromised, but I don’t think Leo could do that to his dad. I just can’t see him…” She shook her head. “Anyway, he has an excellent alibi. Night of the murder, he was partying till dawn with fifty of his friends.” 
 
    “How old is Leo?” 
 
    “Twenty-one. He’s a student at UNLV. Here.” She handed me a piece of paper. “It’s a list of names, relationships and contact details for everyone you should talk to.” 
 
    I ran my eyes down the list. Thelma Durant, sister. Neil Durant, brother-in-law. Leo Becker, son. I paused. “Vanessa Conigliani, ex-wife?” 
 
    “Ethan’s first wife. They split ten years ago. Leo’s mom.” 
 
    I nodded. “Is there anyone else I should talk to, other than family? Who else is on the casino board? This might be related to Ethan’s work.” 
 
    Sophia looked up a contact on her phone and wrote down a name. Steven Macarthur, manager. “He’s on the board,” she said, “but he was on the casino floor the entire night, watching a group of blackjack players. He’s recorded on camera for literally every second of that night. And besides, he and Ethan got along really well. Ethan adored him, thought he could do no wrong.” 
 
    “Four people on the board?” 
 
    “The fifth was Laura Schumaker, but she’s the corporate lawyer and isn’t involved in the business.” 
 
    “Anything else I should know?” 
 
    Sophia shook her head. “Not that I can think of. But I should tell you, Neil never liked me and we never got along. He was always saying unkind things about me behind my back, and I’ve always thought he’s one of those good-looking bullshitters that’s faking their way into places.” 
 
    It takes one to know one. I finished my cupcake slowly, savoring the rich chocolaty goodness, and wondered if Sophia was judging Neil too harshly through the lens of her own prejudice. I was sure his arriving home late on the night of the murder was just a coincidence, and I wondered where else I could begin my investigation… 
 
      
 
    Click Here to Continue Reading  
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