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      “Over there!”

      Ian stretched out his arm and pointed, and I followed the direction of his finger with my eyes.

      Over there, indeed.

      The old woman was trying to blend into the background among the other gamblers playing the slot machines. She managed to find a man who looked to be in his forties—who was almost as wide as two slot machines put together—and slunk behind him.

      I looked away quickly, pretending not to have seen her.

      “It’s her, isn’t it?” Ian hoarse-whispered.

      “Why are you whispering?” I said, keeping my voice low. “There’s no way she can hear us.”

      She was all the way on the other side of the room, and our voices couldn’t travel that far. Not to mention, the noise in the casino was loud enough to drown out our voices even if we’d been yelling. The chimes from the slot machines, laughter from gamblers, and the occasional whoop from an excited group of players rung out into the air, creating a happy party atmosphere.

      The noise, combined with the bright casino lights and the complete lack of windows, made it easy to forget that it was almost midday on a Tuesday.

      Ian jerked his head toward the old woman. “But it is her. I was right! I’m winning!”

      I gave Ian a puzzled look. “Winning at what?”

      He returned my look with puzzlement of his own. “Huh?”

      “How’re you winning?”

      “Umm—it’s just what the cool kids say these days. That they’re winning. I suppose I’m winning at life. Or maybe at catching old women.”

      “We haven’t caught her yet,” I reminded him. “And we’re not really out to ‘catch’ her, just have a few words.”

      We’d been following Gladys Hartley for the better part of an hour now. It had been a lucky break spotting her in the casino, but as soon as I’d tried to get closer to talk to her, she disappeared.

      Susan Hartley, my client, was Gladys Hartley’s daughter. The photo Susan had given me depicted a woman in her late eighties, with a long, wrinkled face and sparse curly white hair. In person, Gladys looked to be somewhat taller than me and walked with a slight stoop.

      “She likes to wear loose dresses and sensible black shoes,” Susan had told me. “Sometimes she wears tracksuits. She goes to the slot machines every now and then, and she’s on reasonably good terms with her neighbors. I just need you to make sure she’s okay.”

      Susan lived in Maine, but she hadn’t wanted to make the trip down to Vegas—so it was my job to have a short chat with Gladys and tell her to call her daughter. But every time I got near her, Gladys managed to give me the slip and end up on the other side of the casino floor.

      “I’m sure we’ll catch her now,” Ian said, ignoring that we did not in fact need to catch her. “She’s old—she won’t be able to outrun us. In fact, we can split up. I can head toward her from that side, and you come at her the other.”

      “Splitting up does sound like a good idea,” I agreed. “Maybe she’s shy and doesn’t want to talk to two people at once. I told you I should’ve been going after her alone.”

      “But I’m your partner,” Ian said. “It’s my job to help you.”

      That was a blatant lie.

      Ian was definitely not my partner.

      He was more like the annoying younger brother I never knew I didn’t need, but once he’d discovered I was a private investigator, he was determined to help me out.

      Ian didn’t have a job of his own, thanks to his trust fund, so he had ample time to help—which I’ll admit, did prove to be useful at times. And with his eternal optimism and eager positivity toward life, Ian was hard to dislike.

      His shock of curly red hair, generous freckles, and wide eyes made him look younger than he was, and that came in handy when talking to suspects, who tended to dismiss him as being young and immature. Although the “immature” part of their impression wasn’t unfounded, since Ian liked to ask strange questions and air semi-offensive opinions.

      “Anyway,” I said, “I can’t miss her this time.”

      “I can’t believe she didn’t open her door when we knocked,” Ian whined. “We stood out there in the hot sun for about an hour.”

      “It was more like ten minutes,” I said. “Maybe she was in the bathroom and didn’t hear us.”

      “Or maybe she fell asleep,” Ian said. “Sometimes you fall asleep just like that. One minute, you’re looking out the window, the next, you’re fast asleep.”

      I took a deep breath. “I’m not charging enough for this to be a long, drawn-out job. I’m going to say hello, tell her to call Susan, and then we’re going home.”

      “Home?” Ian said. “But we’re at the Tremonte Casino. We should at least hang around a bit. Maybe hit up the buffet. It’s almost lunchtime, and I’m sure I could dig up a two-for-one coupon. Hey, maybe we’ll even run into Jack!”

      I winced involuntarily. “I don’t actually want to run into Jack.” Does anyone ever really want to run into their ex?

      “I thought you guys were friends now.” Ian looked at me, blinking cluelessly. “You’re dating Detective Ryan, and Jack’s—well, I’m sure he’s dating a supermodel or two.”

      I sighed. “Let’s not talk about Ryan or Jack,” I said firmly. My love life wasn’t going well, and I didn’t want to think about my ex’s love life. “I don’t want Jack to suspect I’m hanging around the casino he owns because I want to run into him. Let’s just talk to Gladys, and then we can go across the road to the Belmonte and hang out there.”

      “It’s a deal!” Ian said. “But what’s going on with you and Ryan? I thought you were good.”

      I stifled a groan. ‘Good’ was not how I’d describe my current relationship. “Tell you later. You go that way, I’ll go this way, and we’ll get this chat with Gladys over with.”
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        * * *

      

      Susan had told me she called her mother, but Gladys hadn’t answered. Gladys had texted a few hours later and said her phone was acting up. After that, whenever Susan called, Gladys hadn’t answered.

      Susan told me she was sure Gladys was fine and didn’t realize her phone was acting up, asking me to get in touch with her instead.

      What had meant to be a simple, one-hour-at-most job was taking much longer than I’d anticipated.

      Ian and I split up, and I took a circuitous route toward Gladys.

      She seemed to be staring intently at a slot machine another elderly woman was playing, but as I walked toward her, she walked the other way.

      I picked up my pace.

      Gladys picked up her pace too.

      I broke into a trot.

      Gladys broke into a trot too.

      “What the—where’s Ian?” I muttered to myself, finally abandoning all pretense and giving chase.

      Craning my neck around, I finally spotted Ian. He was gesturing his hands and speaking wildly, but his path was blocked by two burly black-clad security men. I groaned inwardly. So much for my “partner.”

      With Ian out of commission, it was essential I not lose sight of Gladys. So when she slipped through a door marked “Staff,” I didn’t hesitate before speeding up a bit more and barging through the door.

      The door opened into a long hallway. Two waitresses in black-and-white uniforms were walking toward me, and another man in a black suit was walking away from me. I spotted Gladys making a swift turn through another door.

      I didn’t waste time hurrying over to the door and slipping in.

      The room I found myself in turned out to be a massive empty kitchen. Why was it empty, I wondered vaguely, as I watched Gladys break out into a full-on run.

      The kitchen was probably connected to one of the dinner-only restaurants, I decided, which is why it wasn’t in use yet. Maybe the fancy seafood place, Entrecote. Their meals were divine—fresh-shucked oysters, grilled calamari, pan-seared Atlantic salmon—and their desserts were pretty good too. With a pang, I realized I was hungry.

      “Hey!” I yelled out loudly. “Gladys! I just want to talk to you.” She paused for a moment and turned around, glancing at me from across the empty kitchen. “Your daughter, S—”

      Without letting me finish, Gladys spun around and took off again.

      “Doggonit!” I groaned. I could do without this unnecessary workout. What I really needed was a nice lunch.

      Without any pesky security guys watching me, there was no reason to be circumspect. I picked up my pace, racing around a large stainless steel counter in the middle of the room.

      Gladys was almost at the door on the other end of the kitchen, and I could tell she intended to race out that way. I couldn’t see any shortcuts to it; the kitchen seemed like a minefield of things that I could break or bump into. There were three stainless steel countertops in the middle, with various pots, pans, and utensils hanging overhead. Large industrial-size ovens and dishwashers lined the sides of the room.

      The place smelled clean, as though the staff were instructed to wipe down as they went, and to do a thorough cleaning before they left for the night.

      I was halfway to the door as Gladys grabbed the handle and twisted it.

      “Wait!” I called out.

      But she didn’t wait. She slipped out to the other side, and I raced past a burning-hot oven to get to the door.

      Hang on. Why was an oven in this empty kitchen hot? Had someone left it on by mistake?

      I didn’t mean to stop. I didn’t mean to care about hot ovens in empty kitchens, but something made me pause and look through the oven’s transparent glass door.

      Oh no.

      Was I—could I be hallucinating? Had the stress of having to go for an unexpected run made me a bit loopy? Maybe this was my body’s way of telling me that cardio was not my friend.

      But no, that couldn’t be. I peered closer through the oven’s door—and I was right. I wasn’t hallucinating.

      There was a man inside the hot oven.

      I felt light-headed for a moment, and the scream left my throat unbidden. I took a deep breath. And then another.

      Calm down, I told myself. There’s a man in the oven, but the kitchen’s empty, which means… I didn’t know what it meant. But perhaps the man hadn’t been in the oven for very long. Men shouldn’t be inside ovens, right?

      Before I knew what I was doing, I had run back to the stainless steel countertop I’d just passed, the one with all the paraphernalia on top. I found what I was looking for: a pair of large oven mitts.

      Grabbing the heavy oven door with both hands, I pulled it open. A blast of heat shot out.

      I took a deep breath and reached forward. The man was crumpled up, his skin a strange shade of red. I couldn’t look at his face; I couldn’t think too much about how he got in here.

      He looked oddly still. Even as I tried to push away all conscious thought, my mind registered the fact that he didn’t seem to be breathing.

      I grabbed hold of his arm and pulled with all my might, dragging the man out.
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      The next few hours went by in a blur.

      After I got the man out, I considered giving him CPR, but his body was stiff, the joints hard to move as I pulled him out of the oven, and his eyes vacant and unseeing. I checked his pulse just to be sure, and then I dialed 911.

      The cops showed up within a few seconds, and among them was Detective Elwood.

      Elwood was a perpetually grumpy, plump-around-the-middle balding man with whom I’d had a few run-ins in the past. While we started out hating each other, with time (and the help of some delicious cupcakes) we’d grown to develop a grudging respect.

      Elwood nodded at me while the paramedics did their work and let the crime scene techs take over. An officer pulled me over to the side and took my statement, and after jotting things down into his notepad, he told me I was free to go.

      I looked toward the man I’d pulled out of the oven one last time. He was a large man, wearing what seemed to a woman’s frilly pink dressing gown. His feet were shoeless. His skin was reddish and his thinning hair a light brown.

      I glanced from the man to Elwood, and the detective caught my eye and shook his head.

      He came over for a quick word before I left.

      “CSI say he’s been dead for a long time—before he was even put into that oven,” Elwood said. “Don’t blame yourself.”

      “Why should I blame myself?” I tried not to sound defensive, even as I wondered if I could’ve saved the man by being in the kitchen a few minutes earlier.

      “What were you doing in the kitchen anyway?”

      I repeated what I’d told the officer, that I’d been chasing an old woman.

      Elwood chuckled. “You’re pretty out of shape if you let an eighty-year-old beat you in a race.”

      I rolled my eyes and refrained from telling him that he was a pot calling the kettle black. I assumed me commenting on his lack of shape wouldn’t earn me any brownie points.

      “Anyway,” I said. “I guess I’ll head out and look for Ian.”

      Elwood nodded sharply. “Don’t go thinking you want to solve this murder. Just because you’re bored with Ryan away…”

      “I’m not bored,” I said quickly, suddenly protective about Ryan’s leaving. “I’ve got plenty to do.”

      Elwood looked at me steadily. Finally, he lowered his voice and said, “I’m sorry about Ryan. He was a good kid.”

      A lump rose up in my throat. “Was?”

      “I mean is,” Elwood said quickly. “You know what I mean.”

      I sighed. “You haven’t heard any news about him?”

      Elwood shook his head. “And no news is good news when you’re undercover.”

      “I guess that’s the best I can hope for.” I tried not to let the bitterness seep into my voice, but I couldn’t help it.

      Detective Ryan and I had been dating for over a year now. It had been an easy relationship from the start. I’d enjoyed spending time with him, and I thought he’d felt the same way about me.

      Sure, we’d hit a bumpy patch on the road when we were stuck investigating the same case, and Ryan decided to be a bit protective about my tendencies to chase after psycho killers. But we’d sorted that out, and he’d decided to accept who I was. Now it was my turn to accept who he was.

      And apparently, he was a man who left his girlfriend to go on a dangerous undercover mission.

      How could I protest and ask him not to risk his life, when I’d told him to stop being protective of me?

      So of course he had to go.

      Not knowing where he was, how he was, whether his mission was safe or not—that had become part of my life now. All I could be sure of was that he was alive.

      I had no way of knowing when his mission would end. It could be three months or three years, or so I’d been told.

      I wasn’t sure about what my relationship was—and what it had been. Were the last few months before Ryan left all a lie? Was our whole relationship based on a foundation of sand? I couldn’t believe that to be true.

      Still, the last person I wanted to lay my soul bare in front of was Detective Elwood.

      So it was almost a relief when Elwood said, “I’m sure Ryan’s having the time of his life on that mission. It sure was a coup for him to get it.”

      I swallowed again and forced my lips into a smile. “Of course. I’m so proud of him. Now I’d better go find Ian before he gets into any more trouble…”
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      Three days later, Ian and I showed up at my parents’ house for lunch.

      My mother opened the door to my knock, and she didn’t seem surprised to see Ian tagging along with me.

      “I’m glad you came, Ian,” she said, offering him a hug and a peck on the cheek. “You know I worry about you, living in Vegas with no family nearby and living off fast food. That’s no way to eat.”

      “Don’t worry,” Ian said with a grin. “I read this study that says it’s okay to eat fast food every day if you just run a mile after each meal.”

      My mom and I exchanged a wary glance.

      “You don’t run, do you?” Mom asked Ian as we followed her to the den.

      “Nope,” said Ian. “But how hard could it be to run a mile?”

      “It’s not easy,” I grumbled. “Remember how I had to run after that old lady in the casino? And she still got away!”

      “And the one time we had to run after Bridget at the spa,” Ian supplied. “Although she was pretty fast for a dog.” He turned to my mom. “How’s she doing, by the way?”

      Mom nodded enthusiastically. “Apparently Bridget's a bit of a bed hog, but Susan doesn't mind since that dog has her totally wrapped around her finger. She says Bridget's great though. Loving it up there.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. I’d saved Bridget from her previous terrible owner, but I couldn’t keep her cooped up in my tiny apartment all day. Sitting around and waiting for me to get off my eight-hour shifts was no life for a dog. So she moved to stay with mom’s sister, my aunt Susan, in Michigan. From the photos I’d seen, Bridget really did love it there.

      When we got to the den, we found Nanna and Nanna’s husband, Wes, sitting and watching a reality TV show about dancing.

      They put the show on mute and got up to exchange hugs with us and exclaim over how skinny Ian and I had both gotten.

      I was pretty sure neither Ian nor I had (sadly!) gotten any skinnier, but Nanna hadn’t seen us for a few weeks while she’d visited Wes’s family in Indiana, and her subconscious was playing tricks on her.

      “We’re not interrupting your show, are we?” I asked as Ian and I settled into comfy armchairs on either side of the sofa where Nanna and Wes were sitting. Mom settled into an armchair facing the TV, giving it a cursory glance. “It does look interesting.”

      I was just being polite.

      I wasn’t a fan of reality TV shows—especially not after Ian and I had not one, but two terrible experiences with reality shows! Of course, the fact that murder was involved in those shows probably clouded my judgment a bit.

      “This is a pretty boring show now,” Nanna declared. “There’s not enough rivalry and backstabbing. You need lots of backstabbing for it to be a good show.”

      Ian nodded sagely. “That’s absolutely true.”

      “And it needs some sex appeal,” Nanna went on. “Nothing happens without sex appeal. Not that I’ve got any these days.”

      Wes squeezed Nanna’s hand gently. “You’ve got plenty of sex appeal, sweetheart.”

      I tried not to gag. I’m normally quite fond of Wes, but I didn’t feel like hearing how sexy Nanna was. So in a rush to change the topic, I said, “What else does a good reality show need?”

      “I know,” said Ian. “It needs exotic locations! And celebrities! And—”

      He went on talking about the ingredients of a good reality TV show, but my dad appeared in the hallway with another guest, and I didn’t hear another word that Ian said.

      My brain buzzed wordlessly as my eyes met Stone’s.

      Stone looked just the same as before. Before he had to go undercover and start wearing odd disguises, that is.

      His cheeks were angular, his jaw square, and his eyes dark and intense. He wore his usual uniform of a crisp white shirt and dark blue jeans, his dress shoes polished to perfection. And as usual, he radiated an aura of strength and security that made me want to melt into his arms.

      Where Stone and I were relationship-wise, I didn’t quite know. We’d always been good friends. Platonic friends. And that was that.

      Until one night when we shared a passionate kiss, and I wondered if we might be something more.

      Unfortunately, the next morning, angry-looking men claiming to be from the CIA showed up at my doorstep, looking for Stone, and he had to go underground.

      Stone stayed underground, trying to clear his name, for what felt like the better part of forever. But finally, things got sorted out, and Stone was back—free to resume his normal life. Free to be a part of mine again.

      But by the time all the business had been settled between Stone and the CIA, I was in a happy relationship with Ryan.

      Of course, now Ryan was stuck in an undercover mission, and I was stuck in relationship limbo.

      I desperately wanted Ryan to come back to Vegas, safe and sound, but I also wasn’t sure if I could continue a relationship with him—and that made me feel guilty and doubly sad about Ryan’s lack of presence.

      My feelings were all over the place, and I certainly didn’t have room in my heart to want a relationship with anyone other than Ryan. But that didn’t stop my heart from beating faster as soon as I saw Stone standing in that doorway.

      My voice hitched in my throat as I said, “What’re you doing here?”

      Mom gave me a sharp look. I knew she wanted me to not speak so rudely to a guest. But she didn’t say anything. Since Stone’s recent tangle with the CIA, she was no longer his biggest fan.

      Quickly, I said, “I mean, er, I didn’t expect to see you here.”

      Stone’s intense eyes softened a tad, and he said, “I’m helping your dad with the wiring. You’ve got issues in this house.”

      I tried to not knit my brows together or pout. Since when did my Dad have Stone’s phone number on tap? I did my best to sound cheerful and said, “Dad! How did you get Stone’s phone number?”

      “He didn’t,” said Nanna. “I called Stone.” She gave me a shrewd look. “I thought we could use some help around here.”

      I ignored the hint in her voice and looked pointedly at Mom. “Did you want some help getting the food on the dining table?”

      “I’d love some help!” she said, standing up and making for the door.

      “I’ll join you,” Ian said. “Walking back and forth from the kitchen to the dining table is sort of like going for a run. Everyone else can go straight to the table!”

      Once Ian had grabbed a bowl of rice and headed for the table, Mom said in a low voice, “There’s nothing between you and Stone, is there?”

      “You know there isn’t,” I said, picking up a large platter of roast chicken drumsticks. “Nothing at all.”

      “Good,” she said. “You know I used to like him, but it’s not safe to get too close to people who’re on the CIA’s list.”

      “Stone isn’t on the list anymore.”

      “But he was.”

      “That was all a big misunderstanding. It’s all cleared up now.”

      “The CIA doesn’t make mistakes,” Mom said.

      “They did this time.”

      “What did they do? Who?” said Ian, barging into the kitchen again.

      “Nothing,” Mom and I said in unison, following him into the dining room.
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        * * *

      

      Over lunch, Ian and I told everyone about how we’d been trying to track down Gladys, and how spectacularly we failed at it so far.

      Each time we showed up at her door and knocked, nobody answered. And after that time in the Tremonte when we’d gotten lucky and spotted her on the casino floor, we hadn’t seen her again.

      “This is turning out to be a hassle,” I told Nanna. “I’m charging a flat rate and I need to wrap this up soon.”

      “I’m sure things’ll get sorted,” Nanna said. “What about any other cases?”

      “Nothing so far,” I said.

      “Well, speaking of—”

      Before she could tell me what she was thinking of, my dad interrupted her to ask her to pass the salad, and my mom asked me if I’d like to meet her friend Madeline’s son Steven.

      “No thanks,” I said to Mom. I’d had enough bad experiences with her blind dates! “I’m still dating Ryan, remember?”

      My mom pressed her lips together. “Are you, though?”

      “What do you mean? I thought you liked him.”

      “Liked. Past tense. Before he left you at the drop of a hat and went off on some wild goose chase undercover mission.”

      “It’s not—” I shook my head, trying to stay calm. “It’s a very prestigious mission,” I said, thinking I sounded particularly calm.

      “He left you like that, and he didn’t even tell you ahead of time. He’s basically abandoned you, and you don’t see it.”

      My lips parted and I stared at my mother, wondering if that was true. Out loud, I said, “That’s not true.”

      “What if he’s gone for three years? Or five years? What then?”

      When I didn’t say anything, Mom went on. “I just want you to be happy, you know. Meet a nice man, settle down, have a family. You can’t settle down with a man who isn’t here.”

      “But he might come back,” I managed finally. “He might come back soon.”

      My mother tilted her head, not conceding defeat easily. “What if he meets a woman when he’s undercover? Are you two exclusive?”

      I stared at her. Ryan and I had never talked about exclusivity—it was just something I’d assumed was implied.

      “Don’t just imagine you’re exclusive,” my mother said, as though reading my mind. “If you haven’t talked about it, I’m sure Ryan expects you to see other men. I’m sure he doesn’t expect you to sit around doing nothing, wasting the prime years of your youth.”

      I felt as though cobwebs were growing in my brain. This was all a line of reasoning I’d never gone down before.

      “You should see someone else,” my mother said firmly.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I noticed Stone watching me closely.

      “I don’t want you to set me up,” I said to my mother.

      “Okay,” she said. “But what if you meet a nice, handsome young man at the grocery store and he asks you out? What then?”

      “I’d say I’ve got a boyfriend,” I said primly.

      “A-ha!” said Nanna, suddenly. I had no idea she’d been listening in on our conversation. But then again, everyone at the table was clearly listening carefully.

      Nanna went on. “But do you really have a boyfriend, if he’s not here? If you don’t know how to get in touch with him and if he’ll even want to date you when he gets back? People come back from undercover missions all different, you know.”

      I sighed. “I’m not ready to date someone else.”

      My mother smiled and patted my hand, as though she’d won the argument. “Give it time, dear.”

      I stared at my hand, where she’d patted me.

      “That’s a great idea,” Nanna said. “Give it time.”

      “Ryan might come back soon,” I muttered, as though saying it out loud would make it true. “I’ll wait.”

      “For how long? You haven’t even talked about this, have you?” Mom asked.

      “No,” I admitted. “He left so suddenly.”

      An awkward silence fell upon the table. I looked at Stone and he was busy staring at his plate and eating. Everyone was suddenly looking at their plates.

      And then, Nanna said, “Speaking of relationships! Did you see that video of Roger Briars getting arrested?”

      Mom groaned and even Dad shook his head disapprovingly.

      “She’s got that video on repeat,” Wes told me. “It’s all she seems to be watching, in between the reality shows.”

      “It’s hard to take my eyes off it,” Nanna said. “Tiffany, did you know your mother had the biggest crush on Roger growing up?”

      “I did not!” Mom said quickly. “I never—”

      “She used to drag me to all his shows,” Nanna went on. “He was quite the teen idol.”

      “No!” said Mom. “You dragged me to his shows.”

      “He had such a smooth voice,” Nanna went on, “and those good looks of his! No wonder your mother was so crazy about him.”

      “You were crazy about him!” Mom said. “You were the one who was always listening to his songs. You’d put up posters of him in your room if you could.”

      Nanna went pshaw and Wes said, “I see you like the dangerous ones.”

      “He’s innocent of this murder,” Nanna said. “Let me show you guys all the video. I’ll just go grab my laptop.”

      Mom, Dad, and Wes tried to protest, but Nanna was already out of her seat and headed to fetch her laptop before we could stop her.

      Ian and I exchanged a glance, and I shrugged. What difference would it make to watch the video one more time?

      Nanna came back with the laptop, and as she set it up, she said, “Oh, that’s right! I heard you found the body! I meant to ask you all about it.”

      “Not much to tell,” I said. “Like I was saying, I was running after that old woman, Gladys…”

      As Nanna set things up on her laptop, I told everyone about finding the body stuffed into the oven.

      Of course, within a few hours of my leaving the casino, the man had been identified. And to Nanna’s dismay, it seemed that Roger Briars had killed him; there was video footage from the kitchen of Roger stuffing the man into the oven.

      “Look at this!” Nanna said, playing the incriminating video of Roger. “Who would do such a thing if they really were a killer?”

      “A killer?” I suggested gently. “Nanna, I know you were a huge fan of Roger Briars’ music—I mean, Mom was a huge fan—but things are looking pretty bad for this guy. Why would you stuff someone into an oven if you didn’t mean to kill them?”

      “You just said that the man hadn’t been burned in that oven. That means Roger didn’t stuff him into the oven to kill him—he was already dead!”

      “You’ve got a point,” I admitted. “But all that means is that Roger Briars was moving a dead guy around, trying to hide him.”

      Nanna made a dismissive noise and played the video again. “Does he look like a killer?” she said. “No! Of course not! Tiffany, you must investigate this.”

      “It’s not my case,” I said. “Nobody’s hired me to investigate.”

      “You should investigate for the sake of it,” Nanna said. “For justice.”

      I shook my head. “The man looks pretty guilty, Nanna. I think justice will be served without my help.”

      “He’s innocent,” said Nanna with a melodramatic sigh. “I just know it.”

      “Because of his smooth singing voice?” Ian asked.

      “And his dreamy eyes,” Nanna said. “No one who looks and sounds that good becomes a killer.”

      “If he’s so famous, how come we haven’t heard of him?” Ian said.

      “He’s not famous anymore,” Nanna said. “He used to be. He used to be a teenage heartthrob back in the day.”

      “And now,” said Ian dramatically, “he’s a killer!”

      “He is not a killer,” Nanna repeated. “Tiff, can’t you investigate this case and clear his name?”

      I shrugged. “Just because I’m a PI doesn’t mean I can go around investigating every single murder out there.”

      “Especially if he’s obviously a killer,” Mom added. “No need to take on the clearly pointless cases.”

      “And no one’s hired me.” I pointed out the obvious. “I can’t work for free.”

      “But what about justice?” Nanna said.

      “That’s what the police are for,” Ian said. “They can investigate just fine.”

      “Elwood’s on the case,” I said helpfully. “I’ve already told him I won’t meddle.”

      “Elwood is useless!” Nanna said. “You know him. He’ll just stick to the obvious.”

      Ian threw his hands up into the air. “Sometimes, the obvious is just obvious because it’s the truth.”

      Nanna closed the loop of the video, staring at her blank laptop screen. The corners of her lips were turned down, and her eyes looked dejected. “Oh well. I suppose—I guess life’s like this sometimes.”

      I felt bad for Nanna, so I said, “If there’s a chance he’s not the killer, the cops will find out soon enough. Don’t worry.”

      “I can’t help worrying,” Nanna said, looking at me sadly. “Your mom was such a huge fan of his.”

      “Thanks for thinking about me,” Mom said. “But I’ll be fine. And so will Tiff, as long as she stays away from this murder.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 4

          

        

      

    

    
      Nanna had just put away her laptop when my phone rang.

      It was a number I didn’t recognize, and I was about to put it on silent, when Mom said, “Honey, you should answer it! What if it’s a handsome man calling to ask you out on a date?”

      I eyed her suspiciously. “You haven’t given my number out to another one of those guys you’re trying to set me up with, have you?”

      “Of course not!” my mother said. “You know I’d never do that!”

      “Then why would a handsome man be calling me?”

      “Maybe his finger slipped,” Nanna suggested. “And he called you by mistake.”

      Stone looked me and raised one eyebrow one-eighth of an inch. “And as soon as he hears your sweet voice he’ll fall madly in love.”

      I smiled and rolled my eyes, but with everyone watching me, I put the phone on speaker and hit the “Answer” button.

      “This is Tiffany Black,” I said into the phone.

      “Tiffany?” said a deep male voice that resonated around the room. “This is Roger Briars. I need you to clear my name.”
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        * * *

      

      Nanna looked like she was about to faint. Stone looked mildly amused, and everyone else at the table was wide-eyed with shock.

      I quickly took the phone off speaker and walked into the kitchen to have a slightly more private chat with Roger.

      Nanna followed me, hovering a few steps behind me. She clearly didn’t understand the concept of privacy.

      “It’s fate!” she said loudly. “I knew it! Praise the Lord! He knows you need to help poor innocent Roger! You need to take the case!”

      I took a few steps away from her, and Nanna took a few more steps toward me. After her initial shock, she seemed to have made it her mission in life to get me to accept this case.

      In between trying to shoo Nanna away and get some privacy, I said a few polite words to Roger.

      After he introduced himself, and I told him I knew who he was, he said, “I didn’t do it.”

      I said, “Mm-hmm,” as noncommittally as I could. I figured that was more considerate than saying, “That’s what they all say!”

      “And you’re the best person to take this case,” Roger went on, “because you found the body! It must be fate.”

      “I don’t believe in fate,” I told him.

      Next to me, Nanna was saying, “It’s destiny! You must clear his name! I knew this would happen!”

      “Besides,” I went on, taking a few steps away from Nanna, “that’s exactly why I shouldn’t take this case. I’m too close to it. I’m sure you’ll find another investigator willing to work for a kil—I mean, willing to take on this case.”

      “I didn’t do it!” Roger said again. “And I know you’re good, I’ve heard all about you. I’m a Vegas local, you know. Just like you.”

      “Umm.”

      I didn’t quite know what to say to that, but I did know that I wanted to get off the phone. I needed to stop the conversation before Roger became too hopeful, and I wanted to stop having Nanna glued to my side.

      Next to me, Nanna said loudly, “Tell him he’s as talented as ever!”

      “Who’s that?” Roger said.

      “That’s my Nanna. I’m actually at a family lunch, and I gotta go. We can talk later. Or never,” I added quickly, “assuming you find another investigator to take your case.”

      “We’ll talk later,” Roger said firmly. “I didn’t do it, and I need you to take this case.”

      As soon as I hung up, Nanna grabbed my shoulders and looked me in the eye.

      “He didn’t do it,” she said, echoing Roger’s words, “And I need you to take this case.”

      “Did you actually hear Roger’s side of the conversation?” I asked, wondering how that was even possible. “Has your hearing gotten better with age?”

      “I wish!” Nanna said. “But I didn’t need to hear what he said. I know he didn’t do it. The man is a saint.”
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        * * *

      

      I took a bite of the gooey, chocolatey hazelnut brownie Mom had made for dessert and stopped myself from moaning out loud.

      “You really have to take this case,” Nanna said for the umpteenth time. She took a tiny sip of her tea. “I can guarantee Roger didn’t kill anyone.”

      All through the rest of lunch right up ‘til now, Nanna had been going on and on about the fact that I needed to accept the case and save Roger from an otherwise uncertain fate.

      Wes was starting to look a little bit green. “Just because he has the voice of an angel?”

      Nanna gave his hand a reassuring pat. “Those were Tiff’s mom’s words, not mine,” she said.

      Mom and I exchanged a glance and I bit back a smile.

      Wes didn’t look particularly reassured and he sighed loudly. “I suppose that’s what I get for marrying such a free spirit,” he half-muttered to himself. But he glanced at Nanna proudly, admiration plain in his gaze because of how fiercely she stood up for something she believed in.

      Nonetheless, I couldn’t let Nanna’s loyalty push me into accepting this case.

      “I can’t do it,” I repeated once again. “The man was caught on video stuffing the body into the oven. I’ve never seen anyone looking so guilty! And I found the body, which means I’m already too close to the thing.”

      “Maybe that’s what’s making you biased against Roger,” Nanna said.

      “Maybe,” I agreed. “But either way, I’m too close to the whole thing.”

      “He’s a former pop star,” Nanna reminded me. “I’m sure he’s got piles of cash stashed away and he’ll pay you handsomely.”

      “A handsome payday would be nice. But that’s not worth working for a killer.”

      “And he’s got contacts!” Nanna said. “I’m sure he could you more clients.”

      I groaned. “His contacts won’t be any help to me if I can’t prove his innocence. And if he’s the killer, then…”

      “He’s not the killer! Would it hurt you to at least talk to the man?”

      “No,” I admitted, “But that would give him false hope, and I don’t want to give anyone false hope.”

      Everyone else in the room was watching my back-and-forth with Nanna. Even Ian was quiet for once, not seeming to have an opinion of his own, or at least not wanting to voice it. Ian was usually the first to agree with Nanna; if he wasn’t vocally siding with Nanna, that meant he had his own reservations about Roger.

      “Roger’s a grown man,” Nanna went on. “If talking to you gives him hope, he can deal with it.”

      I was about to say something, but Ian finally piped up.

      “Nanna,” he said gently. “I really do think this Roger guy might be a killer. I don’t think we should mess around with a killer.”

      “I agree with Ian,” I said quickly. “Nanna, I know you—I mean, Mom—used to be a huge fan of his, but I can’t work for him just because of that.”

      “Okay,” Nanna said suddenly.

      “Okay?”

      Nanna nodded her head sagely. “You don’t have to agree with work for him. Just talk to him. If you talk to him, you’ll see that he’s innocent.”

      I exchanged a despairing look with Ian.

      “You can agree to talk to him,” Nanna went on. “That doesn’t hurt, and you can always tell him ‘no’ in person.”

      I looked at Nanna, trying to decide what to say that would convince her to let it go.

      As though she’d read my mind, Nanna said, “There’s nothing you can say that’ll make me stop pestering you. I believe in Roger. If you were in my place, you’d do the same thing, and you know it.”

      I sighed and raised my hands in defeat. She was right. And her insistence may have been annoying, but I did admire that she stood up so persistently for what she believed in. Even if what she believed in was the innocence of a washed up old pop star who was clearly a killer.

      “Fine,” I said. “We’ll go talk to Roger.”

      Nanna let out a whoop of victory, and I quickly said, “But that doesn’t mean I think he’s any less guilty.”
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      I woke up at nine o’clock the next day with my phone in my hand.

      I’d been desperately hoping to hear from Ryan. Even a short text letting me know he was alive and thinking of me would’ve been enough.

      Unfortunately, there were no texts or missed calls on my phone, so I lay in bed for a few minutes, staring at it, trying to will a text from Ryan into existence. When that didn’t work, I sat up in bed with a groan.

      I had a shift at work the previous night and had gotten home only a few hours ago. This was one of the rare nights when I’d crumpled into bed still wearing my makeup, and I desperately needed to shower and get a fresh start on the day.

      I’d barely managed to drag myself out of bed, when there was a pounding on my front door.

      “Tiffany,” I heard Ian’s voice, “I know you’re up! I heard you come in at two this morning and I know you don’t sleep more than six hours after a shift! It’s already been seven hours, which means—”

      I flung the door open before Ian could regale my neighbors with any more tales of my sleep and hygiene habits.

      “What?” I demanded grumpily, before I noticed that he was carrying his fluffy white cat, Snowflake, and Nanna was standing behind him. Yawning and stretching, I invited both humans and the cat inside.

      “Guess you slept an extra hour!” Ian said excitedly. “Good for you! I keep telling you how important sleep is. I know it’s hard after a long shift when you’re tired, but did you know that too little sleep makes you fat and increases your chance of getting diabetes and heart disease?”

      I bent down to give Snowflake some snuggles, which she seemed to begrudgingly accept. She purred softly for a moment and then finally wriggled out of my arms, leaped onto the floor, and hopped up on top of the fridge. She surveyed us all for a moment, before closing her eyes. She either fell asleep instantly or did a good job of imitating a sleeping cat.

      “Snowflake knows the importance of sleep,” Ian said proudly. “She always makes sure to get enough. I keep telling you—you need more sleep too.”

      I glared at him and rubbed my eyes, smearing my mascara onto the back of my hand. “I need coffee.”

      “You also need a shower,” Nanna pointed out helpfully. “You don’t smell so great. And you do know you shouldn’t sleep in your makeup?”

      “I know,” I groaned. “I never do, but I was too tired last night.”

      “I’ll make you some pancakes,” Nanna said, “while you go get showered and dressed.”

      I looked at her warily. “Are you trying to bribe me into taking this Roger Briars case? You know that won’t work. Besides, I don’t have pancake mix in the fridge.”

      “I’ve got eggs, flour, and milk in my fridge,” said Ian helpfully. “And I can whip some cream and use my packet of frozen berries to make a compote. We can have pancakes, whipped cream, and berry compote for breakfast.”

      My stomach rumbled. I hadn’t eaten in hours, and that meal did sound delicious. “Fine,” I said. “As long as this isn’t some kind of bribe.”

      “I would never bribe you, dear,” said Nanna sweetly. “I’m just trying to feed my favorite grandchild—who’d never ever let her nanna down!”

      I gave her a narrow-eyed glance, marching off without a word to take a shower.
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        * * *

      

      I took my sweet time and enjoyed a long, hot shower that opened up my pores and relaxed my whole body. All the better to give the Dynamic Duo—as I’d decided to nickname them—time to prepare a pancake feast worthy of my hungry, grumbling belly.

      By the time I’d exited the shower wearing my favorite purple fluffy robe, with my hair bundled up high in a towel, I felt like a totally different person from the grumpy need-more-sleep woman who’d answered the door to find Ian and Nanna.

      The hot water had washed away most of my stress and worries, and the sight of gorgeous, fluffy pancakes and the whipped cream and berry compote washed away all the rest of my concerns.

      Together we set the table, laying out plates, cutlery, and mugs of steaming hot coffee for the three of us, and then we divided up the food and dug in.

      For a few minutes, the only noise in my tiny apartment was that of knives and forks cutting away, and mouths chomping.

      The pancakes were perfect: fluffy and light, and not too sweet. They were the most wonderful backdrop for the mounds of whipped cream and berry compote that I helped myself to. The berries were a mix of tangy and sweet, and the smooth, sweet whipped cream was the perfect complement.

      Finally, I took a break from eating and looked at Nanna.

      “I’m guessing you want to tell me something important,” I said.

      Nanna looked at me, satisfied with the effect all that food had on me. “Yes. Ian and I spent this morning looking into Roger Briars. You’ll want to hear this.”

      I groaned softly. ‘Want’ didn’t seem like the right word, but now that I had so much delicious food in my tummy, Nanna at least deserved my attention. “What is it?”

      “We did a bunch of research on Roger,” Ian said.

      “And now you’re on a first-name basis.”

      “We always were,” Ian said, ignoring my quip. “Roger’s had so much bad luck.”

      I raised one eyebrow at him. “Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

      “I can do that,” Nanna said, sliding her smartphone over to me. “That’s Roger, back when he was twenty-three.”

      I scrolled through the photos Nanna wanted me to see and raised my eyebrows. “He was certainly very handsome. In a clean-cut, tall and blond sort of way.” I scrolled through headshots, photos of Roger singing to packed audiences, photos of Roger signing autographs and grinning at the camera.

      Then I got to a series of photos of twenty-something Roger with a young woman. “Who’s this?”

      “That,” said Nanna smugly, “is Alicia Tumal.”

      I shook my head. “The name means nothing to me.”

      “Really?” She looked at me wide-eyed. “The actress? She starred in a whole series of hit movies!”

      I shook my head again, and Nanna let out a sigh of indignation. “Kids these days,” she muttered. “They really don’t know their classic movies.”

      “I’ve seen one of her movies,” Ian volunteered. “Back when I was dating this girl who was into older stuff. The Rich And The Dangerous. She was good!”

      “She was incredibly popular during her time,” Nanna said. “She was… well, think of Jennifer Aniston back when Jen was playing Rachel in Friends! She was so, so famous.”

      “Okay. But what does this have to do with Roger Briars?”

      “Roger and Alicia were engaged!” Nanna said triumphantly. “They were like the Brad and Jennifer of the day. Before Angelina swooped in, of course.”

      I leaned back in my chair and pushed a bit of berry compote through a swirl of whipped cream. “All right. But Brad and Jen broke up because of Angelina. And I’m pretty sure Roger isn’t married right now—so what happened to Alicia?”

      “That’s the thing!” Ian said, leaning forward excitedly. “Nobody knows!”

      I frowned.

      “Alicia went missing,” Nanna explained. “She and Roger were such an item—the really popular ‘it’ couple. Everyone loved them! The fans wanted more and more of them, they were really well-matched and both such huge stars on their own. Everyone was so excited about their wedding. It was going to be a big Hollywood affair. And then, Alicia went missing.”

      I shook my head. “This doesn’t sound good.”

      “No,” Nanna said seriously. “Of course it’s not good. It’s always terrible when there’s a tragedy, and well, Alicia went missing right out of the blue. How could a superstar like her just disappear from her home?”

      “But that’s exactly what happened,” Ian said. “She just went missing one day. And they never found her.”

      “You think she got tired of the fame and ran away to live a quieter life?” I asked, trying to be optimistic as I took another bite of pancake topped with berry compote and whipped cream.

      Nanna lifted her shoulders. “Who knows? Not me. And of course I hope she’s alive and well. But… most people don’t think so.”

      “They think she was killed!” Ian said excitedly. “They think someone must’ve broken into her house, killed her, and then hidden her body real well. The perfect murder.”

      “There’s no such thing as a perfect murder,” I said dismissively. “Surely if she was killed the killer would’ve been found by now?”

      “Maybe,” said Ian. “Maybe not.”

      “And things went downhill for Roger from there,” Nanna said.

      I turned my attention back to her. “How so?”

      “Poor Roger,” Nanna said sympathetically. “At first, everyone felt sorry for him. He became even more popular—you know, the man suffering from the tragic loss of his true love.”

      She paused and I had to prompt her to go on. “And then?”

      Nanna sighed. “And then, Roger moved on.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “You mean, he started dating someone else?”

      “A number of someone elses,” Nanna said, pressing her lips together primly. “One woman after another. You see, Roger had never been a monk!” She leaned forward eagerly, as though defending Roger’s behavior had become her calling in life.

      “He was such a handsome young man,” she said, sounding slightly on edge. “The women flocked to him! They just couldn’t keep away.”

      “Like you,” I said with a smile.

      Nanna sniffed. “Like your mother, you mean.”

      “Okay,” I said, lifting my hands, palms upward, in a peace offering. “Like Mom. So what happened after Alicia’s disappearance? Roger started going through the ladies like a Don Juan?”

      “He always went through the ladies like a Don Juan,” Ian said. “He just put that part of him on pause when he got engaged to Alicia.”

      I looked from Ian to Nanna thoughtfully. “This doesn’t sound good for Roger. He could’ve gotten rid of Alicia so he could get back to philandering.”

      Nanna snorted dismissively. “There are easier ways to get back to playing the field. He didn’t need to kill anyone.”

      So even Nanna, Roger’s biggest fan, thought that Alicia was dead.

      “But still… you said things went downhill for Roger once Alicia went missing.”

      Nanna nodded. “Yes, lots of people thought like you did. They blamed Roger for Alicia’s disappearance—or death—and they hated him for not turning into a hermit and mourning the rest of his life. But people move on. That’s what you do, no matter how much you love someone.”

      For a brief moment, the room was silent. I knew Nanna was thinking of Grandpa.

      “But most people mourn for a little while,” Ian protested.

      “Everyone mourns differently,” Nanna said. “And Roger was so handsome and famous. Women kept throwing themselves at him—maybe he was still mourning while he dated all those women. Who knows?”

      “But basically,” Ian said, “Roger became a has-been after Alicia’s disappearance. The fans turned on him for being seen with so many other ladies so quickly. His popularity tanked. Even people who thought he had nothing to do with Alicia’s disappearance starting thinking that it was unlucky to be associated with him, so he lost record deals, stopped producing music. His concerts stopped selling out.”

      “And lots of people really thought he killed Alicia?” I asked.

      Nanna nodded sadly. “There were all kinds of conspiracy theories. Far too many people really believed he’d killed her, even though there was no proof, ever.”

      “Including Alicia’s sister, Nadia Tumal,” said Ian. “She’s this activist type, and she organized all these rallies demanding justice and all that. She’s been doing interviews blaming Roger for Alicia’s death ever since then.”

      I took the last remaining bite of my pancake and berry compote. “So after that, Roger went from teen heartthrob to has-been?”

      Ian nodded emphatically while Nanna shook her head.

      “Exactly,” said Ian.

      At the same time, Nanna said, “Of course not!”

      I looked at Nanna.

      She said, “Soon after the disappearance, when it became clear that he couldn’t do the pop superstar thing anymore, Roger negotiated an open-ended deal with the Tremonte. He was going to perform there a few nights a week. I’m assuming the Tremonte paid well. And on top of that, he negotiated to stay in a fully-comped suite of luxury rooms there.”

      I let out a low whistle. I’d seen the Tremonte’s suites, and they were very nice.

      “Sounds like a great deal. Is he still at the Tremonte?”

      “Still going strong,” said Nanna proudly. “The deal was open-ended and the Tremonte never tried to push him out or anything. He’s been singing there for the last thirty-five years!”

      My eyebrows shot up. “Wow. That’s like a lifetime in casino years.”

      Ian said, “I don’t think Jack even owned the Tremonte back then.”

      “No, he didn’t,” I said. “Not as far as I know. That place’s been through a bunch of ownership and management changes, not to mention how many times the place has been redecorated.”

      “Redecorations are a constant with the casinos,” Ian said. “I had no idea ‘til I moved here! Things are always changing—that’s part of why Vegas is so awesome!”

      There were nights when I definitely had my doubts about the splendor and magnificence of Vegas, but the delicious pancakes had put me in a generous mood. “Sure,” I nodded.

      I looked at Nanna, who was just finishing up her pancakes. “But how come the Tremonte didn’t try to push Roger out? If he’s a has-been, he must be costing them money. And I never knew Jack to be charitable when it came to business.”

      “He’s not a has-been!” said Nanna, her eyes gleaming. “He makes the casino money! Sure, he doesn’t sell out the huge auditoriums like he used to, but he does smaller lounge shows that sell a decent amount of tickets. The Tremonte wouldn’t push him out.”

      I nodded thoughtfully. “So, even though Roger’s not a big star any more, he still sells tickets as a lounge singer.”

      “He sure does,” said Nanna proudly. “And he’s good.”

      I cocked one eyebrow at her. “And you know he’s good because…?”

      Nanna shuffled in her seat. “Well, I’ve been to see his show now and then,” she admitted. “For old times’ sake. You know, like when your mom used to drag me along to see his shows.”

      I was pretty sure Nanna was the one who did the dragging, but I kept that thought to myself. “And you think he’s still a good performer. And still pretty handsome.”

      She hadn’t actually said that last bit out loud, but I watched that video of him stuffing the body into the oven and being arrested, and the man was still easy on the eyes, even if he was a killer.

      “Oh, definitely,” Nanna said, bobbing her head up and down like it was attached to a string. “So handsome. And the women still throw themselves at him.”

      I sighed. Roger Briars sounded like the kind of maniacal narcissist who thought he could get away with murder. Literally.

      The pancakes were all demolished, and I poured myself a second mug of coffee, wondering what to do next.

      I promised Nanna I’d hear her out and that I’d go talk to Roger, but I hadn’t promised anything more. Still, I thought it was a good idea to go speak to Roger equipped with the facts.

      “And what about the dead guy?” I asked.

      “Who?” asked Nanna.

      Ian blinked at me like a goldfish and shook his head.

      “The guy Roger stuffed into the oven,” I explained patiently. “The guy I found in that frilly pink robe?”

      “No idea,” said Nanna.

      “Zilch,” said Ian.

      “Nada,” said Nanna, just for confirmation.

      I sighed. “So all you’ve got to tell me is public info about Roger Briars—and nothing about the guy he killed?”

      “Suspected of killing,” said Nanna. “They haven’t proven it, and they won’t. Because you’re going to clear his name.”

      “Hang on,” I said. “Don’t get your hopes up. I’ll go talk to Roger, but if I get even the smallest murdery vibe from him, I’m not taking this case.”

      “He’s not a killer!” Nanna protested.

      “Well, I guess we’ll find out. But there are some other people I need to talk to first.”
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      I had a series of phone calls I needed to make after Nanna and Ian had left.

      The first was an uncomfortable call to Susan Hartley, whose mother I’d failed to track down.

      “This is a simple task,” Susan said, her annoyance obvious on the phone. “Good thing I’m not paying by the hour! Why can’t you just talk to her?”

      “She keeps disappearing,” I said. “I don’t know why she doesn’t want to talk to me, but she doesn’t.”

      “Hang on.” Someone was yelling in the background, and Susan yelled back to them. “I don’t have time to waste,” she told me once she was back on the line. “Either you find my mom, or you refund my money. Seems like I could just fly down to Vegas and talk to her myself.”

      I took a deep breath. “I’ll talk to her soon,” I promised. “Either that, or I’ll refund your money.”

      One awkward phone call down, one more to make, I told myself after I hung up.

      I stared at the screen for a few seconds, and then finally brought up the contacts list, scrolling through ‘til I found who I wanted to talk to.

      After one ring, he answered the phone.

      “Tiffany,” Jack said. “This is a nice surprise.”

      We exchanged slightly stilted pleasantries, and then I said, “Actually, this is a business call.”

      “Of course it is,” Jack said lightly. “I’m not disappointed at all.”

      I laughed, unable to stop myself. “You know me.”

      “I do,” said Jack. “In fact, I’m in the neighborhood. Why don’t I stop by your place in five minutes, and we can talk then?”

      “I—” I couldn’t think of an excuse fast enough. “Sure.”
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        * * *

      

      I spent the next five minutes whirling through my place like a dervish.

      Cushions were straightened, random misplaced items put back into their normal places.

      The towel finally came off my head, but I didn’t have time to dry my hair properly. I did, however, have time to change out of my fluffy robe and into Bermuda shorts and a slightly dressy top—and to slap on some eyeliner and mascara. Not that I cared what Jack thought of my appearance.

      But I needed to run out to talk to Detective Elwood soon, and I may as well be dressed properly.

      There was a knock on my door just as I’d finished dabbing on some neutral-colored lipstick.

      I opened the door and smiled broadly. “Hi, Jack!”

      He peered at me carefully. “Are you okay? You seem a bit out of breath.”

      “Oh, just been—” I waved my hand dismissively. Once again, I didn’t seem to be able to come up with an excuse fast enough.

      “Well, you look great,” he said.

      I smiled. Our eyes met, and then I looked away as I shut the door carefully, and indicated he sit down.

      “You look great, too,” I mumbled, finding it hard to say the words.

      He really did though. His eyes were that gorgeous shade of green flecked with gold that had captured my heart the first time we’d met. His dark blond hair was cropped short and he was dressed in chinos and a checkered shirt.

      “What were you doing in the neighborhood?” I asked, trying to ignore how nervous I suddenly felt.

      Jack grinned. “Had to see a PI about an employee background check. You’re not interested in the job, are you? You know the Tremonte needs lots of background checks done.”

      And have my ex-boyfriend be my boss? No thanks.

      Out loud, I said, “You know that’s not a good idea.”

      “Because we can’t be friends?”

      “Because…” I looked at him carefully.

      I’d been avoiding him since we broke up almost a year ago. Somehow, avoiding him hadn’t been as easy as I’d thought it would be; I’d run into him at random places and pretend not to see him. Twice, he’d called me and left a voicemail asking how I was—voicemail that I’d never returned.

      I’d always found Jack so attractive, even after we broke up. As the owner of a casino—among other businesses—Jack was seriously out of my league, a fact that he refused to acknowledge.

      That last bit was part of the reason I’d had to end things with him. Even though my job didn’t bother him, it irked me that I would never fit in with his ritzy lifestyle. The gala dinners and backstabbing socialites were not my sort of crowd, and I knew his friends would always see me as a status-climbing gold-digger.

      Of course, the main reason I’d broken up with Jack was because Stone had kissed me—and I’d thought the two of us might have a shot at something together. I could never be with two men at once, so I’d ended things with Jack. Soon after that, Stone had to go underground.

      “Are you still mad about Stone?” Jack asked. “You know I was only trying to protect you.”

      And that was the other thing.

      “You went to DC and got your contacts to look into Stone’s files—you gave him away. He got into unspeakable amounts of trouble because of you.”

      Jack’s green eyes grew serious. “He got into trouble because he was living a lie.”

      “Because the CIA messed up!”

      Jack tilted his head and looked away, exasperated. “They didn’t mess up. It was a misunderstanding. And I hear from my contacts that it’s all been sorted now.” He turned back to me and smiled his charming smile. “You can’t seriously still be mad at me for that. I was trying to protect you.”

      “So you’ve said already.”

      I narrowed my eyes, glad that he was the one who’d brought it up. It didn’t feel unreasonable to hold his messing around as a grudge against him.

      “Look,” said Jack. “I know you care about Stone, and I’m glad things are okay with him, but please be careful around him. He’s got a history, and you know history tends to catch up with you.”

      I squelched the annoyance bubbling in the pit of my stomach. “Thanks for the warning.”

      Jack looked at me and sighed. “Well, I know you don’t want to hear it, but it needed to be said. So I’ve said it. What was this business you wanted to talk about?”

      “Right.” For a moment, I wondered why I called Jack instead of my contact in Tremonte’s security. Had I subconsciously wanted to see Jack again? Did I feel like we needed to talk about what he’d done? I shook my head, trying to clear out those thoughts. No. I called Jack because he was the person who’d know the most. Jack and I had nothing else to talk about. “Roger Briars. What do you know about him?”

      Jack smiled and leaned forward. “Don’t tell me you’re looking into the murder? I don’t believe for a second Roger killed that guy!”

      My lips parted in surprise. “Really?”

      Now it was Jack’s turn to look surprised. “Of course! Isn’t that why you took the case? Because you don’t think Roger’s guilty, either?”

      “No. I haven’t taken the case yet.”

      “But you’re thinking about it. Who’s the client? Roger himself?”

      I breathed in a deep, calming breath. I wanted to tell Jack that my clientele was none of his business, but his interest in my life was almost… endearing. “Yes,” I admitted. “But I need to do some background research before agreeing to work for him. I don’t want to work for a killer.”

      Jack chuckled. “Your clients are always so much more interesting than mine.”

      I smiled. He was always so nice about my work. “But they pay me a whole lot less!”

      Jack’s eyes grew serious again, and he leaned forward suddenly. “I miss you, Tiff. I know we’ll never be a couple again, but we should be friends. I’ve never met anyone like you, ever. You’re so special—so real and intelligent and hard-working.”

      His candor caught me off guard but I tried not to let my surprise show. “That’s because all the other women you meet are reality TV stars and Hollywood starlets,” I said lightly. “Don’t forget the occasional model.”

      Jack smiled. “Not a one can hold a candle to you.”

      I shrugged. “You just need to start dating real women. People with actual jobs and intelligence. But who am I to give you dating advice?”

      Jack leaned back and regarded me thoughtfully. “Speaking of dating, are you still seeing that cop guy?”

      “Detective Ryan? Yes.”

      “Hmm.”

      His eyes were thoughtful, and I wondered if Jack had heard about Ryan’s undercover mission. I didn’t want to go there, so I quickly said, “Roger Briars. What makes you think he’s innocent?”

      Jack looked off into the distance, his features arranged into a perfect mask. He knew I didn’t want to talk about my love life, and he wouldn’t push it. “Roger wouldn’t kill someone and risk his career again. He certainly wouldn’t kill someone in a casino where there’s cameras all around.”

      “Cameras. That was the thing all the news reports mentioned—that Roger wasn’t actually caught on any cameras other than the one in the kitchen. How’s that work?”

      Jack fiddled with his expensive-looking watch, and I realized with a start that I was being a terrible hostess.

      “Would you like something to drink?” I asked quickly. The man might be my ex, but that didn’t mean I needed to be rude. “Water, coffee, juice?”

      “Juice sounds good.”

      I peeked in the fridge. “Oops. Turns out, I’m fresh out of juice.” I’d actually known that when offering—but it had seemed more adult-like to be able to offer your guest more than just water and instant coffee. And I hadn’t expected Jack to actually pick the one beverage I didn’t have. “How about coffee?”

      “Coffee.” Jack nodded his agreement, and I got up to make us both a mug of the terrible instant stuff.

      “What do you know about the cameras?” I asked, as I stirred our coffees.

      Jack took a deep breath. “This is all speculation. But Roger’s been living at the casino for thirty-five years now. He knows the ins and outs of the place. He knows where all the cameras are, and he knows how to hide from them.”

      “Then how’d he get caught at all?”

      “The kitchen where the body was found is new, and the cameras there are new. Used to be we never had cameras in the kitchens. Chefs were temperamental—used to have more clout. Some of the celebrity chefs still do, still call the shots. But this new kitchen didn’t come with a prima donna chef, and we installed the cameras. And a good thing, too.”

      “Not for Roger Briars.”

      “No,” Jack agreed, accepting the coffee I handed him.

      “Seems like the casino’s the perfect place for Roger to commit his crimes.”

      “Maybe.” Jack took a sip of his drink. “But nobody’s that stupid as to plan to do something illegal in a casino. Everyone knows the casinos are constantly redecorating, which means cameras move around all the time. Roger might be confident about knowing what’s were, but I wouldn’t think he’s stupid.”

      “No,” I admitted. “Me neither.”

      I didn’t know much about Roger, but a man who managed to salvage a destroyed career sounded pretty savvy to me.

      We sipped our coffees wordlessly for a few long seconds. The silence was familiar and comfortable, and I wondered why I didn’t try to do the mature thing and be friends with Jack. After all, if I was trying to be more adult-like, wasn’t it adult-like to be friends with your ex? Especially one who had powerful contacts in Vegas, and who was always so nice and helpful.

      “Tell me more about Roger,” I said finally. “What do you know about him?”

      “Not all that much directly,” Jack said. “The entertainment manager was the one who handled him, and she’s been around for longer than me. We sort of inherited Roger.”

      I wondered what the entertainment manager was like, whether she was pretty. She sounded to me like a slender, sophisticated blonde. “Did she like Roger?”

      Jack tilted his head. “I suppose. Roger’s been a good performer for us. We pay him a decent amount and he gets that comped suite, but he still makes us a decent profit.”

      “Despite his fall from grace?”

      “Despite that,” Jack agreed. “When he started working for the Tremonte, he was a bigger star. We’d put him in a big auditorium. But his star never rose again. He’s been downgraded further and further, and for the last twenty-odd years, he’s been working out of the smaller La Vie en Rouge lounge bar.”

      “And doing well, apparently?”

      Jack nodded. “I’ve seen his act a few times. It’s a nice place—nice atmosphere. We should go sometime.”

      I smiled. “Maybe. I might ask Ryan to take me.”

      Jack shrugged. “Doesn’t seem like Ryan’s scene.”

      His comment annoyed me a bit, since Jack didn’t know Ryan well at all. Just because Ryan was a cop, did that automatically mean he wouldn’t appreciate some soulful music?

      But I didn’t say anything, and Jack went on. “Roger’s still got that vibe. He’s a great performer. Good voice, good stage presence. Really brings it, you know—no phoning it in. You can sense he’s really feeling it, really putting his soul into his songs. Or maybe that’s just his act. Either way, it’s a good act!”

      So Nanna was right. “He really is a good performer?”

      “Oh, absolutely. You’d think, with the way his career went bust, he’d have given up. But nope, this is a guy who really loves his music. He puts himself all out there.”

      Jack was silent for a moment, turning the coffee mug round and round in his hands. “After his fiancé went missing, so many people turned on him. I wasn’t old enough to know the whole story back then, but I do know he became the butt of a lot of jokes. Every now and then, people still laugh about him. But he doesn’t seem to let that bother him. He’s a good performer, and he could’ve been a great one.”

      “If only he hadn’t killed his fiancé.”

      Jack looked at me in surprise. “You don’t really believe that, do you?”

      “Do you?”

      “No,” said Jack. “I don’t. The guy’s lost a whole career because of what happened. He would’ve been a superstar if his fiancé was still around. Doesn’t make sense to kill someone just to lose so much.”

      “Maybe he didn’t know he’d lose so much.”

      Jack shook his head. “No. You never know with these things but—Roger strikes me as a guy who’s a real performer, someone who wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize that.”

      We were silent once again as I tried to mentally arrange everything Jack had told me about Roger. So far, the guy seemed like someone who valued his career, was a great singer, and would’ve been unlikely to kill someone and hurt his singing life. Unless he hadn’t known how much he’d lose when his fiancé went missing.

      I said, “Did your entertainment manager say anything else about Roger?”

      “Not much. She says he’s no diva—maybe because of his past? He seems happy to have this job. He’s dependable, doesn’t give us any trouble, practices, and turns up for his shows on time—trust me, when you’re in the crazy casino world, it’s good to have a few employees like that!”

      I smiled sympathetically. “I know what you mean. And he keeps making the Tremonte a profit?”

      “Yep. In fact, he’s so reliable that he’s ignoring all this craziness and going on with his shows. He’ll be singing tonight, if you want to go check him out.”

      “I just might. What kind of people usually go to his shows?”

      “A few different sorts. There are some regulars—kids who used to be superfans of Roger and are now all grown up. These people never stopped believing he did nothing wrong.”

      I thought of Nanna and smiled as Jack went on. “They turn up to a few shows every now and then. Quite a few of them are still out there, and those tickets add up. But most of the show visitors don’t know about Roger or his history. They just turn up because the place has a nice atmosphere, and the guy’s a stellar crooner. And of course, there are a couple of ladies who get a bit obsessed with him.”

      “Nanna told me he’s a real ladies’ man.”

      “Nanna?” Jack’s eyebrows went up. “How’s she doing?”

      “Good. She’s one of Roger’s fans.”

      Jack suddenly burst out laughing. “Let me guess, she put you up to working for him?”

      I grinned. “She’s doing her best to convince me to. But back to Roger and the ladies…”

      “Sure, he’s popular with them. I hear rumors that he brings a different woman to his suite every other day. So many rumors that I even asked Gloria—she’s the entertainment manager—if it was an issue.”

      “And?”

      “And… she said there’s no proving the rumors. Roger knows where the cameras are, and he manages to block them or avoid them if and when he takes women up to his suite.”

      “I saw a news report that said Roger claims the night the body was found, he had some lady friend over in his suite. But then she didn’t appear on any of the casino cameras.”

      “That’s not unlikely. Roger did have women over every now and then. Why not on the night the body was found? And he knew how to avoid the cameras.”

      “Seems like he prefers his privacy.”

      Jack thought for a moment. “Makes sense. If he faced a huge backlash after his fiancé’s disappearance for dating too soon, he probably learned that it makes sense to hide your love life.”

      I chewed my lip and thought about that. I didn’t like Roger’s attitude of secrecy, though I wasn’t sure why. “And speaking of hiding—did Roger have any other secrets you know of?”

      Jack shook his head. “I’ve told you pretty much everything I know about him. I suppose this is where you kick me out of your apartment, right?”

      He grinned boyishly and I smiled back. “No, I just… I’m sure you’ve got places to go. People to see.”

      “I can always spare time for you,” he said softly.

      The apartment suddenly felt quite small.

      I tried not to let the awkwardness get to me and, instead, made small talk about his work and family. I’d heard about his sister when we’d been dating, but we never met, and now I assumed we never would—but it was still interesting to hear about his glamorous life as a casino owner. A life that was worlds apart from mine.

      When Jack asked about my work, I told him all about trying to get in touch with Gladys, and I told him about a few of the more challenging murder investigations I’d solved in recent months.

      We both avoided talking about our love lives, and after a few minutes, when it was time to say goodbye, I felt more comfortable with our relationship than I ever had since breaking up with him.

      As Jack headed out the door, he leaned down to give me a quick peck on the cheek.

      “Don’t be a stranger,” he said. “And let me know any time you need information or anything at all.”

      I smiled to myself as I closed the door after him. I wasn’t anywhere close to forgiving him for meddling in Stone’s life, but maybe he was right. Maybe I’d been too harsh on him when all he’d done was try to keep me safe.
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      After saying goodbye to Jack, I took a few moments to gather my things and stuff them into my bag, trying to plan for the day and sort through what I might need. Would I be talking to people and then going straight to my job at the casino?

      In the end, I wound up calling my friend Vanessa and switching shifts with her. My shift that day was meant to be from five in the afternoon ‘til past midnight; Vanessa’s was the next day, from seven at night to three in the morning. By switching with Vanessa, my day off was today—which meant I had some extra time to talk to people and decide what to do about this potential new case.

      While going through my things, I found a cookbook that I’d borrowed a few weeks ago from my downstairs neighbor Glenn. Glenn also happened to be Wes’s brother and a good friend of mine. The cookbook was called Easy Fifteen Minute Dinners and was supposed to have made my life easier and healthier.

      Unfortunately, things didn’t quite work out and I never managed to have the necessary Easy Dinner ingredients on hand—nor the time or energy to cook them. Most nights, my easy dinner was scarfed down in the employee break room at the Treasury, and my lunches or other meals were defrosted microwave meals.

      Glenn was home today, and my timing turned out to be perfect—he’d just made a fresh batch of red velvet cupcakes! The aroma had me near fainting, and I took a few minutes to share a cupcake and a cup of decaf coffee with Glenn, as we chatted about our lives.

      Forty-five minutes later, I left Glenn’s apartment with a half-dozen cupcakes packed up as a peace offering for Detective Elwood, and a promise to stop by on my way home to take a few more cupcakes for me and Ian.
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        * * *

      

      Normally, I’d let Ian tag along with me on a fact-finding mission.

      But I worried that if I took him with me today, word would get back to Nanna that I’d started investigating—and I didn’t want to get Nanna’s hopes up too high, too soon. So I set off by myself, resolved to update Ian about my plans later.

      I turned up to the LVMPD precinct alone, save for the box of cupcakes I was toting for Elwood.

      The LVMPD precinct was housed in a red brick building, and the inside was just as stale and unimpressive as the outside. Whoever had decorated the place clearly appreciated the theme of “bureaucratic boring.” The walls were beige, the carpet was gray, and the whole place stank of stale air and day-old coffee.

      When I got to the large open-space area where the detectives’ desks were housed, I noticed that Elwood was engrossed in a conversation with a large man wearing a ski vest. I didn’t know why people insisted on dressing so strangely in the Vegas heat, but Elwood’s brows were creased together and he leaned forward, gesticulating his arms wildly as he spoke. I figured this wasn’t a good time to ask Elwood to tell me about the guy Roger was suspected of killing.

      So I decided to make a quick detour.

      My friend Emily worked as a detective at the same precinct as Elwood, and though we usually caught up over cheap chardonnay and greasy takeout, I hadn’t seen her for a few weeks, and I figured I might just bother her at work.

      I found her at her desk, neck-deep in paperwork, and she greeted me with a happy smile when she saw me.

      “Tiffany! Is this your day off?”

      “It is now,” I said, smiling. “How about you?”

      “No such luck. You know I need to stockpile my days off if I want to take that trip with Derek.”

      Derek was Emily’s latest beau, a man I had yet to meet, but whom Emily claimed was “a total sweetheart.”

      “Speaking of men,” Emily went on, “that’s great news about Ryan! Congratulations! You must be so proud!”

      I wondered if we were thinking about the same Ryan. “You mean his undercover mission?”

      “Yes, of course! What else would I be talking about?”

      “I don’t know…”

      “Well.” She smiled at me happily. “I know all about how hard he worked to get that project. He deserves it.”

      I forced my lips upwards and nodded. “Of course.”

      “And he had to really push and insist that the job be given to him, before they finally told him three months ago. You know how bureaucratic things can get around here sometimes!”

      “So he knew for the last few months that he was going away?”

      “Of course.” Emily’s smile faded a bit and she looked at me with concern in her eyes. “Didn’t he tell you?”

      I tried to ignore the sinking feeling in my stomach. What was it they said about the wife always being the last to know? Why had Ryan kept his undercover assignment a secret from me if he’d known about it that long?

      “No,” I admitted, trying not to look too embarrassed at being kept in the dark.

      “I suppose he wanted to be absolutely sure about the job before telling you,” Emily said. “You know how men are with their pride.”

      I gulped down the lump in my throat.

      From what Emily had just said, it seemed like Ryan had been pretty sure of getting the undercover job. He wasn’t hiding the news from me because of misplaced pride and fears of failure. There must’ve been another reason. Did Ryan simply not care enough about me to give me a proper heads up? He’d told me just days before he left.

      “I suppose so,” I forced myself to say. My throat suddenly felt dry. “Do you have any news? On how Ryan’s doing?”

      “‘Fraid not. Nobody gets contact from detectives who go deep undercover. It might blow their whole story.”

      “I understand.”

      “You must miss him,” said Emily sympathetically.

      “I do,” I said. “Oh, look—Elwood seems to be free now! I need to talk to him, so I’d better go before someone else gets to him first.”

      “Sure.” Emily kept smiling at me, but I could see the worry in her eyes. I wanted to reassure her that I was fine, but that wasn’t really true.

      “We’ll make a date for another girls’ night,” she said. “What with work and us being on different shifts, it’s hard to find the right time.”

      “I’ll email you as soon as I get my shift info for the next two weeks,” I promised her, saying a quick little goodbye and walking off toward Detective Elwood’s desk.
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      I dragged my feet all the way to Elwood’s desk. Part of it was that I wanted to give Elwood some time to destress from his previous seemingly-intense conversation.

      The other part was that I needed a moment to compose myself. I needed time to process what I’d learned about Ryan’s undercover mission—facts that Ryan had kept from me.

      Did Ryan and I have the kind of relationship where we kept secrets from each other?

      If Ryan had known months in advance that he was going to leave, why hadn’t he told me? We could’ve used that time to plan for the future. We could’ve discussed various scenarios, and I would’ve had more time to say goodbye to him.

      Instead, I was left with a pile of regrets and an even bigger pile of questions.

      Before I had any possible answers to those questions, I found myself at Detective Elwood’s desk, peering into his gray eyes as he scowled at me.

      “You again,” he growled.

      Somehow, his grumpiness cheered me right up.

      “Yep,” I grinned. I held out the cupcake box. “I come bearing gifts.”

      Elwood grabbed the box from me greedily, lifting the lid a tiny bit to peer in. He glanced around furtively, and when he was sure no one was watching, he snuck a single cupcake out of the box, pressed the lid quickly back on, and stuffed the whole box into a desk drawer.

      He was three bites into the cupcake before he looked at me again. “What?”

      “Nothing,” I said smiling sweetly.

      “You’re thinking I could’ve offered you a cupcake.”

      “Maybe.”

      He grunted.

      I watched as he took another bite, chewed rapidly, and washed it down with coffee from a mug that must’ve been sitting on his desk forever.

      “The way I see it,” Elwood said, “you’ve got unlimited access to these babies. Who made this batch? It’s de-lish.”

      “Glenn,” I said. “You know, my downstairs neighbor.”

      Elwood nodded. “They’re good. What about Ian? Is he still practicing his baking?”

      “Every now and then. He and Nanna made me pancakes with whipped cream and berry compote this morning. You should’ve been there.”

      Elwood narrowed his eyes at me, clearly jealous. “No one makes me pancakes,” he grumbled.

      I felt sorry for the man. “I’ll save you a plate next time.”

      He grunted again. He and I both knew I wouldn’t be saving him pancakes.

      We sat in silence as the cupcakes disappeared after a few more bites.

      Finally, Elwood said, “What do you want?”

      “What makes you think this isn’t a purely social visit? That I just wanted to give you some cupcakes?”

      “Is this a purely social visit? Did you just feel like giving me some cupcakes?”

      “No,” I admitted. “We both know I only come by with cupcakes when I’ve got something to discuss.”

      “Like a case. That you’re working on. That you shouldn’t be working on.”

      “Aww, c’mon. You think every case I’m working on is a case I shouldn’t be on.”

      “Very true.”

      “Well… it’s Roger Briars.”

      Elwood leaned back in his chair and interlaced his fingers behind his head. “The dead guy in the oven.”

      “Exactly.”

      “The case I’ve already told you to stay off of.”

      “Hey, we didn’t know back then that it had to do with Roger Briars.”

      “Huh.” Elwood narrowed his eyes at me. “So the client’s Roger Briars.”

      “Yes,” I admitted.

      Elwood shook his head. “Wrong guy to work for.”

      “And why’s that?”

      “Briars is guilty as hell.”

      “Guilty ‘til proven innocent?”

      “Huh. We’ve got him on tape stuffing the body into the oven.”

      I eyed him carefully. “If that was all the proof you needed, he’d be sitting in jail right now. Instead, he’s out and about, and I hear he’s still doing his lounge show.”

      Elwood grunted and said nothing in response.

      “So you’ve got nothing on him!” I said triumphantly. “You don’t let guilty men roam the streets.”

      “Hmm.”

      “Okay. So we’ve proved you don’t have enough on the guy—even though he’s on tape stuffing the body into the oven. What gives?”

      Elwood sighed. “You. And your questions.”

      “But I’m right. So what’s wrong with this scenario? Why isn’t it enough to pin the crime on Roger?”

      Elwood rolled his eyes and then cricked his neck this way and that. When he was done stalling for time, he muttered, “The dead guy. He didn’t die in the oven.”

      I leaned forward and nodded. “I know that. I found him, remember? He was slightly warm to the touch, but not burning up.” I remembered something and said, “His body did seem to be at weird angles.”

      Elwood nodded. “That happens sometimes if the body’s been moved after death.”

      “So if he didn’t die in the oven, how did he die?”

      “Full autopsy report’s not back yet,” said Elwood smugly.

      “But what did CSI say at the scene?”

      Elwood let out another long-suffering sigh. “Hypothermia.”

      “Huh?”

      “Freezing.”

      I grimaced. “Like the Vegas urban legend of waking up in a tub full of ice. Except this guy never woke up.”

      “Precisely.”

      “You think Roger Briars could’ve filled his tub full of ice?”

      Elwood shook his head. “Somehow, I doubt that.”

      “He could’ve ordered tubs of ice to his room. Special room service delivery. It’d raise a few eyebrows, but room service is used to stranger orders.”

      “If he’d done that, we’d have it on record. Or video. And we’ve got nothing like that.”

      I mulled that over. “So it would’ve been hard for Roger Briars to have frozen this guy to death without being noticed. What if he went down with a cart himself, and he managed to avoid the cameras while getting all the ice to his room?”

      Elwood shook his head. “You think we haven’t tried to prove plausibility? It just doesn’t add up.”

      “So… chances are… Roger didn’t ice the guy.”

      “Possibly.”

      “Which means he’s innocent.”

      “I wouldn’t go that far.”

      “Why?”

      “Because. Roger has a reputation for sneaking women up to his room. He knows how to avoid the cameras when getting a guest up. Who’s to say a guest with a tub full of ice didn’t sneak into his room?”

      It was my turn to let out an unhappy sigh.

      Elwood was right. Roger Briars could’ve been working with an accomplice. Just because the cops couldn’t prove his guilt yet didn’t mean that he was innocent.

      “Speaking of guests,” I said, “Roger claims on the news that he was with a lady friend that night.”

      Elwood shook his head. “No record or proof of this lady. Of course Briars’ lawyers are asking her to come forward, but that’s hard to do if she doesn’t exist.”

      “This doesn’t sound like something he’d make up.”

      “People make up all kinda stuff.”

      “And what about the dead guy? Who is he?”

      Elwood gave me a weary look. “Why me?”

      “Huh?”

      “Why am I the one you bother?”

      “Because you’re on the case?”

      Elwood grumbled under his breath. It sounded like something to do with ‘albatrosses’ and ‘necks,’ but I could be wrong.

      Finally, he said, “The guy in the oven’s Harvey Gaudet.”

      I looked at Elwood blankly. “Who’s that?”

      Elwood shrugged. “He used to own a specialty dry cleaning store.”

      “Like… the kind that does wedding dresses? Or upholstery?”

      “The first type. Wedding dresses, fancy outfits, furs. Expensive stuff you wouldn’t want to take to your neighborhood joint. He worked with the good stuff, and charged top dollar for it.”

      “How’s he connected to Roger? A friend? Or business?”

      “Neither, apparently.” Elwood groaned. “It would be so much easier if they’d just been best friends who’d had a falling out. But no, neither seems to have known the other.”

      I brightened up considerably. This was a major point in favor of Roger’s innocence. “Killers usually go after someone they know. You need motive to kill someone, and there’s no motive to kill a stranger.”

      “I know,” agreed Elwood, looking as disheartened by that fact as I was hopeful.

      I tapped my fingers on Elwood’s desk. “He could be lying though,” I said, playing devil’s advocate. “Maybe they’re archenemies and Roger’s hiding the truth.”

      “We’ve spoken to people who knew them both. They didn’t know each other.”

      I smiled and leaned back in my chair, satisfied. “Right. So what do you have on Harvey Gaudet?”

      “Nothing,” snapped Elwood. “Nothing useful, at least. Quiet man, no enemies, no criminal connections. No reason to die by hypothermia and then get stuffed into an oven.”

      I stared at Elwood. “This doesn’t sound like a good starting point for an investigation.”

      “No,” he smirked. “Good luck finding anything useful.”
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      I headed home, still not entirely sure whether or not I’d take on the case. It was true that the case against Roger Briars was looking a bit less airtight than what the media was portraying, but I was still concerned that he might turn out to be a killer. I figured I may as well talk to him before deciding anything, so I called the number he’d given me.

      He answered after five rings.

      “Tiffany!” he said, his voice flooded with relief. “I’m so glad you called!”

      There was a lot of noise in the background: people yelling at each other, a high-pitched screeching noise, and then a sudden burst of trombone music.

      “Sorry,” Roger said, “We’re prepping for our first show.”

      “That’s okay,” I said. “I’d like to have a talk with you, but I prefer to talk face-to-face.”

      “So you’re investigating for me?” He sounded hopeful and excited.

      Not wanting to give the wrong impression, I said, “Not quite. I’m not entirely sure—” I was going to say that I wasn’t entirely sure of his innocence, but that might make him withhold information from me, and I couldn’t have that happening. So I quickly amended, “I haven’t made a decision yet. I need to talk to you before that.”

      “Is there anything I can say to convince you?”

      “No, not really. I just need all the facts. After that, I’ll know if there’s anything I can do to help. If I think I won’t be able to uncover anything new, then I won’t take on the case. I don’t want you hiring me to do something I can’t. In that case, you’re better off hiring someone else, and I might even be able to recommend someone.”

      “Oh.” Roger sounded slightly taken aback. “Well, I appreciate your honesty.”

      “No biggie. When should we meet?”

      “How about around four-thirty? My first show will be over by then, and I’ll have an hour free.”

      “That sounds fine.”

      “And you know the Tremonte. Have you been to the lounge before?”

      “No, but maybe we shouldn’t meet there. I’m sure there’ll be a cleaning crew.”

      “I’ve got a small dressing room in the back. It’s soundproof and private.”

      I wasn’t sure about meeting him in the dressing room, but it sounded better than meeting at a café, so I got directions from Roger before hanging up.

      I took a few moments to think about it, but I finally texted Nanna and Ian to let them know about the meeting. They could go with me.

      I figured it’d be better to take Nanna along; that way, she could see that I was trying. And if Roger gave off any obvious red flags, she would see those too. Sometimes, your heroes have a way of letting you down badly.

      I spent a few minutes researching Harvey Gaudet online. I checked the search engines, social media sites, and my private investigator’s databases, but I didn’t come up with anything too unusual.

      Harvey owned a specialty dry cleaning business, just like Elwood had said. He’d been in business for seven years, which meant that his business must be running pretty well. He probably had quite a few repeat customers, as well as business from tourists who came to Vegas.

      I grabbed the address of Harvey’s store off the website, and was just about done with my research, when my phone buzzed.

      My heart skipped a beat. Maybe it was Ryan.

      I checked the caller ID display—it was Stone.

      “Hi,” I said, trying not to sound disappointed.

      “Busy?”

      “No. Not much. What’s up?” Stone never called without a reason.

      “I need to see you.”

      “As… a social visit?”

      “No.”

      “Okay.”

      “There’s something I need to give you.”

      “What?”

      “You’ll see when I give it to you.”

      It bugged me to death that I didn’t know what Stone wanted to give me. It could be anything from a video incriminating our local politicians in a bribery scandal to a nice piece of jewelry or anything in between.

      “You there?” Stone said.

      “Yes. I’m just—I’m trying to figure out when I’ll be free to see you.”

      “You working that Roger Briars case?”

      “Maybe.”

      “Okay.”

      There was silence for a few more minutes as I tried to do some math in my head. I’d spend this evening investigating, and then?

      With a jolt, I realized that as much as I was curious about what Stone wanted to give me, I also didn’t really want to meet him. Things were already uncomfortable between us, and now with Ryan gone, I didn’t know just how things stood.

      “I’ll text you,” I said finally. “I’m not sure when I’ll be free.”

      “Sure,” Stone said, and hung up.
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      I texted Nanna and Ian my revised plan, and forty minutes later, we were parked outside Harvey Gaudet’s dry cleaning business.

      I figured I had time to kill before meeting Roger that afternoon, and we may as well get a head start on some more background info on Harvey. My plan was to scope out the dry cleaners, and then go straight to my appointment with Roger.

      “You stay in the car, Nanna,” I said as I unbuckled my seat belt. “I’ll keep the air conditioning running.”

      “Nuh-uh,” said Nanna emphatically. “I need to be there with you. I might get something you two miss.”

      I’d only picked up Nanna and brought her with us because I didn’t want to be stressed about time before meeting Roger, and I really didn’t want to take her into the dry cleaners with us.

      “What if whoever killed this Harvey Gaudet is in there?” I asked. “I don’t want to get you in trouble.”

      “Pshaw! I won’t be in trouble. I’m a little old lady, just out and about with her grand-daughter. Besides, what would your mother say if she knew you’d left me out, all alone in a strange parking lot by myself?”

      I pressed my lips together. “My mother won’t say anything because she won’t know anything. You know she’d freak out if she learned I was dragging you along to talk to these people. You said you wouldn’t tell her!”

      “Of course I won’t. Because I’m going with you.”

      Ian and I exchanged a glance. We wouldn’t get anywhere with this conversation and I may as well just take her with us. It always seemed easier to just let Nanna do what she wanted.

      The dry cleaners was one of a series of stores in a small strip mall; there was a strange-looking butcher shop on one side, and a store advertising gym equipment on the other side. I’d parked my battered old Honda at the far end of the parking area, as far away from the dry cleaners as I could, so we trudged for a long minute through the Vegas heat ‘til we got to the door and pushed it open.

      As we stepped into the cool air of the store, we noticed a harried-looking woman behind the counter, shooing away five reporters. Each man was holding either a camera or a notepad and pen, watching her intently. They crowded the small space available between the store’s counter and the front door, and Ian, Nanna, and I hung back and listened.

      “I’ve got nothing to tell you!” the woman was saying. “I already told you everything yesterday, and I’m so tired I’m about to collapse. Just go! Please! Leave me alone.”

      One of the reporters leaned in close and asked a question in a low voice, but the woman just shook her head. “Go away!” she said. “Or I’ll call the police and have you all arrested for harassment!”

      Ian looked at me with a grimace. The woman didn’t seem to be in the mood for talking.

      As the reporters shuffled out sheepishly, I got a better look at the woman.

      She seemed to be somewhere between thirty and forty years old, but it was hard to tell because of the large-framed glasses she wore. Her face was free of makeup, her skin slightly wrinkled. Her eyebrows and lashes were pale and thin, and a large brown scarf was wrapped over her head, obscuring her hair. Her clothes were frumpy and her glance as she eyed the departing reporters was one mixed with relief and annoyance.

      And then, her brown eyes fell on us, and narrowed.

      “Are you here for some dry cleaning?” she asked, her voice sharp and wary.

      We weren’t carrying any fancy clothes that needed tending to, so I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I’m Tiffany Black, and this is Ian Ewanson and my nanna.”

      The woman nodded at us. “Joan Gaudet. What can I help you with?”

      I decided to be upfront. If she wanted to kick us out, so be it. We could come back another day with some dry cleaning.

      “I’m looking into Harvey Gaudet’s death. You said you’re Mrs. Gaudet?”

      “That’s right,” she said with a sigh. “His wife. Or, widow, now.”

      Her eyes were tinged with sadness.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said. “This must all be a huge shock to you.”

      She nodded. “Yes. I don’t know what happened. They say he was found stuffed in oven. How could—why—anyway. Anyway. I’m just at a loss, you see.”

      “Of course.” I stepped forward so that I could give her arm a quick, sympathetic squeeze. Up close, the woman seemed even more harried and exhausted. “It must be so difficult for you.”

      “Yes. I mean, nobody thinks they’ll outlive their husband. Not when you’re so young, anyway.”

      “How young are you?” asked Ian.

      Joan looked at him sharply. “Who’re you again?”

      “Ian. I’m Tiffany’s neighbor. Why can’t you tell me how old you are?”

      “Because it’s not any of your business.” Joan frowned and looked at me. “Why’s he here? Are you with the police? You don’t look like you’re with the police.”

      “Ian helps me with my investigations sometimes.”

      “But you’re not a reporter?”

      “She’s a private investigator,” Nanna chimed up. “She works when the police are stumped, and she’s very good. She always gets the guy.”

      “Oh no,” I said quickly. “Nanna’s just exaggerating a bit.”

      “Though we have been solving a lot of murders,” Ian said proudly. “We’ve always gotten the killer.”

      “How—interesting,” said Joan, in a tone that belied forced politeness.

      “And now we’re looking into Harvey’s death,” said Ian. “Do you have any idea who might’ve done this?”

      “Of course,” said Joan. “That’s obvious. It was Roger Briars, no question.”

      I stared at her, assessing. She looked at me like she was telling me that the sky was blue and the earth was round.

      I said, “What makes you so sure about that?”

      “The guy was caught on camera! What more proof do you need?”

      “How do you mean?”

      “He was caught on camera stuffing my—stuffing Harvey’s body into the oven, killing him.”

      I gave Ian a quick nudge to let him know not to say anything. The fact that Roger was on tape stuffing the body into the oven wasn’t actually proof that he’d killed Harvey—Harvey was already been dead by then.

      But my nudge came too late, or maybe Ian didn’t understand why I was nudging him.

      He said, “But that wasn’t when Harvey was killed. Harvey wasn’t killed in the oven. He was killed by hypothermia.”

      Joan looked shocked. “What!” Her eyes grew wide and she leaned forward jerkily. A wisp of glossy brown hair escaped her scarf, and she tucked it behind her ear. “How do you mean? Who told you that?”

      Ian glanced at me, having the grace to seem slightly embarrassed. I didn’t think I should mention that the police told me that, so I said, “I’m so sorry. This must all be so difficult for you.”

      I placed a hand on her arm, but she shook it off.

      “Who told you that?” Tears welled up in her eyes. “People know things I don’t.”

      “I’m sorry,” I repeated.

      “Anyway, it wasn’t Roger,” Nanna said.

      Joan glared at her. “Roger’s the man on tape.”

      “Roger is a saint.”

      Suddenly, Joan looked defeated and weary. “My husband is dead, and Roger is on camera shov—Roger’s no saint.”

      Nanna was about to protest, but it was time to give Nanna a gentle nudge, and thankfully, she was more socially savvy than Ian. “We don’t have all the facts yet,” she said diplomatically. “That’s why Tiffany’s investigating.”

      Joan looked from Nanna back to me. “Why exactly are you investigating? You said you were a PI. Who hired you? Roger?”

      “No,” I said, quickly. I didn’t need Joan thinking that I was working for a man she thought had a hand in her husband’s murder. “I’m not.”

      “Then? Who are you working for?”

      “Uh—no one.” It was kind of the truth.

      Joan gave me a skeptical look. “You just ask around for your own curiosity?”

      “Umm, no.” I decided to tell her a version of the truth. “Nanna is a huge fan of Roger’s, and she thinks he’s innocent. So she asked me to do a few background checks.”

      “I’m not a fan,” Nanna said quickly. “My daughter is. Huge fan. Crazy about him.”

      “Well, she should pick someone else to be crazy about,” Joan said bitterly. “Not a psycho killer.”

      “We don’t know that for sure,” I said. “Though I might end up finding some details that really prove Roger’s the killer.”

      Joan brightened slightly at that. “Yes, I suppose so. I mean, it doesn’t make a difference who killed him—but I suppose, even after all this, it would be nice to know that a man doesn’t walk free after killing another man.”

      There was a small, open doorway leading to what seemed to be a larger room behind the counter, and just then, a slim, olive-skinned man walked past it.

      I quickly followed up with a question. “Would it be possible to talk to your employees? They might have seen something that could help us out.”

      Joan considered for a second and then nodded. “As long as you keep anything you find to yourself—and the cops. You sure you’re not a reporter?”

      “No, of course not.”

      “Good. You didn’t seem like one, but then, my judgment isn’t all that good.”

      “I’m sure you’ve got good judgment,” I said, trying to calm her down. She seemed upset, and not just over Harvey’s death.

      Joan shook her head. “No, you don’t understand. I’m just not used to doing things for myself.” She spread her arms out wide. “All this—everything—Harvey used to take care of. He did all the banking, made all the decisions, took care of the employees. I just chatted with the customers and did a bit of admin here and there. I’m so—I’m so overwhelmed by it all.”

      Joan fell silent and dropped her head into her hands.

      “I’m sure you did more than you give yourself credit for,” I said, trying to be supportive. Although, I’d met women like Joan who’d let their husbands do all the heavy lifting for them. Those relationships seemed to work out wonderfully sometimes, and turn into train wrecks other times, when the women finally had to fend for themselves. “I’m sure you’ll get the hang of things soon! You do have some employees here, don’t you?”

      Joan nodded, still holding her head in her hands. “Yes. Dan, the delivery driver, has been with us since the beginning. But Xavier, he’s only been with us a month now.” She let out a soft moan. “I don’t know what I’ll do. I don’t know how I’ll manage it all.”

      “Didn’t Harvey leave you any insurance?” I asked.

      Joan looked at me and finally quirked her lips up. “Insurance? No. The business was barely getting by. We couldn’t afford luxuries like life or health insurance.”

      “You should get health insurance,” I said quickly, suddenly feeling worried for this vulnerable woman. “If you got sick suddenly, you’d rack up some huge bills.”

      Joan nodded. “Yes. Thank you. I guess I should talk to someone about what I should do. Maybe there’s a local business association who could help.”

      I felt a wave of relief. Joan seemed to be thinking straight despite all that she’d been through. “Yes, that’s a great idea! And meanwhile, why don’t you ask Xavier to show you what he knows of the business?”

      Joan looked at me mournfully. “I should’ve asked Harv to do that while he was still alive, shouldn’t I? But I always thought he’d be around, taking care of me.”

      I said, “I guess you two had a good relationship.”

      Ian said, “You must’ve been really in love.”

      Joan smiled at him kindly. “Yes. We met six years ago, and it was love at first sight. My Harv was good to me.”

      “And faithful?” asked Ian.

      Joan’s smile disappeared. “Huh?”

      Ian said, “I mean, there wasn’t any other woman in his life, was there?”

      “How dare you!” Joan narrowed her eyes at Ian. “Speaking ill of the dead! And no, of course there wasn’t! Harv and I were so happy together.”

      And there was no insurance payout either, I thought to myself—but I made a mental note to check with Elwood.

      “I apologize for Ian,” I said.

      “But it’s usually the spouse,” Ian said, ignoring my attempt to soothe the waters. “Who’s the killer, I mean.”

      Joan glared at Ian. “Well, in this case, we’ve got Roger right on tape killing my Harv.”

      “Why would he do that?” I asked, trying to shift Joan’s anger off Ian. “Did he know Harv?”

      Joan looked at me, confused. “No. Not that I know of, I mean.”

      “Did Roger ever come in here, with costumes maybe? Or did the two—” I stretched for a possible connection “—maybe play poker together or something?”

      “No. Roger didn’t know Harvey at all.”

      “Well, did Harvey have any enemies? Anyone who might’ve wanted to hurt him?”

      “The cops asked the same thing, and I’ll tell you what I told them: no. My Harvey was a good man. He didn’t have any enemies.”

      “What about anything out of the ordinary?” I asked. “Had he been acting strangely recently, did you notice anything unusual, anything at all?”

      “No,” said Joan again. “Everything was the same as it’s always been.”

      “And where were you on the night that Harvey died?”

      “In bed.” Joan’s eyes grew hard again. “You’re not asking me for an alibi, are you? Because that would mean you still think I killed him! And I didn’t.”

      “No, of course not,” I said. “I was just wondering what your and Harvey’s habits were.”

      “Right.” Joan nodded, and her eyes softened. “We were creatures of habit, that’s true. Every evening, we’d close up shop and go upstairs. I’d cook our dinner, and we’d eat together with a glass or two of red wine. Then we’d turn in early. We did the exact same thing that Tuesday.”

      I turned that over in my mind. “So the last time you saw Harvey, the two of you had eaten your dinner and gone to bed.”

      Tears filled Joan’s eyes again. “Yes. I woke up and his side of the bed was empty. I thought maybe he’d gone down to the store early—he did that sometimes—or gone out for a walk before it got too hot. I didn’t think much of it. He didn’t come up, so I showered and had my breakfast, and then I went down. The shop wasn’t open, so I opened up.” She was silent for a few moments. “Harvey didn’t show up, which was strange, but I thought maybe he’d run into an old friend or something. Then, after lunch, the police showed up.”

      We were silent, and this time, I didn’t know what to say.

      The doorbell jangled, and a woman with peroxide blonde hair walked in, carrying a beaded gown over one arm. “You still open for business?” she said.

      “Yes.” Joan looked at the woman, and pasted on a smile. “Why don’t I take a look at that stain?”

      It was our cue to leave, and I said to Joan, “Is it okay if we got to the back to talk to Xavier?”

      Joan shrugged, as though she was bored of our conversation. “Sure. But you can only go two at a time. Health and safety regulations.”

      “No problem.” I turned to Nanna and handed her my car keys. “You can wait in the car for us.”

      Nanna started to protest, but I leaned in close and said, “Let’s not get Joan annoyed at us. She’s been helpful so far.”

      Nanna sighed. “I know—you’re right. The important thing is to get Roger off the hook.” Quickly, we both glanced at Joan, but she seemed engrossed in staring at the gown’s stain.

      “I’ll wait for you two outside,” Nanna said, walking out the door, and Ian and I headed through the doorway into the room at the back, where gowns, furs, and expensive-looking clothes hung on mechanized racks.

      Xavier was on the other side of the room. He stood at a doorway which was open and clearly led to a parking lot at the back.

      “I heard you talking to Joan,” he said as Ian and I walked up to him. “I’m Xavier.”

      As we got to the open door, we saw another man—clearly the delivery driver Joan had mentioned—standing on the other side, carrying a sheath of plastic-wrapped furs. “I’m Dave,” he said.

      We introduced ourselves and expressed our condolences at Harvey’s death.

      “Didn’t know the man too well,” Xavier said. “Only been here a month.”

      Dave nodded. “I’ve been around since Harvey started the place, but I do deliveries for them so I’m not actually in much. I work for a few businesses around here.”

      “Was he a good boss?”

      Xavier shrugged. “Paid fairly and on time, didn’t expect me to do more than what I’ve signed on for. I’d say he was all right.”

      Dave nodded. “Never troubled me.”

      “And Joan?”

      “Eh. She seems okay too,” said Xavier. “Didn’t bother much with the business.”

      Dave tilted his head in agreement. “Sure, but she sure has changed from the woman Harvey married.”

      “Marriage does that to women,” Xavier said wisely. “My wife She turned from sweet to sour within three days of those vows.”

      The two men laughed, and Ian and I looked at each other. Neither of us had any marriage experience, so we couldn’t join in the laughter.

      “Did Harvey have any enemies?” I asked, once the men had stopped laughing at their trite jokes.

      Both men shook their heads. “Nope, seemed a simple enough business,” Xavier said.

      Dave was about to agree, but then he stopped himself. “There was one customer, once. Greg Tullius. Got into a huge shouting match with Harvey. Don’t know why though,” he said, in response to my questioning look.

      I nodded to myself. “And all the other customers were usually happy dealing with Harvey?”

      “Sure.”

      “Do you guys know if Harvey knew Roger Briars?”

      “The singer guy? The one they caught on camera?” They both shook their heads.

      Ian and I asked a few more questions, trying to find out more about Harvey and anything unusual that may’ve been happening before his death, but the two men had no other information to share, so we finally thanked them and headed back out.

      When we went to the front of the store, Joan was busy looking through five furs that an elderly woman with gleaming white hair had brought in, and she glanced up at us and nodded.

      “Thanks for your help,” I said to her, sliding one of my business cards across the counter toward her. “Let me know if you think of anything else.”

      Joan nodded again, but this time she was looking at the furs, and not me, so Ian and I let ourselves out and headed for my car.
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      “It’s always the spouse,” Ian was muttering as we crossed the parking lot to get to my Honda. “I’m telling you: she’s got no alibi, and she was the last person to have seen him alive.”

      “I’m not crossing her off my list,” I told him, “but we’ve barely talked to anyone yet. And I just can’t see her doing it. She seems kind of helpless, don’t you think?”

      “That’s true,” Ian admitted. “She seems lost. I don’t think she wants to be in this spot.”

      We stepped into the car to see Nanna staring off into the distance.

      “We’re back,” Ian said loudly, as though Nanna hadn’t noticed us.

      “That man,” Nanna said. “Look, the old white sedan over there—the man sitting in it’s been staring non-stop at the dry cleaning shop.”

      Ian and I both swiveled our heads to look in the direction Nanna was staring at. Sure enough, there was a white sedan parked there, and the man sitting in the driver’s seat was looking ahead at the dry cleaners.

      “Maybe he’s waiting for someone,” Ian suggested.

      “Sure. But he’s been here longer than we have. I saw him as soon as I got into the car, and he hasn’t moved since.”

      Something about the situation felt off, so I said, “I’ll go talk to him.”

      Immediately, Ian said, “I’ll come with.”

      I shook my head. “No, you stay with Nanna. If anything goes wrong, I need you to call the cops and drive Nanna home if you need to.”

      Before either of them could say anything more, I let myself out of the car and headed over toward the sedan—except I made it look as though I was going toward the car parked opposite him.

      Once I got to within a few feet of the sedan, I peered at it closely. The back seats were covered with all kinds of junk: blankets, towels, what looked like a bar of soap, and an extra pair of shoes. There were two grocery bags filled with more stuff. I could make out a few workman’s tools: screwdrivers, a ball peen hammer, a pair of rubber gloves, and a set of wrenches. As I got closer, I noticed a pillow lying on top of one of the grocery bags, and then it hit me. This man must be living in his car.

      I was close enough to see the man now, but he was wearing a baseball cap and sunglasses. As though he sensed my presence, he whirled around, glanced at me, and fired up his ignition.

      I was just about to run toward his car and try to knock on his door when he pulled out of the parking lot and sped off, leaving me standing there alone.

      “That was… odd,” I muttered to myself.
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      The chat with Joan had taken us slightly longer than I’d expected, so the three of us headed straight to the Tremonte and over to Roger’s show.

      We arrived just as the show was wrapping up, and we peered into the lounge to have a look. To my surprise, the place looked nothing like the half-empty room I’d seen in the photos Nanna had shown me: it was packed, crammed full of people.

      We stayed there for the last few minutes of Roger’s show, and I got my second surprise of the evening: Roger was actually talented, just like Nanna said.

      His voice was deep and melodious, and he breathed life into the sad ballad he was singing. The audience was mesmerized, and when his set ended, the applause was deafening.

      “He’s not a washed-up hack like I’d thought,” Ian said.

      “Told ya,” Nanna said sharply with a hmph.

      The crowd began to rise and make their way toward the three entrances. I was just about to head to the back of the room when I saw him—the man I’d seen just minutes ago, sitting in his car and watching the dry cleaner’s! He was still wearing his sunglasses and baseball cap, and the instant I took a few steps toward him, he turned to face me.

      Immediately, he made a dash for the closest exit.

      This time, I did give chase. Leaving Nanna and Ian behind, I pushed my way through the crowd to the exit he’d left through. But by the time I got there, the man was gone.

      “Rats,” I muttered, scowling to myself and ignoring the people giving me funny looks. “Not again.”

      I made my way back to Nanna and Ian, who looked confused until I explained what’d just happened.

      “This can’t be a coincidence,” Nanna said with a hopeful smile on her face. “Maybe he’s the real killer!”

      “Maybe he works for the FBI and he’s investigating undercover,” Ian said.

      I sighed. “Maybe he’s just a nosy homeless guy. Anyway, we’re not going to find out now. We may as well talk to Roger Briars.”

      “Ohmygod!” Nanna said, suddenly looking like she was about to faint. “This is it!”

      I turned to her and tilted my head. “Are you going to be okay?”

      “Okay? I’m going to be great!”

      She was flushed pink, fanning her face. “Hang on, let me put on some lipstick! Why didn’t I do this in the car?”

      We waited a minute while Nanna put on some bright pink lipstick—and then decided to powder her face a bit—and then decided to swirl on some mascara like I’d shown her. When we were just about ready to go, she decided to fluff up her hair a bit, and then she told us she’d make a quick dash to the bathroom. “I don’t want to go in the middle of the interview. In fact, you two should go, too!”

      “I’m fine,” I assured Nanna, wondering if it’d been a good idea to bring her after all.
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      When Nanna finally reappeared near the entrance to Roger’s dressing room after a good twenty minutes, she’d applied a liberal dose of perfume and a coat of eyeshadow.

      “I’m all good to go now,” she declared happily.

      “You look great,” Ian said to her. “Your eyes are all shiny.”

      Nanna smiled and fanned herself. “This is it!” she repeated.

      I took a deep breath and knocked on Roger’s door.

      “Come in,” called his deep voice, and the three of us all trooped in single-file.

      Up close, Roger was strikingly handsome. His blue eyes were a deep, clear azure, so bright that I was sure they were contacts. They stood out in contrast to his tanned skin, and his face was all angles and a strong jaw. When he smiled, his teeth gleamed a perfect pearly white, and as we shook hands and introduced ourselves, I noticed that his accent had a touch of Texan drawl.

      “I’m sure glad you finally made it,” Roger said to me. “It’s a pleasure to meet y’all. Especially you, Nanna.”

      Nanna looked like she could melt into the floor, but she managed to squeak out, “I’m a huge fan of yours.”

      “Thank you.” Roger dipped his head. “It’s an honor to meet a real fan.”

      “You’re as handsome up close as you are on stage,” Nanna said.

      Roger smiled again.

      “Your hair is so shiny,” Nanna said. “Is it real? Do you use a special shampoo?”

      “I use Heads Above,” Roger said. “I had an ad contract with them before—before I moved down here.”

      “Nanna convinced me to come talk to you,” I said, trying to steer the conversation toward more important topics. Although, I did make a mental note to try out Heads Above for my next shampoo. “Most people seem to think you killed Harvey.”

      “Harvey Gaudet. That’s one name I’ll never forget,” said Roger, sitting down on a small hard-backed wooden chair, and indicating that we take the sofa opposite him. “But only because of this business. I never even knew the man. I’d never seen him before that day.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t know him?” I asked. “Never met him even once or twice? Maybe he came to your shows?”

      Roger shook his head. “No. The cops looked through footage of my shows for him, and they didn’t find him, not in the last six months at least. That’s how long the Tremonte keeps tapes of my shows.”

      “And you never met the man before?”

      “No.”

      “Okay.” I leaned back and crossed my legs, watching Roger carefully. “What’s the deal with stuffing him into the oven then?”

      Roger sighed, and the lines on his face seemed to be etched deeper. “Here’s the thing. And I’ve told this to that detective a million times, and I’ve gone over it in my head a million times more.”

      He took a deep breath and went on. “Monday night, I did my show, right? Nothing unusual there.” We all nodded, and Roger went on. “I went straight up after my show, and a few minutes later, my lady friend showed up. I let her into my room, we had a good time, and then I had a shower and said goodbye to her. I was about to order room service when I noticed a foot poking out from under my bed! I had a look and it was this guy, naked as the day was long.”

      He paused to take a breath and Nanna reapplied her lipstick.

      “Okay,” Roger said. “So I pulled the guy out, and checked for his pulse, but I knew he was dead. He was cold to touch, like a lizard.”

      “And this was the first time you were seeing him?” I asked.

      Roger nodded. “Yep. And he was dead. Deader than a doornail. And I’d got nothing to do with it.”

      Roger looked miserable, and I breathed in deeply. So far, I was tempted to believe his story.

      “If you found him dead in your room, how’d he get there?”

      Roger shook his head. “No idea. Someone must’ve put him there! And I don’t know—maybe he’d been put in my room while I was still doing my show? I came up to my suite and headed straight for the bathroom where I freshened up and changed, and then my lady stopped by and we hung out in the living room. I only went to the bedroom after she’d left. So the body could’ve been there a whole long time.”

      He shuddered, and I pressed my lips together. It was certainly creepy imagining that a dead body had been put in your room while you were out.

      Ian said, “Who’s this lady friend of yours? Maybe she put the body there.”

      Roger burst out laughing. “No, Anna? No way! She’s a nice woman, and she just had a handbag with her. How’d she get a body in?”

      “Hmm.” I decided to circle back to this Anna later. “So, why didn’t you call the police as soon as you found the body?”

      Roger let out a derisive snort. “Are you kidding me? And have what happened to me last time happen all over again? No way, no how. I lost my fiancé, I lost my career. And then I rebuilt my career—or something like it. I’m not famous anymore, and tons of people think I’m a killer, but they’ve never proved anything. And I get paid to sing, and I live in this nice suite of rooms.”

      He glanced around himself, suddenly agitated. “My life might not seem like much to some, but it’s what I’ve got. I’m not giving it up. No way, no how,” he repeated, running a hand through his mop of dirty-blond hair that I was pretty sure was a good dye job, and then stood up and began pacing the room.

      His nervous energy made me feel slightly uncomfortable.

      Sitting beside me, Ian said, “It seems like a pretty nice life to me.”

      Roger gave him a withering glance. “Not when you used to be a megastar.”

      He paused, put his hands on his hips, and glanced off into space, his head tilted high. He looked like a completely different person from the smooth, deep-voiced lounge singer we’d just seen performing. He looked like any arrogant young pop star, high on adrenaline and adoration. “That used to be the life.”

      I crossed one leg over the other and tilted my head, watching him carefully. It was like he’d moved back in time. “You miss it.” It was a statement, not a question.

      Roger deflated, looking down at me. His hands fell to his sides, and he sighed. “Of course. What I wouldn’t give to go back to those days—to have it never stop.”

      Ian said, “I guess you shouldn’t have killed Alicia, then.”

      Roger froze. Not a muscle moved in his body; his face didn’t change color, and his eyes didn’t widen or narrow. It was almost like he hadn’t heard what Ian had said.

      Then, he turned to face Ian and smiled. He was like a politician answering a particularly tough question: he’d practiced ‘til he was perfect.

      “I did not kill my fiancé. I loved her deeply and her disappearance made me very, very sad. But we all mourn differently, and I’ve forced myself to move on.”

      Roger walked back to his chair and sat down again. I told myself I’d need to read a bit more about what happened between Roger and Alicia, but I had to admire the guy. His response to Ian had been perfect.

      “I never doubted you for a second,” Nanna breathed. “Of course you didn’t do anything wrong. I’m so sorry people made things difficult for you.”

      Roger smiled at Nanna. “Thank you.”

      When I didn’t say anything, he turned to me. “What about you?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve been so busy researching this case that I haven’t researched what happened in the disappearance of Alicia Tumal.”

      “You really think I might have killed her?”

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “I know next to nothing about that case, other than the fact that she disappeared and your life went from riches to—” I glanced around “—reasonably successful lounge singer.”

      Roger smiled thinly. “At least you’re honest.”

      “I’m tempted to believe you didn’t have anything to do with Alicia’s disappearance,” I said slowly. “Simply because it made your life much worse. Unless you didn’t foresee that you’d be so much more worse off without her.” I took a deep breath. “And I don’t think you’re stupid. You must’ve known the fans would figure out you killed her and turned on you.”

      Roger nodded. “So what would you like to know about this death?”

      “You were just telling us how you found the body. You didn’t call the police because you didn’t want to get into trouble, and you didn’t want the attention.”

      Roger leaned forward. “Exactly. So I found a robe that one of my lady friends had left behind—I don’t remember who—and I dressed him in that. I found an empty luggage carrier in the hallway. Now, that was a stroke of luck! I brought it into my room, loaded the body up onto it, and covered it. I used the service elevator to take that thing into the kitchen.”

      “And you know where all the cameras are, so you could avoid them,” said Ian. “That’s brilliant.”

      Roger spread out his hands. “I’ve lived here forever. I know where most things are.”

      “Except you didn’t know there’d be cameras in the kitchen.”

      “Exactly,” Roger said. “Used to be chefs didn’t want cameras in their kitchens. So anyhow, I got the body to the oven, pushed it in, turned the oven on, and left. Figured I was home safe. No one would be able to tie the body to me.”

      “You were wrong,” said Ian.

      “Yes,” said Roger. “I was. And now I’m about to lose all this.”

      He glanced around himself at the tiny room, and his gaze fell on Nanna.

      She smiled happily. “You’re not going to lose anything. We’ll help you out.”

      Roger looked at me. “We?”

      I gave my head the tiniest of shakes. I think he understood what I meant, and didn’t press anymore.

      “Tell us about your lady friend,” Ian said. “You said her name was Anna. Anna what?”

      “Wish I knew,” said Roger rolling his eyes. “Haven’t seen her since that night. She used to visit me every week.”

      “Can’t you give her a call? Seems you knew her pretty well.”

      “She gave me the number of a burner cell and she hasn’t been answering.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “Burner cell?”

      Roger scrunched up his nose. “She’s got a boyfriend. Told me she wanted to keep us quiet, casual, under the radar. That suited me just fine.”

      “‘Til now.”

      He nodded. “‘Til now.”

      I still didn’t like the sound of that burner cell. “How long’ve you known her?”

      “A year, maybe two years now.”

      “Why do you think she isn’t coming forward to clear your name? Not that her coming forward would necessarily prove you’re innocent. The timeline still doesn’t match up, since the dead body could’ve been in your room a while.”

      “Maybe that’s what she thinks,” Roger said. “Anyway, it’s not like we talk or text on her phone unless it’s an emergency. I think she keeps the phone stashed somewhere, away from her boyfriend.”

      I sighed. “We need to track her down. But if the cops haven’t had much luck tracking her down with all their resources, I’m not sure we’ll be able to.”

      “What’s her last name?” Ian said.

      “Anna… I want to say Ray? It started with R, that’s for sure.”

      I pressed my lips together and pulled out my smartphone, where I logged into my private investigators’ database app. I was thankful the app existed, and I no longer needed to drag my laptop around.

      Ian and Nanna also pulled out their phones, trawling through the search engines and social media apps, looking for an “Anna Ray.”

      There was no one by that name living in Vegas, but there were a few Anna Rays in California, Texas, New York, and Minnesota.

      “She lives in Vegas,” said Roger helpfully.

      “That rules out everyone we’ve found so far,” I said. “Could Anna be short for something? Annabel? Anna-Sue? Anastasia?”

      “Maybe,” admitted Roger.

      I ran “Anna” through a name generator and came up with a myriad of options. Pairing all those options with “Ray, Vegas,” didn’t come up with much, so I tried to pair them with “R, Vegas.”

      It seemed like we were there for hours, putting all those names into little search boxes and checking the photos the search engines and databases had come up with, showing Roger the results.

      Finally, he pointed to a photo excitedly. “That’s her!”

      The four of us all stared at the photo.

      It was a woman Ian had found via a search engine, so he clicked the photo and was taken to a website for a Vegas burlesque club. “Anastacia Reynolds, singer.”

      Anastacia was like the human version of Jessica Rabbit: voluptuous, beautiful, with gorgeous green eyes, wavy auburn hair, high cheekbones, and a stunning smile. She wore a sleeveless, low-cut red dress that emphasized her curves, and her lips were painted a deep red.

      “Anastacia Reynolds,” Roger repeated softly.

      “The website’s got a phone number,” Ian announced. “Now we know how to get in touch with her.”

      I wondered briefly if I should give Anna’s information to the police, but I decided to wait until we’d talked to her ourselves. I didn’t want Elwood scaring Anna into clamming up, and I really wanted to know if Roger’s story, or at least whatever parts of it Anna could verify, was true.

      “So you’ll get in touch with her?” Roger asked hopefully. “You’re taking the job.”

      “Of course she’s taking the job,” Nanna said quickly. She rifled in her bag and pulled out a piece of paper and a pen. “Here’s her standard PI contract. We need a check in advance for expenses.”

      I looked at Nanna’s bag. “How on earth did you get a copy of my contract?”

      “Do you really want to know?” she asked.

      “No, I suppose not,” I admitted, leaning back against the sofa. “And I guess Nanna’s right. I’ll take the case. I don’t know what’s going on, but the whole situation feels off to me.”

      “And we’ve already got information the police couldn’t find,” Ian said excitedly.

      “I don’t think the police tried too hard to find her,” Roger said bitterly. “They thought I was making her up.”

      “Why didn’t you try Googling her like we did?” asked Ian.

      “I did—but I looked for Anna Ray and Anna R. I didn’t do all the other stuff you guys did.”

      He signed the PI contract with a flourish and handed a check over to me. “I can tell you live up to your reputation,” he said. “Do you need anything else from me right now?”

      “Yes,” said Nanna, with an excited smile. “Could you take a selfie with me?”
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      As we all got into my car, Nanna said, “I’m sure this Anastacia Reynolds did it. She killed the guy. I’m telling you—she’s our killer.”

      “You’re just jealous,” I couldn’t help teasing as I started up the car and it jerked to life. “Just a tiny bit green-eyed.”

      Nanna snorted. “Jealous? Of a killer? No way!”

      “What now?” said Ian excitedly. “Are we going straight to her club?”

      “I thought you could drop me at home first,” said Nanna. “Wes is going to be back from his boys’ fishing trip soon, and I want to be home when he gets there.”

      “And then are we going to the club?” Ian asked.

      “Maybe,” I said.

      After we dropped Nanna at home, I called the number off the website Ian had found, asking when Anastacia would be performing again next.

      “Next show’s at midnight,” said a bored-sounding woman. “Buy tickets at the door.”

      She hung up before I could ask any more questions.

      I considered calling back, but decided against it.

      “Let’s go home,” I told Ian. “We can go to the show at midnight.”
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        * * *

      

      By the time Ian and I got home, it was early evening.

      I had a couple of hours to kill before we set out for Anna’s show, and I spent a few long minutes staring at my phone. Ryan still hadn’t messaged me.

      Finally, I picked it up and called Stone. “I can see you now,” I said.

      Five minutes later, Stone was at my door.

      I didn’t ask him how he got there so quickly; instead, I just let him in silently.

      He was wearing his usual dark jeans and polished dress shoes, but today he was wearing a green-and-white checkered cotton shirt. It looked somehow fresh and summery, less formal than the white shirts he normally wore.

      He quirked one dark eyebrow at me. “What?”

      I shrugged. “Nice shirt.”

      The corners of his lips went up slightly, and he took a step toward me.

      He looked into my eyes, and I wondered how long it’d been since I’d last seen Stone smiling. The last few times we’d met had been in much more stressful situations. His smile was nice, I decided, something rare and precious.

      He reached a hand behind and pulled something out of his back jeans pocket. “This is for you.”

      I looked down at his hand and was oddly disappointed when I saw what it was. “An envelope.”

      “With a letter. From Ryan.”

      My heart gave a loud thud, and I felt my knees grow weak. “Oh.”

      Stone handed the letter over, and my fingers closed around it.

      I was still staring at it by the time Stone got to my front door. “I’ll leave you alone with it.”

      I looked up at Stone. I wasn’t sure how I felt— Finally, something from Ryan! But… why the letter?

      “Thank you, Stone,” I said softly.

      He tilted his head. “How are you doing?”

      “I… I guess I’ve been better.” I gave him a wry smile. “Did you know Ryan knew about his leaving months before he told me?”

      Stone’s eyes softened with sympathy, and I knew he’d known. Of course he’d known. Stone has contacts everywhere—and knows far too many things he shouldn’t.

      And then, instantly, I felt bad about dragging Stone into my drama. “It’s okay,” I said. “Thanks for the letter.”

      “Bye,” he said, and then he disappeared.

      I sighed to myself. It would’ve been nice to spend more time with Stone, but he was right in assuming I wanted to be alone.

      But he was wrong in thinking that I’d want to read the letter now. I glanced at the envelope. It was sealed. I wondered how Ryan had gotten it to Stone. Why a letter, and not a text? How much did he have to say?

      I didn’t want to know those answers just yet. I wasn’t sure I could handle it.

      It was easier to focus on Harvey Gaudet’s death instead. And to wonder about the mysterious burlesque singer, Anastacia Reynolds.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 14

          

        

      

    

    
      After Stone left, I decided to treat myself to a rare daytime nap. It took no time at all to fall fast asleep.

      When my alarm went off at eleven, I’d been in the middle of a dream where I was chasing an old white-haired lady. The closer I got to her, the further away she got—until she finally splintered into a hundred old ladies and they all ran away.

      It was a thoroughly depressing dream, and I lay in bed for a few minutes before I forced myself up. I wished I’d been dreaming of fun stuff, like amusement park rides and cupcakes. Not dreams that highlighted my failure to perform a simple task. Maybe I should just return Susan’s money and wash my hands of that job completely.
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        * * *

      

      Anastacia’s show was one hour long, and Ian and I sat mesmerized as she performed.

      It was near the end of her show, and the tiny hall where she performed was packed. Looking around, I saw that every other audience member, both male and female, was riveted by Anna’s performance.

      She was certainly gorgeous—that was part of her appeal—but it was her poise, her grace and confidence, that really stole the show. Her green eyes sparkled under the lights, and her voice was rich and enchanting.

      There were only five minutes left of the show, when I glanced across the room and saw him again—the baseball cap wearer who’d been watching the dry cleaners! Why was he here?

      I nudged Ian, jerking my head toward the guy.

      “No!” said Ian in a hoarse whisper once he saw who it was. “He was at Roger’s, too!”

      “He’s definitely involved in Harvey’s death somehow,” I said. “And I’m not losing him this time.”

      “Okay.” Ian nodded his head. “You go track him down, and I’ll track down Anna.”

      Our plan decided, I headed out and over to the parking lot. As I scoured the lot, I spotted what I was looking for. The white sedan belonging to Baseball Cap Guy.

      I lounged beside it, wondering what I’d say. But just as the sounds of loud applause reached my ears, I saw Baseball Cap Guy heading my way.

      He spotted me and froze, before taking off at a run.

      He dashed toward the darker, emptier side of the parking lot, and he seemed much quicker than me. I was about to lose him.

      Pulling my smartphone out of my bag, I threw it at him, clocking him soundly in the head.

      “Ow!” he stopped and rubbed the back of his head where I’d hit him.

      That gave me enough time to close the distance between us.

      By the time he turned around and saw me, I’d already caught up to him.

      “Hey,” I said, reaching out and grabbing his arm.

      I meant to explain to him that I just wanted to talk. That I didn’t mean to hurt him.

      But instead of giving me a chance to talk, he groaned loudly and fell to the ground, writhing around in obvious pain.

      “What’s wrong?” I said in a panic. I’d barely laid a finger on the guy. “Are you okay?”

      “No,” he said. “I’m not!”
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      Ian ran up to me as I stood there, gaping at the man on the ground.

      “What’s wrong?” Ian asked. “Did you beat him up? Did you get a chance to use your Krav Maga skills?”

      “No! I barely touched him.”

      We both stared at the guy, and then I stretched out one arm. “Let me help you up.”

      “Thanks.”

      He let me pull him up, then he dusted off his pants. “You got my weak spot,” he said. “That nerve still hurts.”

      “Oh. Why?”

      The man glanced around the parking lot. The show’s customers were starting to stream out now, and a few of them were giving us funny glances, clearly wondering what was going on.

      “Let’s go somewhere to talk,” I said.

      The man had taken off his sunglasses, finally, but he was still wearing his baseball cap.

      “Do we have to?” he asked. Even in the darkness, his brown eyes looked watery, and I could make out the dark shadows under them. “Why can’t you two just leave me alone?”

      “We aren’t doing anything,” I said. “But we keep running into you. Seems like we might have some common interests.”

      “Okay,” he relented. “There’s a decent coffee place five minutes’ walk from here.”

      We walked the distance in silence until we got to a small joint with a neon sign hanging out front. The sign declared that it was “Jim’s Crowded House,” and the aroma of freshly brewed coffee drifted out the front door. Despite the late hour, people were coming in and out of the place, laughing and looking as awake as they would at ten in the morning.

      As we entered, a long-haired blond man behind the counter raised his arm and waved at us. “Heya, Pete! Good to see you again.”

      Baseball Cap Guy nodded, and then he led us toward the back of the tiny place where we took our seats around a small, rickety wooden table. He looked at Ian and said, “Make mine an Americano.”

      “Decaf cappuccino,” I said to Ian. “Get yourself a decaf, too.”

      I found my wallet and pulled out a few bills, which I handed over to Ian. I figured Pete wouldn’t be paying anything, and I was right.

      Once Ian left, I turned to Pete and looked at him carefully for the first time. He seemed to be in his mid-thirties, but his face was etched with deep lines and his eyes looked worried. The dark circles under his eyes looked like they were permanent, and when he took off his cap, I saw that his hair was sparse and thinning.

      He ran one hand through his hair and looked at me curiously. “Why do you guys keep showing up?”

      “I suppose it’s the same reason as you. Harvey Gaudet. Who was he to you?”

      Ian returned to the table in time to hear Pete say, “My boss. I used to work there ‘til about a month and a half ago. Who’s Harvey to you guys?”

      Ian sat down as I started to explain, “We’re looking into his death.”

      “You’re cops?”

      “No. Private investigators.”

      “Then I don’t need to talk to you.” Pete eyed me warily, as though he was about to push his chair back and walk off, free coffee or no.

      “Would you rather talk to the police?” The threat was implied, and it seemed to do the trick.

      Pete settled down in his chair. “I don’t like them. They put me on edge.”

      “They haven’t talked to you about Harvey?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t work there anymore. Why would they talk to me?”

      “Why were you watching the dry cleaners?”

      Our coffee arrived and Pete took a long, slow sip. Finally, he said, “I lost my job last month because I got hurt. I couldn’t keep working, had to check in to the Valley Hospital.”

      “You haven’t been working since then?”

      He shook his head. “I got out of the hospital two weeks ago. Not since then.”

      “That explains the car,” I said, feeling a wave of sudden sympathy. “You’ve been living in your car.”

      “Yes,” he admitted. “But I’m better now. I was thinking of asking for my job back. They’ve got another guy in there, but I know the job better. Maybe Joan’ll hire me back. I was trying to work up the nerve to go in there and ask.”

      I watched him as he talked. He rubbed the side of his neck and took another long sip of his coffee. He seemed hungry, tired, and on edge. I wish I’d thought to order a sandwich for him. If he’d been living in his car, it must’ve been difficult to eat properly.

      “What were you doing at Roger’s show?” Ian asked.

      Pete shrugged. “Same thing as half the crowd there. I was curious. Thought maybe he killed Harvey. Like his face would give something away, maybe.” Pete smiled wryly, as though at his own folly.

      “Where were you on the Tuesday Harvey was killed?” I said suddenly.

      Pete looked surprised. “Sleeping in my car. Probably parked near the off-ramp. Why?”

      I deflated as quickly as I’d gotten hopefully. “I’d thought maybe you’d parked near the cleaners, that you might’ve seen something.”

      He shook his head. “No, sorry. I should’ve. I don’t sleep all that well these days. Need to move my car every few hours, before someone calls the cops on me.”

      He sighed, and I felt a pang of sympathy for the many homeless people who were on the streets through no fault of their own.

      “You’ll probably get a job soon,” said Ian optimistically. “You seem okay—I’m sure you could work as a cashier somewhere even if Joan can’t give you your old job back.”

      Pete smiled politely at Ian. “It’s not that easy, I’m afraid.”

      We were getting sidetracked, so I asked, “Why were you at Anastacia’s show?”

      Pete raised an eyebrow at us. “Have you seen her? She’s gorgeous!”

      “Yes, but—it doesn’t seem like the place a homeless guy would go. There’s something else there for you, isn’t there?”

      He leaned back and crossed his arms defensively. “So just because I’m homeless I can’t go watch a show? I don’t deserve some fun?”

      I tilted my head. He refused to meet my eyes, so I said, “I suppose we should call the cops now. They’ll probably figure out your connection to Anastacia’s show faster than I can.”

      Pete glared at me. “Why do you gotta be like this? I already told you—cops make my life harder.”

      “Then tell us about the show.”

      Pete growled under his breath, muttering something I couldn’t hear. Finally, he said, “Fine. The thing is, I’ve been dating Anna.”

      Ian and I gawked at him. “You’re her boyfriend.”

      “Yes. Still am. We’ve been dating six months, and she didn’t dump me when I got sick or nothin’. She gives me a bit of cash here and there to help me get by. Says she’s got faith in me.”

      “Why would…” I wanted to ask why someone like Anastacia would date a homeless guy like Pete, but the question died at the tip of my tongue.

      Anastacia was already in a relationship of sorts with Roger, and she claimed to be keeping it casual with him because she was seeing someone. Maybe she’d lied about her serious boyfriend? Or maybe she was dating three men at once? I tried to push away any icky feelings that idea brought up. After all, men constantly dated multiple women at once, so why couldn’t a woman do the same?

      “You’re wondering what she’d have to do with a loser like me,” Pete said. “And I wonder the same thing! But there you’ve got it.”

      “Uh huh.” Ian and I continued to look at him, slightly dumbfounded. Finally, I said, “What can you tell us about Anna?”

      “Not much,” Pete admitted. “Our relationship is still pretty new. She’s a great gal though, really nice.”

      “And what about Harvey?”

      “He was okay,” Pete said, not meeting my eyes. “Wish I hadn’t lost my job, but it is what it is.”

      “Did he have any enemies?”

      “No,” said Pete.

      “None at all? No customers who got mad at him, nothing?

      “Nope—no, hang on. Now I think about it, there was one customer. Guy named Gregory Tullius. Got real mad at Harvey. Made all kinds of threats.”

      “Why?”

      Pete shrugged. “Not sure. But he was mad. Steaming mad.”

      I looked at Ian and nodded, my sign that he could ask any questions if he wanted to.

      Ian drained the rest of his coffee in one gulp and said, “Where do you park, most nights?”

      “Different spots,” Pete said. “Off the highway. In one of those off-Strip roads sometimes. I’m gonna buy shades for my windows and leave them up, then no one’ll know I’m sleeping there.”

      “That’s a good plan,” Ian said. “You should apply for a job at the Robertson’s off Stevedore. I remember seeing a Help Wanted sign in the window.”

      “Thanks, man,” said Pete. “I’ll keep that in mind.”
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      “This is the second time someone has mentioned Greg Tullius,” Ian said as we rode the elevator up to our floor of apartments. “Something’s up with that guy.”

      “Something’s up with everyone we’ve talked to so far,” I muttered. “And what happened with Anastacia? How come you didn’t talk to her?”

      “I tried to talk to her,” Ian protested as we got out on our floor and headed toward our doors. “I saw her come down off the stage and head toward the bar. But one minute I saw her, the next she was gone. She must’ve gone out before I saw her. And then I got worried about you, so I came out.”

      “We’ll try talking to her again tomorrow,” I said. “She’s got the same show on, same time.”

      “What about your shift?”

      “It’s an earlier one. I can try to move it up a bit more if I have to. Anyway, I’m going to talk to Greg tomorrow, first thing in the morning.”

      “I’ll come too! No, wait—I’m supposed to go on a wine tasting trip with Sally and her mom. How about we go talk to Greg the day after tomorrow?”

      We were at Ian’s door now and I shook my head. “I don’t want to delay. Every day counts.”

      “Oh.” He looked at the floor sadly. “Okay, how about I tell Sally we’ll go wine tasting another day?”

      I looked at him seriously. “No, you made a date with her, and her mom will be there too. You need to show up for her.”

      “Really? I’m sure she’ll understand…”

      “I don’t think so. I’m not actually your employer. If it was me in Sally’s shoes, I wouldn’t understand. And you guys haven’t been seeing each other that long. You gotta give her more time.”

      Ian let out a loud breath. “I suppose you’re right.” And then he suddenly brightened. “I do like spending time with her, though! She’s cute and funny and even her mom is pretty nice to me.”

      I smiled. “See? There you go—you’d rather be with Sally than talking to a suspect with me, anyway. This is your first real relationship. Give it some real effort.”

      I said goodbye to Ian and headed down a few doors to my apartment. As I slid my key in, I had a sudden premonition that someone was in my apartment.

      A chill shot down my spine, and I glanced this way and that along the hallway. There was no one there, so I opened the door to my apartment, reaching inside to flick on the light in my living room.

      The first room in my apartment is my living-dining room with the kitchenette on the other side. A door leads to my bedroom, and there’s a small bathroom attached to the bedroom.

      No one was in the living-dining room, but I left the front door open as I walked in. I checked quickly under the sofa. No one there, either.

      Maybe I was wrong about my premonition, I thought, as I quickly checked around in the kitchen. Stone had shown me how to do a walkthrough of my place to make sure it was safe, and I felt grateful for his advice.

      Heading over to the bedroom, I flicked the switch on there.

      Beyond the window of my bedroom, there’s a small fire escape. Once I’d checked under my bed—again, no one—I headed over to the windows and pulled open the drapes.

      And screamed.

      A man was standing there, flush against the glass.

      At my scream, he clapped a hand against my mouth.

      I was about to reach up and grab his wrist, and use one of my Krav Maga moves to push him off me, when I saw who it was.

      Stone.

      I almost sagged against him with relief.

      When he removed his hand, I gave him a playful punch on the arm and rushed over to lock my front door. I didn’t want my neighbors running in, wondering what was going on.

      “What’re you doing here?” I said. “Why hide behind my curtains?”

      “Needed to know you were being careful.”

      I grunted my annoyance, and looked back at him. His dark eyes were twinkling. “I’d never have pegged you for a prankster.”

      “Not a prank if it’s got a purpose.”

      “So you broke into my apartment and hid in my bedroom for… a purpose? Like what?”

      “Like giving you some info.”

      Stone sat down on my sofa, and I sat next to him. “Info on…?”

      “Info on Harvey.”

      “I’m listening.”

      “I asked around, and word on the street is that Harvey was into some shady stuff. He’d switch out real furs with fake ones and sell off the real ones. He’d line the fakes with the same fabric so the owners couldn’t tell them apart.”

      “Wow.” I turned the news over in my mind. “Sounds like some risky business. On the one hand, I don’t know much about fur. But isn’t the fake stuff almost as good as the real these days?”

      Stone lifted his shoulders a tad, indicating that he knew just about as me when it came to fur.

      “Anyway, I guess if you’ve got a real fur valued at—what? Five, six figures? However much a good fur sells for—and then you’re duped, you wouldn’t be happy.” I frowned. “Maybe that’s why Greg Tullius was so mad at Harvey.”

      “Greg Tullius?”

      I told Stone what I’d heard about Greg’s anger at Harvey, and he listened intently, his dark eyes serious and unsmiling.

      “I’ve heard of Greg,” he said when I’d told him everything.

      “And?”

      Stone shook his head. “He’s not a nice man.”

      “Not nice as in kind of grumpy, or not nice as in—involved in shady stuff? Maybe criminal?”

      “The second one.”

      I pressed my lips together, weighing my options. “Hmm.”

      “I don’t like you going to talk to him alone. I’ll come with you.”

      “Oh, you don’t have to do that,” I said quickly. “I’ll be fine on my own.”

      “Ian’s not going?”

      “No, he’s got a date.” I smiled proudly. “He’s still seeing Sally! And she’s such a nice girl, I hope the two of them can work things out.”

      Stone nodded. “I hope so too. But if you’re going alone to talk to Greg, I’m coming with you.” I started to protest, but he cupped one hand against my cheek. “I know you’re fine on your own. But I’ll feel better if I’m with you.”

      His hand felt strong and warm against my cheek, and when he removed it, I felt an emptiness. Confusion ran through my veins, and I nodded. “Okay.” I wanted Stone to be with me. Whether that was when talking to Greg, or anywhere else.

      Our eyes met. For a second, I thought maybe Stone knew exactly what I was feeling.

      But then, he stood up. “I’ll let you get some sleep.”

      I didn’t bother standing. I watched from where I sat as he walked out, closing the door behind himself.
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      The next morning, I had breakfast by myself. I’d managed to sleep in ‘til ten, with not a single peep from Ian. As I wondered if he was already on his date, I made myself a mug of coffee and a bowl of cereal, and then I settled in front of my small TV and turned on the news.

      My phone rang, and I put the news on mute as I answered it.

      It was Elwood.

      “CSI reports are back,” he said. “Gaudet had hypothermia, but he also had severe blunt force trauma to his head that might’ve killed him. Time of death is between five in the afternoon to three the night before.”

      “Wow. That’s a pretty long window.”

      “Yep. Hypothermia really messes with a time of death.”

      “Did you find out anything else?”

      There was silence for a moment, as though Elwood was wondering whether to say anything or not. Finally, he said, “The guy had a couple of broken bones, a few broken ribs.”

      “Right. Maybe from when Roger stuffed him into the oven.”

      “Maybe. Also, he had a great big head trauma.”

      “Meaning?”

      Elwood sighed. “Meaning someone hit him on the head before he was killed.”

      “Maybe they knocked him out, then froze him.”

      We chatted a bit more about the info, but I learned nothing else that was new. I didn’t say anything about Pete; I felt sorry for the guy, and I didn’t really see how he’d be involved in Harvey’s death.

      After I hung up, I turned the volume back up on my TV, just in time to watch a long report on Harvey Gaudet’s death—one that focused on Roger Briars.

      Figures, I thought to myself. Roger was a former celebrity, and people liked to hear about celebrities.

      A prickle of worry twisted into a knot in my stomach as I watched the report. Was I doing the right thing by working for Roger?

      I mean, it was all to be nice to Nanna and try to make her feel better, but what if Roger really was a killer? I had yet to research more into what happened with Alicia Tumal. What if Roger had murderous tendencies?

      The report started off by recounting the events between Alicia and Roger. They showed old photos and videos of the two of them as a happy couple, and then ominous music played as they talked about Alicia’s disappearance.

      “Alicia Tumal was last seen by her manager, Nick Stephanopoulos, when the two had a meeting at a coffee shop just off Hollywood Boulevard. Nick claims he dropped Alicia off at home and then left. His last vision of Alicia was of her walking up to her own home.

      “Police say Nick then spent the rest of the evening and night at various meetings and parties.

      “Alicia’s fiancé, Roger, was also at a meeting that evening, but he got home around eight o’clock night. He claims that he never saw Alicia that night. When she couldn’t be accounted for the next day, he talked to police, but was asked to wait another twenty-four hours before filing a missing person’s report, which he did.

      “Alicia Tumal was never seen again.”

      The report cut to a commercial break, and I used the opportunity to make a quick dash to the bathroom. When I came back, I caught the last few seconds of a toothpaste ad, before the report started up again.

      This time, the program talked about Roger’s reaction to the news of Alicia’s disappearance. They showed snippets of his public pleas for anyone to come forward with information, his two weeks of being absent from public view.

      And then, about sixteen days after he’d reported Alicia going missing, he was spotted leaving a nightclub with a blonde model. The two were photographed kissing passionately before stepping into Roger’s sports car.

      And that’s when the public turned on him.

      Over the next few weeks, Roger continued to be spotted with other women, and speculation that he’d killed Alicia rose to a fever pitch.

      Alicia’s sister, Nadia Tumal, was one of the most vocal people who claimed Roger had a hand in Alicia’s death. She arranged protests around the city, but to no avail. No more information on Alicia was found.

      “And now,” the report went on, “Nadia Tumal is arranging protests regarding Harvey Gaudet’s death. She claims that a man who killed once has struck again—this time caught on camera—and now it is time for justice to be served.”

      I groaned at all the melodrama, but then the report switched to a short video of Roger’s show at the lounge. The room was packed, and the report went on to talk about how Roger’s popularity was now increasing, as people grew curious about the alleged killer.

      “Will we ever know the truth?” asked the female reporter in an annoyingly somber voice. “Will Roger get away with another murder? Or is he being framed this time, by someone with a darker motive?”

      The video of Roger singing in the lounge faded away, and a commercial began.

      I switched off the TV, wondering if the annoying reporter was asking the right question. Was Roger being framed for Harvey’s murder?

      If so, he was an integral part of the investigation.

      Assuming Roger was telling the truth, someone else had put a dead body in his bedroom, knowing he’d be away most of the evening performing his set. Where did Anastacia fit into the picture, if at all?

      And more importantly, who could hate Roger enough to frame him for murder?

      The image of Nadia Tumal protesting her sister’s disappearance flashed through my mind.

      Nanna had said something about her being a bit of a protest-happy hippy, and Nadia clearly still believed Roger was responsible for Alicia’s death. She was in Las Vegas at the moment—could she have arranged all this to get justice for her sister? Was she connected to Harvey Gaudet somehow?

      I flicked through the search engines, looking for more information on Nadia Tumal. There wasn’t much, other than the news about her blaming Roger for Alicia’s death, and now blaming Roger for Harvey’s death. She was, however, camped out in front of the Tremonte, where she’d organized protests.

      Some further Googling revealed that she was living out of a trailer parked at a popular RV lot just off the Strip. It was close enough to the Tremonte that she could get there after a quick walk.

      I assumed Nadia had brought along a group of people who also staunchly believed in Roger’s death, or they simply enjoyed protesting alongside her. The news reports indicated that she was a charismatic woman, and I imagined she’d have a group of cronies who’d do anything for her.

      I made a note to speak to Nadia Tumal as soon as I could. If nothing else, she could tell me more about Roger and his history with Alicia.

      My internet research done, I placed a call to the number I’d found in my PI database for Gregory Tullius. It went straight to voicemail, and I left a message requesting that he return my call.

      An hour later, Gregory called me back. He sounded grumpy and busy over the phone, so I explained that I was a PI, so could I please have a word with him? He was about to hang up—until I quickly added that I was looking into Harvey Gaudet’s death.

      That gave him pause, and after a few seconds of silence, he invited me to come over to a small event center in Summerlin, early that afternoon.

      I hung up happily, immediately texting Stone the time and address for meeting Gregory.
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      Stone picked me up from my apartment, and I asked him to do a detour through Gladys’s neighborhood. He didn’t ask why, and as we passed a bodega a few blocks from Gladys’s house, I spotted her!

      “Pull over,” I hissed excitedly, and once Stone had parked, I jumped out and began running toward Gladys.

      “Gladys!” I yelled.

      The old woman turned around and saw me running like a crazy person, and she whirled around and took off.

      “Wait!” I yelled. “I just want to talk to you!”

      Completely passing by the strip of small shops, we entered another residential street. Out of the corner of my eye, I was conscious of Stone’s Porsche following a few yards behind us at a crawl.

      Gladys rounded a bend suddenly, and I found myself tripping over a big plastic trash bin that came tumbling toward me.

      Grumbling loudly, I righted myself and looked toward where I’d last seen Gladys.

      She was gone.

      I groaned. Not again!

      Stone pulled up beside me. “You’ve, uh, got a chocolate wrapper stuck to your shorts.”

      “Ew.”

      I plucked it off and tried to think positively. At least it wasn’t a bowl of stale day-old spaghetti. The nerve of that old woman, throwing trash cans at me!

      Muttering under my breath and annoyed at myself for spooking her again, I headed back to the car and slid into the passenger seat again. “I hate this job,” I muttered. “I think I like murders better!”

      “Who was she?”

      “You know, Gladys—the old woman I was meant to get in touch with, to tell her to call her daughter.”

      “Huh.” Stone hit the accelerator, and we took off toward our meeting with Gregory. “I don’t know who that old woman is,” he said, “but she really doesn’t want to talk to you.”
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      The event center turned out to be a riot of workers running helter-skelter, setting things up for a sweet sixteen birthday party.

      “Wow,” I breathed. “This is amazing.”

      The place was set up with balloons, streamers, and flowers, all in a white-and-turquoise color scheme. An ice sculpture of the Eiffel Tower was being unloaded from a van, and I noticed women clad in black-and-white uniforms setting up small towers of white and turquoise macarons. A band was setting up in one corner, and two women were drawing a Parisian café scene on a large blackboard.

      I spotted Greg Tullius standing in the middle of it all, directing people and approving checklists. As we walked toward him, his phone rang, and he scowled and barked into it for a moment before hanging up and turning to us.

      We introduced ourselves, and Greg excused himself to yell at a young man walking past with a bunch of helium balloons. “Not there! Keep the dance floor empty!”

      He turned to us again. “I oughta get paid for event planning. My daughter said she’d do most of it, but she’s not here, is she? Well, it is her party, I suppose. I’m bringing in a last-minute event woman, but it’s another hour ‘til she gets here.”

      “I’m sure the party will be amazing,” I said excitedly. “It looks beautiful!”

      Greg looked at me dubiously. “You think?”

      I nodded. “I’m confident.”

      We heard the sound of a car door slamming outside in the parking lot, and a teenaged girl wearing designer sneakers, shorts, and a tank top walked in. Greg brightened up immediately.

      “Daddy!” the girl said. “Mom’s driving me to the store. Is it okay if I pick up an extra gift for myself?”

      Greg’s eyes twinkled. “What do ya have in mind?”

      “Well… you know how the party’s got a Paris theme? Mom says I can get that diamond locket I wanted.”

      “What’s all that got to do with Paris?” Greg asked, his tone clearly teasing.

      His daughter rolled her eyes. “You know—it’s all the rage in Paris to wear one like that nowadays.”

      “I’m sure it is, sweetie.” Greg smiled and bent down to drop a kiss on his daughter’s forehead. “Get one that’s trendy as—” his brows wrinkled in confusion “—what do they say these days? All out?”

      “Sure,” said his daughter. “Trendy as all out. I’ll get one just like that.”

      She leaned up on tiptoe, gave her dad a kiss on the cheek, and rushed out as quickly as she’d come in. I wondered if she even noticed the amazing Paris-themed décor that was coming to life before us.

      After she left, Greg seemed to be a mellower man.

      “Let’s talk,” he said, indicating a stack of chairs that were grouped together in a corner.

      It was out of earshot of the workers scurrying around, and as we sat, I explained that I was looking into Harvey Gaudet’s death. I didn’t say anything about Roger, but I did ask how long Greg had been using Harvey’s store.

      “On and off for a few years now,” he said.

      “And he stole from you,” I said. It wasn’t quite a question.

      Greg eyed me warily. “Yes,” he said finally. “I’ve got no reason to hide that. I found out a month ago that he’d been swapping out my furs, and I had a word with him.”

      “Seems like you had a very angry word with him.”

      Greg chuckled. “Yeah, I did get mad. Guess I got a temper on me. But Harvey explained things, and I… I forgave him.”

      “Really?”

      He rubbed his forehead. “Well… wasn’t nothing I could do about it. But Harvey said it wasn’t really him that done it. He had this employee there who’d been lying and stealing.”

      My jaw dropped. “Pete?”

      I looked at Stone, who shook his head very slightly. I knew what that meant.

      It was definitely Harvey who’d been the one stealing.

      Greg’s lips tightened, and his eyes narrowed slightly, as though he’d told me too much. “Was that his name?” he said carefully.

      Suddenly, I realized why Greg was being so wary. My eyes widened. “You beat up Pete! You put him in the hospital!”

      Greg’s nostrils flared wide, and he stood up. “How dare you accuse me of things like that! What’s Pete been telling you?”

      Stone and I stood up, watching as Greg got angrier and angrier.

      “Tell me right now,” he demanded. “What’s Pete been saying? It’s all lies, I’m telling ya! You can’t prove anything. And if you say anything—if Pete says anything—I’ve got a team of lawyers sitting around waiting for something to do. They’ll sue you all for defamation!”

      I tried to get a word in edgewise, but Greg was on a rant that wouldn’t stop.

      “I’m an honest businessman now! I won’t have anyone saying otherwise!”

      “I’m sure you’re an honest businessman,” I said mildly. “But maybe you still beat up Pete.”

      Greg narrowed his eyes at me.

      “Get out!” he yelled, pointing at the door. A few of the workers stopped what they were doing and turned to stare at us. “Out! Now! We’re done talking!”

      “I’m sorry,” I said, wondering if I’d pushed him too far. “I just wanted to know more about Harvey’s death. I don’t need to know about Pete.”

      I decided to leave before Greg got any angrier. Maybe if he calmed down, I could come back in a few days to talk to him again.

      I looked at Stone, and we both turned and headed toward the door.

      When we were almost there, Greg rushed up to us.

      “Wait,” he said, his voice low. “I’ll tell you guys one thing. Pete. I’m telling you, if anyone’s got a reason to want Harvey dead, it’s that kid. Go talk to him.”

      Greg headed off again, leaving me staring after him.

      “Guess I’m talking to Pete again,” I murmured softly, as Stone and I got back into his car.
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      “Where do we find Pete?” Stone asked, as we sat in his car, watching another van, presumably containing more party supplies, arriving at the event center.

      “I’m not sure,” I said. “We were lucky to have run into him in the first place.”

      I told Stone all about how Nanna had noticed Pete watching the dry cleaners. How I’d approached the car, and noticed all kinds of clothes as well as construction tools, stuffed in the car. How Pete had driven off, but we’d run into him at Roger’s show, and then again at Anastacia’s show, and I’d finally gotten hold of him afterward.

      “So he’s got no known address and no phone number,” Stone said.

      I groaned. “I bet he’s got a phone! I should’ve grabbed his number.”

      “You had no way of knowing he was connected to the murder for sure,” Stone said.

      I was still feeling pretty stupid. “We kept running into him. I should’ve known it wasn’t a coincidence!”

      “You had no way of guessing that.”

      “Well… anyway. Now we’re stuck. Where could he be?” A thought struck me. “He said he was going to ask Joan for his old job back! Maybe he’s back, working at the dry cleaners, or maybe he’s still watching it. Let’s go ask Joan.”

      The two of us headed over to the dry cleaners, but there was no white sedan parked outside.

      When we walked inside, we found Joan at the counter by herself. She didn’t look all that pleased to see me, and she gave Stone a curious glance.

      “I’m back,” I announced, stating the obvious. “I was wondering if you’d seen Pete?”

      She wrinkled her brow. “Pete?”

      “Yeah. Used to work here. Quit about a month ago.”

      “Oh, that Pete.”

      She said it in a dismissive tone, so I asked, “He hasn’t been back in here?”

      “No, why would he? He quit.”

      I looked at Stone, but he was leaning against the counter, watching Joan impassively. His face was as unreadable as any poker player’s.

      “We saw Pete yesterday. He was sitting in his car watching the store.”

      Joan blinked and straightened up. “What?”

      I nodded. “Yep. Just sitting there, watching the store. He was there for ages.”

      “No.” Joan’s eyes were wide and her voice slightly breathless. “That can’t be.”

      “Why not?”

      Her eyes were still wide, and she shook her head. “Last I heard, he was in the hospital. That’s why he quit, because he got too sick to work.”

      “Well, he got better. Now he’s out and looking for work.”

      “He is?” Her eyes were still wide with surprise, as though she never expected to hear this news.

      “Yep. And he said he’s thinking of asking for his old job back.”

      Joan let out a small gasp. “Is he really? I can’t believe that. I can’t believe he’s out of the hospital already. So soon!”

      “Do you have his phone number? I need to get in touch with him.”

      Joan looked at me suspiciously. “Why?”

      “About the death.”

      Joan shook her head. “I don’t have his number.”

      “Well, could you call me if you see him around?”

      She shook her head again. “No. You leave that poor boy alone—he’s been through enough. He doesn’t need people like you harassing him.”

      “What’s he been through?” I asked.

      Joan raised her fingers to her lips, and eyed me warily. “Nothing—I mean—I just—”

      She broke off and continued to stare at me.

      “I spoke to Gregory Tullius,” I said softly.

      “Oh!” she dropped her hand and stared at the counter. “Well, in that case…”

      She was silent for a few more seconds, so I said, “You can tell me. I’ll keep it to myself. I won’t tell the cops.”

      “Well. Gregory—he was the guy who got Pete beat up and put in the hospital for months. The doctors said Pete should’ve died. It was a miracle he lived. The poor, poor boy.”

      “Why’d Gregory do it?”

      Joan looked up at me, her eyes wild. “How should I know?”

      “I think you know,” I said gently. “Was your husband doing something illegal?”

      “How dare you!” Joan narrowed her eyes at me and pressed her lips together before speaking again. “My husband was a saint! Harvey always did the right thing—he did what he could to provide for us.”

      “I have proof,” I bluffed. “Proof that Harvey was swindling customers.”

      The anger drained out of Joan’s eyes and her shoulders sagged. “Oh. Well.”

      Her eyes welled with tears, and she wiped them away, sniffing a few times before talking again. “Gregory, he was a scary man. Harvey shouldn’t have done that.”

      “I know Gregory was angry at Harvey. I know Harvey said Pete was stealing the furs.”

      Joan wiped away a few more tears, and bobbed her head up and down. “Yes. My poor Harvey. I mean, he did what he had to. When Greg got angry, Harvey got scared and pointed his finger at the first person he saw. Poor Pete. He didn’t deserve what happened. But—is he really watching the store?”

      I nodded. “Yes, we saw him just yesterday. I think he’s been watching for longer than that.”

      Joan shook her head. “I just—I think something happened to him after the attack. I think maybe he found out about Harvey blaming him and getting him in trouble with Gregory. I—I hate to think this. He was just such a nice young boy, so I didn’t even tell the police. I thought he was still in hospital. That there was no way he could have anything to do with Harvey. When did he get out of the hospital?”

      “He said it’s been a bit over two weeks.”

      “That’s before Harvey died! What if he figured out it was Harvey who blamed him? What if he killed Harvey?” She looked at me, her eyes filled with a mixture of emotions. “What if he—what if he’s a killer? I didn’t say anything to the police, but maybe I should. Do you think I should?”

      Joan seemed to be entering a vicious spiral of despair and fear, and perhaps I was catching a bit of it. Joan was entitled to her spiraling feelings, given that she’d just lost her husband. But me? I needed to stay professional.

      I took a deep breath and tried to think about the logical next steps. If Pete had killed Harvey—and it seemed more and more likely that he had—he needed to be apprehended before it was too late.

      “I think you should tell the police,” I said. “They should probably have a word with him.”

      I glanced at Stone. His features were impassive. But by now, I knew him well enough to understand that the slight crease of his forehead indicated that he, too, was concerned.

      I looked back at Joan. “If you see him around, give me a call. I’ll come straight over.”

      “He could be a killer,” she said, sounding aghast. “I never thought I’d say this. I didn’t know he was out of the hospital yet. But maybe he killed Harvey.”

      I ran through a mental checklist.

      Pete had motive to kill Harvey. He had opportunity. He probably had means.

      I remembered the construction tools I’d seen in the back of his car, including that ball peen hammer. A tool like that could cause some serious damage to a person.

      Pete could’ve hit Harvey in the back of his head. He could’ve caused the head trauma revealed by the autopsy. Pete could’ve knocked Harvey unconscious, and stuffed him in a tub of ice, killing him.

      Maybe Pete had even managed to sneak the body into Roger’s suite. If he was dating Anastacia, perhaps he used her help in smuggling in the body. I wasn’t yet sure why he’d bother to do that, but perhaps Pete had a connection to Roger that he’d lied about.

      “Let’s go,” I said to Stone. “I really need to track down Pete before it’s too late.”
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      I had absolutely no clue where to look for Pete, so Stone and I headed over to the Tremonte.

      With the help of our friend in casino security, we ran through the day’s video footage to see if he’d visited the casino—but no luck. Pete was on camera the night before, at Roger’s show, but not since then.

      Stone and I walked up and down the Strip for a bit, watching the tourists and keeping an eye out for Pete—but still, no luck.

      We took a quick late lunch break at a fast food joint, where I dug into a juicy burger and fries, and Stone ate a boring-looking chicken salad. I grabbed a chocolate milkshake on my way out, sipping on it as we did yet another walkthrough of the Strip.

      “This feels kind of pointless,” I said. “Maybe I should just give up and wait for him at Anastacia’s show tonight.”

      “Maybe,” Stone agreed. “You should go home and take a nap.”

      “That makes sense. A nap’ll give me more energy to do extra sleuthing tonight.” I remembered that I’d traded my shift with Vanessa, and now I was supposed to go into work—well, I could always call in sick. Or maybe I’d just go to my shift tonight at seven. Some nights, working as a dealer helps me sort through information on a case.

      I said goodbye to Stone and walked the couple of blocks back to my apartment, where I ran into Ian in the elevator.

      He’d just returned from his date, and he spent a couple of excited minutes telling me all about the wine tasting and how much fun he’d had with Sally and her mother.

      I was happy for him, and proud that he was in a real, seemingly grown-up relationship, but I also felt a pang of jealousy. I hadn’t seen Ryan in what felt like forever, and I wasn’t sure when I’d see him next.

      I no longer felt like taking a nap, so I headed over to Ian’s apartment, where I spent a few minutes playing with Snowflake. When Snowflake got bored of tummy rubs and stalked off to the bedroom for a power nap, I filled Ian in on the case.

      “I need to find Pete,” I said, “It sounds like he’s the killer, but there’s no way to track him down.”

      “Let’s go for a drive,” Ian said. “We might see his car. Hey, we could even check out a couple of parks where he could take a nap.”

      Those sounded like long shots. But then again, I saw gamblers win big on games with long shots every day—so maybe it was time to take a risk.

      “Let’s go,” I said to Ian.
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      Ian and I had been driving around and visiting parks for what felt like a couple of hours, when my phone buzzed.

      I pulled over and checked it immediately, hoping it was Ryan—but once again, it wasn’t.

      It was Stone.

      “We’ve found Pete,” he said.

      I gasped. “Where?”

      “Heard it over the police scanner. There’s a car just off East Sahara in flames. Matches what you told me about Pete’s car.”

      “Ohmygod—any news of Pete?”

      “Don’t know yet. They’re just getting to the fire.”

      He gave me the address of the car, and I jotted it down. “I’m heading there,” I told him.

      I hung up and drove as fast as I legally could, my heart racing.

      Pete’s car had been found—but what about Pete?

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When we got there, Ian and I found a raging inferno.

      The firefighters were out in force, trying to put it out, and Ian and I got out and stood behind the barricade and watched.

      “Why?” Ian asked. “Why would someone do this? You think Pete’s trying to get payout on car insurance?”

      “I doubt it,” I said.

      From where I stood, the inside of the car looked like a solid wall of flames. My heart sank to my feet. No way could anyone inside the car still be alive.

      I hoped with every little fiber of my being that Pete wasn’t in there.

      I chewed my lower lip and waited. The firemen did their job, rushing around and dousing the flames. Slowly, they dipped lower and lower, until they were out completely.

      “There’s someone in here!” a firefighter called out to someone.

      A cop car had pulled up, and an officer got out. As the officer walked over to the firefighter, I heard him say loudly, “This wasn’t an accident—the guy’s wrapped in chains!”

      The officer pulled out his walkie-talkie and spoke into it. I couldn’t hear everything he was saying, but I did hear the word “backup.” This was serious.

      Pete had just been killed.

      I sighed and walked over to my car, Ian following close on my heels.

      “I was so sure Pete had killed Harvey,” I said, getting into my seat and buckling up. “He had motive, and he might’ve had the means to smuggle the body into Roger’s suite. Everything seemed to be lining up.”

      “Do you think he lied about not knowing Roger? You think Roger was setting him up as a fall guy and then he killed him?”

      “I’m not sure what to think anymore. Maybe if I head to my shift, I’ll be able to figure things out as I work.”
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      My feelings toward my job as a dealer at the Treasury Casino fluctuated a lot over the last couple of months.

      The whole reason I started training as a PI, and then taking on cases, was because I wanted to leave my casino job. But well-paying cases that didn’t bother my ethics were not all that easy to come across, and the casino role paid well and had reliable hours.

      Most importantly, I’d actually grown fond of my job as a dealer.

      Once I started to seriously consider handing in my resignation, I realized that I liked it—and I stayed on.

      That night, as I dealt cards and made small talk with the players, I was happy I’d stayed on at the Treasury.

      The casino floor was loud and bright, and the windowless walls prevented me from guessing the time without glancing at my watch. The gamblers were all in a good mood that night; apart from one small fist-fight between two middle-aged men, there was no drama on the floor. The whole place buzzed with a happy, exuberant energy, and quite a few players won nice, big sums of money before walking away from my table.

      I thought about everything I’d learned about Harvey’s murder as I dealt cards and asked players if they’d like to stand or hit. Nothing seemed to jump out at me, but I was bothered by Roger’s past. What had happened to Alicia? Why hadn’t the truth come out in all these years?

      And that brought me to Nadia Tumal.

      She clearly bore a serious grudge, and she seemed desperate to see Roger put behind bars. Was she desperate enough to frame him for a different murder he hadn’t committed? Perhaps, from her perspective, getting Roger imprisoned for a crime he hadn’t committed was the same as getting him punished for a crime he had committed.

      By the end of my shift, I still hadn’t had any major breakthroughs.

      The only thing I knew for sure was that it was high time I spoke to Nadia Tumal.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I trudged home in the wee hours of the morning after my shift, but when I got to my apartment, my brain was buzzing on a strange high of concern and excitement.

      Harvey Gaudet’s death was as mysterious as it’d seemed when I’d first heard about the case, and the more I spoke to people, the less new information I seemed to learn.

      Unable to sleep even after I’d showered and changed, I made a mug of coffee and sat by myself in my silent apartment.

      The letter from Ryan stared up at me from its spot on the coffee table, the envelope sealed and tempting.

      Finally, I gave up and opened it.

      “Dear Tiffany,” the letter began, “I’m so sorry you’re finding all this out from a letter. Please know that I love you and care for you deeply, and I’m sorry for my behavior.”

      It went on to say that Ryan had known for months that he’d be going undercover, but he hadn’t told me.

      “I’m not sure why I didn’t say anything,” the letter said. “Sometimes, I thought maybe I should just end things with you. Where were we going if I was going to go undercover and not be sure when I’d be back? But then I’d see you, and I couldn’t end it.”

      He went on to explain that if he told me, we’d have had time to think things through. Where were we going with our relationship? How long should we wait it out? What did we want?

      “I know your mom wants you to get married and have kids,” the letter said. “But I don’t know if that’s what you want. If it’s what you want, maybe you shouldn’t wait around for me. But if you’re not in a big rush to settle down…

      “Anyway, I’m not sure what to say. I’m really sorry I didn’t tell you sooner. I guess I just wasn’t sure what I could possibly tell you.

      “Lots of love, Ryan.”

      I read the letter once more, and then I put it back in its envelope and stared at it.

      So many feelings swirled around inside me that I couldn’t separate them out from each other.

      Finally, exhaustion overcame me, and I headed to bed.

      Tomorrow would be another day. Another day when I could hopefully get closer to the truth.
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      The next morning, I woke up late and did exactly what I’d done the day before: grabbed myself a bowl of cereal and a mug of coffee, and settled down in front of the news.

      This time, there was no special report on the murder, but the news did mention briefly that Roger’s career was taking off again; his shows were packed, and he was likely to need a bigger venue soon. His old records were selling again, and rumors swirled that he might be in talks with a producer to create another record.

      I sipped my coffee thoughtfully as the newscaster moved on to talk about a celebrity wedding and the guests who’d be attending.

      What did it mean that one disappearance had led to the demise of Roger’s career, and the other had led to its improvement? Did it mean anything at all? Even if Roger wasn’t Harvey’s killer, did he have something to do with the man’s death?

      I wasn’t getting any answers to those questions sitting around at home, so I got dressed and headed over to Ian’s.

      Ian was still in his pajamas and watching TV—but unlike me, he was watching cartoons.

      “There’s nothing on the news about Pete’s death,” he said.

      “I’m not too surprised. It’s sad, but that’s how the news is these days. Pete was a homeless guy who didn’t seem to be involved in anything.”

      “You think Joan told the cops about him and Gregory?”

      “I’m not sure. I’ll tell Elwood the next time I see him, but I don’t think Pete had anything to do with it after all. I mean, he’s dead now.”

      Ian nodded. “Yeah. So what’s the plan for today?”

      “We go talk to Nadia Tumal. I checked her Twitter account: today, she’s protesting in front of the Tremonte.”
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        * * *

      

      Nadia Tumal was hard to miss.

      She, along with a half-dozen other protestors, was camped out in front of the Tremonte with large signs and angry expressions.

      “Down With The Oligarchy!” read one sign, while another read, “Smash The Patriarchy!”

      I wasn’t sure what oligarchy or patriarchy had to do with Harvey’s death. Perhaps they were stock signed they used at every protest.

      “Roger is destructive,” chanted a skinny woman, “Bring him to justice!”

      The others joined her, and they pumped their signs up and down in time with their chants. A slender man was trying to hand out pamphlets to passersby. Ian and I took one each, and I read mine thoroughly.

      “Roger Is A Killer!” read the headline, followed by the byline, “Bring Him To Justice Finally.”

      A small paragraph below explained that Roger had killed his fiancé, Alicia Tumal, and gotten away with murder once, thanks to a rigged justice system involving corrupt cops and paid-off politicians. But this time, he’d been caught on camera, and law-abiding citizens who wanted a safer community should insist on his arrest and advocate for the death penalty.

      I finished reading my pamphlet and watched the protestors from a distance.

      Nadia Tumal was wearing loose white linen pants and a loose tunic top. Her arms were stick-thin, her cheekbones high, and her face gaunt. There were dark circles under her eyes, her dark hair was cut in a short bob, and she was chanting tirelessly. I’d seen videos of her on the news, and she always seemed so energetic.

      She really seemed to want to see Roger taken down, and this seemed to be her way of ensuring he got what he “deserved.” Maybe she’d taken things a step further to ensure her idea of justice.

      As the group chanted, tourists and regulars continued to walk in and out of the Tremonte. The protestors and the casino visitors were doing an odd sort of dance: the protestors trying to get near enough to the visitors without obstructing them, and the visitors trying to sidestep the protestors on their way in or out of the Tremonte.

      Except for one man. He was rotund, red in the face, and clearly drunk as he wobbled and swerved on his way out of the Tremonte. His brows were drawn together in a scowl, so I guessed he hadn’t enjoyed a winning streak.

      As he passed Nadia, he lurched accidentally, bumping into her, and sending her wobbling and taking a few clumsy steps to the side.

      The man recovered, straightened himself, and glared at the protestors, as though it was their fault he’d bumped into one of them. Then he marched off in a huff, presumably heading toward another casino.

      Nadia was straightening up from her stumble, and it was then that I noticed her hair wasn’t real; it was a wig. And it’d slipped a bit.

      Unobtrusively, Nadia handed her sign over to another woman, and took a few quick steps away, toward a quieter spot, where she pulled her wig straight, and fished a mirror out of her pocket to make sure the wig was in place.

      I decided now was as good a time as any to talk to her.

      I walked quickly toward her, Ian close on my heels.

      “Hi,” I said, extending a hand, “I’m Tiffany, and this is Ian.”

      Nadia shook hands with us dubiously. “Are you reporters?”

      “No,” I said. “I’m a private investigator looking into Harvey’s death.”

      “There’s nothing to look into,” she said brusquely. “Roger’s on camera killing the guy.”

      “You know as well as I do that isn’t true. If it were true, you wouldn’t have to do all this protesting.”

      Nadia eyed me judgmentally. “What do you want?”

      “Information. About Roger, about Alicia.”

      Nadia glanced back toward the group, who seemed to have lost a touch of their fervor at her disappearance. “I’m needed. I don’t have time to waste chatting. Especially not on a useless topic.”

      She took a step away, and I quickly played a hunch. “Is it terminal?”

      Nadia froze. Slowly, she turned around. “What do you know?”

      I pressed my lips together. “Not much. That’s why I’m asking.”

      Nadia sighed and rolled her eyes heavenward. “Yes,” she said, walking back toward me. “It is. I’ve got three to six more months, apparently. And I don’t want to die without seeing Roger get what he needs.”

      I felt my heart sink. “I’m so sorry.”

      She shrugged. “Don’t be. I’ll live long enough to see justice be served, and then I’ll be at peace.”

      “Did you do it?”

      “Huh?”

      “Did you frame Roger, hide the body in his room to get him in trouble?”

      Nadia laughed. It was a bitter, slightly high-pitched laugh, and she shook her head. “Oh, I wish I’d thought of that. But then, I would’ve had to have killed a guy. So no, I didn’t frame Roger. This is all him.”

      I pursed my lips, not sure whether I believed her or not. Being close to death’s door might have made her more desperate than usual.

      “I’m sorry about your sister,” I said.

      Nadia sobered up and nodded. “So am I.”

      “What happened?”

      She looked off into the distance, remembering the past. “I was at home. I lived in a studio apartment then, off on Hills’ End. The cops showed up. Asked me when I’d last seen or talked to my sister. I said it’d been two days. We spoke to each other about once or twice a week, but were close. Then they told me the news.”

      She grew silent.

      I prompted, “What made you blame Roger?”

      “He’s the only one who could’ve done it! He says he got home late and she wasn’t there, but that can’t be. There’s no proof he got home late. He must’ve got home, killed her, and hidden her body somewhere.”

      “What makes you think someone else didn’t visit her and convince her to run off—or maybe kill her?”

      “They didn’t find DNA from anyone else in the house. Have you not read the reports?”

      I glanced at Ian, trying to hide the fact that I hadn’t actually done too much in-depth research on Alicia’s disappearance. I’d been so busy with Harvey’s death that I hadn’t looked at the past case in details.

      Ian shrugged. He clearly hadn’t researched Alicia’s death either.

      “Maybe the person wiped the place clean.”

      Nadia snorted. “No, then they’d have found the place wiped clean. Cops found evidence of Alicia’s DNA and Roger’s DNA—and nobody else’s.”

      That did seem slightly damning.

      “Maybe Alicia went out to meet someone else.”

      Nadia shook her head vehemently. “Then she’d have been seen! She used to not be able to step out without getting papped.”

      Ian said, “Maybe she stepped out in disguise and managed to avoid the paparazzi.”

      Nadia gave him a withering look. “No. I’m telling you. All the signs point to Roger killing her.”

      Ian pressed on. “Maybe someone visited Alicia at her house and they were wearing gloves.”

      Nadia stared at him in silent exasperation for a few seconds, and then finally said, “That’s the dumbest thing I’ve ever heard. You’re coming up with one excuse after another. Roger killed Alicia, and that’s that. He needs to pay for it.”

      “By getting blamed for a murder he didn’t commit?” asked Ian.

      Nadia rolled her eyes. “I can see you guys are set on getting the killer freed. I’m done with you two.”

      She marched over to the other protestors, grabbed her sign, and began chanting loudly. “They’re trying to free a killer!” She pointed at us, and the rest of the protestors spun around, staring. “They’re as bad as Hitler! They’re as bad as Hitler!”

      The rest of the protestors joined in the chant. “They’re trying to free a killer! They’re as bad as Hitler! They’re as bad as Hitler!”

      My jaw dropped. I hadn’t seen this one coming!

      People were starting to turn and stare at us, and Ian squirmed uncomfortably.

      “Let’s go,” he muttered. “I don’t like being compared to Hitler.”

      “Me neither,” I agreed. “Let’s get out of here!”

      We rushed into the Tremonte, since that seemed to be the closest escape. All the while, Nadia and her crew kept chanting and jeering at us.

      “She doesn’t seem nice,” Ian complained.

      I tried to see the issue from her perspective. “She thinks Roger killed her sister. And she wants to do whatever she can to see him blamed for a murder. Even if it’s someone else’s murder. And she suddenly has a lot less time to see her mission through.”

      “I don’t like this,” Ian grumbled. “I don’t like Nadia, and I don’t like the idea that Roger killed Alicia.”

      I let out a breath. “You’re right. I don’t like it either. We should’ve done more research on Alicia’s disappearance, but we didn’t. Since we’re here anyway, let’s go talk to Roger and see what’s got to say about it.”
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      We headed up to Roger’s suite without calling ahead. I figured we were already here, so we had nothing to lose.

      Ian knocked on the door to Roger’s suite loudly, and for a few long moments, there was absolutely no response. We couldn’t hear any noise coming from inside. So we waited a whole, long minute, and then Ian knocked again.

      This time, after a few moments, we heard the noise of shuffling feet, and then Roger’s voice called out, “Did you leave something behind?”

      He opened the door and saw Ian and me, and his face fell. “Oh. You guys.”

      “You seem excited to see us,” I said.

      Roger looked disheveled. He was wearing a robe over red-and-white checkerboard pajamas, and his hair was pointing out in all directions, except in one spot, where it was plastered flat. The lines on his face seemed to be etched deeper, and he rubbed the back of his hand against bleary eyes.

      “Come in,” he yawned. “I’m beat.”

      “Fun night?” Ian asked.

      Roger grinned. “The best. I had—” he took one look at me and decided against regaling us with tales of his adventures “—a great time,” he finished lamely.

      I tried not to look too disapproving.

      Here was a guy, accused of murder, and caught on video stuffing a body into an oven—and he was clearly living it up.

      “Your show’s gotten a lot more popular,” Ian said.

      Roger beamed proudly. “Yep! And there’s paparazzi outside the hotel, waiting for me, just like old times!”

      “I guess you’re doing well,” I said dryly.

      “Don’t be like that.” We all settled down in the suite’s living room, and then Roger got up. “So I had a bit of fun.” He headed over to the kitchen and put a pod into his pod coffee machine before pressing a button. Coffee spurted out, the machine making a racket like it was working extra hard, and then Roger grabbed his mug and joined us again. “A guy deserves some fun, right?”

      He sipped his coffee, and Ian said, “Are you going to brush your hair? It’s bothering me.”

      Roger laughed like Ian was joking, but I knew he wasn’t. Roger’s hair was bothering me, too—why was one spot plastered down like that? “I’ll take a shower in a bit,” Roger said in a placating tone.

      He took a long sip of his coffee and yawned loudly. Then he stretched his legs out in front of himself and leaned back. “God,” he said. “I feel rough! Last night was a blast, but I’m not as young as I used to be, am I?”

      I rolled my eyes, trying to tamp down my annoyance at this man child.

      “Why didn’t you call ahead? Roger asked.

      I looked at the kitchen again. There were empty, stained wine glasses placed next to the sink, and a glass full of what looked like whiskey. The place stank of alcohol and God knows what else, and I twisted around to peer through the half-open door into the suite’s bedroom. I could make out pillows and sheets thrown onto the floor, and I stifled my sigh and turned back to face Roger.

      He didn’t seem to have noticed me peering around, and now sat with his head thrown back and his eyes closed. Finally, he groaned and lifted his head, looking at us again. “What did you say you wanted?”

      “I didn’t,” I said, trying not to sound snippy. “I’m working for you as a PI and I had a few more questions. Questions that could help you out.” Or put you in a more damning light, I thought, but I kept that thought to myself.

      Roger groaned again. “I still feel half-asleep. Can you give me five minutes? I’ll go have a quick shower, then we can order room service and talk over some food.”

      Visions of croissants and breakfast muffins filled my head. It was just past midday, but I wouldn’t mind a nice, fluffy croissant—maybe with some melted cheese and tomatoes inside. Or maybe one of those chocolate-filled croissants. Or even one of those nice almond-flavored croissants with sliced roasted almonds drizzled on top under a layer of syrupy goodness.

      As I was dreaming about my food, Roger disappeared and closed the bedroom door. We heard the noise of running water, and I snapped out of my reverie.

      “How many days has it been?” Ian whispered to me. “This guy dies, Roger gets semi-famous, and he’s back to partying like a rock star.”

      “Like an aging rock star,” I reminded Ian unkindly.

      I got up, using our five-window minute to snoop around the kitchen. There weren’t any empty bottles lying around, so I guessed Roger had thrown out the trash—or more likely called for housekeeping to come and take out the trash.

      Other than enough food and alcohol to feed a small group of partiers, there wasn’t anything of note in his kitchen. The place seemed fairly modest for a man who must’ve been used to grander digs in his youth, and I wondered if Roger would try to capitalize on his newfound fame. Then I realized it wasn’t a matter of if but just how Roger would try to make the most of the publicity. The old adage “no press is bad press” seemed to be at play here.

      The sound of running water stopped, and I went and sat back down with Ian, who was reading something on his phone.

      “What’s that?” I asked him.

      “TMZ went through old reports on Alicia’s disappearance. It’s what we’ve heard from Nadia so far. Nothing new.”

      I pulled up my phone and checked my messages—nothing new—and Roger walked in, looking much better than he had when we’d first arrived.

      “Sorry to keep you waiting,” he said. “I can’t function most mornings without a cold shower. Coffee doesn’t do the same trick.”

      Ian glanced at his watch, and Roger smiled. “Yeah, yeah, I know it’s past twelve. So I slept in a bit. I had a long night.”

      “We’ve heard,” Ian said. “How about some food?”

      Roger pulled out the room service menu and handed it over to us. It was extensive, but Roger insisted he’d gotten it memorized in all his years of staying at the Tremonte. “I don’t go out to eat much,” he said. “I’ve become a bit of a shut-in.”

      “I guess that’s easy to happen,” I said, feeling a little more charitable toward Roger again, now that he was buying us food. “I wouldn’t mind a chocolate croissant. And maybe a chocolate-chip muffin. I’m in the mood for fluffy baked goods with chocolate in them.”

      “I’ll have the same,” Ian said.

      Roger put away the menu and called through to place our order—he got chili, scrambled eggs, and toast for himself, with a side of mushrooms, hash browns, thin beef sausages, and bacon—and then he sat down again to chat with us.

      “Have you found anything new?” he asked.

      I thought about Pete, Anastacia, and Gregory. “Nothing I can reveal yet,” I said, not caring that I sounded cagey. “I’m really here to talk about Nadia Tumal.”

      Roger rolled his eyes. “That pain in the butt.”

      “I can see how you don’t like her,” I said steadily, “but she does think you killed her sister.”

      Roger snorted. “Then she shouldn’t have slept with me.”

      My jaw dropped. “After Alicia disappeared?”

      “No,” Roger tilted his head and thought back. “Before she disappeared.”

      “Wowzers,” Ian said, sounding as dumbstruck as I felt. “You slept with your sister’s fiancé?”

      “It was a different time back then,” said Roger defensively.

      “We aren’t talking about the sixties here,” said Ian. “You really did get around!”

      I nudged Ian to shut up. I didn’t need him offending our client. What I did need was for our client to talk.

      “Tell us more,” I said quickly. “What happened between you and Nadia?”

      “Well,” Roger twisted the band of his watch around and around. “I met Alicia first, through work. We hit it off—we were good friends. We both knew what it was like to be a celebrity, all the pressure that comes with that.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “And anyway, one thing led to another. Then I met her sister, Nadia. Nadia was a hoot. She was really out there, you know? One of those activist types, out to save the world. She was different from people I knew back in Hollywood—the fakers. So she and I hit off, too.”

      “And you became more than just friends.”

      “Exactly.” Roger nodded, glad I understood. “So, yeah, we slept together a bit. It was just some fun.”

      There was a loud knock on the door, and a voice called out, “Room service!”

      I smiled despite the horrible story Roger had just been telling us, and my smile grew even brighter as a doorman wheeled in the large cart. Roger gave him a tip, and after the man left, we all picked out our food and dug in.

      There was silence for a few minutes as we ate. I took a bite of my fluffy croissant and was pleased with my choice; it seemed to suit my mood. It was still warm, and the inside was filled with melting chocolate and a thin layer of delicious custard that didn’t overpower the chocolate.

      After a few bites, I asked, “Did Alicia know?”

      “Hell, no!” Roger paused with his fork mid-air and gave me a look like I was stupid. “What girl wants to know you’re doing her sister on the side?”

      I tried not to grimace. “So why’d you do it then?”

      “Well…” Roger laid his loaded fork back on his plate and looked off into the distance. “That was a different time. We were different people. I had this life, finally—I had fame, freedom, people hanging on my every word. I wasn’t a real popular kid growing up, so I lapped it up. I wanted everyone’s approval. I wanted all the women I could get, I’m not ashamed to admit.” Quite the contrary: he seemed proud of that fact, I thought to myself.

      Roger went on, “Alicia knew I was no saint. She knew what kind of life I lived. She knew I was seeing other people on the side. We weren’t exclusive or anything.”

      “She just didn’t know you were sleeping with her sister, too.”

      “Hey,” Roger lifted his hands, palms up, “it was hard to say no. Nadia was sure beautiful back then.”

      “Oh-kay.”

      “Anyhow,” Roger said, “I ended it with Nadia soon.”

      “Why? You seemed to be having such a good time.”

      Roger smiled. “I decided to ask Alicia to marry me.”

      “Oh.” This was so different from the life Roger had just been talking about. My surprise must’ve been apparent.

      Roger nodded, pleased with himself. “Yup. I realized I would never find a girl like Alicia again. Not one who understood me so well. She was someone in the business, she was gorgeous, and she didn’t have any weird issues, you know. Plus, my agent said it would be good for business.”

      I tried not to groan out loud and ignored the twisting feeling in the pit of my stomach. So much for love.

      “So,” I said, finishing the last bite of my chocolate croissant, “you thought you needed to be exclusive in order to marry Alicia?”

      Roger laughed. “Hah, no! Alicia knew what she was getting in to. I mean, we liked each other, but we weren’t delusional, right? She knew this marriage wouldn’t last more than a year or two—I mean, the fans would be upset, but we’d explain it away. Or we could fake it a few more years, separate houses in separate states, you know how it goes in Hollywood.”

      No, I didn’t know. But I decided to nod along and pretend like I understood.

      I picked up my chocolate-chip muffin and considered it. It was smaller than I’d hoped, but it was still warm. “Then why’d you end things with Nadia?”

      Roger ran a hand through his hair. He looked vaguely guilty. “Well,” he said. He took another bite of his hash browns and chewed thoughtfully. “Alicia knew we weren’t exclusive. She could see other guys on the side, too.”

      “Did she?” asked Ian, who’d already gobbled down his muffin and was eyeing mine hopefully.

      Roger looked slightly affronted. “No, of course not. She had me. But she could’ve—if she wanted to. She just didn’t want to.”

      Again, I felt that twisting in my stomach. Poor Alicia. Maybe she wasn’t as aware of their non-exclusivity as Roger thought she was. Or more likely, Roger just claimed they’d been non-exclusive in order to justify his behavior.

      “So,” I said, “Alicia knew you weren’t exclusive. But she didn’t know you were sleeping with her sister.”

      Roger nodded. “Exactly.”

      “And,” I said, “you knew she’d forgive you for some things, but not other things.”

      “I guess, if you put it like that,” said Roger.

      I chewed my muffin thoughtfully. “You ended things with Nadia before you proposed to Alicia.”

      “Yes,” said Roger. “I didn’t need Alicia finding out.”

      “Did she?”

      “No.”

      “So what happened?”

      Roger finished up the last of his food, then went off to make himself another mug of coffee. The machine made its usual noise of complaint, and then coffee hissed out and the room was filled with the strong aroma of freshly brewed coffee.

      Roger came and sat back down opposite us again. “Have you read the police report?”

      “No,” I said, “But we’ve done some research.”

      “Then you know the story.”

      “Yes, but we’d like to hear it from you.”

      He took a sip of coffee and looked past my shoulder. His eyes had a strange, haunted look to them. When he spoke, his voice was flat and monotone.

      “I was out ‘til late. I came home and Alicia wasn’t home. She wasn’t home the next morning. I started to get a bit worried. I called around—no one had seen her. I called the police. They said I needed to wait forty-eight hours to make a missing person’s report and reassured me she’d likely show up.” He took a deep breath and continued. “She didn’t show up. I filed a missing person’s report. A few days later, there was no news, so they presumed her to be dead.”

      Roger finally looked me in the eye. “Is that what you read?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then why ask me?”

      I’d been hoping to get a read on him while he told his side of the story—some emotion, some tell. But there was nothing. “I was hoping to learn something new. But you seem to have told your story many times.”

      “Many, many times.” His eyes were dead, almost unseeing. “All those times in the past—first when I was a superstar, right up ‘til my star began to fade.”

      And now it’s rising again, I thought to myself. “Were you surprised how angry the fans got?”

      Roger nodded. “You start to believe in people. You think people will support you. But fans are fickle. They turn on a dime.”

      Silence hung in the air for a few seconds. Then Roger got up suddenly, walking to the bedroom.

      He returned with a brown leather wallet in his hand.

      “This is her,” he said, fishing out an old photo. “Alicia and me.”

      The two had their heads close, leaning in together. The shot was from just below their shoulders up. Roger seemed to be wearing a tux, and Alicia was wearing an aquamarine low-cut gown, her hair piled up high on her head. Both were smiling happily for the camera.

      In the photo, Roger had one arm around Alicia’s shoulders, and Alicia had raised her left arm to her shoulder. The glint of the massive engagement ring was caught by the camera.

      “The day after our engagement.” There was a slight break in Roger’s voice. “That was the day I hit peak popularity.”

      I nodded, studying the photo. Ian leaned over my shoulder, staring.

      “I like her locket,” he said, pointing.

      “So do I.”

      Roger took the photo from me and stared at it, as though seeing it for the first time. “Yes, the pendant. I got that for her with the ring.”

      He handed the photo back to me, and I looked closely at the pendant. It was the shape of a large daisy, delicate strands of gold around a center diamond. “It must’ve cost a fortune.”

      “I was rich back then,” Roger said drily.

      “What happened to the pendant and ring?”

      Roger shrugged. “Alicia was wearing them when she went missing.”

      “So they were never found,” I mused. I handed the photo back to him and watched as he put it away. “How did Nadia handle the news of your engagement?”

      Roger shook his head. “She didn’t tell Alicia we’d slept together. But she asked her sister if she was sure—if Alicia could handle a womanizer like me. Those were her exact words.”

      “And Alicia?”

      “I’m not sure. She must’ve laughed, I guess. She said yes, didn’t she?”

      I nodded. “I guess Nadia was trying to protect her sister. And she’s still trying to get justice for her.”

      “She won’t get it here,” said Roger. “I’m not going to jail. I’m just getting more and more popular.”

      “Nadia really hates you,” Ian said. “She even hates us for being associated with you.”

      Roger smiled at that. “She’s always been passionate.”

      “And now she’s channeling her passion into hating you.”

      The smile left Roger’s face and he sighed. “Yes. That’s true.”

      “Do you think she hates you enough,” I asked slowly, “to frame you for another murder?”

      Roger looked at me and gulped. “I never thought of her like that. As being so… scheming. But I suppose, yes. She does hate me. A lot. She could easily try to frame me.”

      “She’s dying,” I said softly. “She’s got a few months left.”

      “I’m sorry to hear that,” Roger said quickly.

      I nodded. There didn’t seem to be much more to say.

      Nadia had nothing to lose. And with her history and her hatred of Roger, it seemed more and more likely she might have something to do with Harvey’s death.

      It was time to visit someone who might know more about Nadia.
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      “You again!” said Elwood with a scowl. He peered at me, and when Ian and I got closer, he growled, “I don’t see any box. Where’re my cupcakes?”

      I smiled. “No cupcakes today, but I do have a gift. Some info on Harvey’s death.”

      “Really?” his eyes widened. “What?”

      Ian and I sat down, and I leaned forward. “Do you know about Pete? The homeless guy, found dead in his car?”

      “I heard about it,” said Elwood. “What’s that got to do with Harvey?”

      “Joan, the wife, says Pete was put into hospital by Gregory Tullius—for Harvey’s crimes.”

      I filled Elwood in on the story, and when I was done, he scowled and nodded. “Good thing you told me, but it doesn’t change much, does it? The guy’s dead. And that stuff about selling furs and being beaten up by Tullius, it’s all hearsay, isn’t it? Pete’s dead—no one can prove the fur-selling story. And Tullius is going to deny sending someone to hospital.”

      I leaned back in my chair and lifted one shoulder. “I thought I should tell you. You wouldn’t know otherwise.”

      Elwood bobbed his head up and down thoughtfully. “I’m glad we’re actually working together this time.”

      I smiled and nodded back. A few cupcakes went a long way, I thought to myself.

      “What do you know about Greg?” Ian asked. “I heard the guy’s not nice.”

      “No, he’s not,” Elwood said seriously. “I can believe that he got someone beaten up because he thought they were stealing for him. We’ve been watching his activities on and off for a while now, but we can’t prove anything.”

      “Maybe because he really is an honest businessman?” Ian suggested.

      “Maybe,” Elwood admitted. “Though more likely, he’s a reformed thug.” Elwood scowled again. “Guys like him, you can bet they’re mixed up in shady stuff, but you can’t prove anything.” He looked at me again. “We’ve got him on casino tape having drinks with Roger a couple of times.”

      “So they did know each other,” I mused, mostly to myself. “I should’ve asked Roger about him.”

      Elwood sighed and shook his head. “You think you’re investigating, but really, you’re just running ‘round in circles.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’re getting closer to pinning your guy, Roger Briars.”

      “But he didn’t even know Harvey! All these other people did!”

      Elwood’s eyes glinted. “That’s what you think.”

      “You know otherwise?”

      Elwood hesitated, and then said, “We did some more digging. A few months before he died, we’ve got tapes of Harvey going to Roger’s show, then having dinner with Roger at a steak house. Lucky break on those steak house videos.”

      “You’ve told Roger?”

      “Of course. Talked to him yesterday before his show. The guy denies it, said he has dinners with fans now and then. Can’t remember Harvey.” Elwood snorted. “As if.”

      I bit my lip. This did not sound good for Roger.

      “What about Nadia Tumal?” I asked.

      Ian said, “She hates Roger. She could’ve framed him.”

      Elwood took a deep breath, and let it, looking disappointed. “Nadia is… under investigation,” he admitted. “Our records show she’s been living in Vegas for some time now. Presumably spying on Roger.”

      “Did she have any interactions with Harvey?”

      “We don’t have proof of it,” said Elwood. “We showed her photo to Joan, who says she hasn’t seen her around. She’s not in any video footage with Harvey.”

      “But you can’t prove that Nadia didn’t know Harvey!” My pulse quickened and I couldn’t help smiling. “Maybe she knew Harvey from before he moved to Vegas! Maybe she had a grudge against him and they got to know each other again—and then they had a fight and she killed him.”

      “Exactly.” Ian nodded. “And then somehow, she snuck the body into Roger’s room. And she knew he’d try to get rid of it and implicate himself. It’s brilliant!”

      “That’s a whole lot of maybes,” said Elwood. “On the other hand, we’ve got concrete evidence of your guy meeting Harvey, months prior. And video. Don’t forget the oven video.”

      I grimaced. “Yeah.” But I could hope. And the more I hoped, the more I felt convinced that Nadia had something to do with Harvey’s death.

      We chatted a bit more with Elwood. I promised him a fresh batch of cupcakes the next time I saw him, and then Ian and I headed out again.

      As we sat in my car and buckled up, Ian said, “Harvey went out and had dinner with Roger—where was Joan during this?”

      “Joan says they fell asleep early every day. Maybe it wasn’t every day.”

      “Or,” said Ian, “maybe some nights Joan would fall asleep early and Harvey would go out.”

      “He could be meeting all kinds of people, getting up to all kinds of stuff,” I said thoughtfully.

      “He could be having secret dates with Nadia Tumal,” Ian suggested.

      I turned the idea over in my mind. “Maybe. That would be a good situation. Maybe too perfect for us.”

      Ian groaned. “We’re doing a bunch of wishful thinking, aren’t we?”

      I nodded.

      “So where to now?” he asked. “Should we talk to Joan? Ask her if her husband was cheating on her?”

      “Might not be a good idea to ask her directly.” I thought about her insistence that her husband was a good man. “Maybe we should follow up on what happened to Pete first. Why did someone want him dead?”

      “Someone like Gregory?” Ian suggested.

      I nodded. “Someone like Gregory.”
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      I called Gregory before we drove off. He was reluctant initially, but I promised him we’d be quick. Finally, he told me he could spare a few minutes, and gave me the address to a pawn shop just off-Strip.

      As Ian and I drove over, I felt a frisson of concern. Sometimes, I worry about the people we talk to: one of them could be a killer. What kind of person kills another person?

      But with Gregory, I had to wonder: what kind of person gets another person beaten up so badly that he’s hospitalized for it? He’d gotten angry when we’d accused him of hurting Pete, but he hadn’t denied it.

      The pawn shop was located in a strip mall that hosted a tattoo parlor, a bottle shop, and a payday lender. Inside was surprisingly clean and fresh-smelling, and the bright lights and cheerful artwork on the wall (which I assumed had been pawned) made the place seem fairly welcoming.

      Greg was behind the counter by himself, and he gave us a half-grimace, half-smile as we walked toward him.

      “Still bugging honest folks about a thief’s death?” he asked.

      I shrugged apologetically. “I’m sure he didn’t deserve to die.”

      “Maybe.”

      There were two chairs opposite the counter, and Ian and I sat down. Immediately, Ian got distracted by the jewelry displayed underneath the counter case.

      “Look at that ring! Is that a real diamond?”

      Greg nodded in the affirmative.

      “And that bracelet! Real diamonds too?”

      Greg peered over and shook his head. “Those are fakes. But they look like the real thing, don’t they? It’s a bargain, too, if you want to get it for a lady friend.”

      He winked at Ian and Ian shook his head.

      “Nah, I think Sally wouldn’t like to know I got it from a pawn shop. But look at this other ring! The diamond, wow—that’s got to be real, right?”

      Greg nodded his head. “Yep, that’s a whopper. Five point five carats and flawless. Trust me, any lady’s gonna be lucky to get that one.”

      I peered closer at the ring. I wouldn’t mind owning it myself. And then, I thought about the jewelry Alicia had been wearing in the photo Roger had shown us. Her engagement ring probably had a diamond worth at least a small fortune. Plus, there was the smaller diamond in the daisy-shaped gold pendant.

      Thinking about Roger, I said, “Greg, how come you didn’t tell us you knew Roger?”

      Greg looked at me and shrugged. “Didn’t really know him.”

      “But you’re on camera having drinks with him at the Tremonte a few days.”

      “Yeah, well. You run into people at bars, don’t you? I’d seen his show and I got him a drink once. Then I ran into him another day and we said hi. That’s about it.”

      “You weren’t friends then?”

      “Nah. I felt sorry for the guy. Everyone deserves a fresh start. That’s about it. If you ask me, though, he’s a stone-cold killer.”

      I hadn’t asked him, but I nodded anyway. I’d have to check the Tremonte tapes myself, to see if Greg seemed to be telling the truth. Of course the tapes wouldn’t have audio, but if the two seemed to be having a prolonged conversation, I’d know Greg wasn’t telling the truth. And, of course, I’d ask Roger what happened—if anything—between him and Greg.

      “I wonder why people sell their engagement rings in pawn shops,” Ian was wondering out loud. “Wouldn’t they get more money selling online?”

      Greg began explaining the rationale to Ian, and I continued thinking about Alicia’s jewelry. I knew that most diamonds were marked, which meant that it was hard to sell off stolen goods. Second-hand jewelers and pawn shops cooperated with the police when it came to things like stolen items.

      If Alicia’s jewelry had turned up, then it would’ve meant that Alicia was still alive. Or maybe that whoever had killed her had sold them off.

      But I hadn’t heard of her jewelry showing up, which meant that most likely, Alicia was no longer alive. And whoever had killed her didn’t do it for the money.

      My attention was dragged back to Greg as I heard him say to Ian, “Y’know, a pawn shop like this, it’s a great business. I own a few like this, all over the city. People come to gamble, and they pawn stuff to play more. I’ve turned completely honest these days. Nothing shady here. No stealing things and replacing them with fakes.” He scowled. “Not like Harvey.”

      “Or Pete?” I asked.

      Greg shook his head. “Honest misunderstanding. If I’d known the guy was homeless because of what Harvey said, I woulda tried to help him out some. Why don’t you tell him to get in touch with me? I’ll find him a job somewhere.”

      I stared at Greg a few seconds. “Pete’s dead.”

      Greg’s jaw dropped. “You’re not serious?”

      I nodded. “Yes.”

      “When was this?”

      “Yesterday. They found him in his car, trapped. Car went up in flames.”

      Greg pressed his lips together and frowned. “It’s a bad business, this.”

      “You didn’t know about it?”

      “Me?” He raised his eyebrows and pointed to himself. “Heck no. Just found out from you, now.”

      Ian said, “You didn’t kill him yourself?”

      Greg looked at Ian, his eyes wide with surprise. “Why would I do that?”

      Ian shrugged. “I’m sure you’d have your reasons.”

      Greg laughed. “Can’t argue with that. But I’ll tell ya, kid, I don’t have anything to do with the shady stuff these days. I’m a family man. I got a kid I love, a wife who’s all right. I wouldn’t give them up, risk going to jail, over a thing like—anything, really. Wouldn’t risk my life for anything. I got a good thing going now.”

      I flashed back to Roger. Did he think he had a good thing going? Would he risk his life?

      Somehow, I trusted what Greg was saying. It made sense. “So you wouldn’t want to kill Pete?”

      “For what? Nothing. I tell ya, I got nothing but apologies for that guy. I was serious when I said I’d find him a job.”

      I let out a breath, slightly disappointed that Greg hadn’t seemed like an obvious killer. “All right. But if you had nothing to do with it, then who could’ve killed Pete?”

      Greg laughed again. He looked carefree, void of all worries. “How would I know? You want me to do your job for you now?”

      “That’d be great,” Ian said. “Because we’re not getting anywhere.”

      Greg laughed again. “Kid, you’re a hoot,” he said to Ian. “I’ll tell you this. If Harvey’d been alive, I’d have put money on Harvey killing Pete. But he’s not alive now, is he?”

      “Why would Harvey kill Pete?” I asked.

      Greg gave me a look like I was being slow on the uptake. “For stepping out with his best lady, of course. I’m not a jealous guy, but I can see how that’d work.”

      “Right.” I frowned slightly, thinking of the frumpy Joan. “I can’t imagine Pete—but then again, love is odd.” I shrugged. “Are you sure about this?”

      Greg shrugged. “Not sure about anything but death and taxes, and you can trust me, I’m gonna try to cheat death as long as I can.”

      “You saw them together?” I asked. “Outside of work, I mean. Somewhere romantic?”

      Greg tilted his head and half-closed his eyes. “I saw them together, but I can’t remember where. It was a vibe I got. I mean, if she’d been my lady, I’d have been angry. Maybe jealous.”

      “Angry and jealous enough to kill?” I frowned. I felt like we weren’t really getting anywhere with this line of reasoning.

      Harvey was dead, and Greg wasn’t entirely sure that Joan and Pete were having an affair. It was all conjecture.

      But it seemed like conjecture was all I had right then.

      “You asked me to do your job,” Greg said. “That’s my take on it. Can’t do anything more, can I?”

      I forced myself to smile. “No, I suppose not. We do appreciate your help. We’ll go see Joan now.”

      “Don’t forget to come by my place if you need any nice jewelry,” Greg said. “I’ll give you two a discount. So long as you promise not to bug me with any more questions.”

      I laughed awkwardly, and Ian frowned at Greg.

      “We can’t promise that,” Ian said. “We’ve got to keep asking questions ‘til we get good answers.”

      Greg shook his head. “I’ve got no good answers. And maybe no one does.”

      “Someone does,” Ian said emphatically. “We just need to find out who.”
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      We had just started toward the dry cleaners when Ian got a text for Sally.

      “Let’s have some lunch,” he said. “I’m hungry again and I told Sally I’d eat with her.”

      So I changed course, driving over to a small bistro next to the spa where Sally worked.

      Ian and I had met Sally while working undercover at a ritzy spa. She’d since left the place and joined this smaller joint, close to the neighborhood of Henderson. Her new place was smaller but well-regarded, and as the receptionist, Sally had a reasonably stress-free job. No murderers lurking around in the shadows for her.

      The bistro we met at was a nice, airy restaurant, designed with a Scandinavian vibe. The furniture was all light-colored wood, the floor was blond hardwood, and the walls were bright white with botanical prints and real ferns adding some greenery.

      “Ooh, I love this place,” Sally told us as she dug into her chicken caesar salad. “I come here from work all the time!”

      Ian smiled and nodded as he ate his own salad—he’d claimed to not be very hungry, but I guessed he just didn’t want Sally thinking he was a pig—and watched Sally adoringly.

      I could see why. With her wide eyes and straight brown hair, Sally was as cute as a button, and I was glad that Ian had finally found someone who seemed sweet and down-to-earth. His last few “girlfriends” could hardly be called that. They had all been ruthless gold-diggers who went after Ian for his trust fund, dumping him the minute they found out they’d never be able to get their claws on it.

      “How’s your work going?” I asked Sally, between bites of my own beef sandwich. “Do you like it better than your previous place?”

      “Yes.” She bobbed her head up and down. “People are real nice, and it’s got a great vibe. How’re you guys doing with the PI stuff?”

      I glanced at Ian. I wasn’t sure how much he’d told her about our case, but he was busy chewing down his salad.

      “It’s not too bad,” I said. Since I wasn’t sure how much I should tell her about Roger’s case, I decided to tell her about Gladys, the old lady who kept running away from me, instead.

      “Oh no,” Sally commiserated once I’d told her the whole sorry story. “Maybe you should try her house again.”

      “You know, it feels like it’s harder to track down this one old lady than it is to track down some killers!”

      We all laughed at that, and Sally said, “Ian’s lucky he’s an investor and can just leave work like this. To have lunch with me, or to help you out on cases.”

      I looked at Ian and he winked at me and beamed proudly.

      His pride didn’t come from being a successful investor; it was because he was proud to have finally kept his trust fund a secret. Nanna and I kept telling Ian that he’d only ever meet a nice, non-gold-digging girl if he kept it a secret how much money he had, and for once, he’d taken our advice.

      I smiled back at Ian hesitantly. I was proud of him for keeping it a secret, but I was also worried how Sally would react when she found out the truth—and the fact that, more importantly, Ian had been keeping a secret from her.

      As I’d recently just found out, it wasn’t fun to learn that your boyfriend’s been keeping secrets from you. Important secrets.

      Trying to cover my awkwardness, I asked Sally, “How’d your wine-tasting date go?”

      She beamed “It went really well! And I’m so glad Ian finally got to meet my mom.”

      I smiled. “And your mom didn’t tell you to run a mile from Ian?”

      Sally’s smile faltered a little. “Oh, they seemed to get along just fine.”

      “Sally’s mom loved me,” Ian said happily. “She thinks I’m great!”

      One glance at Sally showed that wasn’t a hundred percent true.

      “Er, not quite,” said Sally, pushing her food around and staring at her half-empty salad bowl. “She told me afterward that you were nice, but seemed kinda immature.”

      Ian stared at Sally in shock. “Immature! Me? I’m super mature!”

      I gave Ian’s shoulder a sympathetic squeeze. “Really, you’re not.”

      Ian turned his aghast eyes at me, and then back at Sally. “That’s not true, is it? What did you tell your mom?”

      “I told Mom I was sick of alpha jerks.” Sally tilted her chin up defensively. “I said I liked you and you’re sweet and just as mature as you need to be.”

      “Aww.” Ian grinned, and his happiness melted my heart. I hoped he and Sally could make things work out.

      “See?” Ian said, turning to me. “Sally thinks I’m super mature.”

      “That’s not quite what she said,” I said diplomatically. “But I’m sure her mom’ll come around.”

      Sally nodded in agreement. “I’m sure she will. Mom usually hates the guys I date, every single one of them. But the last couple were—well, let’s not get into it. I’m sure we’ve all got bad relationship history!”

      “No one’s past could be worse than Ian’s!” I said jokingly.

      And then I glanced at Ian and realized I probably shouldn’t have said that.

      If Sally wanted to know why his relationships had been so bad, she’d find out that the girls had been after Ian’s trust fund—which meant she’d find out he’d been keeping the fund a secret from her.

      To try and recover, I said, “But we don’t need to talk about our exes! They’re such a waste of breath.” I thought of Jack trying to be friends and wondered if that was what you did with an ex who wasn’t actually a waste of breath.

      “You’re right,” Sally agreed instantly. “Let’s just focus on the future.”

      She looked at Ian, and the two smiled at each other, all lovey-dovey.

      I wondered if the world was full of happy couples, everyone happy but me. Why was my love life so difficult?
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      As Ian and I drove over to the dry cleaners after lunch, Ian babbled away happily. How great Sally was, how great his life was, how happy he was.

      I tuned him out after some time, but then he got my attention again as he was saying, “So the thing is, I’ve told them I invest in shares and I do okay for myself but it’s nothing huge.”

      “Uh-huh,” I told him, keeping my attention on the road.

      “And so my plan is, to say that I focus on technicals and I’ve created an algorithm that does the trading for me. That way, if someone tries to talk about stocks and companies and all that stuff, I just say I run my algo. I’m a software guy. That’s close enough to the truth.”

      “It is,” I said. “You are a software guy.”

      So much so that Ian had invested in a start-up, which, at its IPO, had made him a multi-millionaire. Funds which were now tied up in the trust fund controlled by his parents and lawyer.

      “Trouble is,” Ian said, “what if someone wants to invest with me? Maybe I should just take their money and try to give them some interest on it.”

      I shook my head and pulled into the parking lot at the dry cleaners’.

      “No,” I said. “You need to come clean to Sally soon. Your relationship started on a lie—you were using her help to investigate. And she was okay with that when she found out. Let’s hope she’s okay with this next lie.”

      “Do I have to tell her?” Ian whined, as he unbuckled his seat belt. “It’s just so much easier to be a shares guy.”

      “You’re not a shares guy,” I told him. “Like they say, the truth will set you free.”
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      Joan glanced up at us wearily when we entered the dry cleaners.

      She looked tired and harried as usual, the dark circles under her brown eyes quite prominent.

      “Can’t you leave me alone?” she asked with a sigh as we walked up to her. “I’ve just been talking to the police, that annoying old man, Detective Elwood.”

      “We’ve just got a few questions,” I said gently.

      Her eyes welled up and she dabbed at the corners with a tissue. “My husband’s dead and I don’t get any peace. First the police, now you. Did you know Pete died, too?”

      “I heard,” I said gently. She seemed extra upset today, and I tried to gauge if the extra emotion was caused by Pete’s death. So far, I couldn’t tell. “Were you two close?”

      Joan blew her nose noisily, and then shrugged. “Yes and no. He worked for us for a long time. I thought well of him. He was responsible, worked hard. But you can’t become too close friends with an employee, can you? You’re always the boss.”

      She looked at us, her dark eyes tired.

      The delivery driver we’d met the other day, Dave, walked up to the countertop from the rear door, carrying some sort of ledger in his hands. We nodded at each other, and I wondered how to broach the topic of an affair with Pete.

      I didn’t need to worry though, because Ian beat me to it.

      “Joan,” he said, “you were having an affair with Pete.”

      Joan looked at him, annoyed, and Dave burst out laughing.

      “What’s so funny?” Ian asked Dave.

      “No way.” Dave shook his head and wiped away a tear of mirth. “No way, I mean, look at—”

      For a moment, I was sure that Dave was going to say, “Look at Joan. Why the heck would a young, good-looking man have an affair with this frumpy, middle-aged lady?”

      That had certainly been my thought, and it seemed to have been Dave’s.

      Joan pressed her lips together and narrowed her eyes at Dave, who thankfully stopped himself mid-sentence.

      “Yes?” said Joan.

      “I mean,” Dave amended awkwardly, “I’ve seen Joan and Harvey together for a long time. They were a happy couple. I don’t think Joan would cheat on Harvey.”

      That seemed to cheer Joan up. She brightened and said, “Thank you, Dave.”

      Joan looked over the ledger Dave had brought in, signed something, and said goodbye to Dave, who left with a cheery, “See you tomorrow!”

      After Dave had left, Joan turned to us again. Her previous annoyance had returned.

      “How dare you go around accusing me of cheating on my husband! Isn’t it enough that I’m a widow—you’re making me into an adulterous wife, too?”

      “I-I’m sorry,” Ian stammered. “I didn’t mean—”

      “No,” Joan said, the snark in her voice biting, “I’m sure you didn’t.”

      We were silent for a few moments. Ian and I stood around awkwardly.

      Finally, I said, “So there was absolutely nothing between you and Pete?”

      “No!” she snapped. “Heaven knows, I’ve been good to my Harvey.”

      “Right, right,” I said. Before she could order us out, I said, “Actually, I do have another question about Harvey?”

      “What?” she glanced at her watch, obviously running thin on patience.

      “Well, about how Harvey and you used to go to sleep early each night,” I said. “Did Harvey always fall asleep with you?”

      Joan was silent for a few seconds. She grabbed a rag from under the counter, dusting off some invisible dust mites from the countertop.

      “No,” she said finally. “Harvey had insomnia. Some nights he couldn’t sleep.”

      I waited for her to keep talking. After a few seconds, she went on.

      “Some nights, when we’d first been married, he’d lie there and toss and turn. Finally, I told him that I might need more sleep than him, but that didn’t mean he had to be there with me. He could get up and go out. Enjoy the nightlife. Enjoy Vegas.”

      Her eyes welled up with tears again, and she dabbed at them.

      I felt an uncomfortable twisting in my chest. What wife would be happy, knowing that her husband was out all alone at night, in a city like Vegas?

      “Did he go out much?”

      Joan shrugged. “I think sometimes he came home and fell asleep. Sometimes he’d come home in the early morning. The day he went missing—I mean, the day he died—I figured that’s what happened. He’d gone out and gotten busy.”

      I tried to keep my tone light and soothing as I asked, “Where did he go? Did he tell you?”

      Joan sniffed and stared down at the countertop. “Sometimes he told me. He said he went out to dinner, to watch shows, to visit the casinos along the Strip.”

      “Sometimes he didn’t tell you,” I prompted.

      Joan nodded, not meeting my eye. “I didn’t want to know. I mean, I know I’m not—” she gestured to herself, running her arm up and down “—and I know there are women in Vegas who are…” She gulped, forcing herself to continue. “I tried to be a good wife to Harvey. And if I wasn’t, I guess…”

      Her words trailed off.

      Ian said, “Do you think Harvey was cheating on you?”

      Joan sniffed, and dabbed at her eyes again. “I don’t want to think about it! I didn’t want to think about it… we were happy together. I wanted to believe that he was just enjoying the nightlife. I never found any notes or lipsticks lying around, or whatever it is that means your husband’s having an affair.”

      I nodded, giving Joan’s arm a light, reassuring squeeze. “There’s lots to do in Vegas at night. I’m sure he was just enjoying all the entertainment here. Did you know he had dinner with Roger twice?”

      Joan nodded, and her lips twisted upwards. “Detective Elwood told me.”

      “Had Harvey told you this?”

      Joan shook her head. “We didn’t often talk about where he’d been.”

      “Well,” I said, “it seems like he might’ve had a history with Roger after all. You don’t know anything about that?”

      “No,” said Joan. “If I’d known, maybe Harvey would still be alive.”
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      Ian and I sat in my car after our chat with Joan, trying to figure out what our next steps should be.

      “It doesn’t make sense,” Ian was saying. “Joan didn’t have an affair with Pete. But Harvey might’ve been having an affair with someone. But then why would Harvey want Pete dead? It’s all a mess.”

      “It is all a mess,” I agreed. “Maybe Greg got it wrong.”

      “Or maybe he was trying to throw us off the scent.”

      “Very likely.”

      “But you know what,” I said, “If Harvey did have a girlfriend, maybe his girlfriend had something to do with his death. And maybe Joan’s lying about her affair with Pete.”

      “If I were sick and in the hospital,” Ian said, “I’d want Sally to visit me.”

      “And I’m sure Sally would want to visit you,” I said reassuringly. And then it hit me. “If Joan was having an affair with Pete, she’d go to visit him the hospital!”

      Ian snapped his fingers. “Bingo! Now all we need to do is visit the hospital and check their records. If Joan visited Pete, she’d been having an affair with him. That’s easy enough to check.”
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        * * *

      

      Turned out, it wasn’t easy enough to check the hospital records after all.

      The hospital staff took their clients’ confidentiality very seriously—as well they should, I reminded myself.

      But when we described Pete and explained that we didn’t want to know about his treatment—just who had visited him during his month-long stay—the receptionist we’d been talking to relented and said she remembered Pete quite well.

      “Poor guy,” she said. “He didn’t have many visitors at all. Just the one lady, very sexy she was, too.”

      I raised one eyebrow. “Hourglass figure, green eyes, long brown hair? Like the human version of Jessica Rabbit?”

      “That’s the one!” said the receptionist.

      “Did he have any other visitors at all?” I asked. “Maybe a middle-aged lady, wears a scarf over her hair and baggy clothes, brown eyes?”

      “No,” said the receptionist. “Just the Jessica Rabbit lady. Nobody else. Poor guy.”

      As Ian and I headed back to my car, we were both confused.

      “So Anastacia’s definitely Pete’s boyfriend,” I said. “That’s that.”

      “And he’s not seeing Joan.”

      “No. It makes sense, too. Why would he have an affair with Joan when he was dating a gorgeous woman like Anna?”

      Ian snapped his fingers, his eyes wide like he’d been struck with a great idea. “Maybe we misunderstood when Greg said Pete was sleeping with Harvey’s best lady.”

      “How so?”

      “Maybe he meant Anastacia—maybe Harvey was having an affair with Anastacia. Anna was Harvey’s best lady. And Pete was having an affair with her, which made Harvey mad when he found out. Maybe Harvey pointed Pete out to Gregory not because he was scared, but because he wanted Pete to pay.”

      I turned that over in my mind. In a strange way, it seemed possible.

      “There’s a high chance Harvey was having an affair,” I said softly. “Even Joan seemed to accept that possibility.”

      “Right,” Ian nodded. “And we know Pete was dating Anastacia. Whether or not Anna was involved with Harvey, too, she might know something about Pete’s death.”

      “We’ve got to talk to her,” I said. “And this time, we won’t let her slip away.”
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      I made a quick phone call, and my friend Rhiannon agreed to take over my shift. With that sorted out, I took a quick power nap before getting up at night, dressing quickly, and going over to the burlesque show with Ian.

      As we sat in the dim room, people began streaming in. There were a few sets before Anna’s, and the excitement level seemed to go up the longer we were there. It seemed evident to me that most people were coming to see Anastacia; she was the big draw for the place.

      Silence fell as soon as Anastacia got to the stage. Her voice was deep and her presence magnetic. All eyes were on her, fascinated, as she sang and performed through song after song, pausing only to take short breaks.

      Finally, when her last song was done, the audience went berserk, applauding and whistling their approval. The curtain fell briefly, and when it came up, there was a different trio of women on stage, and they began to perform the first few chords of a song I’d never heard before.

      A few people started to leave, while others stayed put, curious about the rest of the performers.

      “Let’s go,” I whispered to Ian. “We need to catch her before she leaves.”

      We scurried over toward the bar, intent on asking the bartender where Anastacia could be—but then we saw her. She was already there, chatting and laughing with the bartender, who reached under the counter and pulled out a large black tote bag.

      “Have a good night,” he said, waving goodbye to her, as she turned and began walking toward the exit.

      Ian rushed ahead, and I saw him blocking her path.

      Anastacia must’ve thought he was a slightly deranged fan, because I saw her smiling politely and trying to walk away. When Ian wouldn’t leave, she nodded at the burly security man who was approaching.

      The security man picked up his pace, and so did I. We both got there at the same time.

      “This guy bothering you?” asked the security man.

      “That’s my friend, Ian,” I said quickly. I looked at Anastacia. “We’re private investigators. We just want to ask you a few questions.”

      Anastacia looked into my eyes and hesitated.

      Up close, she seemed even more beautiful than she had on stage. Her green eyes sparkled, and her skin was smooth and flawless. I assumed she was wearing heavy stage makeup, but it had been applied so expertly that it looked like real skin, not like foundation. There was an aura of youth and attractiveness about her.

      At my words, she finally nodded, and waved away the security guy.

      “It’s okay,” she said to him. “I’ll chat with these people. The guy seems off, but this woman seems all right.”

      “Anastacia, I’m sorry about Ian,” I said to her as we walked, three-abreast with me in the middle, toward the exit. “He gets carried away sometimes and doesn’t do a good job of explaining himself.”

      “I’m sorry,” Ian said, echoing my words. “Sorry if I scared you. I didn’t mean to.”

      Anastacia sighed, and tilted her head to indicate that it was okay. As we headed toward the exit, she waved goodbye to a group of men whom I assumed were show regulars.

      “Call me Anna,” she said in her low, husky voice. “And it’s okay, I guess—I’ve had a few run-ins with some people who seemed a bit ‘off,’ and perhaps I was too quick to judge.” She glanced past me to give Ian a wary look. “I might’ve been wrong.”

      Outside, the Vegas air had a sharp chill to it, and Anna pulled a cardigan out of her bag and wrapped it around her shoulders. We walked wordlessly in the dark, each of us seeming to be lost in our thoughts. A few moments later, I realized we were heading toward Jim’s Crowded House, the same coffee joint we’d gone to with Pete. It was appropriate, I supposed.

      Once again, the place was bustling when we got there, with young twenty-somethings chatting and laughing while enjoying their late-night coffee and snacks.

      The barista looked at Anna and smiled, and she smiled back. I wondered if this had been a regular date-night spot for her and Pete.

      We managed to grab a tiny table at the back, and I asked Anna what she’d have. “Decaf, black,” she said. “I’d like to get some sleep when I get back home. Maybe.” She laughed humorously, as though she’d made a joke.

      As Ian headed over to place our order, I asked her, “Do you have to work during the day?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “This gig pays me well enough I can relax during the day.”

      I smiled. “It’s hard working these late shifts. I’m a casino dealer myself.”

      Anna looked at me with interest. “Really? Which casino?”

      “The Treasury.”

      She nodded. “No shift tonight?”

      As Ian returned to our table, I said, “No. I called in a favor so that I could do my other job.”

      “Which is?”

      “I’m a part-time private investigator.”

      “And I’m her partner!” Ian chimed in excitedly. He never missed a chance to say that, even though he wasn’t officially my partner.

      “Wow.” Anastacia looked from me to Ian. “That’s quite a side gig.”

      “I suppose so,” I said. I sighed, thinking of Gladys and my inability to track her down. I needed to do something about that. “Some jobs are harder than others.”

      “I suppose people don’t make it easy for you.”

      “No,” I said, as our orders arrived.

      We sipped our coffees for a bit, and I observed Anna surreptitiously. Beyond her obvious beauty, there was something about her that hinted at intelligence, and a sense of empathy.

      “So,” I said after a few moments, “do you know Harvey Gaudet?”

      Anna shook her head. “Not personally. I heard of him, though. He’s the guy who got killed, right? He used to be Pete’s boss.”

      I nodded. “Yes. You never met him?”

      “No,” she said. “Never.”

      Wow. That was a dead end, very fast. I looked at Ian and saw my disappointment reflected in his eyes.

      “Are you sure you never met him?” Ian said. “Not even once?”

      Anna shook her head. “Sorry, not even once.”

      Ian’s eyes brightened as he had an obvious thought. “Maybe you met him but he was in disguise!”

      Anna looked at him, surprised. “In disguise? What do you mean? Why would he be in disguise?”

      Just as quickly as he’d brightened up, Ian deflated. “Not sure,” he mumbled.

      “Maybe he wanted to avoid being found out by his wife,” I suggested, trying to cheer Ian up. “Maybe even if he wasn’t in disguise, he used a fake name when he had affairs with other women. Like lots of guys do when they pick up women for one-night stands—they use a made-up name. Maybe Harvey called himself—I dunno—Harold, for instance. But he was really Harvey.”

      Ian beamed at me. “Yes, that’s exactly what I meant!”

      Anna continued to look at me dubiously, so I pulled out my phone and found a photo of Harvey. “Here,” I said, passing my phone over to her. “This guy. Have you ever met him?”

      Anna studied the photo for a few moments, and then passed the phone back to me with a shake of her head. “No, sorry. Not this guy. Besides, it’s not like I would accidentally have an affair—he’s my boyfriend’s boss. Or used to be, until Pete lost his job. Although, Pete thinks that maybe now that Harvey’s dead, he might get his old job back.”

      She smiled at me, looking slightly hopeful. “That’d be nice,” she went on. “I’m really hoping Pete gets his life back together. He’s a great guy. He deserves a good life.”

      “Umm, about that.” Ian and I exchanged a glance, and I shuffled uncomfortably in my seat. “Well. See. Pete’s… dead.”

      Anna’s jaw dropped. “Are you—is this a joke?”

      “No.” I reached out and tried to place a hand on her arm, but she drew it back before I could do so. “I’m afraid not. His car went up in flames and he was trapped inside.” I decided not to tell her that he was definitely murdered. She already looked like she was in shock.

      “You’re not serious?” she repeated.

      I nodded, and she looked to Ian for confirmation.

      “It’s true,” he said. “I’m sorry.”

      Her eyes welled up with tears, and she stood up suddenly, pushing her chair back. “This is too much—I need to go! Leave me alone!”

      “Wait!” I stood up just as quickly. “Please, sit down,” I said, indicating her chair. “Please, don’t go.”

      She hesitated a moment, and then sat down again.

      I tried to keep my voice low and soothing. “I know this has to be a huge shock for you.”

      She nodded, wiping a tear away.

      “You need to go and talk to the police,” I said. “They’re looking for information about Pete, and you could help them. Ask for Detective Elwood.”

      She nodded her head again, and I wondered if she’d remember the name. If she’d even go to the cops. It didn’t matter; I decided I’d tell Elwood myself.

      “Another thing. Were you dating Roger Briars?”

      She looked at me in surprise, her eyes wide. “Yes. Why?”

      “Roger and Pete?”

      She nodded. “I wasn’t exclusive with any of them. And me and Roger were more—one-off friends, if you know what I mean. I was going to end things with him if Pete got his life together again, which I knew he would. I mean, me and Pete could’ve been serious, could’ve gone somewhere. Roger though—a man like that doesn’t care about women. He only cares about himself.”

      She sounded almost bitter when she said that last sentence.

      Ian said, “If you didn’t like Roger, why were you with him?”

      Anna laughed unexpectedly. “No, I didn’t dislike him. We had our tiffs now and then, but … see, sometimes I get confused. Not sure about what I want. And then a guy like Roger’s fun. But if you want something more, then Roger’s not that guy. He’s just a phase. A fun phase, but still, just a phase.”

      I nodded. Her words sort of made sense, in a roundabout, convoluted kind of way.

      “Right,” I said. “So that last time you met him, what happened then?”

      Anna looked at me warily. “Why do you ask? You don’t seem like a pervert to me.”

      “Oh no,” I said quickly. “It’s just—that’s the day Harvey’s body was found in Roger’s room. And you were the last person to see Roger before that. So I was wondering…”

      I let my words trail off, and Anna seemed to relax. “Oh, okay. I understand now.”

      She thought for a moment, then said, “I knew when his set was going to end, so I went straight up to his room. He’d shown me how to walk to avoid the cameras. He liked his privacy, and to be honest, so did I.”

      She took a sip of her now-cold coffee and went on. “By the time I got to his room, he was already there. So we hung out a bit, and then I left.”

      That matched with what Roger had told us had happened. “Did you go into Roger’s bedroom?”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head. “We just hung out in the living room. Then I left. That’s it.”

      She looked at me expectantly. “Was that all you wanted to know?”

      I sighed. “I suppose so.”

      Anna shrugged. “I’m not sure how that helps you.”

      “You know Roger’s trying to get in touch with you?” I tried to keep from frowning at her. “Why haven’t you come forward backing up Roger’s story of what happened?”

      She shook her head. “I can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      She looked down at the table and mumbled sheepishly, “Don’t like the police.”

      “I understand the sentiment, I do. But you still need to talk to them.”

      Anna shook her head again. “My friend was arrested for possession when I was younger. I don’t trust the police.”

      “But you could help out Roger.”

      She looked into my eyes. “If I thought my story would really help him, I’d have come forward sooner. But it doesn’t give him an alibi or him, does it? All it shows is that I’ve been seeing two men at once—and like I said, I don’t trust the police. I don’t want to talk to them any more than I have to.”

      I sighed deeply. I understood where Anna was coming from, but her attitude was still frustrating.

      “Are you sure you didn’t know Harvey?” Ian asked again.

      Anna forced her lips into a smile. “No, I didn’t. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have to go home. Figure some things out. I can’t believe Pete’s really dead, but that would explain why he hasn’t been answering his phone. I just can’t believe—we were meant to—”

      She broke off, her eyes welling with tears.

      She dabbed at them, and Ian patted her shoulder awkwardly. “There, there,” he said.

      “Thanks for telling me,” she said, suddenly standing up again. She looked down at us and smiled sadly. “I hope you two find what you’re looking for.”

      With that, she was gone.
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      By the time Ian and I left the café, it was almost three in the morning. I’d made no further progress on the Harvey Gaudet case. Nor had I gotten anywhere further with talking to Gladys Hartley.

      Annoyed at myself for my lack of any headway, I decided to drive straight to Gladys’s house, despite the late hour.

      Gladys’s house was in a small neighborhood north of the Strip. It was mostly project homes here, and they looked relatively small and modest from the outside. The road her house was on was almost completely dark, save for the streetlights, at this hour.

      It seemed that most of Gladys’s neighbors were law-abiding regular folk who liked to go to sleep at a decent hour—not stay up ‘til the early morning, like us.

      Gladys’s house, like its neighbors, was pitch black.

      I knocked loudly on the door – but not too loudly, in case I woke the neighbors up.

      Next to me, Ian was a bundle of negativity. “She’s not going to answer even if she’s at home,” he said. “She ran away from you in broad daylight. What makes you think she’ll talk to you at this ungodly hour?”

      I ignored him and knocked again. What did they say about positive thinking? “I’m sure she’ll want to talk to me,” I said. “I’m sure it’s all just a big misunderstanding.”

      “She’s always running away from us,” Ian grumbled. My positive thinking had not rubbed off on him. “She ran away from us at the casino too.”

      I raised my hand to knock again, but then I stopped.

      This house felt different.

      It was quiet, but the quiet of an empty house. Not the quiet of a house where people were asleep, but the quiet of a house where there were no people.

      “She’s not here,” I said softly. “She’s at a casino.”

      Ian quirked one eyebrow. “That could be. Lots of the seniors like to play the slots all night.”

      “If she’s at the casino, she’ll come back,” I reasoned.

      Ian let out an unhappy groan. “Do you expect me to stand out here all night? Because I’m freezing! I should’ve brought a hoodie. But I didn’t. I thought I’d be home with Snowflake by now.”

      He continued making unhappy, grumbling noises, so I relented.

      “Let’s wait in my car. We’ll see her when she arrives.”

      Ian was slightly cheered up by that. “Okay,” he said, sliding into the passenger side seat. “As soon as we see her, we’ll pounce!”

      “But in a non-threatening way,” I reminded him. “You don’t want her pulling out the pepper spray.”

      “Hmm.” He tapped his chin in thought. “It’s hard to be non-threatening at this hour.”

      “I’ll come up with a plan,” I said. “And if she tries to run, we won’t be polite this time. no more Miss Nice Girl.”

      “Or Mister Nice Guy,” Ian added.

      I nodded in confirmation.

      We sat there quietly, but when no Gladys showed up, I allowed my mind to drift off and think about Harvey Gaudet and his potential killer.

      Ian was clearly thinking the same thing, because after a few moments, he said, “Do you really believe Anna? That she didn’t know Harvey?”

      I chewed my lower lip thoughtfully. “Hard to say. She’s got no reason to lie. I mean, she told us about Pete and Roger—why would she go out of the way to lie about Harvey?”

      “Because Harvey’s dead?”

      “But so is Pete,” I argued. “And Roger found a dead body.”

      “She doesn’t have much luck with men.”

      “Hmm. But that doesn’t mean she knew Harvey.”

      “She could still be lying about that.”

      “She could,” I relented. “For whatever reason, maybe she thought it best to lie about that.”

      “Then what do we do?”

      I thought some. “We need to come up with a way of proving it.”

      “That she didn’t know Harvey?”

      I nodded. “Yes. That she didn’t know him. Or that she did. Either one of those.”

      We sat in silence for a bit, and then Ian said, “How do we prove it?”

      “I don’t know, I admitted. “But first thing tomorrow, I’m going over to Elwood. I’m telling him about Anna.”

      “You don’t think she’ll go on her own?”

      I shrugged. “Grief makes people act in strange ways. She might forget. And she’s admitted she doesn’t like cops. She might just not go, even if she’s upset about Pete’s death.”

      Ian nodded. “Good thinking.”

      “And Elwood has more resources than we do,” I admitted. “He can run through lots of state cameras, and more. He can try to find a connection between her and Harvey.”

      “If he wants to,” Ian said bitterly. “He might not try very hard. He’s pretty convinced it was Roger who killed Harvey.”

      “That’s true,” I admitted. “Sometimes the cops don’t try very hard. They’ve got resources, but they’re also stretched thin. Usually, they just go for the easiest solution.”

      “Hmm. Maybe we can bake some more cupcakes to motivate Elwood.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed. “That might work.”

      “Or it might not.”

      “We’ll know in a few days. Elwood knows I’ll keep hounding him for info if I tell him about Anna.”

      “And he might really not find anything out about her and Harvey.”

      “Chances are high,” I said reluctantly. “I don’t think Anna was lying about not knowing Harvey.”

      “Then what?” Ian said. “What does it all mean?”

      I thought about that. “Greg said Pete was having an affair with Harvey’s best gal. We took it literally to mean Pete was sleeping with Joan. But Joan denied that. So we thought, maybe Harvey’s best gal was his mistress, Anna. But Anna’s not his mistress. So his best gal is still Joan.”

      “So Pete was sleeping with Joan?”

      “I don’t know,” I said with a sigh. “It doesn’t seem likely, does it?”

      “Maybe Harvey had a different mistress,” Ian suggested.

      “Maybe.” I turned the thought over in my mind. “Maybe Joan’ll let us go through his things. Or maybe she knows something.”

      “Or maybe she’s lying. Maybe she actually did have an affair with Pete.”

      “We need to go talk to Joan again.”

      “Exactly!” Ian nodded animatedly. “She’s bound to tell us something new!”

      We were silent for a few more seconds, and then Ian said, “And what about Nadia?”

      I sighed. “I don’t like her,” I admitted. “I’m sure she’s okay as a person, but she’s got far too much motive to frame Roger, and nothing to lose.”

      “I agree,” Ian said. “Nadia’s got too much riding on this. If you could get a dead body for free, without killing anyone, she’d definitely use that to frame Roger.”

      “But you can’t just get a dead body for free.”

      “Hey!” Ian snapped his fingers. “Maybe someone else killed Harvey and maybe she somehow found the body.”

      “It sounds unlikely,” I said dubiously, “But stranger things have happened.”

      “What if…?” said Ian, his excitement growing. “The person who killed Harvey. The person who stashed his body in Roger’s room. The person who killed Pete. What if they’re all three different people?”

      I felt a shiver go down my spine. It seemed like Ian might be onto something.

      “Hang on,” Ian said, as his phone pinged. “I just got a news alert on Roger Briars.”

      “What’s that?” I asked.

      As Ian unlocked his phone, he explained, “Every time there’s breaking news on Roger, I get an alert. Usually, it’s nothing.” He dropped his eyes to read the headline and let out a low whistle.

      “What is it?”

      “There’s been an attempt on Roger’s life!”

      “What? Let me see that!”

      I leaned over, and Ian showed me the headline and the snippet from the news article. A man had accosted Roger after his show, as he’d been going up to his room, and physically attacked him.

      “There’s a video,” Ian said, scrolling down.

      He hit play, and we watched as a newscaster repeated the news, and then the screen showed footage of a man being arrested.

      “Hey!” said Ian. “It’s that guy who was protesting with Nadia.”

      We watched a few more seconds, as the reporter explained about Roger and Alicia, and the fact that the man had been protesting outside the casino earlier.

      “He’s one of Nadia’s group,” I said softly.

      Ian switched off the video. “You think Nadia set him up?”

      “I’ve got no doubt about it. She’s charismatic, and she’s calling the shots. She wants Roger dead.”

      “And if she’ll go as far as convincing someone else to kill Roger…”

      “Then,” I said, finishing Ian’s thought, “she’d definitely try to get Roger framed for murder!”

      Suddenly, we heard the noise of an engine, and then headlights drew close.

      A taxi stopped in front of Gladys’s house, and after a few seconds, a tracksuit-clad Gladys emerged.

      Moments later, the taxi had driven off and Gladys was standing on the pavement, rifling through her bag, clearly looking for her keys.

      “Now!” I said to Ian.

      We dashed out of the car and raced toward Gladys.

      No more Miss Nice Girl. Or Mister Nice Guy.

      By the time Gladys realized what was happening and turned to look at us, Ian and I were almost by her side.

      She twisted, dropped her bag, and made to run off, but I reached out and grabbed her wrist.

      “Gladys!” I said softly. “I just want to talk to you.”
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      I don’t know who was more shocked, me or Ian, when Gladys managed to pull her wrist away from me and take off at a trot across the road.

      “Wait!” I called softly. I wasn’t going to let her get away again.

      Ian split off in one direction, and I went the other way, carrying Gladys’s handbag.

      When she got to the pavement on the other side of the road, Ian was to her left, and I was to her right.

      She chose to make a mad dash toward me.

      Wrong choice.

      I threw her handbag as hard as I could toward her head, and it made contact. Boink!

      Gladys stopped running, and stood there in shock, as Ian caught up to her from behind.

      “I have a taser!” he lied. “Don’t move!”

      But she did—she made as though to dash across the street again—and this time, Ian grabbed her leg and held on.

      Gladys kicked hard, trying to get Ian off, but she couldn’t.

      I snuck up behind her, grabbed her wrist, and snapped on a handcuff.

      Gladys looked up from Ian, who was holding on to her ankle, to me, and then to her wrist.

      I snapped the other side of the cuffs onto my own wrist, and held it up for her to see.

      “Besties, see?” I said helpfully. “Together forever.”

      Gladys didn’t find that particularly funny, judging from the scowl on her face.

      “Let me go,” she said in a surprisingly deep voice. “What do you two want from me? Money? Because I’ll pay you. I’ve got Social Security, and I won a few hundred at blackjack today. Let me go.”

      “We need to talk,” I said, forcing her to walk with me toward her house.

      Ian gathered up her bag, and together, the three of us trooped inside.

      Once inside, Ian switched on the light, locked the front door behind us, and put Gladys’s handbag down on the floor.

      I glanced around the inside of Gladys’s house, and I took a good, long look at Gladys. Under the bright fluorescent lights in her kitchen, I could finally see the truth.

      “You’re not Gladys,” I said. “But I know who you are.”
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      “Tiffany?” a bleary-eyed Susan Hartley stared at me and blinked. “What’s going on? What time is it? Why are you video calling me at this ungodly hour?”

      “I know it’s too early,” I said. “But we needed to talk. And I couldn’t wait.”

      Susan yawned and rubbed her eyes, and her image moved slightly. I guessed we’d woken her and she was sitting up in bed.

      “This better be good,” she grumbled. “I hired a PI to make my life easier, not to wake me at—two in the morning?!”

      “Time zones,” I said sheepishly. That was only part of it. “But this couldn’t wait.”

      I handed the phone over to “Gladys.”

      We’d given “her” a few minutes to wash up and change, and she’d returned a completely different person. Literally.

      “James?” Susan sounded even more surprised than before. “What’re you doing here? Tiffany, why is my son with you?”

      “Hi, Mom.” James smiled wanly and waved at the image of his mother in the phone. “How are you?”

      “Great!” she snapped, sounding anything but great. “Why are you with Tiffany? What’s going on?”

      “Uh.”

      James looked at me uncertainly.

      He seemed young, in his early twenties, and was mostly skin and bones. His hair was scraggly and a tad too long, and now that he’d washed off the elaborate “wrinkles” makeup, I could see that his skin was slightly acne-prone.

      “Talk to Tiffany. She can explain.”

      James passed the phone over to me before I could protest.

      “Hi Susan,” I said awkwardly.

      “Tiffany. What is going on?”

      “So… I’m afraid I’ve got some very bad news. About your mother.” I paused for a moment, giving her a moment to prepare. “I’m afraid Gladys has passed away.”

      Susan gasped. “No! That can’t be possible! You told me yesterday—or was it the day before? —that you saw her on the street. And she was so quick you couldn’t even catch up with her.”

      “I know I said that,” I said soothingly. “But I was wrong. I wasn’t seeing Gladys. I saw your son, James, dressed up as Gladys.”

      Susan scowled at me, clearly not buying a word of it. “That makes no sense. Pass the phone back to James.”

      James waved his hands at me frantically, refusing to accept the phone. When I failed to force it on him, I stood in front of him and held the phone at the height of his face. “Talk to your mother,” I commanded.

      “Hey Mom,” he said weakly.

      “James! Why are you in Vegas? Why aren’t you in LA?”

      “Well…” he scratched the top of his head. “You know how I went to LA a year ago to become a makeup artist?”

      “Yes?”

      “Er, well. See, I met this girl. Julie.” He beamed at her name. “We’re in love.”

      “What’s that got to do with anything?”

      James hesitated. “Well, see, Julie’s pregnant.”

      I heard Susan gasp. “You got a girl pregnant?”

      “No, no.” James shook his head back and forth rapidly. “I didn’t get her pregnant. I’m not the dad. I mean, I’m not the biological dad. I mean—what I mean is—Julie was already pregnant when I met her. Some deadbeat got her pregnant and ran off. He doesn’t want to be the dad.”

      Susan’s voice echoed through the living room, harsh and unforgiving. “What’s this got to do with you? Some girl gets pregnant by another guy and he runs off. Happens all the time. Why are you involved?”

      “Because I love her.” James’s voice sounded strained and his eyes had a desperate, almost manic light. “I didn’t tell you earlier because I knew you wouldn’t understand!”

      “No,” said Susan flatly. “I don’t.”

      “I love her, Mom. I love Julie and I love the baby she’s carrying. Our baby. It doesn’t matter that some other guy’s the biological dad. I’m the real dad. I’m going to have a baby!” he paused, looking at the phone hesitantly. “You’re going to be a grandma, Mom. Aren’t you excited?”

      There was no response from the other end, and I peered over to glance at the screen. Susan was staring at James stoically.

      After a few seconds of no response, James went on, sounding slightly dejected. “I’m going to have a family. I’m going to be a dad. Which means I need to provide for them.”

      Still no response from Susan.

      James took a deep breath and went on. “I took a bus into Vegas to talk to Grandma. I knew she’d understand. I thought maybe she could help out.”

      Ian said, “Did she understand?”

      “Who’s that?” asked Susan sharply.

      I swiveled the phone around so Susan could see Ian.

      “Who’re you?” she asked, not sounding pleased.

      “I’m Ian,” said Ian proudly. “Ian Ewanson. Thought maybe I should be like James Bond and lead with Ewanson. That might be more impressive. Ewanson, Ian Ewanson.”

      I peered at the phone. Susan did not look impressed. In fact, she looked downright annoyed. “Is this some kind of joke?”

      Quickly, I turned the phone around to face me again. “Susan, Ian is my partner,” I said. “He helped me apprehend Glady—I mean, your son.” I swiveled the phone around again, so that it faced James. “James, go on.”

      He shrugged. “I guess Grandma was happy enough to see me. I spent two days here. Helping her out and stuff. I was meaning to tell her about me and Julie, but then one morning, I woke up. And Grandma wasn’t up ‘til noon. So after lunch, I went to wake her up.”

      He fell silent for a few seconds. Finally, he took a deep breath and went on. “I went to wake her up,” he repeated. “But she wouldn’t get up.” He blinked rapidly, fighting back tears. “She was dead.”

      I peeked at the phone again. Susan’s face seemed to be frozen in place, as though my phone had stopped working.

      James must’ve thought the same thing, because he said, “Mom, are you listening?”

      “Go on.” Her voice was flat and emotionless. Just like her face.

      James took another deep breath. “So. She was dead. I spent a few minutes thinking. I didn’t know what to do, so I… I put her body in that chest freezer there.”

      He pointed toward the kitchen.

      Ian and I shuddered simultaneously.

      Susan said, “You what?!”

      She sounded as horrified as Ian and I felt.

      James looked at the ground and swayed slightly from one side to the other.

      “I didn’t know what to do,” he muttered. “I didn’t know where to put her.”

      “How about calling 911!?” Susan yelled. “Good Lord, James, have I not raised you with any more sense than a doorknob? My mom just died! How could you do this? How could you not tell me? Did you think I wouldn’t want to know? Did you think, maybe, in an emergency, you call 911? You call a hospital? Good Lord.”

      Her voice shrank away. “Good Lord,” she repeated softly.

      “I’m sorry, Mom.” James sounded as contrite as he looked. “I guess I wasn’t thinking straight.”

      I held my breath, waiting for Susan to go off on another tirade, but I was met with silence from the other end of the phone. I peered over—Susan was quietly wiping away tears. “My own son,” she muttered.

      “She was already dead,” James protested, suddenly defensive. “Telling other people wouldn’t help me! But she was getting Social Security, and she liked going to the casino—she had ten grand in bills in her bedside table! So I dressed up as her and got her Social Security checks. And I pretended to be her so no one would get suspicious. I even went to the casinos she liked and won a bit of money. I think Grandma would’ve liked that.”

      “I think she’d rather not be in that chest freezer,” Ian muttered.

      Softly, Susan said, “How could you do such a thing, James?”

      “But Mo-om.” James’s voice took on a whiny quality. “I’m going to be a dad! I need to provide for my son! It’s a boy, did you know?”

      He looked at the phone hopefully.

      Susan didn’t reply.

      After a few moments of silence, James shrugged. “I knew you wouldn’t understand. And I knew Grandma would’ve wanted to help me. So I did what I had to. I needed to do this. For Julie. For the baby.”

      He stared at the phone as he spoke.

      For a few moments, there was no response from the other end.

      Finally, Susan said, “Tiffany, can I speak to you now?”

      “Sure.”

      I turned the phone around so that it faced me, and smiled cheerily. And then I saw Susan’s tear-stained face, and dialed down my cheerfulness a bit. “What did you want to talk about?”

      “Do we need to report this to the police?” she asked. “What happens now?”

      I bit my lip. “I’m not really sure. I’ve never been in a situation like this.”

      Ian piped up. “It’s not illegal to put someone who’s already dead into a chest freezer.”

      I nodded. “Ian’s right. I’m not sure what crime’s been committed here, but I guess you do need to give Gladys a proper burial—or cremation, if that’s what she wanted. And it might be a good idea to get the authorities involved, clear things up, stop committing Social Security fraud.”

      “Does that mean I’d get arrested?” asked James suddenly. “I can’t get arrested! I’m going to be a dad!”

      I gulped. “Susan,” I said to the phone, “I can’t advise you on what to do. You hired me to find Gladys. I found Gladys. The rest is between you and your son.”

      Susan nodded grimly. “Thank you, Tiffany. I appreciate it.”

      I looked hesitantly at James. And then, I looked back at my phone. To Susan, I said, “I should go. You and James have a lot to talk about. Why don’t you fly out here, and sort things out? I’m only a phone call away if you need me.”

      “Thank you,” Susan said weakly.

      She looked tired and shocked, and I didn’t know that the next few days would be any easier for her.

      But there was a hopeful light in James’s eyes.

      I hung up, and said, “I’m leaving. Talk to your mom about when she’ll arrive.”

      “Have a copy of the ultrasound on hand,” Ian said suddenly. “I’ve seen ultrasounds of unborn babies. They have a way of breaking your heart.”

      James’s eyes welled up. “I know,” he said. “I just hope my mom feels the same way about this baby.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 32

          

        

      

    

    
      It had been far too long a night by the time I got back to my apartment. Except, it wasn’t night anymore; it was almost dawn.

      I said goodbye to Ian at his apartment, and then trudged the last few steps over to my door.

      I was ready to collapse into bed right that moment.

      I opened my door and closed it behind me, flicking on the light.

      That’s when I sensed it. Someone else’s presence.

      “Hello?” I called out. “Stone? Are you in here again?”

      I was too tired for games. I checked in the kitchen by rote. “Stone?” I repeated. “I’m really tired. I’m checking the place like you said to, but I’m really t—”

      The balaclava-clad man stepped out of my bedroom, and I screamed. “You’re not Stone!”

      He was shorter, and besides, Stone wouldn’t bother to wear a balaclava.

      Worse, he had a long, ugly-looking knife in one hand.

      In a low, gravelly voice, he said, “Prepare to die!”

      I screamed again, flinging open a kitchen cabinet. Ryan had given me a can of pepper spray, and I kept it in here. It would come in handy tonight.

      I pulled out the bottle, opened the cap, and sprayed in the direction of the man.

      The air smelled vaguely oily and I realized I’d sprayed olive oil in the man’s direction.

      Before he came to the same realization as me, I hurled the can toward the knife, knocking it out of his hand.

      The man looked down and stared at the knife in dismay.

      “I’ve got a gun,” I said. “And I know Krav Maga. I’m going to shoot you, and then I’m going to kick you in the nuts.”

      The man looked at me, his dark eyes wide with horror.

      “You’re crazy,” he said. “This isn’t worth it!”

      And then he turned and ran out.

      I held on to the kitchen countertop, my knees shaking.

      “That’s right!” I yelled out loud. “I’ve got a gun! If anyone else is in there, come out right now! Before I blow you to bits!”

      Nobody came out.

      I took a deep breath. My pulse was still throbbing, my heart thudding loudly.

      But I knew what had to be done.

      I walked to my bedroom and flicked on the light. I checked inside the wardrobe, under the bed, behind the curtains. I checked the bathroom.

      Finally, satisfied there was nobody in there, I returned to the living room and locked the front door.

      I sank down onto my couch.

      My previous sleepiness had evaporated.

      Pulling out my phone, I began to dial Ryan’s number.

      And then I remembered—Ryan was no longer here. I couldn’t call him.

      Gulping down a sudden lump in my throat, I called 911.

      “Someone broke into my place,” I said in a slightly shaky voice. “He had a knife.”

      “Stay on the phone,” the operator said, “Don’t hang up. Is there anyone with you now? Are you safe?”

      “I’m safe,” I said. “No other intruders.”

      I then walked them through the attack, and the operator promised a police officer would be around shortly to take my statement and to make sure I was okay.

      I hung up the phone, closed my eyes, and leaned back against the couch cushions. I could fall asleep right there. The adrenaline that had been coursing through my body just a few moments prior seemed to have left in one big whoosh, and now I was exhausted and empty, and ready to crash.

      I stayed like that for a few seconds. Just when I was about to fall asleep, there was a knock on my door.

      I jumped up, rubbed my eyes with the back of my hand, and opened the door.

      “Stone!” I’d been expecting to see a police officer, not him. “What’re you doing here?”

      He stepped inside and surveyed the place. “One of my guys heard about it on the radio dispatch.” He peered at me. “You okay?”

      “I chased him off with a can of olive oil spray.” I jerked my head at the can that was now lying on the floor, next to a big, ugly knife.

      Stone let out what sounded like a small groan. “Where’s your gun? You might not be so lucky next time.”

      I snorted. “I know Krav Maga, remember? My bare hands are weapons.”

      Stone looked at me doubtfully. “When was the last time you went to practice?”

      Oops. Time to change the subject.

      “So,” I said brightly. “I finally caught Gladys! You know, the old lady I chased down the other day.”

      Stone’s expression didn’t change. “You need to go to Krav Maga class if you want to stay safe.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Sure, sure. I’ll take Ian with me.” I grinned. “He cries like a baby whenever he thinks of the instructor.”

      There was not an ounce of sympathy in Stone’s dark eyes. “The class is tough because it’s tough to fight off an attacker. It could save your life. And Ian’s.”

      I looked off to one side and groaned. “All right, all right. I’ll go next week. I promise.”

      “I’ll go with you.”

      “No, no—you don’t need to. Really.”

      “I insist.”

      “Of course you do.” I felt a surge of annoyance toward Stone. What was he, the Krav Maga police?

      Suddenly, Stone gave me a rare smile. “So, tell me about this old lady.”

      He sat down on the chair opposite the couch, and I sank back into the cushions. I told him all about Gladys and James and Susan, and he listened quietly.

      “Sad business,” he said finally. “You should’ve charged Susan more.”

      I burst out laughing. “I wish I had! If only I’d known how complicated it’d be.”

      He nodded. “And what’s the deal with Harvey Gaudet’s murder?”

      Again, I brought him up to speed—including the fact that we were at a loss.

      “But I do know one thing for certain,” I said. “Today’s attack proved to me that Nadia’s got the mentality of a killer.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Well, clearly the man who came after me was working for Nadia.”

      “And you know this, how?”

      “He was…” I tried to search for a description that wasn’t offensive. Then I realized I was worrying about being offensive toward a guy who’d tried to kill me. “He was immature and silly,” I said bluntly.

      Stone looked at me seriously. “What an insult, sending you the immature attackers instead of the experienced ones.”

      I smiled. “Well—he got scared off quite easily, and I’m sure I could’ve overpowered him in a fight.” I bit my tongue to stop from mentioning Krav Maga. “One of Nadia’s guys attacked Roger. Nadia thinks that Ian and I are working for Roger, which is true enough. But she’s convinced he’s a killer and he shouldn’t get off.”

      Stone nodded his head slightly, encouraging me to go with my theory.

      “The other day, Nadia sicced her group against us—but just in a mean chant. She sicced the guy onto Roger, the one who attacked Roger in the casino. I’m sure it was one of her guys who attacked me tonight.”

      “Which makes you think Nadia doesn’t have qualms about killing.”

      A chill settled onto my heart. Put like that, Nadia Tumal sounded like a sinister, cold-blooded psychopath—which she probably was.

      “Perhaps Nadia paid someone to kill Harvey. I’m not sure what her deal was with Pete. But anyway, I’m convinced she’s got something to do with Harvey’s death and Roger being blamed for it. I just need to prove it.”

      “You could try talking to her again.”

      “Is that what you’d do?”

      Stone’s gaze didn’t waver from mine. “No. But maybe you shouldn’t do what I’d do.”

      I dropped my gaze and nodded. I didn’t agree with him. If I was serious about proving that Nadia was a killer, I’d need to take some real action.

      I was still thinking about what I’d do when there was another knock on the door. This time, I opened it to find two young-looking police officers with notepads in their hands.

      “You called in an attack?” one of them said.

      I nodded and let them in. I spent what felt like ages retelling the events, and Stone stayed where he was, watching us intently.

      Finally, the duo left, and Stone stood up.

      “I’ll let you get some sleep,” he said. “Call me anytime you need.”

      My heart ached as I thought of my inability to call Ryan, but I smiled and nodded and Stone, and closed the door behind him.

      I couldn’t forget Ryan’s gorgeous gray eyes, the way he’d smile slowly. The way he’d left me all of a sudden. The fact that he might not be coming back.

      I tried to push those thoughts out of my mind and focus on Nadia Tumal. She was hiding something, and I was determined to prove it.
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      I tossed and turned in bed for a while, drifting off and having strange dreams, but not getting any real sleep.

      Finally, I woke up at seven. I had a plan.

      Dialing Jack’s number, I held my breath as it rang three times, and then he finally answered.

      “Tiffany,” he said. “This is a pleasure.”

      “I’m afraid it’s about work.” I wasn’t sure about calling Jack, but he had a lot of clout with the police force. Elwood would never cooperate if I suggested something unconventional, and my friend Emily didn’t have much influence over the Harvey Gaudet case. But Jack was close friends with the commissioner, and he could get things done.

      “Whatever you need,” Jack said, “I’m on it.”

      I nodded, knowing I’d made the right call, and told him what I’d planned.

      And then I hung up, finally falling into a deep sleep.
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        * * *

      

      I woke up after midday, showered, and got dressed. I texted Ian to come over with Snowflake, and then I put a frozen pizza into the oven.

      By the time Ian and Snowflake showed up, the pizza was ready. Snowflake was starting to show a bit more interest in human food, so we set aside tiny bits of pizza crust for her, and settled down in front of the TV.

      I turned on a local channel, and as the news came up, Ian and I dug into our pizza.

      “Breaking news right now,” said the newscaster, “Roger Briars, a popular singer at the Tremonte Casino, has been found dead in his suite.”

      Ian gasped and I paused, mid-bite.

      The screen switched to a clip of Roger singing, and then the newscaster explained, “Roger was discovered by housekeeping with what appeared to be stab wounds. Using video footage from the casino, the police have arrested a man who was previously seen in front of the Tremonte protesting Roger Briars’ alleged killing spree. The police are also questioning Nadia Tumal, who is believed to have ordered the man to kill Roger.”

      I chewed my food, not tasting what I was eating.

      The report went on to talk about Roger’s past with Alicia Tumal, and the fact that Alicia’s sister, Nadia, had always blamed Roger for her sister’s death. The report also showed the video footage of Roger stuffing Harvey’s body into the oven, and explained how he was being investigated for that murder.

      By the time the report started to talk about Roger’s surge in popularity, I switched off the TV.

      Ian seemed to be eating as mindlessly as me.

      “We’ve failed,” he said finally. “We got our client killed.”

      I chewed some more and swallowed. “I can’t believe it!”

      “This is a first,” Ian complained. “We’ve never had a client get killed before!”

      “I shouldn’t be surprised. Nadia’s guy tried to kill Roger once before, and she sent some goon over to attack me last night.”

      Ian stared at me in shock. “You haven’t told me this!”

      So I filled him in about the attacker, and how he ran off.

      Ian nodded. “At least you should be safe now. Nadia’s not going to try to get you killed since you’re not working for Roger anymore. Can’t work for a dead guy.”

      “I feel strange,” I admitted.

      “We’ve failed,” Ian moaned. “We’re big fat failures!”

      We sat in silence for a few minutes after his pronouncement.

      I tried to figure out how I felt about Roger’s death. I hadn’t been overly fond of him, but I didn’t think he deserved to die.

      “I should’ve told Roger to beef up his security,” I said finally. “I called Jack and tried to get the police security around Roger and Nadia increased this morning, but clearly I’ve failed.” I sighed. “But we can’t let Roger down. We can’t let Nadia get away with this.”

      Ian nodded emphatically. “We need to take her down. She’s the real killer, not Roger.”

      “They could both be killers,” I said, thinking of Alicia. “But yeah, she definitely needs to be brought to justice.”

      “How?” said Ian.

      “I’ve got a plan.” We finished our food, and I stacked our empty plates in the sink. “Let’s get going. Nadia won’t know what hit her.”
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      Ian and I walked over to the Tremonte, and as I’d expected, Nadia and her posse were nowhere in sight.

      Instead, near the entrance to the casino were flowers, stuffed toys, cards, and more flowers. The mourners were going all out to convey their emotions, and I wondered idly what would happen to these donations. A large, blown-up photo of Roger Briars rested against the wall behind the offerings.

      “I guess Nadia and her posse should be happy,” Ian said. “They got what they wanted.”

      “It actually feels kind of empty without them here. I expect they’ll show up at some point and maybe destroy this little Roger Briars mini-shrine.”

      “They’ll have to be super stealthy,” Ian said. “The police must be keeping an eye on all of them.”

      “Maybe,” I nodded. “But Nadia’s group seems to be kind of ruthless.”

      We walked the rest of the way to the RV park just off-Strip where Nadia had parked her RV. It was a fairly large lot, and Ian and I shuffled forward, trying to identify Nadia’s vehicle.

      We saw her before we saw her RV. She was standing in front of another RV, chatting with a petite brunette, as a tall, lanky man approached them carrying a half-dozen pizza boxes. The trio went up the RV steps and disappeared inside.

      “Do we go up to them?” Ian asked.

      I shook my head. “Let’s find Nadia’s RV.”

      We noticed it a few spots over, and I pulled out my lockpicking tool kit to jimmy open the door. Ian and I slipped inside and drew the front door closed behind us.

      Inside the RV was nice and cool, a welcome respite from the early afternoon Vegas heat outside. Nadia had pulled all the blinds closed, so I flicked on my phone and pressed the flashlight function. Placing my phone on the driver’s seat, I used it as a lamp and looked around.

      In the semi-darkness, the RV looked quite nice. It wasn’t a luxury model, but it was fairly modern and seemed roomy enough for one person. There was a countertop and tiny kitchenette against one wall, and toward the back, I spotted a door that must’ve led to the bathroom. There were two long padded benches facing each other at the back of the RV, and I guessed that Nadia unfolded them at night and turned them into one big bed.

      “This is a spiffy model,” Ian said. “I guess it wasn’t cheap.”

      “Probably cheaper than an apartment in LA, where Nadia used to live.”

      I picked up my phone and placed it on the tiny kitchen countertop. All the better to have some more light near the back. I spotted another countertop opposite the one where I’d placed my phone and turned to face it. There were knickknacks and paperwork on top of it, and I started by picking up a piece of paper, with meaningless numbers scrawled on it.

      “What’re we looking for?” Ian asked.

      “I’m not sure,” I admitted. “Something tying her to Harvey? Or even to Roger.”

      “How about this?”

      Ian held up a photo he’d found lying on one of the benches at the back. It was of Roger, except his eyes had been scratched out, and devil horns drawn on top of his head.

      “Real mature,” I muttered.

      Ian shrugged. “She’s a psycho. Probably maturity is the least of her concerns.” He brightened suddenly. “Hey, I’m sure I seem super mature now, compared to her.”

      I looked over at Ian and nodded. “Congratulations.”

      Ian headed over to the bathroom and peered inside. “Nothing here,” he declared. “It’s tiny and it’s only got bath products.”

      “She must do her makeup and hair at this counter,” I said. I pulled open a drawer. Bingo. Lipsticks, mascara, and eyeliner.

      I pulled open another drawer. This one contained a few small jewelry boxes, and I picked up a wooden box with a small, delicate carving on its lid.

      I flipped it open, and immediately, my heart dropped to my feet.

      “Ian,” I croaked out. “Come here.”

      He rushed over immediately, peering over my shoulder. For a few seconds, we both stared wordlessly at the hairpin.

      “This means—” Ian began.

      But he was interrupted by the RV door being flung open.

      An angry Nadia stood in the doorway, backlit by the harsh desert sun.

      “You!” she growled. “What’re you doing in here? I thought I saw two people going into my RV! Should’ve known it was you losers…”

      As she ranted, she stepped inside and pulled the door closed behind herself.

      And then, she saw what Ian and I were staring at and stopped talking, her lips parted and her eyes wide.

      Nadia’s gaze met mine. “You… what’re you…”

      She gulped, not finishing her sentence.

      “Why do you have this?” I said.

      I showed her the hairpin, and it glinted bright in the white glow of the flashlight. The delicate daisy design in gold shone warmly.

      Nadia took a step back.

      She shook her head, and for a moment, I thought she was going to deny all knowledge of the pin’s existence.

      But then her face crumpled, and she staggered over to one of the benches, where she sat down heavily.

      “You two.” She sniffed and didn’t go on talking. Instead, she let her head sink into her hands, and she buried her face.

      Ian flicked a switch and a garish yellow light filled the RV’s interior.

      I put the hairpin away, sitting down opposite Nadia. Ian leaned against the kitchen countertop and watched us.

      “What’s going on?” I asked Nadia gently. “Why do you have Alicia’s pendant? Why did you turn it into a hairpin?”

      Nadia continued to sit hunched over, her head still buried in her hands.

      I said, “You killed your sister, didn’t you?”

      Nadia looked up at me and let her hands fall to her sides again.

      Her eyes were haunted, and the lines on her bony face seemed to be etched in concrete.

      “Yes,” she said simply.

      I tilted my head. It all made sense now.

      “You got the guy to attack Roger in the casino yesterday, the guy who was arrested before he could do any harm.”

      Nadia nodded.

      “And you asked that guy to attack me in my apartment,” I went on. “You sent him over to kill me.”

      “I didn’t want to kill you,” she protested. “I mean, I didn’t say, ‘Go kill Tiffany.’”

      “Then what did you say?”

      “I asked him to put you out of commission. How he did that was up to him.”

      My gut twisted in disgust. “How considerate of you. He could choose whether he wanted to kill me, or just maim me.”

      Nadia looked at me, her eyes wild with despair. “It was nothing personal. I just couldn’t let you succeed in getting Roger off the hook.”

      “Off the hook for what?”

      “Harvey Gaudet’s murder, of course.”

      I shook my head. “You’re nuts.”

      “No, I’m not,” Nadia protested. “I needed to see Roger brought to justice. I needed to see him pay. Pay for what he did to me, what he did to my sister.”

      “He did nothing to you,” I said steadily. “He did nothing to your sister but ask her to marry him. You’re the one who killed Alicia Tumal.”

      “No!” Nadia shook her head vehemently. “He made me do it! He made me kill my sister. My own sister! Roger!”

      She spat out the word in disgust, her eyes hardened with hatred.

      “Okay,” I said gently, hoping I could get her to talk some more. “How did he make you kill your sister?”

      Nadia seemed to transform before my eyes. The hatred went out, to be replaced by something different, something more naïve and harder to define. Her face softened. She said, “Do you know what it’s like to love someone? To really, really love someone?”

      I wasn’t sure. I’d thought I loved Ryan.

      When I didn’t answer, Ian said, “Sure. I think I love Sally.”

      Nadia turned to face him. “You don’t love this Sally. When you love someone, you know you love them. You don’t just think it. You know it in your bones—in your gut. You breathe them, day in and day out. Images of them go with you wherever you go. You see them everywhere. You can’t go more than a few minutes without thinking of them. You want them, you want to be with them, constantly.”

      “Wow,” said Ian breathlessly. “That’s beautiful. I’ve never been in love, then.”

      Nadia nodded. “I have. I’ve been in love with Roger.”

      “And he was in love with Alicia,” I said softly.

      “No!” Nadia spat the word out sharply and turned to face me again. “He wasn’t in love with her! He told me! He said she was good to be with and good for his career. That was it. That wasn’t love.”

      I nodded. “Okay,” I said, as if trying to console her.

      “I was in love with him,” Nadia mused. “I was the one he should’ve been with. I knew he would see it—if it just weren’t for Alicia.”

      She fell silent and after a few moments I said, “So you got her out of the way.”

      Nadia leaned forward, her eyes wild and determined. “I had to, don’t you see? As long as Alicia was there, Roger would never notice me! Never understand that it was us who were meant to be together. I had to kill her—he made me kill her.”

      She fell silent again, and for a few long seconds, the only sound in the RV came from outside. The noise of a dog barking in the distance, laughter, and footsteps walking here and there.

      “What happened after Alicia died?” I asked. “Did you try to get together with Roger?”

      Disgust filled her eyes once again, and shook her head. “No. I hated him. Hated what he’d made me into.”

      “So you blamed him for Alicia’s death,” I mused out loud. It was clear that Nadia wasn’t just trying to make a scapegoat of Roger; she really believed in her own demented way that Roger was the true killer.

      Nadia sighed, standing up wearily. “I’m glad he’s dead,” she said.

      She walked over to the counter opposite where Ian stood, the one with all her jewelry. She rifled through the drawers, found what she wanted, and pulled out a large box.

      “I wanted Roger to rot in prison,” she said. “I didn’t want him dead. But some people are so stupid. Anyway, this’ll do. Him dead is almost as good as him being in prison.”

      She pulled out a large gun from the box and pointed it at us.

      “I didn’t want Roger dead, but he is. Alicia’s already dead. Two more deaths won’t make a difference in the scheme of things.”

      “Whoa, whoa!” I held up my hands. “You don’t want to do this really, do you?”

      Nadia shrugged. “You two mean nothing to me. But you know too much. So I should just get you out of the way already.”

      “But,” Ian squeaked in a high-pitched voice, “you could go to prison for this! You could get a life sentence!”

      Nadia laughed humorlessly. “I’ve already got a life sentence. Three more months left, remember? I’ll be dead before the trial ends. I’ll never go to prison. And hey, who knows—they won’t be able to prove anything, will they? So my reputation will even stay intact.”

      I racked my brain to come up with something to stop her. “What about all the people who still idolize Roger?” I said. “You don’t want to kill us, you want u—”

      I was interrupted by the RV door swinging open wildly.

      It was Anastacia!

      She was dressed in a glamorous black gown, and her hair flowed down her back in shiny brown waves.

      She looked at me and said, “Wh—”

      Before she could finish her thought, Nadia spun around to face her and fired twice.

      The shot rang out through the RV.

      Anna screamed and fell back.

      “What!?” Nadia looked down at Anna in shock. “Who’re you?”

      Ian used Nadia’s distraction to jump forward and grab a firm hold of the gun. I joined him, and as Nadia swore and yelled loudly, we managed to pry the gun out of her hands. I found handcuffs in my bag, and Ian cuffed Nadia’s hands behind her back, while I went over to Anna, who lay on the floor of the RV, groaning in pain.

      I walked over to Anna. “What’re you doing here?”

      She groaned again and reached down under her gown—and pulled out a gun of her own.

      “You!” She yelled, pointing the gun at Nadia. “You killed Roger!”

      “He deserved to die!” Nadia yelled back. “Why do you care?”

      “Because I love him!” Anna groaned. “Roger was mine! He was supposed to be mine.”

      “You’re in shock,” I said to Anna. “You don’t mean what you’re saying. You certainly don’t want to kill Nadia.”

      I found some wipes in my bag and knelt down beside Anna.

      “This one’s a pretty bad wound,” I said, looking at her shoulder. “But this wound here on your ear’s just a flesh wound.”

      Anna groaned, tilting her head. Blood smeared her face, and I used my wipe to clean it off. As I did, her makeup came off, revealing wrinkled skin underneath.

      Behind me, Ian gasped. “Anna! That’s not your real name—you’re actually Joan!”

      I wiped under her eye, removing the thick concealer and revealing dark circles.

      “You are Joan,” I said softly. “You’re just pretending to be someone named Anastacia.”

      Joan—Anastacia—whoever she was groaned again. “I’m dying,” she moaned. “Who cares what my name is?”

      “I care,” I said quickly. “And I’m sure Roger cares. And Nadia too—who you don’t want to kill, I’m sure.”

      “I do,” she moaned. “I do want to kill her. She killed my Roger. She deserves to die.”

      “You’re really Anna,” Ian repeated, his voice full of wonder. “How’d you do it?”

      Anna glared at him. “What do you care? You men, you think you’re so smart, but you’re really little boys compared to a woman like me.”

      “Of course,” I agreed. “The men don’t know much. Women rule the world.”

      She grunted but didn’t say anything.

      “So how’d you get away with being Anna?” I asked.

      “It was easy,” she said, groaning again. “Harvey went to bed early most nights, with the help of some crushed-up sleeping pills mixed into his wine. Some nights, when I couldn’t be bothered with that, I’d tell him I was going over to stay with my mom, and he was free to roam around the city. He liked that.” She grinned at her cunning.

      “What if he talked to your mom?” I asked.

      Joan’s face fell. “He’d never bother. He didn’t even listen when I’d told him she died.”

      “Ouch. I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be. He was a jerk. He fell in love with me when I was sexy, but after we got married, he made me stop buying beauty stuff and made me wear all those frumpy clothes.” Her left eye twitched, and she went on. “I wasn’t going to give up being who I was. I became the frumpy Joan for him, but I became Anastacia for myself. Makeup, contacts, and clothes can do wonders for a woman.”

      I nodded. “I see that now. And how’d you meet Roger?”

      She smiled. “I went to one of his shows. It was easy to fall for his charm. I met him after, and he fell for me. We fell for each other.”

      “The man’s a snake!” Nadia spat out from where she was being held by Ian. “He doesn’t fall for anyone!”

      “No.” Joan’s face fell. “He doesn’t. I thought he liked me, but really, he liked playing the field. He didn’t care for me the way I cared for him.”

      “He’s a rat!” Nadia spewed. “He only loves himself.”

      “Yes,” said Joan sadly. “That’s true.” Then she brightened up. “I figured out a way, though. A way to get him to be only with me.”

      She paused, her gun-holding hand trembling. “Damn. I should’ve had something to eat this morning. I’m feeling weak.”

      I looked at her thin arms and tight dress. “I guess you starved yourself to look good for Roger.”

      “Oh, yes,” she said. “It was worth it. But now—now he’s dead!”

      She raised her gun again, and I quickly said, “What was your plan? To get Roger to yourself?”

      Joan smiled with satisfaction. “I was going to send him to jail! Then, I’d be the only one visiting him, writing to him. I’d be the only one he could possibly be with—there’d be no other women! Ever! For the rest of his life.”

      Ian nodded. “That sounds like a solid plan.”

      Joan beamed. “It was. I had it all planned out. I’d kill Harvey, then pin the blame on Roger. Who’d doubt he was innocent? Especially not after the whole Alicia thing.”

      I glanced at Nadia, but thankfully, she didn’t say anything.

      “Where does Pete come into this?” Ian asked. “Were you really dating him?”

      “Sort of,” Joan said with a grimace. “I mean, as Anna, I pretended to like him. I got him to tell me all about Harvey, then I persuaded him to kill the man. I even got him a ball peen hammer. It would be easy—he just needed to hit Harvey hard enough.”

      “Did he kill Harvey?”

      Joan groaned again. “Oh, no. The idiot. He went and hit Harvey, but he didn’t hit him hard enough. Harvey just came inside with a bleeding head.”

      Joan lowered her gun-holding arm again, and I could see her energy waning. “The idiot. Anyway, I told Harvey I’d fix him up. I mixed up a bunch of painkillers and blood thinners into his drink, and he passed out. I was hoping that’d kill him, but I wasn’t sure. So I put a plastic bag and tied it around his head, just to be sure.”

      “Wow,” said Ian. “You were really thorough.”

      Joan smiled weakly. “Yeah, well, couldn’t take a risk, could I? And I didn’t want his blood on my floor. So after that, I stripped off his clothes and put him in the bathtub. I grabbed as much ice and chilled water as I could out of the fridge. I put it all in with him.”

      “The hypothermia,” I muttered to himself. Harvey hadn’t been dead until Joan had finally put him in the bath.

      “I took off the plastic bag for a moment,” Joan muttered, almost to herself. “I said goodbye to him. Real well. And then, I put the bag back on and went off to my show.”

      I shook my head, but Joan wasn’t looking at me. She’d already closed her eyes and was breathing deeply.

      “I came home,” she said softly. “Stuffed him into a huge rolling garment carrier.”

      “That’s why the autopsy report said he had broken ribs and bones,” I muttered.

      Joan didn’t seem to hear me. “I went straight to meet Roger with that carrier. But I left it in the hallway, out of sight. Away from the cameras.”

      “And then you had some fun,” I finished for her. “When Roger went to have a shower, you got your chance and stuffed the body under his bed.”

      “Exactly,” said Joan softly. “And it all worked. So well.”

      “Except for Pete,” I said, remembering. “He was still around, running around with the ball peen hammer.”

      “Sitting in his car watching the dry cleaners,” added Ian helpfully. “Did he know that Joan and Anastacia were the same person?”

      “Of course not,” said Joan bitterly. “No one noticed me as Joan. I was ugly, old, invisible. But Anna was sexy. Everyone loves her.”

      “But then why would Pete sit and watch the dry cleaners’?” asked Ian. “He’d probably started to put things together.”

      “That’s why you looked so shocked,” I said, remembering how wide her eyes had been when I’d told her about Pete sitting outside. “You realized Pete was putting things together.”

      “Maybe,” Joan admitted. “He was dumb, but maybe not so dumb.”

      “He might even sic the cops onto you.”

      Joan gave me a withering glance. “Pete couldn’t even kill a guy right, not even a guy who’d gotten him beaten up. I couldn’t trust him to do anything right.”

      “So you killed him,” I supplied.

      Joan stared at me blankly. “I had to. What else could I do?”

      “I don’t know,” I admitted. “I’ve never been in that position myself.”

      Joan nodded. “Yeah. It wasn’t too hard. He always did like matches. He always liked his car. He had to go… I made it easy for him…”

      Her voice trailed off, and the gun slipped from her hand.

      I grabbed it quickly, and tossed it far away from Joan and Nadia.

      “It’s time to call 911,” I announced. “Joan’s weak, but it’s mostly from shock and exhaustion. She’ll live to re-tell her story.” I glared at Nadia. “And so will we.”
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      After the police and two ambulances came and rushed Nadia and Joan away, Ian and I gave our statements and then headed over to my parents’ house.

      A distraught Nanna met us at the door.

      “I’ve been calling both of you!” she complained. “You didn’t answer! It’s terrible! You’ve heard the news about Roger, haven’t you? How awful is that!?”

      “It is terrible,” I agreed. “But there’s more to it. We got the killers arrested.”

      “Oh.” Nanna pressed her lips together and shook her head as she led us to the den. “I suppose that’s that. It’s good to catch a killer, but it’d be better if Roger was still alive.”

      When we walked into the den, we found that Stone and Sally were already there, chatting with my parents and Wes.

      “Tell us all about it,” said Wes, squeezing Nanna’s shoulder sympathetically. “It’s good to see justice being done. Even if another man had to die.”

      I filled everyone in on what had happened in Nadia’s RV, leaving out the part about us breaking in.

      “So the police have Nadia and Joan,” said Nanna after I’d finished. “Poor Roger. Two women and two deaths because of him.”

      “I think Joan would’ve snapped and killed Harvey regardless,” I said. “I mean, the man was oblivious to her life while manipulating her ruthlessly.”

      Nanna made a noise that sounded like, “Meh.”

      “He doesn’t sound like a nice man,” Sally agreed. “But that’s no excuse to kill someone.”

      “And Nadia finally killed Roger,” Nanna added with a sigh. “Even if she didn’t do it herself, she made it happen. Roger was a good man. He didn’t deserve to die. And he never hid the fact that he was a ladies’ man. He never promised anyone that he’d settle down with them. Other than Alicia. And who knows what he really told her?”

      There were a few moments of silence as we all thought about it.

      And then, there was a knock at the door.

      “Who could that be?” my mom wondered. “I didn’t invite anyone else.”

      She started to get up but I motioned her down. “Sit, sit. I think Nanna should get it.”

      I smiled at Nanna, and got up to follow her. Ian joined me.

      “You didn’t get me sympathy flowers, did you?” Nanna half-grumbled. “You know I don’t like them.”

      She got to the end of the hallway and opened the door warily.

      I watched her carefully.

      First, her jaw dropped and her eyes widened in disbelief.

      Then, her eyes brightened.

      She flung open the door, squealed like a little girl, and flung herself at the man. “Roger! What’re you doing here?”

      I grinned at Roger, and he smiled back at me.

      “You’re not a ghost, are you?” Nanna went on. “You know what they say about ghosts. You can’t feel them. I’ll pinch you just to make sure you’re real.”

      Before he could sidestep, Nanna pinched him—hard!

      Roger flinched and reddened slightly.

      Nanna smiled. The excitement in her eyes was replaced with contentment.

      “Yep, you’re real enough.” And then she realized what she’d done. “Oops. Wouldn’t have done that if I hadn’t thought you were a ghost. So I suppose it’s good I thought you might be a spirit.”

      I twisted my lips and shrugged at Roger. Hard to argue with Nanna’s reasoning.

      We all headed back into the den, where we were met with shocked gasps, and happy hugs all around.

      “What happened?” Sally asked. “How’re you alive?”

      “You’re not a ghost, are you?” asked my mom.

      “No!” Roger’s answer came out as a yelp, and he quickly sat down in a chair in the far corner. “I’m real. I just never died.”

      After everyone got over their shock, they turned to me and Ian.

      Ian shrugged. “I didn’t know about it.”

      “It was a plan.” I looked at Stone, and he quirked a corner of his mouth up at me. “I knew I needed to nail the killer, but they’d gotten away with a tricky murder and they’d managed to get past cameras and stay under police radar—so I pulled out a few big guns.”

      “I called in a favor,” I admitted, trying not to blush. “I called someone with contacts in the force.”

      Stone was looking at me seriously. He could hazard a guess as to who my contact was.

      “They put out the fake report that Roger was dead,” I went on. “The killer had wanted Roger to go to jail and take the fall for a crime he hadn’t committed. I didn’t know why they wanted that, but I knew that if it seemed like Roger had been killed, then they’d be disappointed. That’s why I made sure that Nadia took the blame. Ian and I went into Nadia’s RV to wait for the killer.”

      “It was a trap!” Ian announced, parroting one of his favorite lines from Star Wars.

      I nodded. “It was. Except we also found out that Nadia killed Alicia! But it all worked out in the end, with Joan admitting to everything that’d happened.”

      “And now the cops have a confession and Roger’s off the hook,” Ian added. “We did it.”

      “You sure did,” Roger said, eyeing Nanna warily. “I’m alive and free, and what’s more, I might have a record deal coming! Now that there’s proof I didn’t kill Alicia, I think my career will build up again. I won’t be a young pop star, but maybe I could be one of those older rock stars. Like Bono, or Bon Jovi.”

      “You’re better than Bon Jovi,” said Nanna fanning herself with one hand. “Much better. I’d pick you any day.”

      “Thanks?” said Roger hesitantly. And then he smiled. “I hope the rest of the world thinks so.”

      Just then, my phone buzzed, and I went into the dining room to answer, leaving the rest of the group chatting happily.

      “This is Susan Hartley,” said the brusque voice on the other end. “I’m in Vegas, and we’ve sorted things out about my mother. She’s being cremated tomorrow.”

      “I’m glad you were able to come,” I said. “How’s James?”

      “Over the moon,” Susan said, sounding slightly bitter. “We found Mom’s will, and she left her house to my son! Can you believe it?”

      “That was nice of her,” I said. “Is James going to move in for good?”

      “I think so. He says he’ll work as a doorman here—apparently they make six figures a year! He says that’ll be enough to be able to give his son and Julie a good life.”

      There was silence for a few seconds. I said, “How are you feeling about it all that?”

      “I’m not sure,” Susan admitted. “I’ve always thought of James as a little boy. But he’s not. He’s a man. I suppose I should be proud of him for adopting a baby, but maybe this Julie’s just using him.”

      “Maybe,” I agreed. “But maybe not. Have you met her?”

      “Not yet. But if James is serious about raising this kid, he’ll need my help. I’m thinking of moving to Vegas, too. It’s always good if Grandma’s around.”

      Smiling to myself, I agreed. We chatted a few more minutes, and then I hung up, reminding her that I was always a phone call away if she needed anything.
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      The next day, I’d just finished up a shift at the casino and was heading home at three in the morning.

      I was taking my usual shortcut home, through the alley behind the Cosmo Hotel. As usual, the streetlights didn’t seem to be working properly and I passed a few pools of pitch-black darkness.

      So much had happened in this alley.

      It was where I’d first met my ex-boyfriend, Jack. It was where Stone had met me every now and then to give me updates when he’d needed to go underground.

      Thinking about the way Stone had met me here had me thinking about Ryan.

      Would he find a way to give me updates? I was worried about him. I was worried about us.

      I was lost in thought, when I saw something moving in the shadows ahead of me. It stopped me in my tracks.

      A man.

      Clad in black, walking toward me.

      “Hello?” I called hesitantly. “Stone?”

      “It’s me,” said the man, walking closer. “Jack.”

      My heart fell. “Oh.”

      I didn’t try to hide my disappointment, but as Jack moved closer, I could see that he was smiling gently. “You were expecting Stone?”

      “Maybe,” I shrugged.

      “There’s nothing between you two, is there?”

      “No.” I shook my head. “I’m dating Ryan, remember.”

      “But Ryan isn’t here. He left you.”

      “He’ll be back,” I said defensively.

      “Were you hoping to see Ryan here?”

      I pressed my lips and looked away. No point being too transparent.

      “I know Ryan can’t get away from his post,” said Jack softly.

      I turned back sharply to look at him. “How?”

      “I’ve got contacts, remember? They have their times when they’re useful.”

      “Thanks for helping with those reports about Roger’s death,” I said, remembering my manners.

      “Not a problem.”

      There was silence for a few seconds, and then I gave in. “What do you know about Ryan?”

      Jack took a deep breath. “Do you really want to know?”

      I nodded.

      “Okay.” Jack watched me closely. “I wasn’t told all the details, but Ryan’s not in Vegas. He’s deep undercover. He’s expected to be gone at least three years. If he makes it… alive.”

      My heart squeezed. “Alive? So there’s a high chance… he might not.”

      Jack nodded somberly. “Do you want me to find out more for you?”

      I wanted to say no. I really did.

      But as the silence grew longer, Jack placed a hand on my arm and said, “Tiff. I know we’ll never get back together. And that’s fine. Maybe we weren’t meant to be. But we can always be friends. We don’t need to hate each other just because we’re exes.”

      I thought about Nadia and Joan, and their burning hatred. I couldn’t turn into them.

      “I suppose that’s the mature thing to do,” I admitted. “We haven’t felt anything for each other in a long time. Friends could work.”

      We smiled at each other.

      And then Jack said, “So. Ryan. Do you want me to get details?”

      I wondered if I should care so much for a man who’d left me without a proper goodbye. A man who’d hidden the truth from me. A man who’d be gone at least three years—if not longer.

      I took a deep breath and said, “I do want details. As long as it doesn’t compromise his safety.”

      “It won’t,” Jack promised. “I’ll find out what I can for you.”

      We walked in silence the rest of the way to my apartment, and then Jack gave me a brief hug before disappearing.

      As I made my way inside and closed my front door behind me, I wondered if I was doing the right thing.

      I trusted Jack to be able to find out the truth from his contacts. I trusted that he wouldn’t jeopardize Ryan.

      But did I really want to know what Ryan was up to?

      Or should I just move on with my life?

      I didn’t have to decide all that straight away, I told myself.

      I just needed to handle the next day—and the next case—and things would sort themselves out.
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      "Come on, come on." I gripped the steering wheel with white knuckles. My car was out of gas. Rather, my ex-husband's car was out of gas. I had "borrowed" it to make the trip from Chicago, Illinois down to Camden Falls, Kentucky. I'd had to make the trip somehow, and I'd been too broke to buy a bus ticket.

      I rocked back and forth in my seat a couple of times, trying to will my momentum into the car. I knew that wouldn't help it inch forward off the road and into the curbside parking spot, but I did it all the same. I couldn't stop myself.

      "Just a little more!" The engine gagged, coughed, spluttered and then bucked before rattling and dying.  That was okay, though. When it bucked, the car lurched forward that little bit more that I'd needed to get it off the road. I wasn't going to have to abandon it with its butt end sticking halfway out into the road.

      I eyed the road around me. It was huge. It wasn't eight lanes huge or anything like that. There were only two lanes, one coming and one going, but the main street of little Camden Falls could have accommodated four tractor trailers driving side by side. Even with so much room, the traffic was slow and lazy, cars meandering instead of rushing. There were two and three car-lengths between each car that passed. I was used to seeing cars in Chicago drive headlight to bumper, but that wasn't happening here.

      On top of that, there were almost no people. I eyeballed around thirty or forty people walking around. They walked in small groups or alone, but always spread out with plenty of distance in-between.

      I turned my attention toward a pickup truck that was driving past. The truck's driver nodded his head at me and then lifted his palm in a small side-to-side wave. Panic flooded me, and my heart skittered and jumped as badly as the engine had a moment earlier. My ex probably already had a warrant out for my arrest, and it would be just like him to hire someone to keep an eye out for me.

      I twisted to see if anything was coming from behind and then jumped out of the car. It was a pearl white Mercedes S-Class, and I'd probably never get the chance to drive anything like it again—especially if my ex had me put in jail. If that happened, I wouldn't even need to worry about how I'd look when I renewed my driver's license. I wouldn't need to worry about where my next meal was coming from or where I was going to sleep tonight.

      "Maybe I should get arrested." I couldn't keep the hopefulness out of my voice as I glanced around, but I didn't see any police. "Live to fight another day," I said with a scowl before forcing my features to relax. I didn't want to get wrinkles.

      Popping the trunk of the car, I used all of my not-impressive strength to lift a navy canvas suitcase out of the trunk. Then, I hesitated, looking wistfully between the car keys I held in my hands and the car. With a sigh and a shoulder shrug, I did what I had to do. I clicked the lock button on the key fob, and then tossed the keys into the trunk and slammed the trunk's lid down. I'd gotten this far, but tempting fate wasn't my style.

      I pulled up the suitcase's telescoping handle and started walking, dragging the suitcase behind me on its tiny wheels. The name tag attached to the handle flopped and jiggled as I walked, listing my name in block letters: KYLIE BERRY. It was my maiden name, not the name I'd left behind with that dirty, rotten piece of pond scum I used to call a husband. No, Kylie Berry was a good name, and it, the suitcase and its contents were all that I owned. But that would be enough. It had to be. I'd figure out the rest as I went, and where I was going now was my cousin's cute little café. When she'd invited me to come down to "help her out," I'd jumped at it. If it meant one less night of having to sleep at the women's shelter, then I was game.

      I paid attention to the people around me as I walked. All around me were a myriad of tennis shoes or flat sandals, various types of denim, a few Walmart-style short skirts, and a lot of t-shirts. I was wearing a black polka-dotted sleeveless, torso-fitted dress with a flared skirt, gold high-heel pumps, and I knew from experience that my shoulder-blade length fire red hair would be shining in the afternoon sun.

      I didn't fit in, but I didn't see anyone picking up any rocks to throw at me, so I figured that must be okay. A man exited a store with a green awning twenty or so feet ahead of me wearing what had to have been a thousand-dollar suit, and no one paid him any attention either.

      "Things are going to be okay," I mumbled to myself. Yet my feet were not convinced. Camden Falls' Main Street seemed to go on forever, and my pretty gold pumps soon pinched my feet in ways that made me work hard to hide a limp.

      A group of barely twenty-somethings sauntered through a door a little ways ahead of me laughing, and one of them was holding a to-go cup of what looked like iced tea.

      My heart sped up but my feet slowed. This was it. My new beginning. My second chance. I'd be the best waitress, assistant, whatever I could be to Sarah. And hopefully, Sarah would make room for me on her couch until I crawled my way back up to standing on my own two feet.

      This would work. I would make it work.
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      I won't lie, when I reached for the glass-front door with the scrawling script "Sarah's Eatery" on it, my hand was shaking, but I kept my eyes bright and an excited smile on my gloss-painted lips as I pulled the door open. A little bell jangled, announcing my entrance.

      That's when I stepped into cousin Sarah's "tiny" little café, and my smile slipped as my mouth fell open. It was huge! I had imagined some ten foot by ten foot space with as many little round tables and chairs as could be crammed into it per the laws of physics, but instead what I found was spatial extravagance. There was room to walk between the tables. People could have conversations without the absolute certainty that the words they spoke were being overheard by the person sitting two inches behind them. A ladder on top of another ladder would be needed to reach the ceiling. And it had big, sunny windows on two sides, all along the wall that faced Main Street and all along the wall that faced the corner side street, making it look even bigger.

      "Wow." I felt like I was Dorothy in The Wizard of Oz. I'd been swept up from the churning bustle of Chicago and dropped right in the middle of a magical place where people could stretch their legs, lean back in their chairs and prop their arms behind their heads without worrying about blocking the path of another.

      "Kylie!" Sarah exclaimed.

      I turned my head to the left, toward Sarah's voice and a grill-style bar. Over the bar was a large banner that read, "We'll miss you!" with Sarah's name taped on at the end on a large piece of colorful construction paper. Sarah had her hands thrown up in the air as if to celebrate, and all of the patrons at the bar were swiveled around on their stools to stare at me.

      Sarah didn't exactly come running from around the bar to greet me. It's more like she bounced. She was wearing denim overalls that were rolled at the ankle, a sleeveless tee with a scoop neck, and cute little white canvas shoes without socks. Her eyes crinkled heavily at the corners from her enormous smile, but it looked good on her.

      "Hey!" She threw her arms around me in a warm, snuggly hug. Her hair smelled like apples with a hint of grilled cheese. "I knew you'd make it in time."

      "Hi," I said, with a panic-smile plastered on my face. "You going somewhere?"

      Sarah sighed and got dreamy-eyed. "I just couldn't wait a minute more to go join Jon in Seattle. All my stuff is packed and ready to go."

      Breathe. Keep breathing, I told myself while another little voice inside my head screeched, Homeless! You're going to be sleeping on the streets!

      I should have kept the car keys. I could have at least slept in it. A crowbar. I could break into the trunk in the middle of the night. And the trunk was roomy! No one would have to see me sleeping in the car. I could use the clothes in my suitcase to make a cozy little bed for myself.

      "That's great." My voice barely wavered, but I felt a cold sweat breaking out on my upper lip.

      "Come on," she said, grabbing my hand and pulling me along behind her. "I want you to meet the regulars. This going away party was their idea."

      I eyed them, wondering if one of them would take over the café. Then I wondered if they would give me a job.
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