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      It was another evening at the Treasury Casino: a novelty for some, but not for me.

      I expertly dealt the cards, and my players expertly handed me their money, over and over again. Except they weren’t really handing the money to me, they were handing it to the casino.

      “Hit me.”

      The order came from a corpulent Midwesterner on his first trip to Vegas. Everything he knew about casinos he’d learned from the movies, and unfortunately for him they weren’t the best teachers.

      I dealt him another card. The king I laid down sent him from fifteen to bust and his first response was a sad, lingering sigh.

      “You cleaned me out,” he accused.

      He didn’t say it meanly, not like some of them did. A good chunk of people thought I was part of a grand conspiracy to relieve them, personally, of their life savings. This guy at least realized it was just the nature of the games.

      “Win some, lose some.” I had a lot of clichés like that. Ones I dealt out almost as expertly as the cards.

      You had to be careful which ones you used though. After an exquisite delivery, some of them would require the services of Big Bear or whatever security guard was closest to remove the irate customer. Not that I ever tried to upset them. But sometimes, it happened.

      The man leaned heavily on the table and pushed himself to his feet. In the corner of his mouth was a cigar which had, thankfully, not been lit in some hours. He used it more like a baby’s pacifier than an incendiary nicotine delivery system.

      “Promised my wife ten grand. That’s all I’d gamble.”

      I gave him a smile. I’d been keeping watch. “See you tomorrow?”

      He shook his head. “We got here at three o’clock this afternoon. We’re here a week. I’m down nine grand already and it must be near midnight. Nina went to the room an hour ago.”

      I winced. Not because he was nine grand down, he was still under budget. But because it wasn’t near midnight, it was near 2 a.m. when I was getting off for the evening. His wife had left at least four hours ago. Time did that, in the casino—disappeared. It was designed that way.

      The lighting never changed, the sounds never changed, and the casino did its best to make sure the energy level never fell below its constant setting of frantic fun. Everything was meticulously planned and set to keep you there longer than you’d ever intended, and spend more than you’d ever imagined.

      “Have fun!” had been Mrs. Midwesterner’s final command.

      And he did, for a while. For the last half hour, the way we’d been interacting it had been like he was the one working and I was the one playing for fun. He’d shoved the chips across the table like he was being forced to do it, and even when he won a hand it gave him little pleasure. He knew he was heading for an unhappy ending, but hadn’t been quite sure when he was going to get there.

      But now we’d reached that destination. At least his unhappy ending wasn’t anywhere near as bad as some people’s in Vegas. People lost jewelry, cars, bank balances—and worse. Of course, there were other people who lost thousands, and even millions of dollars, but that hadn’t been Mr. Midwesterner’s fate, at least not tonight.

      “Goodnight,” he said with a wave of his hand. He looked up to the brightly lit ceiling. “They don’t dim the lights in here, huh?”

      They didn’t. The management never wanted to encourage people to call it a day and go to bed. Nope. It was high energy, and bright lights all day and all night long, and we were supposed to be chipper and energetic while we worked no matter the time.

      Just as the Midwesterner left, my replacement dealer arrived. With a smile half for her and half for the thousand all-seeing eyes up above us, I tidied up, clapped my hands and I was off.

      “Have a good one!” I called behind me.

      I was done, done, done.

      It’s a good feeling, finishing work for the day. Or night, as it were. But by the time I crossed the floor, retrieved my personals, and changed into clothes that would hide the fact I was an employee of the casino, my brief elation had waned.

      I’d finished work, but so what? It wasn’t like I was rushing home to see my boyfriend. Ryan was gone. Not gone gone, but he wasn’t there. He was working undercover for the LVPD who knows where for who knows how long. It was his job, but it didn’t mean I had to like it.

      It wouldn’t be so bad, and I wouldn’t feel quite so empty, if I had something else to do. But my casework had dried up too. It didn’t seem fair after my recent successes, but that’s just the way the detective business is. Sometimes there’s work, and sometimes there isn’t. I just wished the isn’t came when my boyfriend was around.

      I was outside the casino by the time I remembered I’d felt my phone buzz. So caught up in my wallowing was I that I forgot to even check it. It could have been any number of people, I thought to myself. Then I reconsidered. In actuality, there were only about five people: Mom, Nanna, Ian… no, that was about it. Ryan was gone, and Stone wasn’t the type to call me. And since it was the middle of the night, it probably wouldn’t be good news if it was anyone other than Ian.

      As I pulled my phone out, I briefly hoped it might be Bridget. Maybe the clever little pup had figured out how to use a phone and was calling me up to let me know she missed me.

      Yeah, right.

      But it was none of them. I blinked in mild surprise. It was Jack Weber, the owner of the Tremont. He was also my kinda-sorta ex. What did he want in the middle of the night? His message was terse.

      Come by after your shift, please. Want to see you about something.

      My eyes lit up. What could he want to see me about? It could be a case. Something nice and juicy to sink my teeth into while Ryan was gone. A murder on the pit floor? A strangling in a suite? A drowning in a jacuzzi? Yes, please!

      On my way.

      When I got to the Tremont, Jack was already waiting for me by the lobby door.

      I hadn’t seen him in a while, and I’d nearly forgotten just how nice it was to look at him. He was wearing understated but expensive-looking chinos and a dress shirt, with the top two buttons undone, that wrapped around his muscular frame like it had been tailored to it. Which of course it had. Like he’d buy a shirt off the rack without having it tailor-finished at least.

      “Hey.” His bright green eyes twinkled with charisma as he looked down toward me, and gave me a smile. “Good night at work?”

      “Hey to you, too. Yeah, it was fine. What’s up? Got something for me?”

      He gave me an enigmatic little smile and a nod. I wasn’t sure what to make of that response. If he had a dead body he wanted investigated, that wasn’t the kind of smile he should have been flashing around.

      Perhaps it was some other kind of crime. Something nice. A pleasant little crime. A missing kitten that was guaranteed to be unhurt? A rich old woman offering a grand reward for finding something easily found?

      “Come on. Follow me.”

      Jack beckoned me as he headed toward the banks of elevators. He took me to the one furthest to the right, one of the special VIP elevators that took you to the suites that cost more per night than I earned in a month. Or, if you were rich, were provided to you absolutely free of charge—assuming you were gambling at the real high rollers’ tables.

      “Has something happened in one of the suites?” I asked as we stepped inside the marble-floored elevator.

      “Nope. Not that I know of.”

      I frowned. Then why was he taking me up there. This was weird.

      “Then…” I raised my eyebrows at him and gave him a stern look. A this better not be any funny business, mister look. At least that’s what I was aiming for. When I saw myself reflected in one of the mirrored walls I thought I looked like a squinting librarian searching for a misplaced date stamp.

      “Don’t look so worried. You’ll like it. I promise.”

      It. What was it? There were lots of its I didn’t like. And some its I liked but not with him. It better be one of the third kind of its, the kind I can enjoy with anyone.

      “What are you thinking?” he asked quizzically.

      “Umm, just wondering what it is?”

      The elevator which had been shooting us up into the air at supersonic speed glided to a halt and the doors slid open into an opulent hallway with a single door ahead of us.

      “Where are we?”

      “I’ll show you.”

      We walked down the red-carpeted corridor to the ornate double-doors at the end. Just before we got there, they were pulled open by what must have been a psychic on the other side. I gave Jack a curious look for confirmation.

      “There’s an elevator indicator. He knew we were coming.”

      Jack stepped out ahead of me and I finally realized what was going on. Or at least part of it.

      We were on the roof, which contained the hotel’s helipad and the super-VIP entrance and exit for those who thought arriving by limo was just a little too trashy.

      The helipad was not empty. Sitting on top of it was, unsurprisingly, an actual helicopter. I could tell it was expensive because it was a freaking helicopter! Although I’d never looked into buying one myself, I was certain they cost more than my apartment, and probably my whole apartment building.

      “Let’s go. The pilot’s waiting.”

      Jack walked ahead and stood by the little staircase that led inside.

      I only hesitated for half a second. I mean, what else was I going to do instead? Rewatch a comedy on the sofa at home while sulking about Ryan? A helicopter ride beat that plan pretty handily.

      I stepped up inside the vehicle and smiled. It was the happy, excited smile of knowing I was about to have a truly wonderful experience.

      While still not an expert on helicopter pricing, I could tell that this wasn’t some cheap rust bucket. No, this one was a luxury bird. There were four white leather armchair-type seats that looked more comfortable than my sofa. The rest of the interior was finished with more leather, wood, and super-shiny chrome and brass and silver. This was definitely a nice helicopter.

      The door was closed behind us, and Jack settled into one of the chairs, patting the one beside it for me to sit in. I did so and was immediately wrapped up in the lap of luxury. These were definitely seats that you sat in rather than on.

      This was the life. I didn’t care where we were going. I would gladly sit here on the roof of the building for an hour or two and just enjoy the glorious armchair.

      “What do you think?”

      “Pretty nice, for a helicopter,” I said nonchalantly.

      “Pretty nice, huh? I thought you might be a bit more impressed.” He sounded almost hurt.

      I turned and grinned at him. “It’s very nice, Jack. Is it new? It smells new.” And it did. It smelled of new leather, new wood and expensive cleaning oils and unguents.

      “It is new. I thought some of our VIPs might enjoy it when we have to pick them up at the airport. We have to compete in every arena now, even airport pickups. People always say helicopters are too noisy, so I picked this up to offer them a little more luxury.” He reached across and rapped his lightly-tanned knuckles on the window. “Triple-glazed for improved soundproofing.”

      “Neat.” I sank back into the armchair. I could sleep right there, I thought. But that would probably be rude. I should make small talk instead of napping. “Remind me, what is it we’re doing again? Did you just want to show off your new toy?”

      Jack gave me a chuckle and held my gaze as he did so, his eyes twinkling with amusement.

      “Nope. You’ll see. Sit back and relax.” Jack made a hand gesture which presumably the pilot caught through some kind of CCTV or something. Our cabin was sectioned off from the pilot’s, giving us an illusion of privacy, but since the pilot saw Jack’s signal we clearly weren’t unobserved.

      The helicopter whirred to life. The soundproofing didn’t work. Or rather, I’m sure it did to a certain extent, but there was no escaping the fact that helicopters were really, really noisy.

      “Quiet, huh?” Jack had to raise his voice to make sure he was heard.

      “Almost as quiet as my Honda!” This was an exaggeration. Even my beautiful, battered old relic of a vehicle was substantially quieter than this roaring beast. But the helicopter’s engine did sound smoother, I begrudgingly accepted. “Whooo!” I said without meaning to as we launched off into the air.

      “Always a thrill, isn’t it?” said Jack with a childlike grin.

      The helicopter immediately banked to the right, making my stomach lurch but giving me a spectacular view of the Strip. If you liked looking at it from a tilted angle on high, anyway.

      After the turn was finished, the helicopter leveled out and the ride smoothed. We gained altitude gently as we headed to… wherever it was we were going, and in a moment I felt myself struggling to stop my blinks turning into micro-naps. Or letting my eyes close completely.

      “Will it take long to get to… it?” I had to speak to keep myself awake. The way the helicopter was floating through the air gave a rocking motion. I imagined it felt like being a babe swung in its mother’s arms. A noisy, droning mother.

      “Nope. Not long. Enjoy the ride. You see these windows?”

      Jack rapped his knuckles on the window again.

      “Yeah, you said. Double-glazed.”

      “Triple. But no, that’s not what I meant. Look at the size of them. And they’re rectangular.”

      They were indeed rectangular.

      “Yep. Like my car.”

      Jack shook his head. “No, the old helicopters had those ugly bulging ones like frog eyes that let in drafts. They were just functional. But look at these. And look at the trim.” He ran his hands over the leather trim around the edge of the window, a smile of amazement on his lips. “And they’re crystal clear. They can even be dimmed in the daytime.”

      “Neat. My car can’t do that,” I conceded. I felt like he was fishing for another compliment for his new toy. “They’re nice and clean too.” I don’t think that compliment really did it for him.

      Outside, I could see that we were now flying over the suburbs. Neat rows and arcs of streetlights mapped out the shape of the neighborhoods below us, but with the houses as indistinct shadows dotted with the occasional security light. It was late, after all.

      I spent most of the journey staring outside, trying to work out which way we were going. But it’s hard to recognize streets and landmarks at night, from the air, when you’re only used to seeing them from street level. I figured we were heading north, but I could have been wrong.

      We were in the air only about twenty minutes. Most of it was spent staring out the window while Jack told me other ‘interesting’ facts about the new helicopter. Jack wasn’t normally the type to go on and on about his toys, and I wondered if he really was that excited about the chopper, or if he was just trying to delay talking about what was really going on. Was it a particularly awkward crime that he didn’t feel like bringing up just yet?

      I still didn’t know where we were going or what we were doing, but I figured I’d be patient and wait and see what happened. I was pretty sure there wasn’t going to be a case at the end of the journey, though.

      Finally we swooped down from our heady altitude, and my ears popped as the pilot touched us down so gently I didn’t feel a thing. The generously padded seat probably helped too.

      Jack was up and out of his seat and had the door open in a flash. He hopped outside, and then held up a hand to help me out of the vehicle.

      Though the trip had been short, I felt a little dizzy stepping outside. Maybe it was my tiredness, or the sudden changes in altitude, or the motion of the vehicle, but there was a certain unsteadiness to my steps that reminded me of having spent all day on a boat.

      “Tada!” Jack swung his arm out in a wide arc. I stared. Couldn’t do much else, really.

      “It’s spectacular.”

      We were high up on a hilltop gazing down toward the Las Vegas valley and its river of lights. The nighttime desert air was crystal clear, and I could make out every individual twinkling source of illumination despite the fact we were more than twenty miles away.

      “Stay right there.”

      I barely heard him. I was rooted to the spot, trying to make out landmarks in the distance and soaking up the spectacular view. Not that I would have gone anywhere. I was stranded on a hilltop in the middle of a desert at night. I had one ticket out of here and it was the exact same way I arrived.

      “Here,” said Jack as he returned from the helicopter bearing supplies. He set up a folding canvas picnic chair right behind me, and another one for himself beside me. Then, he was off again, hurrying back to the now silent helicopter to retrieve yet more things.

      I sank down and leaned into the chair, dropping my head back to stare at the canopy of stars above us. I didn’t get out of the city as often as I should. I guessed if I had my own pilot and helicopter I might do it a touch more often. While people say money can’t buy happiness, it sure could provide a pretty good approximation. From luxury spas to private pilots, wealth sure could make life a lot more comfortable.

      Jack put a basket down between us and sat down in his chair.

      “Nice, isn’t it?”

      I turned to him. It was nice, but I wasn’t sure what was going on. Surely, after all our previous chats about how our relationship was over, Jack wasn’t thinking about rekindling some sort of romance with me? I’d been crystal clear with him, from the time we broke up until the last time I saw him a few weeks ago, that there was never going to be anything romantic between us, ever again.

      “It is nice, Jack. But what are we doing here? When I got your message, I thought you would have a case for me to work on.”

      He pulled a tight, guilty smile. “I was a bit vague, wasn’t I? I thought if I told you where we were going you’d turn me down.”

      Yeah, because I turn down luxury helicopter rides all the time. Though it would be nice to know the motivation for the invitation first in the future.

      “So? What is it? There’s no case, is there?” I made a point of looking around. “No mystery for me to solve here? No dead bodies hiding behind the bushes?”

      He shook his head. “Hold on.” He reached down and opened the picnic basket that was between us, pulling out a bottle and two glasses. “I thought it would be nice to hang out, that’s all. I haven’t seen you in ages. We’re friends, right?”

      “Friends? Yeah, sure. I’ve gotta say though, none of my other friends fly me around in helicopters or offer me wine in the middle of the night.”

      “Champagne,” he corrected. While I’d been speaking, he unwound the wire and unwrapped the foil that covered the top of the bottle. He twisted the cork with his hand, and with a mildly startling pop opened the bottle. “And don’t they? They should,” he said with a grin. “It’s fun to get out of the city every now and then.”

      “At 2 a.m.”

      He shrugged. “That’s the casino lifestyle. Two in the morning for us is like six o’clock for regular folk.”

      He did have a bit of a point.

      “You know about Ryan, right?”

      “I do. That’s why I brought you here.”

      He handed a glass of champagne over to me which I took with a curt nod. Didn’t want to seem too interested. I was eager for the drink, but didn’t want to imply that I was expecting something more. He was a friend; that was all.

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “I thought you’d be lonely, right? Your boyfriend’s away and you get off work in the middle of the night when most normal people are asleep. I figured you’d be bored and could do with some company.”

      The champagne was delightfully fizzy on my tongue, and the effervescence of the drink immediately seemed to give me new vitality. Even if alcohol was a sedative, the bubbles seemed to be waking me up before the rest of the drink could make me drowsier.

      “Yeah, I guess so. This is a nice platonic glass of champagne.” I held up the glass for him to cheers, and he clinked his glass against mine. “To friendship.”

      Jack gave me another enigmatic little smile. “To friendship.” He reached down into the basket. “Check these out.”

      He pulled out a little china bowl of brown things.

      “What’s that? Chocolate?”

      “Better. Chocolate-covered strawberries. More specifically, the sweetest, juiciest strawberries money can buy covered in the finest Swiss chocolate. One of my chefs does them. They are spectacular.”

      Platonic champagne. Platonic chocolate-covered strawberries. After a platonic luxury helicopter ride to a platonic secluded, out-of-the-way spot with an amazing view. Forgive me for being suspicious, but I was.

      Just to be polite, I took one of the strawberries and popped it into my mouth. Jack placed the bowl on the lid of the basket between us and took a strawberry of his own.

      When I bit into the treat it was, unsurprisingly, exquisitely divine. The strawberry was probably one of the best I’d ever had, but it was tricky to give it a fair appraisal since it was competing with some truly first-rate chocolate.

      “They’re good.” I was hoping my clever use of understatement would help drive home the fact that this was definitely just friends hanging out, and nothing more.

      “Just good?”

      “Okay, they’re abso-freakin-lutely delicious,” I admitted, reaching down and grabbing another one out of the bowl.

      Jack took a sip of his champagne and let out a contented sigh as he leaned back in his chair.

      “How’s things, Tiff? We haven’t seen each other in a while.”

      He spoke in a relaxed, casual manner. I was pleased that, despite the setting and the accouterments, he wasn’t trying to act flirtatious or romantic. While I’d have no problem keeping him in the friend zone, I didn’t want to make things awkward. I couldn’t exactly storm off and grab a taxi out here.

      “Fine, fine.”

      “And the PI work?”

      I took a fortifying sip of wine before I answered. “It’s fine, too, but I’m between cases right now. I’m hoping something comes up soon, but what can you do?”

      “If I hear of anything, I’ll let you know. And Detective Ryan?”

      Was he just asking to be polite? Or was he asking because he wanted to know just how serious things were?

      “He’s…” I wanted to say he was good, but I didn’t know if that was true. He was away, undercover, and I had no way of knowing. He could be sitting in a jacuzzi with supermodels, or strung up in a warehouse for all I knew. “… away. I don’t know.”

      “Undercover, right?” He nodded to himself, not waiting for my confirmation. Jack had friends all over town, including in every last law enforcement agency that made a home for itself in Las Vegas. Which was all of them. Vegas seemed to have that effect on both criminal elements and those whose job it was to catch them; they all had a base here. With Jack’s contacts in law enforcement, there wasn’t much that would escape his notice if he was interested in it. He probably had more than a few contacts on the other side of the law too, but I wasn’t about to delve into that. It’s just how business is in Sin City.

      “Yeah. It’s just… I’m worried about him, Jack. Why did he agree to do it? Going undercover? It’s dangerous, right?”

      And more importantly, he left me. It may have been his job, but it still stung.

      Jack was silent for a moment, sipping his champagne as if thinking about how to answer.

      “Of course it can be dangerous,” he said finally. “But it’s important work, right? That’s how a lot of big cases get solved. It’s how they bring down major conspiracies, gangs, the mafia—all those kinds of things. He’s doing a brave thing.”

      “A stupid thing.” My tone came out more resentful than I meant it to. Like I’d been keeping it bottled up inside and now, finally, I was letting it out.

      “I’ve got a few friends. Want me to see how he’s getting on? Make a discreet inquiry?”

      “Could you?” I didn’t have any way to contact Ryan myself, and I wasn’t exactly going to go into his department and ask after him like some nervous little girlfriend for a multitude of reasons. I wasn’t that little, for one.

      “Of course. We’re friends, right? And what are friends for?”

      “For flying you around in their fancy helicopters and feeding you champagne and chocolate-covered strawberries?” I had a grin on my face. The small mention that he would look into Ryan’s situation for me had been enough to cheer me up considerably. I hadn’t realized how worried I felt, and how much Ryan’s secretive absence had been gnawing at me.

      “That’s exactly what friends are for.” He held up his glass and we clinked them together in another cheers before draining them. “Top you off?”

      Of course I agreed. It was free freakin’ champagne. Jack pulled the bottle out of the basket and refilled both our glasses.

      I almost didn’t recognize it when my phone buzzed. My first thought was a mosquito, then slightly more panicked, a rattlesnake. Out here, so far from anything, with only silence except our voices, a phone seemed out of place. I was amazed I even got a signal. Perhaps the helicopter had some kind of reception booster. That wouldn’t have surprised me one bit.

      “What is it?” asked Jack, sensing my discomfort.

      “Uh, my phone. Hold on.”

      It was a text message from an unknown number. I read the message twice, blinking the whole time.

      “Is this a joke…” I muttered under my breath.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Nothing. Just a strange message.”

      “Let me see.”

      I hesitated, but then handed the phone over to Jack.

      “It says this person is an old friend of Ryan’s, and they want to meet you in some coffee shop tomorrow? I mean, today. It’s almost morning.”

      The message had struck me like a thump to the stomach.

      “It’s not good, is it?” I said in a small voice.

      Jack put a supportive hand on my knee.

      “Hey, it just says they’re an old friend. They probably want you to work on a case or something. If something happened to him, it would be the police contacting you.”

      “Maybe,” I conceded. “I guess you’re right. Then why is he… or she… contacting me?”

      “You’ll just have to go and find out. You should probably try and get some sleep before then. Shall we go?”

      “We should. Let me just have another strawberry first…”

      And of course when I said another, I meant the rest of the bowl.

      Before we departed, I made sure the champagne didn’t go to waste either.

      When every last chocolatey crumb had been devoured, and every last sip supped, Jack flew me back to the city.

      But the message kept gnawing at me.

      Who was this old friend?

      Why did they want to see me?

      And did they know how Ryan was doing?
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      The message had told me to meet my mystery messenger at a café called the Blue Belle.

      I’d managed to get a couple of hours of shut-eye, but I wanted to get there early so I could stake the place out and hopefully ID my quarry before they found me.

      It was my first time there, but as soon as I was inside, the sight of cupcakes and the smell of fresh-roasted coffee and baked goods had me feeling at home in seconds. The Blue Belle was a bright, airy establishment with a large terrace outside and a high-ceilinged interior that made me feel pleasantly small in comparison.

      The staff were bright, shiny, happy people—or did a great job of faking it, which was all I needed—and I began to feel recharged as soon as I arrived.

      After exchanging a couple more text messages that morning I had found out that the person coming to talk to me was a woman named Constance, who described herself as an old friend of his. It didn’t sound like he was in any danger—thank goodness—but she hadn’t let much else slip.

      I ordered myself a large Americano with an extra shot, and, feeling like I should be healthy after the sinful treats of the night before, a slice of carrot cake. It’s vegetables, right?

      I’d finished my food but was still working on my coffee when Constance arrived. I had a seat at a glass table in the back corner so I could observe everyone as they entered. With my phone in front of me, I pretended to be staring at it like every other person alone in the shop, but in reality I was keeping my eyes peeled for Constance.

      Not knowing what she looked like, I was looking for someone who was looking for someone—a woman who would walk in, stop in the entrance, and stare as she tried to figure out who I was. But that isn’t what happened.

      I didn’t even notice her when she arrived. She didn’t do the stop-and-stare, instead heading straight to the counter and ordering, and only looking around for me after, from a more surreptitious vantage point by the drink pick-up spot. At least I assume that’s what happened since, as I said, I didn’t notice her.

      With my tired eyes still focused on the front door, I didn’t realize Constance was approaching me until the last minute, when a tall, attractive woman in the smoky-eyed way materialized in front of me with determination in her eyes.

      “Tiffany Black?” she questioned with the air of someone who expected an answer, and fast.

      I pushed my chair back with a loud scrape along the shiny tile floor, as I stood up to greet her, flustered at her sudden appearance. I glanced back at the shop’s front door. How had it let her in without me noticing?

      “Yes? I mean, yes. I’m Tiffany. You’re, umm…” I’d forgotten her name already, and I’d only been looking at the texts just before.

      “Constance. Constance Clark.” She gave me a polite rather than a friendly smile, and pulled out a chair for herself, setting down a cappuccino in front of her.

      I tried to size her up fast. She was a well-kempt and attractive woman, about my age, with an intelligent gleam in her eyes. She was wearing tight designer jeans and a casual white top that clung to her body like body paint. She clearly took pride in her appearance and had the time and money to really make it shine.

      She stared at me, a nervous smile on her lips. I stared back at her, hoping against hope that she wasn’t there to give me bad news.

      “So. Constance. You’re here about Ryan.”

      She tilted her head as a startled look flashed across her face.

      “About Ryan? No. I’m here about you, Tiffany Black. You’re a private detective, right?”

      “But you said you were an old friend of his? I thought—”

      She shook her head to interrupt. “Yes, we were a couple. That’s how I knew who you were. I like to keep tabs on him on Facebook to see what he’s up to.”

      A what now?

      “A couple? You and Ryan?”

      I ran my eyes over her again. She definitely had the look of a woman who spent as much time on her appearance as I spent on work. And I had two jobs. Her and Ryan? A couple? Together?

      “Yes, didn’t he mention me?” She looked down at her coffee in a fake show of modest embarrassment. “We weren’t that serious—”

      “Not serious?”

      “Well, we were engaged for a time, but—”

      “Engaged? You and Ryan? My Ryan?”

      A few minutes ago, I was worried to death about Ryan; now I wanted to kill him. We hadn’t been dating that long, but the fact he’d been engaged to this woman I’d never heard of seemed like the kind of thing he should have at least mentioned. Or was I being crazy jealous? I didn’t think I was.

      “I’m surprised he didn’t mention it. Look.” She began to tap away at her phone while she searched for something.

      Nervously, I watched her. This was obviously some weird misunderstanding. It was probably something silly, like Ryan forgetting to tell me he had an identical twin brother. Also named Ryan.

      She spun the phone around on the table and pushed it across so I could see. I didn’t want to see. But I did. I stared at the screen as she swiped through old photos.

      “See? Me and Ryan at Christmas. This is me with his mom—she loved me, you know. And here’s us in Hawaii.” She sighed at the memory. I did not want to know what she was remembering.

      I was tired from the night before and not ready to process any of this. It had come so far out of left field I didn’t know what to think. What else didn’t I know about Ryan? What other outrageous secrets was she about to spill? They were no longer engaged because they were actually married? She wants me to adopt the six kids she had with him? At least I knew it couldn’t be that, not unless she was even better than Beyoncé at recovering from childbirth.

      “Hawaii is what ended us.” She looked up at the ceiling and shook her head.

      “What happened in Hawaii?” I asked through a jaw so clenched I was surprised she could understand me.

      “Hawaii? We went there on a vacation and I fell in love with the place. I adored it. The climate, the beaches, the scenery, the atmosphere, the people and, well, everything. It just captured my heart.”

      Captured your heart like my Ryan did, too.

      “So?”

      “I decided to move there, on a whim. I said to Ryan, ‘I love it! I love Hawaii! I can’t live another day knowing that I don’t live here.’”

      I squinted at her, wondering if she was being serious.

      “So he broke up with you?”

      “Yes.” I gave her a satisfied nod in response. “Well, no,” she continued after a second’s reflection, “it wasn’t like that. He said he would move there in an instant for me—” What!? “—but I told him no. Hawaii had captivated me so much that I needed time to process it, to think. Maybe I didn’t want to be engaged to a policeman. Maybe I had a new destiny in Hawaii. So I broke it off with him. I had to. I’m sure you know how it is.”

      My hands were wrapped so tightly around my coffee mug that my knuckles had gone white. This was such sudden, unwelcome news. On the one hand, I could intellectually understand that Ryan had a life before he met me. But the fact he’d never even told me about any of this—that he had been engaged, that he had nearly moved to Hawaii—it all felt like some kind of betrayal.

      And what about me? He hadn’t proposed to me. We weren’t engaged. And he hadn’t even been willing to stay in Vegas, where he already lived, instead packing his bags and heading off on some undercover mission.

      He’d cross a continent and an ocean for this woman, but couldn’t stay in one spot for me.

      “Why are you here, Constance?” My voice was ice cold. After all, it was clearly all her fault.

      “I need your help.” While she spoke, she leaned forward, her eyes widening like a puppy dog’s. Not a nice puppy dog, but an annoying one—not that I’d ever imagined there could be such a thing until now. She was no Bridget.

      Great. She wants my help. Probably to win him back. That’d be just perfect.

      “With what?”

      “You’re a private investigator, right? I was checking up on Ryan on Facebook and saw you. I check on Ryan all the time, to see how he’s doing. I checked you out too. You’ve helped a lot of people.”

      The day before I’d been complaining about my lack of cases. Now it looked like I had one, but not from anyone I wanted to do business with.

      “I’m pretty busy these days,” I lied.

      “But I really need your help,” she said. “I don’t know where else to turn. You’ve done this kind of work before, and since we’ve got the Ryan connection…”

      We did not have a Ryan connection as far as I was concerned. In fact, I wasn’t certain I wanted a Ryan connection any longer.

      “What is it? What do you need help with?”

      I wasn’t going to take the case. Of course not. Unless it was particularly juicy and—no, I wasn’t going to take it.

      “I’m in trouble.”

      “For what?”

      “I’ve been accused of murdering my fiancé’s mother.”

      Didn’t surprise me one bit.

      But to be fair, it did sound like an intriguing case.

      She probably did it, too.
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      I’m a sucker.

      A sucker for a murder case. I hadn’t decided to take the case, but I was at least intrigued. Especially if I got the pleasure of her paying me to prove she did it.

      “Did you?”

      Constance’s perfect eyebrows rose up in two little arches. Stick ‘em together and they’d be like the McDonalds logo, I thought with grim satisfaction.

      “No! That’s why I need your help, to prove it wasn’t me. But the police think it was and I need a real investigator to look into the case and prove I’m innocent, or find the actual killer.”

      “Why do the police think it was you? Were you there?”

      She shook her head. “Nope. I was in my car driving across town when it happened, so it couldn’t be me, right?”

      “I see, but the police must have some reason for thinking it was you. They didn’t just pick your name out of a hat of suspects, did they?”

      She pursed her lips and frowned before answering, like she was worried that when she spoke it was going to ruin her case.

      “Jane said it was me.”

      With an eyebrow raised I leaned in. “Who’s Jane?”

      “Jane is—was my future mother-in-law. The victim. She was murdered.”

      I took a sip of coffee to cover my confusion. Considering how exhausted I was, for a moment I thought it might be my fault that this wasn’t all clear. Usually murder victims don’t call the police and explain who killed them.

      “So Jane called the police,” I finally said, “and said you were trying to kill her. Then she was murdered, right?”

      Constance slapped a palm down on the table. “Exactly! But I was driving across town when it happened, so it couldn’t have been me.”

      “Why would Jane call the police and say you were trying to kill her?”

      Constance shook her head in a show of bewilderment. I watched her closely, trying to decide if it was all an act or not.

      “I don’t know! All I know is it wasn’t me that killed her, and I need you to prove it.”

      Constance tapped at her phone, sending a quick message to someone. I pointedly looked at the phone then back at her.

      “My fiancé,” she explained.

      “This sounds very odd, Constance. Are you saying it was just a coincidence that someone killed her right after she called the police saying you were trying to?”

      “I don’t know, I just don’t know.” Constance shook her head as I continued to keep a close watch on her.

      “Good morning,” said a somber voice above us.

      Constance shot to her feet to greet the man who’d just joined us. It was clearly her fiancé, and he must have been waiting just out of my line of sight for her text message. She assumed she’d passed the first hurdle and could now bring him into this.

      He looked to be about thirty, and could have been handsome if he weren’t so unkempt. He had stubble on his face, a shirt that was only half-tucked in, and bags under his eyes. He didn’t seem to be taking his mother’s death well.

      “Darling!” squealed Constance, greeting him with a kiss that lingered a little too long to be decent. She’d probably been like that with Ryan too. Finally, she turned back to me. “This is Patrick.”

      He offered me a hand and we exchanged a handshake that seemed limp with exhaustion, mostly on his part but partially on mine, too. He pulled out a chair and all three of us sat back down.

      “Thank you so much for agreeing to take this case.” He gave me a forlorn smile that made me feel guilty.

      “I haven’t actually—”

      “I’ll pay triple your usual rate,” Constance interrupted, with the most interesting thing she’d said all morning.

      Triple. Triple was good. Triple was great. This case was suddenly looking very interesting, indeed.

      My eyes flicked across the table. Patrick was still giving me a sad little smile. I’d take the case for him, I decided. He had just lost his mother, after all. And maybe I could prove his Ryan-loving witch of a fiancée was to blame.

      “It does sound like an interesting case,” I conceded. Locking my eyes on Constance, I continued, “But I must warn you, if I find evidence that you were there, that Jane’s phone call was justified, I’ll be giving that evidence to the police. I’m a detective, not someone who covers up crimes.”

      Constance slapped the table again. “I did not kill her! If I did, I’d be hiring lawyers, not detectives! If you find evidence it was me, I’ll march right down to the police station with you and hand myself over, okay?”

      “All right.” Jeez. I tried to put on a professional smile, turning my attention to Patrick. “Do you know any reason your mother might have called the police and blamed your future wife for her subsequent murder?”

      It was a weird question to be asking the son of a murder victim, but it probably wasn’t the weirdest one I’d ever had to ask. But it was definitely up in the top ten.

      Constance, it turned out, was one of those women who liked to speak on behalf of their better halves.

      “I already told you no,” she said, shaking her head at me like she was disappointed that I hadn’t paid attention.

      “I know you did.” I put a bit of steel in my voice, to let her know that she wasn’t the only one with a little fire in her veins. “I want to hear it from Patrick. As her son, he might be able to tell me something different.”

      Constance leaned back in her chair, folded her arms in front of her, and stared at her fiancé, daring him to dispute what she’d said.

      Patrick opened his mouth to speak, then closed it again and shook his head at me.

      “Nothing?”

      “I can’t think of anything.” Patrick turned his gaze away from mine and looked down at the table.

      While Constance had a fiery presence, Patrick seemed like a bit of a wet noodle in comparison. But it may well have been due to the loss of his mother. The pain was obvious in his eyes.

      It would be best to talk to Patrick alone sometime, when Constance couldn’t answer for him. I was sure he would have more to say.

      “So when did it happen?”

      “The day before yesterday,” said Constance quickly. She knew the answer to this one well. “When I was driving—”

      “Yes, you were driving. I got that part. Don’t worry. I’m not going to forget.” I tapped the side of my head. “Could you tell me what happened to her? What was the cause of death?” It was a difficult question to ask, what with her son being right there. But it had to be done.

      Constance lifted a hand to her throat, extended her index finger, and then whipped it across. Patrick sat tight-lipped, like he didn’t even want to think about it.

      “Her throat was cut?”

      “Yep. That’s what the police said. I wasn’t there.” Constance leaned over the table. “I was—”

      Before she could repeat herself for the fiftieth time and remind me that she was supposedly driving her car, I moved onto the next question.

      “Is there anyone who might have wanted to hurt Jane? Someone she didn’t get on with, or had even threatened her in the past?”

      Constance and Patrick exchanged a glance. Constance gave him a little nod, and Patrick turned back to me.

      “There’s a neighbor—”

      “—A nosy neighbor.”

      “—named Velma. She and Mom didn’t get along. They were always feuding about this and that.”

      I gave a professional nod. It’s never the neighbor. It’s always the wicked future-daughter-in-law. But I had to play along.

      “How old is she? What’s she like? What did they feud about?”

      “Well, it was partly Mom’s fault,” said Patrick with an apologetic air. “She was a stickler for the rules, and the homeowner’s association had a lot of rules. The problem was, Velma didn’t respect the rules.”

      “Can you give me some examples?” An intriguing but unlikely line of inquiry. I knew some of the HOAs in the nicer suburbs could rule with an iron fist, but I hadn’t heard of it turning into actual bloodshed. Arguments and fights, sure. A weed whacker to the arm? Occasionally. A can of paint emptied on someone’s head? Once or twice. But cutting someone’s throat? That was too much, surely. But I would see where it went.

      “Well,” continued Patrick, seemingly happy to have something to contribute, “for example, Velma would put her trash out the night before because she didn’t like getting up in the morning to do it, despite the regulations clearly saying that garbage cans were to be at the curb between seven and seven fifteen.”

      I nodded along, thanking the stars that I didn’t live in such a neighborhood. I’d definitely be the Velma in this situation.

      “Then,” continued Patrick, “she had these ornamental gnomes on her front lawn that were totally against the rules. No humanoid figures were allowed at all on front lawns.” He shook his head. “And just two weeks ago, she had a barbecue—”

      “—A barbecue!” echoed Constance.

      “—outside of the designated hours. Things like that, nonstop, all the time. She never met a rule she wouldn’t break. And Mom hated her breaking these rules. They were next-door neighbors, and Mom had to suffer the side-effects of every infraction. Grill smoke wafting through her house, gnomes staring at her from the front lawn. It was too much.”

      Constance bobbed her head up and down, enraptured by lambasting Neighbor Velma’s good name.

      “And what did your mother do?”

      “She reported Velma. Every time. For every infraction. Those reports were anonymous, but Velma figured out who it was pretty quick. She tried to get back at Mom by inventing infractions of her own, but it never worked because Mom was such a stickler for the rules. It upset Velma to constantly get these letters and even fines for the rules she broke, while Mom never received so much as a warning.”

      “If she broke those rules, maybe she’d break the law as well,” said Constance. “It starts with putting the trash out too early, and then...” Constance used her index finger to mime slashing her own throat again.

      Yeah, right. But I played along for the time being.

      “Sometimes small disagreements can turn into giant feuds. Did the police question her? Do you know?”

      Patrick nodded. “Oh yes, she was the neighbor, after all. I guess they spoke to everyone nearby.”

      So the police had questioned her, but they still suspected Constance. That 911 call really did seem to be the deal-breaker.

      “Is there anyone else your mother fought with? What about the other neighbors?”

      “No. Only Velma. Mom got along with everyone else. Not necessarily best friends, but it was only Velma who she really had problems with.”

      “That’s right,” said Constance. “It must be her. You’ll have to investigate her thoroughly.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll investigate everything thoroughly. Now, here’s my card.” I handed over one of my business cards with all my contact details on it. “If you think of anyone else who had a major disagreement with your mother, or if you have any questions or concerns, please contact me. Remember, the more you can tell me, the better—and quicker—I can do my job.”

      “Thank you so much for agreeing to take the case.” Patrick rose to his feet and offered me his hand to shake again. This time, it wasn’t quite so limp.

      “Please catch the killer,” said Constance as she stood up, giving me a final imploring look. “I can’t have this hanging over me. I wasn’t even there. I—”

      Yeah, you were driving. I didn’t need to hear that one again.

      “I’ll do my best. I’ll be in touch soon.”

      I left the couple and headed across the café toward the exit, mentally planning where to start my triple-paying investigation.

      For a moment, I even forgot about Ryan.

      Ryan.

      Ryan and Constance.

      Constance and Ryan.

      What in the world was he thinking back then?

      And what was he doing now? Was he okay? Where—

      “Umm, ma’am? It’s a pull door.”

      I glared at the busboy trying to help me. Then my expression softened. I worked in customer service too. I mumbled my thanks.

      Turning my ire to the door instead, I yanked it open and stomped out into the heat, pushing Ryan out of my mind.

      Time to get this triple-paying, throat-slashing party started.
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      The obvious place to start was with the murder itself.

      Since I hadn’t been there when the body was discovered, and wasn’t ready to investigate the actual scene myself, I had to do the next best thing and see what clues I could gather from the people who had been there. The police.

      There are a few tools and tricks to my trade, and one of them is outright bribery.

      But we don’t call it that, because that’s illegal, particularly when it’s the police you’re trying to bribe, so we call it something else: buying your friend lunch.

      On my way over to the police station, I stopped at the Blueberry Breakfast Café and ordered a couple of roast beef and mustard sandwiches, each of which was hefty enough to act as a viable, though wasteful, self-defense weapon should the need arise. I had a small coffee while I waited for the food to be prepared, but when it was ready I was off to the police station to bribe my way into some answers.

      I mean, to give my friend there some lunch.

      I was a bit of a regular at the LVPD, what with my now-absent boyfriend being a detective. It was an odd feeling to know that Ryan wouldn’t be there to greet me, and when I ran into people I knew they wouldn’t all be thinking, ‘‘She’s here to see Ryan.’ Now they would be thinking something else. I wasn’t sure what.

      She’s here because she forgot her boyfriend left her to go undercover and is clearly losing it.

      She’s here because she loves cops so much that she wants to find herself another one.

      She’s here because she’s in trouble.

      My discomfort eased somewhat when I spotted my friend, Emily.

      “Hey. Had lunch?”

      “It’s not even noon,” she replied to me with a hungry pair of eyes locked on the sandwiches. “But it looks like I’m about to get fed anyway.”

      “Don’t want it?” I waved the wrapped sandwich in front of her, considering tearing the paper open to tempt her even further with the scent. “Roast beef and mustard…”

      Emily snatched it out of my hand so fast I almost lost two fingers along with it.

      “How are you doing, Tiff?” She leaned forward as she asked, a look of genuine concern on her face. She was obviously talking about the Ryan situation.

      I shrugged more nonchalantly than I felt. “It’s weird he’s gone.” Almost as an afterthought, I added the most important question, “I don’t suppose you’ve heard how he’s doing?”

      “Afraid not. But that’s how it is. He can’t exactly give us hourly status reports, and if he did, they’d be above my pay grade. But he’s a good detective, and I’m sure he’s fine. They wouldn’t have let him go undercover if they didn’t have the fullest confidence in him, Tiff.”

      I unwrapped my sandwich while she spoke, staring down at the paper so my eyes wouldn’t betray how worried I actually was. Or how annoyed I was. Annoyed and worried that he had up and left me.

      “If I hear anything, I’ll let you know,” she said without much optimism in her voice.  I was more likely to hear news than she was through my own channels, Jack among them.

      “Thanks.” With our sandwiches open, the smell of them wafted out and we both dug in, leaning over the paper so that any escaped fillings could safely land on the wrapping before being snatched up again.

      “Hey, how’s Bridget?” asked Emily.

      She barely knew the little furball, but like everyone in the entire world she loved her to bits. Or maybe that was my bias showing through.

      “She’s great, probably having the time of her life right now. She’s off with Nanna today. I can’t imagine what trouble those two are getting into.”

      Emily grinned but had to raise a hand to cover her mouth to stop her sandwich from escaping.

      “Good to hear. With Ryan away, it’s probably good for you to have some company.”

      “Yeah. While she’s not a great conversationalist, she sure is a good listener.” I smiled at the thought of my new dog, a rescue from a local spa, and realized I missed her after just a few short hours.

      I’d initially sent Bridget to live with my aunt, since my small apartment wasn’t the best place for a high-energy dog. But when she decided to sell her property and move overseas, Bridget had come back to stay with Nanna and me.

      Emily and I chatted a little more around our sandwiches until we both had a crumpled-up paper ball in front of us and were feeling satisfied. That’s when business really began.

      “You didn’t come here just to hang out with me, did you?”

      “Since Ryan went away, I don’t get much excuse to come down here,” I said. “Though there is one thing…”

      Emily shook her head and gave me a knowing smirk. “Of course there is. Go on then, spit it out. I can’t promise anything, but you did just feed me.”

      “There was a murder recently. A bit of a gruesome one by the sounds of it. A lady got her throat cut open, supposedly by her future daughter-in-law.”

      Emily winced but gave me a confirmatory nod. She knew about the case.

      “Supposedly, huh? Let me guess, the killer wants you to prove it wasn’t her?”

      “You know it. You called her ‘the killer.’ That sounds pretty confident. She the only suspect?”

      “You know how it is in these things. The most obvious suspect is usually the one who actually did it. That’s just Police 101.”

      Except that wasn’t the case at all in my experience. But that’s why people hired PIs—we dealt with the weird cases, the outliers, the ones where the simplest explanation wasn’t always the right one. But this time could be different.

      “You might know her, actually,” I said hesitantly.

      “Me? Why’s that?”

      “She said she was, I mean she was Ryan’s ex-fiancée. They were going to get married. Constance Clark. You ever meet her?”

      “His ex-fiancée? He never mentioned her to me. Must have been before my time.”

      “Must have been. Guess he didn’t mention her much to anyone.”

      “And she’s the accused. Small world, huh?”

      “Yeah, unfortunately small sometimes. So what did you hear? Did they find evidence of her involvement?”

      “Only one piece, but it’s a doozy.” Emily leaned across the table, her eyes twinkling. “Get this: the victim called 911 and told them who was murdering her.” Emily’s face fell at my unexcited response. After my long night, I was too tired to feign enthusiasm for information I already knew. “You knew that, didn’t you?”

      “Yeah. Constance, the killer—I mean, the alleged killer—told me. Doesn’t look good for her.”

      Emily shook her head. “Hold on. I think I can pull it up…” She wiped her hands on a napkin and then tapped and clicked away at her computer. “Here we are…”

      This should be good. We’d see how well I believed Constance after hearing this. Emily clicked the play button.

      “911? Yes, help! I need help! I’m being attacked. My daughter-in-law, Constance Clark, is trying to murder me! … Yes, now! That’s Constance Clark…. I am as calm as can be considering… I’m at…”

      We listened to the victim describing her situation twice. She sounded like someone who didn’t like to make a scene, didn’t like to panic, but for once she was in a pinch and was trying to get across the gravity of the situation.

      “Pretty damning.” Emily raised her eyebrows at me.

      “It is,” I admitted. “Constance was so adamant to me that she wasn’t the killer, but listening to this recording it’s hard to imagine it could have been anyone else.”

      “I know, right? I think the lead detective’s pretty pleased with this one. It’s going to be quick.”

      Ugh. And I’d agreed to take the case. This recording was almost as good as an actual confession. It was hard to see how she could deny what happened unless there was a heck of a lot of other information that hadn’t yet been revealed.

      “Do you have the autopsy report there?”

      “No, it’s not done yet. But I doubt it will reveal much new information. She got her throat cut. As you know, usually the most obvious cause is what actually happened. And getting your throat cut is pretty fatal.”

      She was right. But I also knew that what she was saying had been proven wrong in a number of cases that I personally had worked. But this one…

      “So you met Constance this morning?”

      “Yeah. She’s adamant it wasn’t her. But she had a temper, and this call doesn’t make things look good for her.”

      “My money’s on her. Be careful. You don’t want to get your own throat cut.” Emily mimed shuddering at the thought and I couldn’t help but agree. Constance had been fiery when we met, and I wouldn’t like to be on the wrong side of her. Especially if she had a knife.

      “I’m just going to have a little look into the case, see if I can find anything out, but I won’t go in too deep unless I find something really interesting.”

      “Smart move. Be careful around her. Is she paying you well?”

      “Triple my normal rate,” I said with a shrug as if I didn’t care.

      “Yeah, that’d do it. Good luck, Tiff, but don’t do anything dumb, okay?”

      “I’ll try not to.”

      Don’t do anything dumb? I didn’t exactly have a good track record there. But I did get results at least.

      My phone rang as I was leaving the station. I stared at the screen for a couple of seconds before answering it.

      Speaking of dumb, flying off in a helicopter in the middle of the night to eat platonic strawberries the night before had also been a pretty dumb move. But it was him calling again.

      I tapped the screen to answer it.

      “Hi, Jack.”

      “Tiffany, are you okay? I wanted to check up on you.”

      “Check up on me, huh?”

      “That message you got last night. Is Ryan okay?”

      “Oh. I don’t know. That person was an… old friend of his, but they don’t know what he’s up to right now. It was an unrelated matter. A case.”

      Thankfully he didn’t push for any more details. I didn’t have the energy to get into explaining the history of Ryan’s love life right now. But Jack might be able to help me with something. Normally I would have asked Ian, my sometime partner in crime-stopping. But I knew he had a date with Sally and her mother for lunch, and unless it was a total disaster he wouldn’t be available any time soon.

      “Glad to hear it. You said you were between cases, right?”

      “Right. In fact, you mind giving me a hand?”

      “Sure.” I could almost feel his eyes twinkling with boyish excitement. PI work can be pretty exciting for outsiders, especially when they don’t know about all the boring parts.

      But this wasn’t going to be boring.

      “What is it?”

      “Just a little breaking and entering.”
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      I met Jack at the end of Jane Tribell’s street. He had parked his black Benz just around the corner like I’d asked. I pulled to a stop behind him.

      I patted the steering wheel of my trusty Honda as I got out, letting it know I wasn’t jealous of Jack’s shiny beast.

      “You’re a six-figure car too,” I whispered. The Benz may have been six figures in cost, but my baby was six figures in mileage—where it really counts.

      Jack had been waiting in the air-conditioned comfort of his vehicle, but switched off the engine and stepped out when he saw me exiting behind him.

      For once he wasn’t dressed in a casino owner’s fancy suit, instead opting for what I guess he thought a burglar dressed like: designer jeans, black sneakers, and a polo shirt that seemed remarkably well-fitted to his personal-trainer-enhanced torso. Was there such a thing as a tailored polo? His sure looked like it.

      “I didn’t bring any tools,” he said a little guiltily. “There’s probably a wrench or a tire iron or something in the trunk though.” He glanced at the back of his car, and I got the impression that he’d probably never actually opened the trunk himself. He usually had a driver, and of course his driver would deal with pesky things like putting the groceries away. Which, come to think of it, was another thing he probably never did. Having world-class chefs on call meant he probably didn’t spend too much time pouring his own cereal.

      “I wasn’t planning on battering the door down anyway. That’s a good way to get the cops called on us. We’ve got to be more subtle than that.”

      “I was kidding. I’ve got experience with this, remember?”

      I frowned. “I remember. Let’s hope no one gets… hurt this time.”

      Jack and I had broken into a different kind of place back when we were dating, and that had eventually led to a murder investigation. The breaking and entering, that is, not the dating.

      I didn’t want that to happen this time. The house we were breaking into was already owned by a dead woman. One victim was enough for me to deal with at once.

      “Come on. And try to look like you fit in.”

      We were a bit of a mismatched couple in this neighborhood, neither of us really looking the part. I didn’t have the air of someone who could afford to live here, whereas suburbs didn’t suit Jack’s style either. He was the type of person you expected to see stepping in and out of helicopters instead of hanging around with soccer moms and retirees.

      At that time of the afternoon everyone with a modicum of sense was inside, away from the heat, so we were able to approach the house unobserved.

      “Look for a key.”

      I began by lifting up the brown welcome mat and peering underneath it, and then moving onto the flower pots filled with cactus, being careful not to prick myself as I looked under each one.

      “Here we go,” said Jack, waving a small silver key in front of my face. He had found it inside a hanging basket right by the front door, not even needing to bend down to get it.

      “You were lucky.” I took the key from his hand and quickly unlocked the front door, ushering him inside ahead of me. I peeked over my shoulder before I closed the door behind me, confirming that no one was watching us.

      We entered into a bright hallway with a marble floor. The walls were adorned with several modern art paintings of colorful shapes that appeared to be completely meaningless from what I could tell. On the wall to our right, there was a wooden cross, with a set of rosary beads hanging just below it on a small hook.

      “We’re looking for clues to the murder?”

      “That’s right. Something the police missed.”

      “Why didn’t you get your client to let us in? Do you bill them more this way?”

      “No,” I said with a laugh. “I just wanted to be able to look around undisturbed. You know, without being told what to touch, and what not to. If Patrick is trying to protect his fiancée, who knows what stunts he might try and pull?”

      Jack and I spent over an hour in the house, going through it from top to bottom. I saved the best for last: the kitchen, where the 911 call had been made and the body found.

      “Looks like the place has been cleaned up.”

      “Yep. The police would have been pretty thorough, and then… well, no one likes bloodstains that hang around too long.”

      I could see Jack suppress a shudder. He wasn’t used to this kind of thing.

      The kitchen, like the rest of the house, was bright and sleek and modern, and reminded me of my mom’s new kitchen, despite being a slightly different style. Granite work surfaces, gleaming chrome faucets, and a shiny refrigerator that wouldn’t have looked out of place on a sci-fi movie set.

      I went straight for the trash. The main trashcan was located in a nook in the pantry, and I pulled open the lid and peered inside. The bag had been removed and the container was empty.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Looking for evidence.”

      “What kind of criminal would throw the evidence in the trash? Isn’t that too obvious?”

      I pulled the garbage can out of the nook and crouched down, peering behind where it had been.

      “You’d think so…”

      I spotted something, and with a smirk that verged on triumphant I emerged holding some wrappers.

      “… but criminals aren’t always the smartest people around.”

      “What have you got there?” Jack peered at what I was holding in my hands. “Looks like garbage to me.”

      “Maybe it is. And maybe it isn’t. It got overlooked by the police.” I held up a wrapper right in front of my face and little black seeds fell out, falling onto the floor where they bounced. “Poppy seeds!”

      “You smelled them from outside the house, didn’t you?” Jack accused with an amused grin. He knew my preference for poppy seeds well.

      Not wanting to discourage the notion that I might have superpowers, I gave him an enigmatic smile before sniffing the wrapper.

      “Lemon poppyseed cupcakes.”

      “Uh-huh. So is that an important clue?”

      It probably wasn’t. It was just forgotten trash, after all, but I didn’t want Jack to think our trip to the house had been a total waste of time. That was the thing in the detective business: a lot of what we did was simply grunt work that didn’t necessarily lead anywhere. But then, sometimes, one little clue could lead to an explosion of discovery that would solve a whole case.

      “Too early to say. Anyway, we’re not done here yet.”

      “We’re not?” Jack’s tone had a hint of disappointment. I knew he was getting bored. Searching a clean, suburban home isn’t the exciting world of investigations that a lot of people imagine. “What else are we going to do?”

      “We’re going to go next door and interview a potential killer.”

      Jack rubbed his hands together. “That sounds more like it. Should I get the tire iron from the car so I can protect you? Or get one of the security guys from the casino?”

      “She’s an old lady. Or a middle-aged lady, anyway. I don’t think I’m going to need much protection.”

      Jack’s face fell again. “Okay then. Lead on.”

      After stuffing the wrappers into a Ziplock baggie for safekeeping, we headed next door, to hopefully meet a killer.
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      We left the house as surreptitiously as we arrived. I placed the key back in its exact spot, and then we headed to the house of Velma McGuire, the troublemaking neighbor.

      Before we even started up her driveway I stopped, hands on my hips, shaking my head in feigned disappointment.

      “Would you look at that?”

      Jack tried in vain to see what I was complaining about.

      “What?”

      “The mailbox. It’s blue. Every other mailbox on the street is white.”

      “So… do killers have blue mailboxes?”

      “Sometimes.” I assumed they did on occasion. It would be odd if they didn’t. “But I bet it’s against the rules. This neighborhood has a strict homeowners association and it was a point of contention between Velma and Jane. Velma here was a rulebreaker, and Jane liked to report her for every infraction. Constance and Patrick think that might have given her reason to kill Jane.”

      “Huh,” said Jack in amazement. He stared at the mailbox intently, as if it might give off a malicious aura or otherwise threaten us.

      “Come on.”

      When we got to the front door it swung open immediately and a suspicious head was glaring at us before we could even offer friendly smiles.

      “What d’ya want?” She pointedly looked behind us at her mailbox as if to make sure it was still there. “Why were ye lookin’ at my mailbox?”

      “I was just telling my friend it’s a very pretty color. Really… stands out on the street.”

      Velma had curly silver-gray hair that hung just above her shoulders and a pair of brown-rimmed spectacles with thick lenses that gave her the look of an annoyed owl with bad hair. She offered a grunt in response to my compliment about her mailbox and turned her gaze to Jack, running her eyes over him carefully.

      “What’re ya selling?”

      “Nothing. We’re—”

      “He’s a salesman.” She jabbed a finger at Jack. “I can see it. He’s selling something. If it’s religion, I don’t want it. And if it’s anything else, I don’t want it neither.”

      Jack looked at me for guidance. I got the impression he’d never been accused of being a door-to-door salesman before and wasn’t sure how to respond.

      “We’re not selling noth—I mean, anything. I’m a detective.” I flashed my license at Velma. Like most people, she assumed that meant I had some kind of legal authority, or that I was affiliated with the police in some way. It’s only when you really emphasize that you’re a private detective they realize they don’t have to speak to you at all. And I wasn’t about to emphasize that.

      “Detective, huh? Is it about her?” Velma jerked her thumb in the direction of Jane’s house. “‘Cause if so, I don’t know nothin’.”

      “Nothing at all?”

      A smile flashed on Velma’s face before it disappeared. “I know she’s dead.” She held up a finger, and like Constance had done in the café, whipped it across her throat. Unlike Constance, Velma followed up the gesture with a little laugh which she quickly got under control.

      “We’ve heard that you and Jane didn’t get along. That she was a difficult neighbor?”

      Of course it was Velma who was supposedly the difficult neighbor, but people never think of themselves that way.

      “Yeah. Worst neighbor I ever had. And I’ve had a lot of neighbors.”

      I couldn’t help but wonder about her having a lot of neighbors. Was it because no one could stand living next door to her? Or did she dispatch with them whenever they annoyed her with a quick throat-cutting?

      “So it’s fair to say you weren’t too upset about what happened to her?”

      Behind the glasses, Velma’s eyes narrowed to a squint.

      “It ain’t me who killed her, if that’s what you’re thinking. Nope.”

      “But she did complain about you to the HOA, right? Got you in trouble a bunch of times?”

      That earned an emphatic nod from Velma.

      “It was her hobby. Call up the HOA and complain about whatever I was up to. I could barely make a sandwich without her complaining.” Velma looked around me at her new letterbox. “She’d be complaining about that if she were still here. I got it to celebrate her… I mean, I got it now that I know she won’t be there to complain.”

      From the sounds of it, I don’t think I would have liked to have lived next door to either Velma or Jane. I also suspected that the HOA would notice the blue mailbox even without Jane’s help, and before long she’d be ordered to paint or replace it.

      “Is there anyone else Jane didn’t get along with?”

      “You mean, who do I think whacked her?”

      I considered rephrasing Velma’s words but decided to nod instead. Velma liked plain speech so I should probably do my best to encourage it.

      “Renee. Renee Goodman.” Velma gave a sharp nod to herself. “Probably her.”

      “Renee Goodman?” The name wasn’t familiar. Neither Patrick nor Constance had mentioned it to me. “Is she another neighbor?”

      “Her? A neighbor? Nope. Too poor. Can’t afford this neighborhood.” Velma looked up and down the street with the smug satisfaction of someone who could afford it and I wondered how she’d made her own money.

      “Who was she then?”

      “Jane’s best friend.”

      This was too much for Jack, and he stepped forward, interrupting my line of questioning.

      “Her best friend? Why would her best friend kill her?”

      I gave Jack a sideways glare. This was my work, not his. I didn’t tell him which helicopter to buy or which chefs to hire. He gave me an apologetic look in response.

      “What’re you? Tough cop, pretty cop?” She jabbed a finger at Jack. “He’s the pretty one.”

      “We’re not playing any kind of roles here, Velma. Just seeing what we can find out.” I also didn’t want to emphasize that we weren’t cops. She seemed to be working under the assumption that that’s the kind of detective I was, and I doubted she’d talk quite so freely if she was informed otherwise. “Why did you say that Jane’s friend probably killed her?”

      Velma snorted loudly to let me know just how wrong she thought I was.

      “Let’s just say Jane liked her men. Any man who was already attached, that is. She made a pass at my late husband. He turned her down, of course.”

      Now this wasn’t something that either Patrick or Constance had mentioned. Had they been keeping the information hidden or simply not known themselves?

      “But Renee’s husband didn’t turn her down?”

      “Nope. And they got divorced because of it. That’d be enough to want to kill her, wouldn’t it? More than the complaints she kept making about me.”

      “Thank you for that information, Velma. I don’t suppose you have contact information for Renee, do you?”

      “Why would I?” she asked suspiciously.

      “Well, do you?”

      She stared at me for a few seconds. “I guess I might have it somewhere. Wait there.” Velma slammed the door abruptly in our face.

      “What do you think?” I asked Jack with raised eyebrows.

      “You do this every day? You sure meet some characters.” He gave me an amused shake of his head. “Think she did it?”

      “Maybe. Constance still seems the most likely, of course. But who knows? I’ll follow up on this Renee lady and see where that leads me.”

      The door swung open again. “Talking about me?”

      “Only nice things,” I said.

      “Yeah, right. No one ever has anything nice to say about Velma.” She pursed her lips in thought for a moment. “Not no more.” She shoved a piece of paper my way. “This is Renee’s information. Keep it. She gave it to me after the death because I guess that’s what you do. She was nosing around and said to call her if I needed anything. Like I’d need anything from the friend of a dead neighbor.” Velma snorted contemptuously again.

      “Thank you,” said Jack with a megawatt smile. “You’ve been incredibly helpful.”

      “Yeah, thanks.” She didn’t get an enthusiastic a display of gratitude from me.

      Velma closed the door almost before I’d finished speaking.

      “Come on. Let’s get out of here.”

      Jack and I walked back to our cars.

      “I believe her,” said Jack. “I don’t think she killed Jane. What about you?”

      “Why do you believe her? Because she told us that story about Jane and Renee’s husband? I bet there’s more to it than she let on. I think she just wanted to push suspicion away from her. She had the motivation she needed to want Jane dead.”

      “Do you think so?” Jack sounded surprised. “She was a bit rough around the edges, but I thought she was trying to be helpful.”

      “Velma doesn’t strike me as the helpful type. Not unless there’s something in it for her. And this time it was pushing suspicion away from herself.”

      “So you think she did it?”

      I shook my head.

      “I’m not saying that either, but I’m not writing her off yet. Constance is the most likely suspect, but Velma’s sitting comfortably at number two. I’ll re-evaluate after I meet with Renee.”

      “Are you going to see her now? Should I come?”

      We’d reached his car, and had stopped by the door.

      “No. I’m going to drop by my parents’ house. Renee can wait.”

      “Okay. I’m going to head back to work then.”

      “This was work.”

      “You paying me?”

      “Good point.” I grinned at him. I knew he wouldn’t take payment from me, not that I could afford his time. We operated on different financial levels. “Thanks for coming with. Looking around a dead woman’s house can be pretty spooky without company.”

      “Let’s do it again some time.” He gave an amused look back toward Jane and Velma’s street. “It was fun.”

      “Yeah. Later, Jack.”

      When I got back inside my car it was a million degrees inside.

      “Come on, baby. Let’s see if we can’t get you down to just a thousand degrees before we get there.”

      Twisting the AC dial to maximum, I headed to Mom and Dad’s.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      When I got there I was surprised, mostly pleasantly, to find that Mom was entertaining not just Nanna and Bridget, but Ian too.

      It wasn’t going to be a relaxing afternoon.

      “Hi… everyone,” I said in the kitchen as I took in the scene.

      Mom was standing over the sink, peeling potatoes while a stack of carrots waited patiently beside them. Ian was sitting at the kitchen table looking perturbed. Nanna was also sitting at the table, but she was bending down in front of Bridget, who I could see was adorned with a large pink bow atop her head.

      Bridget hopped onto all fours and trotted across the room to see me.

      “Nanna!” I gasped as I stared at my poor dog. While Bridget bounded toward me with a silly doggy smile on her face, I was staring wide-eyed and in shock. “What is that?”

      Not only had Bridget been adorned with a ridiculous pink bow that was clipped to her head, there was another decoration hanging around her neck.

      “It’s a necktie, dear,” said Nanna proudly. “They had it in Pets, Pets, Pets and I just couldn’t resist. Isn’t it adorable?”

      I crouched down to greet Bridget while I inspected her. It was, indeed, a black doggie-necktie. Bridget saw me looking and her own head dropped down, but due to the way it hung she could only see the bottom of it. I scruffed the back of her neck and scratched her behind the ears.

      “What has she done to you?” I asked the dog, who was not anywhere near as put out as me.

      “I thought Bridget might be getting bored, after losing her job at the spa, and so I would start training her to do a new one.”

      I cocked my head and Bridget copied me.

      “Lost her job? She was a support animal at a spa. It wasn’t like she was the breadwinner for a family with a mortgage. She’s happy, Nanna. She doesn’t need a new job. And what job? Why’s she got a necktie? Do you have a plan for her to be a banker or something? Maybe a casino manager?”

      “She’s a dog, dear. I don’t think she’s qualified for any of that.”

      I glared at her for being right. Standing up and putting my hands on my hips, I gave Nanna a ‘well?’ look.

      “I’m training her to be my assistant. Watch!” Nanna turned toward the dog. “Bridget! Come!”

      Bridget gave me one last little sniff, and trotted back across the room to Nanna. “Now, sit!”

      Bridget did as she was told again.

      “See?”

      “See what? She already knew her name and how to sit. And I don’t think that’s a job.”

      “Oh, no, that’s just the beginning. I’m training her to be a proper little doggie-assistant.” She bent over to talk to Bridget. “You’re the best little doggie assistant in Vegas. Yes, you are! You know how to fetch Nanna’s slippers, don’t you? Yes, you do!”

      Bridget seemed happy to agree with Nanna, rubbing her head up against her hands and not complaining about the silly necktie at all.

      “Is the necktie really necessary?”

      Nanna and Bridget both looked at me.

      “It’s adorable, isn’t it?”

      It kind of was. Just a little bit. But I couldn’t imagine the looks I would get if I started walking her in public with a necktie. And it wasn’t like it was even a bowtie. Bowties were more common neckwear for a dog. Or a neckerchief, that would be even more normal. Yes, I’d have to get Bridget a nice neckerchief, perhaps a red and white checkered—

      “Excuse me? We were talking about me, remember?”

      I’d almost forgotten Ian was there.

      “Why are you here?” I asked him, joining the pair of them at the table.

      “I need advice, but you just interrupted,” said Ian in what I thought was a rather insolent tone. It was my Nanna in my family’s house who he was getting this advice from, after all.

      “It’s about his love life,” said Nanna. “Now, where were we? We were talking about your little outing, weren’t we?”

      Ian nodded.

      “With Sally and her mom?”

      Sally was his new girlfriend, if that’s what she even was yet, and Ian had agreed to go out with both Sally and her mother for some family bonding. By the looks of things, it hadn’t gone well.

      “We just went for a walk and a coffee, but they wouldn’t shut up.”

      “Ian!? What do you mean they wouldn’t ‘shut up?’ What a mean thing to say.”

      He frowned and shook his head. “Not like that. What I mean, is they kept asking questions.”

      “They’re trying to get to know you. That’s what people do,” I told him.

      Nanna patted me on the knee. “He came to me for advice, dear.”

      It didn’t matter who he came to for advice; I was clearly right. Under the table, Bridget rubbed her head against my legs and then settled on top of my feet.

      “What was wrong with their questions?” asked Nanna.

      “They kept asking me about my work.” Ian didn’t have any work. “And when I tried to answer them, they kept asking more and more. First they asked my job, and I told them I was a share trader. And then they wanted to know where, and I told them online, and then they wanted to know who I worked for, and how long I’d been there, and it was awful. I think Sally’s mom doesn’t like me anymore. I had to drink my coffee too fast and leave them and it burned my tongue.”

      I put a hand up to my mouth to cover a snicker. That was exactly the kind of thing I could see Ian doing, though I imagined it could have been rather painful so it would have been mean to laugh too openly.

      “You’re not laughing, are you, dear?” said Nanna in a warning tone.

      “Of course not!” I denied.

      “Here’s what you need to do,” said Nanna. “You—”

      “—should tell the truth, Ian!” I finished for her.

      “Don’t interrupt. No, Ian, what you should do, is make your lies into truth.”

      I raised my eyebrows at Nanna. Seriously?

      “How do I do that?”

      “Apply! Get a job as a share trader. You’re a bright young man. I’m sure it can’t be that hard. Just go along, give them your resume, and tell them you won’t take no for an answer.”

      That was a terrible idea. At best, assuming Ian could find a suitable company in Vegas, it would end with him being escorted out of the building by security. At worst… I didn’t like to think about it.

      “That sounds like a really great idea, Nanna, thanks.”

      “Seriously, Ian? You think that’ll work?”

      He gave me a quizzical look that let me know, not for the first time, that he really was clueless in a lot of ways. “Why not? And it sure beats telling the truth.”

      “No, it doesn’t! Do you really want to base your relationship on lies?”

      “But it wouldn’t be lies if I got the job.”

      “That’s right,” said Nanna, hitting the table for emphasis.

      “Telling the truth is harder and scarier. I think I’m going to just keep doing what I’m doing—”

      “Lying to her.”

      “—until it’s the right time. I just wish she’d trust me a bit more.”

      “You mean you wish she’d believe your lies about being a stockbroker.”

      “Exactly!” Ian seemed delighted that I finally understood.

      Whatever. He’d learn the hard way. Again.

      “What about you, dear? How are things?”

      “I’ve got a murder case. In fact, I just came from talking to a suspect. It’s an interesting case, but I think it might be the killer who hired me.”

      Nanna patted me on the back of the hand. “These things happen, dear. So what happened?”

      I explained to them all how I’d received a late-night text message the night before, met Constance that morning, and been on the case ever since.

      “You went to the house with Jack instead of me? And talked to Velma too?” Ian sounded positively wounded.

      “Umm, yeah. Sorry. You were out with Sally, and he called at just the right time.”

      “He’s still got a thing for you,” said Nanna knowingly.

      “Oh, I’m sure he doesn’t. We’re just friends now.”

      “I bet he does!” said Ian too loudly. He’d seemingly forgotten his own love life woes and was excited to delve into mine instead. “When was the last time you saw him?”

      “Umm, we hung out a bit last night after work.”

      “Knew it,” said Nanna to Ian, earning an emphatic nod from him. “Did he take you to one of his fancy hotel restaurants?”

      “No.” My tone was firm. I should have known what was coming next.

      “Where did you go?”

      “What did you do?”

      I mumbled something so quiet even I couldn’t understand it.

      “What was that, dear? A private helicopter flight and chocolate-covered strawberries from a hilltop overlooking the lights of the city?”

      Ian and Nanna were both laughing and smiling and shaking their heads at each other in the most annoying manner imaginable.

      “It was just a couple of friends hanging out! Purely platonic!”

      “I’ve never heard of a platonic chocolate-covered strawberry,” said Nanna, shaking her head.

      “Me either!” called Mom helpfully from the sink where she was still peeling away. I could have sworn she hadn’t been listening to any of our conversation at all, but apparently I was completely wrong. “It would be so lovely for you and Jack to get back together! We always did like him, dear. Much better than that horrible Stone. And you know it’s high time you got yourself another boyfriend. You aren’t getting any younger, Tiff and—”

      I interrupted her. “Jack and I are friends,” I said, crossing my arms in front of me. Under the table Bridget gave me a supportive nuzzle which was much appreciated. At least she believed me.

      “Yeah, right,” said Ian. Subtlety wasn’t his strong point so he followed up with, “He lurrrrves you.”

      I rolled my eyes and stood up. “I’ve got to go. I’ve got another shift starting soon at the casino.”

      “Can I keep Bridget another night, dear? I’m going to teach her to bring the TV remote next. Another useful skill.”

      “That’ll look great on her resume.”

      “She’s a dog, dear,” said Nanna.

      “She doesn’t have a resume,” finished Ian.

      Annoyed but appreciative of their concern nonetheless, I left them all to it.

      Who knew what Bridget would look like—or would have learned—next time I saw her?
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      It was almost one in the afternoon when I woke up the next day. After barely sleeping the night before, and another night shift at the casino, I’d needed the extra hours in bed.

      It had been a pretty good night at work. Quiet, and without any serious complaints from anyone. The only downside was the lack of tips that came with a quiet night, but after how exhausted I felt by the end of my shift I didn’t care.

      Besides, I was getting triple pay on the murder case. Or I would be if the person paying my bills didn’t end up locked away and broke from legal fees.

      I fumbled with my phone before getting out of bed. I was pleased, then annoyed, then pleased again that there was nothing from Jack. I mean, I didn’t want Nanna and Ian to be right and for Jack to think there was something between us again.

      But a call or a text would have been nice. Just to follow up.

      Jack, Jack, Jack. I wondered if I should try and set him up with someone, find him a girlfriend just in case he did have ideas about me. But why should I? It’s not like I had my boyfriend around at the moment. As expected, there were no messages from Ryan. I wasn’t expecting any, but still…

      There was still the hope that Jack was going to get me some information. He did say he would look into it, using whatever contacts he could. If Jack did contact me, I hoped it would be because of Ryan, and nothing else.

      With a sigh, I got up to face the day. If I was really going to be billing Constance triple time, I couldn’t sleep all day long. And I was curious what this Renee, Jane’s supposed best friend, had to say for herself and Velma’s accusation that she probably killed her.

      I had just prepared myself the breakfast-lunch of champions—sugary cereal. It wasn’t grand enough to be called brunch, which now, especially in Vegas, was a meal far more decadent than just cereal. So breakfast-lunch it was.

      I had almost made it to my comfy couch when there came a knock at the door. Not a ringing of the doorbell, an actual thump, thump, thump that echoed ominously through my small apartment.

      I set the bowl of cereal down on the counter and tiptoed over to the door. Peering through the peephole, I saw who it was and rolled my eyes.

      “Stone?” I called.

      “Yes.”

      He didn’t explain further. Stone was the kind of man who seemed to think there was a global shortage of words, and he was going to do his part to help out by never using any more than was necessary.

      I pulled the door open and ran my eyes over him to confirm he hadn’t changed. Nope. He was still tall, still brooding, and dressed in his standard attire of dark blue jeans and a white shirt which contrasted sharply with his tanned skin. His dark eyes bored into mine the same way they always did, with an intensity that never seemed to fade.

      “Hey. Come in,” I said.

      “You look good, Tiff.”

      I did not look good. I’d just woken up and looked like the before-picture for a miraculous hair product, or possibly an entire makeover service.

      “You lie as well as ever.”

      I waved him to follow me inside, picking up my cereal and then sinking into the sofa to settle and listen to whatever it was he had to say.

      Stone pulled a wooden dining chair out and sat in front of the sofa. I had eaten two mouthfuls of cereal before I realized I was being rude.

      “Want some? I can make you a bowl if you want.”

      His eyes flicked down to the brightly colored cereal and then back at me. I don’t think so, his expression seemed to say. He shook his head. “No, thank you.”

      Of course not. He was the kind of man who ran on black coffee, steak, and bourbon. Near-fluorescent bits of polystyrene cereal were not part of his diet.

      “So, what’s up? Got a case for me?”

      I kind of hoped he didn’t, what with being preoccupied with Constance at the moment, but maybe I could juggle it if he swung one more my way.

      “Nope. Wanted to let you know I’m going to be in and out of town the next few weeks. On business.”

      “Okay…”

      This was strange. Stone was the kind of tall, dark, mysterious man who did mysterious things all the time, without keeping me informed of his comings and goings. As a former CIA agent, I guessed it came with the territory, though I didn’t exactly know too many ex-spies so who really knew.

      There was something different in his eyes. It wasn’t just dark, brooding intensity today. There was more. I blinked. Could it be… It was! Concern. He was worried about me.

      “Are you telling me that because Ryan’s away?”

      The flicker in his eyes told me yes. “I wanted you to know, in case you needed anything. I may not be here.”

      First Jack, and now Stone? Both of them worried about me? Did they think I’d never been without a boyfriend before?

      “I’m fine, Stone. I can look after myself. And I’ve still got Ian.”

      “Ian.”

      In one, single, almost toneless word Stone conveyed more meaning than most men could in half a book. It wasn’t said with disrespect, but the implication was clear: Ian was no Stone, no Ryan, no Jack. He wasn’t the kind of man someone in my position should rely on in their time of need.

      And he had a point, at least partially. It’s not that Ian wouldn’t have my back—of course he would—but he wasn’t exactly a highly perceptive, highly trained man of action. He was more of a nerd with an eight-figure bank account.

      But I didn’t need a man of action to protect me. Most people got by fine without one, so why couldn’t I? True, my second job occasionally got me into trouble, but I could get myself out of it. Most of the time.

      “Don’t get yourself into anything too dangerous while I’m gone. Okay?”

      I shrugged. He wasn’t the boss of me. No one was.

      “You don’t need to worry about me, Stone. I’m a big girl.”

      There was a beeping sound and Stone pulled out an antique cellphone to read a text message.

      “Gotta go.”

      I set my cereal bowl down on the floor and stood up to see him out. When he rose from his chair, he hovered over me a minute, looking down at me with those black wells of mystery I could never fully read.

      Is he about to…?

      No, surely not.

      He is!

      He didn’t.

      “Take care of yourself. We’ll talk soon.”

      I suspected he thought what we’d just done qualified as talking too. I couldn’t imagine what he thought about me, Mom and Nanna all jabbering away to each other. Even Ian was a veritable chatterbox in comparison.

      He loomed in the doorway before he left, seeming to fill it.

      “Goodbye.”

      And, like that, he was gone.

      I fetched my cereal bowl, put it in the sink to be dealt with later, and got ready for the day.

      I had some serious sleuthing to do.
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        * * *

      

      When I was ready I headed over to Ian’s to see if I could make up for leaving him behind the day before. He clearly hadn’t appreciated being left out of the ‘fun.’

      His apartment was just down the hall from mine, and I could hear activity inside before I even got there. Specifically, it was the sound of a young woman shouting at him. The door to his apartment flung open just as I was considering pressing my ear up against it to hear whether he was in any danger.

      “…tell the truth, then we’re done!”

      The young woman exiting the apartment in a huff was Sally, Ian’s current love interest, and I had to sidestep to avoid being barreled over.

      Sally had been an employee at the same spa as Bridget, but unlike my dog, she wasn’t so happy with who she’d met there.

      “Take care!” I called after her as she stormed away. I didn’t get a response.

      “Wow,” I said when she was finally gone. Ian was standing in the doorway to his apartment with a sheepish smile on his face. “Another bad date?”

      “You could say that. Awful would be an even better word. She says she can’t date someone who won’t stop lying to her.”

      “How unreasonable.”

      “I know, right? Why can’t I have my secrets? Can’t I be a man of mystery?”

      “Men of mystery aren’t mysterious because they lie all the time. They’re mysterious because we haven’t found out all their faults yet.”

      Ian bit his bottom lip in apparent confusion.

      “I really tried this time, you know?”

      “Did you? What did you do?”

      “I told her I was definitely, one hundred percent, a stockbroker and she had to believe me. I told her I was being honest.”

      “That was you trying? Doubling down on your lie?”

      “It wouldn’t be a problem if she’d just trust me! If she’d have some faith in me, there’d be no problem at all.”

      “She’s never going to trust you if you keep lying to her.” I wasn’t going to lecture him anymore. I told him to be honest with her more than once, and he still wasn’t heeding my advice, so it wasn’t worth offering any more. “I’m heading out to go and talk to a suspect. Do you want to come?”

      “We were going to go to a movie.” Ian looked down the hallway in the direction Sally had disappeared.

      “I don’t think she’s coming back.”

      “She said she’d go with me. That makes her a liar, too.” He frowned in consternation, before shaking his head to himself. “I guess I’ll come and help you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

        

      

    

    
      Ian and I sat in my car across the road from Renee’s house, waiting for her to show up again.

      It was a slightly shabby ranch-style home in one of the older suburbs just north of the strip. It was a far cry from the ritzy neighborhood her best friend lived in. I didn’t think anyone cared here what color you painted your mailbox, or if you put your trash out ten minutes early.

      In the front yard of her home, in the dirt that was half-desert garden and half-scrabbly dirt, weeds, and rocks, was a realtor’s sign featuring a beaming woman that contrasted sharply with the tired appearance of the house and its front yard.

      “She’s moving,” said Ian with the attuned insight of an expert detective’s assistant.

      “Sure looks like it. Maybe she wants to move somewhere like where Jane lived. It was a much nicer neighborhood.”

      “Thanks for bringing me to the horrible neighborhood instead of the nice one,” said Ian with just a hint of acrimony.

      “You were with Jane and her mother, remember?”

      Ian made a hmph sound at the memory of it. “When do you think she’ll be back?”

      “I have no idea, Ian. I’m not psychic. Tell you what, though, let’s give it a little while. If we start to cook in here, we’ll head off and get a coffee.”

      “You mean a cupcake.”

      “Coffee and a cupcake?” I countered.

      “Yeah.” Ian turned his face away from Renee’s front yard and looked at me.

      What’s he doing? Why’s he looking at me like that?

      “How are you doing without Ryan?”

      Goodness. Another one. Jack, Stone, Nanna, Mom… Did they all really think I couldn’t survive without a man for more than two minutes?

      “Fine. Geez, I’m a grown woman.”

      “When you left yesterday, your mom said she was worried about you.”

      “Mom’s always worried about me. That’s, like, her job. And her hobby. And her favorite pastime. That never changes.”

      “She thinks you should give Jack a chance.”

      Of all the people in the world I wanted to receive romantic advice from, Ian was near the bottom of my list, unless I wanted to know what not to do. Listen to Ian, and then do the opposite. I guess in this case he was just passing on second-hand advice. Second-hand advice I neither wanted nor needed.

      “Mom can want whatever she likes. I’ll make my own decisions. So are you going to try and fix things with Sally? Start telling her the truth?”

      Ian shook his head. “What I need to do with Sally is get her to trust me. Maybe I’ll take Nanna’s advice and take my resume downtown later.”

      “I don’t think you’ll get very far with that, Ian. You’ve got to apply for jobs online these days, and your resume’s only got one thing on it.”

      “It’s a pretty good thing, though, isn’t it?”

      “I guess.” Actually, I had no idea if it would help or hinder him. His tech startup had been bought out, making him independently wealthy, but the fact that he’d never really held down any other jobs meant he lacked experience.

      “Look! She’s here! She’s back!”

      Sure enough, Renee was pulling into her driveway. She was driving a battered old wood-paneled station wagon.

      “Come on. And let me do the talking? At least initially?”

      “Sure thing, boss.” Ian laughed, apparently amusing himself by using the correct title for me in relation to him.

      “Hello? Renee Goodman?” I put on my best smile as I walked up her cracked driveway just as she was getting out of her car. She had a suspicious look on her face as we approached, but it was on a face that looked plump and jovial, if a little worn underneath.

      “Yes? I’m Renee. What can I do for you?”

      I turned my friendly smile into a more serious one. “I’m a detective. We’re here to talk to you about what happened to your friend.”

      I paused for a beat to watch her reaction. Renee gave a little sigh and then a half-nod of assent. “If there’s anything I can do to help. I told the police everything I knew already. But if you want to talk, we can go inside.”

      Renee had walked to the trunk of her car while she talked. She opened it up to reveal two large shopping bags inside.

      “Can we give you a hand?” I nudged Ian in the side and pointed to the bag that looked the heaviest.

      “Thank you, that would be wonderful. I haven’t had anyone to help me carry the bags in… well, it’s been a while. I’ll open the door for you.”

      Ian and I grabbed a bag each and hauled them inside. Mine wasn’t too heavy, and when I glanced inside I saw it was mostly filled with baking supplies. I wondered if she might have something yummy already baked inside her home…

      “This way!”

      I hurried inside the house which was hot and stuffy, Ian right behind me.

      “The AC isn’t on,” said Ian loudly as soon as he stepped inside.

      “I turned it off while I was out,” said Renee by way of explanation. “Hold on.”

      She flicked a large switch and a distant machine chugged and whirred to life with a few coughing spurts.

      “How long will it take to cool down?”

      I jabbed Ian in the side. He really was tactless sometimes.

      He turned to me with a frown but didn’t say anything else. He knew full well my actions meant to stop talking, even if he didn’t quite catch why.

      “You have a lovely home, Renee,” I said. “It’s really cozy.”

      It certainly looked well lived in anyway. The floor underneath was tile, though several of them were cracked, chipped or loose. The paint on the walls was white turned faded yellow, and there were cobwebs in the corners of the ceiling.

      “Thank you. Let’s take the bags into the kitchen and then we can talk.”

      She led us down the entrance hall to an old-fashioned kitchen, separate from the rest of the downstairs. The plastic-looking cupboards and surfaces had seen better days, and I could hear the refrigerator whirring away as soon as we entered the room, its motor letting everyone in the vicinity know that it was still doing its job.

      “Pop the bags down there.” Renee indicated a round wooden table with four chairs, and Ian and I put the bags down.

      “Just let me get this away. Won’t be a minute.”

      Ian and I stood quietly while she unpacked. As she’d promised, it didn’t take her long. There were just a few vegetables and some soda which she put in the fridge, a few cans of beans and tomatoes which went into a cupboard, and then the baking supplies I’d carried in, which went into another cupboard.

      Our polite waiting ended when Ian decided to make conversation.

      “You’re moving.”

      “What? Oh. You saw the sign in the front yard.”

      “We did. I saw it, and I said to Tiff, I told her, I bet you’re moving.”

      “You’re quite the detective,” said Renee with some amusement in her tone. She looked over her shoulder as she said it and smiled at me.

      “Where are you going to move to?” I asked her.

      “You might think it’s silly, but have you ever seen those programs on television about reducing your clutter, tidying up, and small homes?”

      “Tiny homes?” asked Ian brightly. “They’re good, aren’t they?”

      “I just don’t need the space anymore. This house is no mansion, but it’s more than a single woman like me needs. I’m thinking something small and modern, easy to maintain and without any clutter. Really downsize in my old age.”

      “You’re not that old!” I said to her.

      Ian’s brows knit together in confusion. “Ye—”

      I knew what Ian was about to say and stopped him just before he could get it out.

      Renee closed the last cupboard door and turned back to face us with a smile.

      “There. Come through.”

      Renee led us back out into the dim hallway, and to a living room where she pointed to a mustard-yellow three-person sofa. Ian and I sat down there while she went back to the kitchen to get us some sodas.

      “It’s still too hot in here,” Ian complained to me. “She should keep the air conditioning on all the time.”

      I glanced in the direction Renee had left and hoped she hadn’t heard him. “Shh! She probably can’t afford it.”

      Ian gave me a quizzical look and then shrugged. I knew that if he weren’t already rich, he would have struggled to balance any kind of budget.

      “Getting cooler now, isn’t it?” Renee looked up hopefully toward the air-conditioning unit in the ceiling when she returned.

      I preempted Ian’s response with a jab to the leg. “Oh, yes, much cooler.” I took a soda from her hand and thanked her.

      Renee sat across from us in a maroon armchair, and I could tell by how comfortable she looked that it was where she spent most of her time at home.

      “So, this is about Jane.” Renee looked down at the floor, shaking her head. “If there’s anything I can do…”

      “It must be hard, losing a close friend. We just have a few questions.”

      Renee looked at me with sad eyes and nodded for me to continue.

      “Sorry if this is a little personal. But we’re following up on something one of Jane’s neighbors said.” Although it wasn’t a question I waited for her to agree before I continued.

      “Oh, that’s fine. At my age, we don’t care so much about what’s personal and what’s not anymore. Somehow, getting older makes me not really give a fig anymore.”

      Ian enjoyed the expression so much he gave a loud laugh. “Don’t give a fig, huh?”

      We ignored him.

      “Is it true that Jane had an affair with your husband?”

      I knew there was something fishy about the story as soon as I said it. Renee clearly lived alone.

      Her eyebrows rose and she leaned forward, a look of almost amused surprise on her face.

      “You heard about that? From that awful neighbor of Jane’s?”

      I wasn’t about to reveal my sources. But my partner was.

      “Yes, it was Velma,” announced Ian before I could stop him. Renee had clearly guessed who the gossip was already, so there was no real harm, but I’d have to remind Ian later about blurting out how we obtained our information to potential suspects.

      “it’s true, but that was sixteen years ago,” said Renee, shaking her head again in bemusement. “That water flowed under the bridge so long ago even the bridge is gone. By which I mean, my former husband passed away almost seven years ago. But it didn’t matter. Jane showed me just what kind of man he was, and after it happened, we got divorced. Jane and I became closer than ever after it happened.”

      Velma must have known we’d figure out these facts. Was she trying to put us off her trail, or did she just like making trouble?

      “Wow. It seems strange that Velma would have brought it up then.”

      “She really had it in for poor Jane,” said Renee. Then, seemingly worried that her words might be taken as an accusation, she continued, “Not that I’m saying she was anything to do with her death. She was just a bad neighbor.”

      “Was there anyone else who Jane fought with?”

      Renee rubbed her chin. “She wasn’t that much of a fighter. Like anyone, she could have strong opinions and didn’t like to be taken advantage of, but she didn’t exactly cultivate hordes of enemies. I don’t think you should be looking for enemies, as such.”

      Intriguing. I thought we might be able to tease something more out of her.

      “Who should we be looking at?” asked Ian bluntly.

      That was one way of teasing out information, though it was more like using a crowbar.

      “I don’t like to speak ill of other people, but, well, it is for Jane…”

      I looked at her expectantly.

      “Who?” asked Ian.

      “Please understand I’m not saying it was him, but if it was anyone, which I suppose it must have been, I think you could do worse than looking at, well…”

      I leaned forward.

      “Who?”

      “…her son.”

      “Patrick?” Now this was an angle I hadn’t considered. His bride, Constance, sure, but him? Killing his own mother?

      “I’m not saying he did it!”

      “I know you’re not, Renee, but there’s obviously some reason you think it might even be a possibility. We’re not making any serious accusations yet, but you know more about Jane and her family than we could ever hope to. You were friends for decades. Could you tell me a little about Patrick? I’ve only met him briefly.”

      “I haven’t met him at all,” added Ian.

      “The thing about Jane was that she was very much the doting mother. She adored her son. Absolutely adored him.”

      “Tiffany’s mother adores her,” said Ian in an attempt to empathize with Renee. I nudged him to keep quiet.

      “All mothers do,” said Renee. “But with Jane, it went beyond what you might call normal. You see, her husband died when Patrick was little, so the two of them became close. Patrick was Jane’s whole world, and when he was younger, she was his. But Jane wanted to be Patrick’s whole world even after he grew up. She got jealous of anyone he ever tried to date. No girl was good enough for her son. Every time he brought one home to meet her, she’d declare the poor thing to be no good and try and break them up.”

      “So she was overprotective. This carried on into adulthood?”

      “Very much so. More so, even. Once he was grown up, she worried that he would get married and leave her. She couldn’t bear the thought. I wonder if… I mean, it’s horrible to even think it, let alone say it, but perhaps he just got fed up with her interfering in his life. Maybe he decided enough was enough, and in the heat of the moment…”

      She let her words trail off, not wanting to say out loud the awful thing that had happened.

      “… cut his own mother’s throat?” asked Ian. That earned a sharp jab from me.

      Renee nodded. “He loved his mother, but I know he also wanted to live his own life. In the last few years they argued more and more. I think he’s especially sweet on his current girlfriend—fiancée, isn’t it?—and if his mother tried to interfere there, which she did, well…”

      “Do you know if they had any big arguments recently?”

      Renee looked at the ground before finally nodding.

      “The night before she died. They had a huge blowup. She called me up and told me about it afterward. She said Patrick got really angry at her, like she’d never seen before. She said she was scared of the look he had in his eyes. Like he was wild.”

      “And this was the night before she died?” I confirmed.

      Renee nodded again, not wanting to look up at me. I could see how bad she felt about having to say what she had about the son of her deceased best friend.

      “You’ve been a big help, Renee. I know this has been hard to talk about. Thank you so much.”

      “Her own son,” whispered Ian to me in excited surprise.

      “Please, I’m not saying he did it, but it’s something you should check. That’s all.”

      “I understand, Renee. Thank you again. Is it all right if I call you if I have some more questions?”

      “Of course, anytime. If there’s anything I can do to help you catch who did that to my Jane, I’ll do it.”

      She escorted us to the door and then waved us off with a goodbye as we crossed the street to my oven—I mean, car.

      She sure had given us a lot to think about. But the thing she hadn’t said, was that if what she said was true about Jane’s relationship with Patrick, then he wouldn’t be the only one who had a motive to kill her.

      So would his fiancée, Constance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

        

      

    

    
      We were almost back to our apartment building before the car had cooled down to anything near a comfortable temperature.

      Ian had spent most of the ride bent over, with his head stuck against the air vent, tapping away at his phone between his legs. When we were just a few minutes away, he finally sat back in his chair.

      “I’m going to do it,” he announced with the implied expectation that I would know what it was.

      “Do what?”

      “I’m going to take your advice.”

      I took my eyes off the road to glance at him suspiciously.

      “You’re going to tell Sally the truth?”

      “Ye-es…”

      “Ian?”

      “I’m going to take a fusion of your and your Nanna’s advice. I’ve been thinking… I don’t want to print out a resume and walk around offices. I wouldn’t know what to say.”

      “It wouldn’t matter what you said. They’d kick you out. It was a terrible idea.”

      “I’ve decided that this afternoon I’m going to become a day trader.”

      “A day trader?”

      “Yep. A day trader.”

      “That’s… what is that? Like a stockbroker? You’re not qualified for that, are you?”

      “It’s like a stockbroker, but you work for yourself instead of a firm. And you do it from home. It’s easy. You just open up an account online and then buy stocks when they’re low— that means cheap, Tiff—and then, the trick is, you wait until they go high—that means expensive—and you sell them. It’s basically free money. I could probably teach you if you like.”

      “Teach me?”

      “Sure. Once I’ve got the hang of it. I’ll learn the sites this afternoon and then I’ll show you how to do it. Remember, buy them cheap and sell them when they’re expensive. I don’t know why everyone doesn’t do it.”

      “Did you just read an article about it by any chance?”

      “Nope. I read three articles since you were driving so slow. Can you hurry up, in fact? I want to get started. I’m a day trader Tiffany, not a night trader. Time’s money.”

      I glared at him again. I was thankful—on his behalf—that most of his wealth was locked away in a trust fund so he couldn’t gamble it all on this new ‘career.’ Thank goodness he just received a monthly stipend instead of access to the lot.

      “I think this is it, Tiff. And Sally and her mother will have to stop complaining. She’ll be forced to trust me forever once she sees I’m actually a day trader.”

      “I’m not sure trust can be forced, Ian. I think the usual verb that accompanies it is earn.”

      He waved that away. “Whatever. Once she sees I’m a real, professional stock trader, she’ll be apologizing like there’s no tomorrow. That’s what you’d do, right?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “We’re back! Hurry up and park. I’ve got to get to work.”

      I pulled into a spot. “You’re working with me, remember?”

      “Umm, right. Can I go?”

      “Sure. Run along. But don’t expect Sally to—”

      Deciding he didn’t need to heed the rest of my wisdom, he was out the door of the car and jogging to get inside as fast as he could.

      Before exiting the car, I checked my phone and was pleased to see a message from Emily.

      Girls’ night? Got info too.

      Who could say no to an offer like that? Not me. I had to think for a minute to see whether I needed to change shifts at the casino, but nope, I had the evening off. A girls’ night out and some juicy info for my murder case? Sounded good to me.

      You’re on! When and where?

      I went inside to get ready, my steps feeling lighter than they had in days. After checking the time, I realized I could even squeeze in a nap as well.

      Things were looking up.
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        * * *

      

      Feeling as fresh as morning people claim to feel at sunrise, I bounded into the bar to meet Emily at just after seven. Drinks, then food, then more drinks was the plan, and it sounded great to me.

      It was the kind of thing people like me—young-ish with an absent boyfriend—should be doing every night, I thought. At least until Ryan was back.

      We met in a trendy cocktail bar popular with tourists. Sometimes it’s fun to hang out like that. You could pretend you were on vacation yourself, at least for a couple of hours.

      My police friend looked different out of the office, and out of uniform. We were both semi-dressed up in our best jeans, nice blouses, and with makeup we’d actually taken time to apply.

      Soon we had a ridiculously tall cocktail with extravagant curly straws sat in front of each of us. I didn’t even need to pick up the glass or bend over to sip my drink. It was a layered pink, blue, and yellow fruity-boozy concoction called a Vegas Maid’s Meltdown. It sounded a lot more ominous than it tasted.

      If I were feeling fancy, I would have said the cocktail tasted the way the desert looks just around sunrise. On a less eloquent day, I would have said it tasted like juice and vodka.

      “When was the last time we did this?” Emily had a happy smile on her face and just a hint of wildness in her eyes.

      “I can’t even remember. Been too long, though.”

      After a little reminiscing, we got down to the first and most important order of business. No, not the tiny matter of a dead woman, but us. Or our lives, at least.

      “Do you miss him?” Emily asked the question in a curious manner, rather than the comforting, sympathetic way everyone else assumed.

      “I just love the way you asked that!” I clapped her on the forearm. “I’ve had it up to here,” I indicated above my head, “with people thinking I must be moping around like a… a… moper just because my so-called boyfriend’s disappeared.”

      Emily giggled. “That’s a no then?”

      “More of a don’t know than a no, I guess. He just up and left me to go do this undercover thing. I know it’s his job, but it’s also optional, right?”

      “Right.”

      “So he made that choice. Not me. So… I don’t know. I mean, whatever. What will be, will be.” I frowned and sipped my drink. “I need to think of a better cliché. Time will tell? Ugh.”

      “What’s worse? A boyfriend in hiding, or no boyfriend at all?”

      “Are you not with… with… what’s his name anymore?”

      She waved whatever his name was away into the history books with a flick of her hand. “Nope. Young, free, and single.” She paused to consider. “Though maybe we’re not quite as young as—”

      “Don’t you dare say it! You’ll sound like my mother, and I’ve already got one of those. And a Nanna. I don’t need any reminding that I’m getting older.”

      “Nor do I.”

      A thought struck me. A brilliant flash of genius from the depths of my brain. Or maybe the depths of the tall, chilled glass in front of me. An idea that would get Mom off my back and that might help Emily out too.

      “Want me to set you up with someone?”

      Emily tilted her head. “What kind of car does he drive? Just kidding. What does he—”

      “Oh, he doesn’t drive,” I said. “Because…”

      Emily leaned forward to hear what she no doubt expected to be a tale of woe.

      “… he has a pilot for his helicopter.”

      Her jaw dropped open just liked I hoped it would. I didn’t enjoy her punch to my arm quite so much.

      “No way!”

      “And actually, he does drive, but I wanted to drop the fact that he has a helicopter in there because it’s pretty cool.”

      Emily narrowed her eyes at me.

      “Is it a nice helicopter? Or a rust bucket?”

      I told her as much as I remembered about the helicopter and the features Jack had pointed out.

      “So what’s his name? What does he do that requires a helicopter? Tell me everything.”

      I took a long, long sip of my drink while Emily leaned toward me.

      “No,” I finally replied.

      “No?” She narrowed her eyes. “Were you pulling my leg?”

      “No! I was just thinking, why don’t we make it a blind date? Then you can learn all about him in person instead of me spoiling it all first.”

      “But I want to know now.” She leaned back in her chair with a sigh. “I guess it might be more fun this way. Helicopter Man, huh? I guess he’ll have to be a mystery to me for now.”

      “That’s right. I’m sure you’ll like him though.”

      “Speaking of mysteries, I found out a little more about your case.” Emily’s voice had gone from excited to depressed in one second flat. “Want to hear?”

      I took another sip of my drink. Suddenly the alcohol in it seemed to dominate, making the mouthful bitter. “I guess I should.”

      “I know you don’t like taking cases on behalf of guilty suspects, and it… well, it doesn’t look good.”

      “Don’t tell me there’s a video of her murdering Jane from a security camera?”

      Emily shook her head. “It’s not that bad. But they found evidence in Constance’s car. It hadn’t been processed and logged when you came by before, but I checked again this afternoon. Some lab results came back, too.”

      Constance had repeatedly told me that she was in her car, driving, when the murder happened. Maybe that’s what she was doing after.

      “What kind of evidence? Some hair or something?” I was hoping the evidence would be minor. Something with a plausible explanation. I didn’t want to have wasted all this time following up on this case if I wasn’t going to get paid for it.

      “No. They found a bloody serrated knife in the car. Wrapped up in some paper towels. They ran tests on the blood, and it’s Jane’s.”

      I wanted to bang my head on the table in front of me. I checked the urge to do it and opted for an annoyed groan instead.

      “Thanks for letting me know. I wonder how Constance is going to try and explain that. It’s not looking good, is it?”

      “There’s something else.”

      “What?”

      “Jane had a bunch of life insurance policies, one for pretty much everyone in her life. Not only would her son have inherited the house, but he and Constance are in line for a hefty payout from her death.”

      This was a disaster. Constance now had another clear motive for wanting her future mother-in-law dead, and the evidence against her had piled up into a small mountain. The insurance payout from Jane’s death would have given them a nice little nest egg for their future.

      “There was one other thing.”

      “Not about Constance? Please?”

      Emily winced.

      “She has a record. An arrest record. For violence. She and another woman got into a fight at a nightclub about six months back. Something to do with the other woman being a bit too friendly toward Patrick. She wasn’t prosecuted, but it shows she has a history of violent behavior.”

      I took another gulp of my drink. I needed it after all these revelations. Constance was going to need some amazing explanations to talk her way out of all of this, and I couldn’t imagine they were coming to be forthcoming.

      Time to say goodbye to that triple pay. And on top of that, representing a murderer wasn’t going to make me look good either.

      There was only one thing for it.

      “I think we need more drinks.”
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      I was woken up the next morning by my doorbell buzzing three times. It definitely wasn’t Stone since apparently he didn’t know how to work the bell, preferring to knock—or hammer—instead. Anyone I wanted to see would have texted me first. Or should have texted me first.

      So I ignored it.

      Instead, I lay there, annoyed about Constance. Emily and I had managed to shift the topic of conversation from my awful case the night before to lighter things after more drinks had arrived. But in the back of my mind, the case had still been there, eating away at me.

      I was annoyed at Constance. Not only did she have the audacity to be Ryan’s ex-fiancée, but I was also pretty sure she was a killer. Although it should have been clear which was worse, in my mind they both felt like equally terrible crimes.

      Eventually, I forced myself out of bed and wandered to the front door to see if the visitor earlier had left a message or something.

      There wasn’t a note.

      There was something much, much better.

      A small plate of cupcakes left by my downstairs neighbor, Glenn! A retired baker, he often shared what he made with me and Ian, and I was always, always grateful for it.

      I felt guilty for not having opened the door to accept them. I grabbed the plate and took it inside to the sofa.

      After a couple of mouthfuls of a delicious chocolate-frosted cupcake, I began to feel better. It wasn’t my fault that Constance was the worst person in Las Vegas. I was going to confront her—assuming they hadn’t revoked her bail and hauled her back in yet—and get the truth out of her. And if she confessed, I’d kill her.

      Well, maybe not that. I would control myself.

      I finished the first cupcake and was about to start on the second when my doorbell buzzed again. Figuring it was Glenn wanting his plate back, I hopped to my feet, a smile on my face to open the door.

      Instead of finding Glenn on the other side, I was viciously assaulted. A necktie-wearing ruffian burst into my apartment, nearly knocking me over. It was Bridget, with Nanna in tow.

      “Hello, dear!”

      “Hi, Nanna.” Bridget bounced around me in two continuous hopping circles while I tried to pet her. “And hi there, my fluffy little accountant.”

      “Personal assistant, not accountant,” corrected Nanna as she walked inside. “I won’t be here long. I’m afraid we’ll be out of town for a few days, so Bridget’s training’s going to have to go on hold. We’re going to New York. You’ll be all right with her, won’t you?”

      “Of course!” I was delighted to see my little friend. But the only problem was what I was going to do with her when I was working.

      “I’ve got to do some shopping for my trip. I’ll call you and let you know how New York is.”

      “Thanks, Nanna. I can’t wait to hear all about it.”

      Nanna smiled at me just before she left. A really loving, heartfelt smile.

      “Be a good girl while I’m gone.”

      “I will, Nanna. I always am.”

      “Not you. Bridget. My favorite little granddaughter!”

      Bridget jumped around Nanna to say goodbye as she made her way out the door.

      “Have a good trip!” I called after her.

      When the door was closed, Bridget cocked her head at me and gave me an expectant look, as if to say, well, what now? It’d better be fun!

      “What am I going to do with you when I have to go to work, girl?”

      Bridget gave me a gentle whine.

      “I can’t take you with me, at least not to the casino. Maybe you can come with me sometimes when I’m sleuthing. We’re going to have to find you a babysitter.”

      Bridget turned her head and looked around my small apartment.

      “Stay here? On your own? After last time? I don’t think so.”

      Bridget did not have a good day when I left her home alone before. She’d chewed the TV remote like it was a dog toy, smashed a fruit bowl, and turned one of my pillows into ten thousand feathers and scraps of cloth. When I returned, she had been sitting in front of my laptop with a hungry look, and I shuddered to think what else she might have been planning to vandalize if I hadn’t returned.

      “Why don’t we give Uncle Ian a call?”

      Bridget had no complaints, so I sat back down on the sofa, finishing off my cupcake before I made the call. I fed a tiny bit of the blueberry-flavored baked treat to Bridget.

      “Too much is bad for you. Unlike me. Cupcakes give me superpowers, but too much sugar is bad for doggies. Yes, it is.”

      She stared at me suspiciously and I don’t think she believed a word of it. She would have gladly eaten even more cupcakes than me if she had her way.

      After preparing some coffee, I called Ian.

      “Ian? How’s it going? Made lots of money with the day trading?”

      On the other end of the phone, he sounded weary.

      “I was up all night. I don’t know why they call it day trading. There’s New York, Tokyo, London, Beijing… You can basically keep going as long as you want! And the markets don’t even have to be open! And it’s not just shares. You can trade—”

      “Sounds like you’re learning a lot. You’ll have to fill me in some other time. I was wondering, could you do me a favor?”

      “No, I don’t think so. I’m up to my eyeballs in learning right now and I’m going to have to get some sleep soon.”

      I glared at the phone as if it were Ian himself. I hadn’t even told him what the favor was, and he’d turned me down! That’s not how people were supposed to act. When you asked someone if they could do you a favor, they were at least supposed to pretend to try and help you.

      “Ian, you don’t even know what the favor is yet.”

      “Oh. Well, okay, what is it?”

      “Will it make a difference?”

      “I doubt it. I just told you I need to sleep, and then I need to get back to learning about all this trading stuff.”

      I waited in silence, too annoyed to speak.

      “What is it?” he finally, finally asked.

      “Could you look after Bridget for a bit?”

      “Oh, no. No, no, no. For all the reasons I said before, and I saw what she did to your pillow. Imagine if she did that to my computer! In my job, we rely on our computers.”

      In his job? The one he discovered and started less than twenty-four hours ago? One that I had no doubt he hadn’t made a penny at yet? He was infuriating sometimes.

      “Well, that’s just great. Don’t ask me for any favors any time soon.”

      “Okay then. For how long? A week? A month?”

      “Just… just… get back to your play trading. Bye.”

      “It’s not play—”

      I hung up before he could finish.

      “Looks like you’re not going to see Uncle Ian today. Or ever again.”

      Bridget made a little whining noise.

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean that. We’ll see him again. But he’s not in my good books today! Who else can we call?”

      Bridget lay down on the floor, bored by my conversation. I flicked through the numbers on my phone. I knew Mom was going to be out for the next couple of hours at her knitting group, and most of the younger adults I knew like Emily actually had jobs to be at.

      Emily… A-ha! While Emily couldn’t help, maybe her future new-boyfriend could.

      “Do you want to see a man who owns a helicopter, Bridget?”

      She perked her head up and wagged her tail. She was clearly as shallow as any of us.

      I wanted to talk to Jack about Emily anyway, and I’m sure he wouldn’t mind having a beautiful furry visitor. There was a slim chance he might have news on Ryan too. Not that I was entirely sure I wanted to hear it.

      I pulled out my phone.

      Busy? I’m coming over to the Tremont. Got a couple of minutes for me?

      While I waited for a response, I got ready. After sharing a little more cupcake with Bridget—making sure she didn’t have too much, for health reasons—I took a shower and made myself look presentable. But not too presentable. I wanted to set Jack up with Emily, after all.

      While I was showering, he replied to my message.

      Any time! Will be in my office. Come up when you arrive.

      “Let’s just take that necktie off you first. We don’t want people thinking Mommy’s crazy now, do we?”

      Bridget sat still while I took off the black tie and set it on the counter. I had to give it to Nanna, it was a little bit adorable. I attached a leash to Bridget’s collar, and we were ready.

      “Come on, girl. Let’s go see Jack.”
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        * * *

      

      When we arrived at the gleaming entrance to the Tremont, a security guard eyed me and then made a beeline our way.

      I should have guessed this was coming.

      “Excuse me, ma’am? You can’t bring pets into the casino.”

      “That’s okay, I’m not going into the casino. I’m going upstairs,” I said.

      “Pets aren’t allowed in the suites either, I’m afraid.”

      “Pets? Oh, this is Bridget. She’s a, uh, service dog.” I crouched down. “Aren’t you, girl?” I stood back up again. “She’s highly trained and worked at Spa Renauld before I adopted her, in fact.”

      The guard examined Bridget. She cocked her head at him and panted.

      “A service dog?”

      “You can check with Jack Weber if it’s a problem.”

      “Jack Weber? You mean…”

      “Yeah. That’s who I’m here to see. Should I call him up and see what he says? Hold on. Let me get my phone out.”

      “I don’t think we’ll have a problem, ma’am. Let me escort you to his office.”

      With a feeling of satisfaction, and annoyance that the casino wouldn’t allow Bridget inside without my string-pulling, I followed the guard to the elevators that would take us up to the office floors.

      “So you’re going to Jack Weber’s office?” he confirmed, as if perhaps I might want to reconsider—and perhaps tell him that actually I’d made a mistake, and I was going to go back under the bridge I’d come from.

      “That’s right.”

      The guard used a keycard to activate access to the elevator buttons that would whisk us up that high, before pressing the button.

      “Jack’s going to be pleased to see you. Oh, yes he is.”

      “What?”

      “Not you. I was talking to Bridget.”

      The guard looked at me like I was crazy and seemed relieved when the elevator doors opened up on Jack’s office floor.

      Like the rest of the building, it had an undeniable air of opulence. Bright and airy but artificially cooled to an almost glacial temperature, the high ceilings and wide hallways screamed that no expense had been spared. There were several water features along the way, and the air was lightly scented with bright-noted essential oils.

      The guard walked beside Bridget and me as we went to the office. I’d been there before, but it had been a while, and if I wasn’t mistaken the floor had been renovated.

      “Hey, Jack!” I called through the door before his secretary could stop me. She pressed the intercom button on her desk to speak to him in the more traditional manner.

      The guard flicked his eyes at me nervously, as if unsure of my sanity. I could tell he was wondering whether he was about to get in trouble with the boss for bringing me up here. Bridget didn’t help by giving a few happy barks.

      The receptionist, a middle-aged lady with immaculate hair and nails, gave a startled look at Bridget, followed by an accusatory one to the security guard. He gave her a sheepish smile and shrugged.

      The door to Jack’s office flung open, and I could sense the nervousness from the two staff members. Had they just let a crazy lady and her dog up here?

      “Tiff! So glad to see you. And who’s this?” He stared at Bridget with a beaming white smile.

      The guard beside me breathed a soft sigh of relief. “Have a good day, ma’am. Sir.” The guard nodded politely to Jack and headed back toward the elevator.

      “Come into my office.” Jack waved us in while his secretary glared at me.

      As soon as we were inside, Jack was crouching on the floor, running his hands all over Bridget and letting her nuzzle up against him.

      “You’re beautiful, aren’t you? You’re a good girl, aren’t you? You’re a very, very good girl!”

      I couldn’t help but enjoy the sight of Jack Weber letting my dog get her hair and slobber all over his suit, and not caring a bit about it.

      His office was a large corner room with two glass windows that gave spectacular views down the Strip. He had a big desk in one corner, as well a glass conference table with a dozen leather chairs around it, and another area with a pair of sofas and a pair of armchairs around a coffee table. He led us to the sofas, holding Bridget’s leash along the way.

      “What’s her name?”

      “Bridget. I rescued her from Spa Renauld after its recent troubles. You heard about that, right?”

      “Of course. It was all over the news for a few days. Have you eaten lunch? I’m running behind today…”

      “Lunch? Nope.” The cupcakes I’d eaten definitely didn’t count as lunch, at least not as far as I was concerned. What kind of heathen has cake for lunch?

      Bridget gave a little whine and looked up at Jack.

      “You heard that, girl? Lunch? You want some lunch?”

      Bridget jumped up and put her paws on him in excitement.

      “Is she allowed?”

      “Maybe just this once? I don’t think dogs normally get lunch, but it’s her first time meeting you so maybe it can be a special treat.”

      Jack rubbed Bridget’s head. “You deserve a very special lunch, don’t you? Uncle Jack’s going to get one made for you! What do you like? Pheasant? Rabbit? Wagyu beef? A burger?”

      From Bridget’s enthusiastic response, the answer seemed to be anything and everything.

      “What about you, Tiff? Are you in the mood for anything in particular?”

      “I don’t mind. Chef’s choice?”

      Jack nodded. “Good call. Hold on—I’ll make the order.”

      Jack walked over to his desk and called his secretary to get her to order some food up as soon as possible, insisting that a special meal be prepared for a dog as well.

      “Now tell me all about how you and Bridget met.”

      While we waited for lunch to arrive, I recounted the events at the spa and how I’d ended up with a new friend.

      “…but Nanna’s gone away and I didn’t have anyone to leave her with. That’s why she’s with me today,” I finished.

      “Lucky for me, huh?” Bridget was sitting next to Jack while he gently rubbed her head. Jack’s phone buzzed, indicating it was an internal call.

      “That’ll be lunch.”

      He hopped to his feet and opened the door to the office, to reveal two waiters and a waitress. The first waiter was pushing a silver cart loaded with cutlery, glasses and dishes under silver covers. Behind him was another young man, this one carrying bottles of sparkling mineral water, still mineral water, and champagne all balanced upon a silver platter, and behind him was a young lady with another silver platter.

      “Put the food on the table,” said Jack, indicating the conference table.

      The staff went to work, laying out two place settings with a range of cutlery, as well as water glasses and champagne flutes.

      “Is it okay if I skip the wine? I’ve got quite a bit of work to do today…” That and I’d only been up an hour or two. Though turning down free champagne wasn’t something I wanted to make a habit of.

      “Sure, sure. Me too. I just wanted to be polite and offer it.”

      “Sir? Where shall I put the dog’s lunch?”

      “Tiff? Should we have her join us at the table?”

      “What? No. Put it on the floor! I don’t want Bridget thinking she can sit up at the table with us. Nanna would kill me if I trained her to do that.”

      The waitress chose a nice spot in the middle of the room and laid the platter down. Bridget ran over, sniffing excitedly. The waitress lifted the silver lid to reveal a large silver bowl, inside which was what looked like steak in a brown gravy sauce.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Wagyu sirloin in a meat jus. The chef wasn’t sure what she would like… If it’s no good, we can get her something else?”

      “No, I think that’ll be more than fine.”

      Bridget thought so too. She looked around once for confirmation that it was for her, and when no one yelled at her not to eat it she had her snout in the bowl, eating with little whines of pleasure.

      “Come, sit.” Jack pulled out one of the leather chairs at the table for me.

      After one last envious look at Bridget’s bowl, I sat down in the chair. After rolling me back in toward the table on the leather office chair’s wheels, Jack sat down in the other seat.

      The waiter behind us set down a plate that contained three separate appetizers: smoked salmon with lemon, pate on little triangles of toast, and what looked to be tuna sashimi with a few drips of a thick brown sauce.

      “Thanks, Simon,” said Jack to the waiter behind us. “We’ll just have a casual lunch today. You can go.”

      If this was a casual lunch, I couldn’t help but wonder what an extravagant lunch would be like for Jack.

      “Of course, sir. The fish course is on the top level of the cart, the main on the middle, and the dessert on the bottom. Let me know when you’re ready for coffee.”

      When the staff had all left, Jack turned to me with a smile.

      “Is this okay? Or do you want to go down to one of the restaurants and choose something yourself?”

      “This is fantastic! Best lunch I’ve had all week. At least I think it will be. Let’s dig in.”

      Pleased at my response, Jack poured me a glass of ice-cold mineral water and offered his glass for me to toast.

      With a clink, we soberly saluted our lunch together before beginning to eat.

      Just a casual four-course lunch.

      There was a clattering sound from the middle of the room. When I turned to look, I saw that Bridget had already emptied her bowl and had been licking the insides so enthusiastically that she had knocked it off its tray onto the marble floor.

      “You like that, girl?” called Jack across the room.

      Bridget’s facial expression told us both the answer. It was the best thing she’d ever eaten. Of course, she wasn’t much of a foodie—her face said that after every meal.

      “Should I order her another bowl?”

      I shook my head. “No. She’s a dog. You could order her ten bowls and she’d still want more.”

      Jack and Bridget exchanged sad looks that made me giggle. I returned to eating my own set of three appetizers. Every single one was delicious, the tuna especially exquisite.

      “What sauce is this?”

      “I think it’s a balsamic soy dressing. Do you want me to get some bottled up for you?”

      “Yes.” I’d answered before I’d even processed the question. “I mean, if it’s not too much trouble, I wouldn’t mind a little bit to take home.”

      I wasn’t sure what I would put it on at home, though. It would probably ruin the delicious sweetness of both cereal and cupcakes. Maybe I’d take it to Mom’s and get her to cook up something worthy of the sauce.

      “So how’s the investigation going?”

      “Ugh.”

      Jack laughed. “That bad, huh?”

      “Yeah. It turns out there was evidence in Constance’s car—a knife. With the victim’s blood on it. And she has a history of violent outbursts. I think I might have been played, Jack. Hired by the killer to prove her innocence when I’m not going to be able to do any such thing.”

      “That’s a shame. A real shame. I know it’s not really my line of work—most of what I know is from television—but isn’t that evidence just circumstantial?”

      I popped the last little triangle of pate-smeared toast in my mouth and chewed it down before answering.

      “Yeah, it’s circumstantial. But that doesn’t mean it isn’t important. Vital, even. My cop friend always tells me that in most murder cases the most obvious suspect actually is the killer. And in this case, I think she might be right.”

      “That’s not your experience though?”

      I shrugged.

      “I get hired for the weird cases, so my experience is outside the police experience. I was hoping this case would be the same, and I’d be able to uncover some other killer. But now I don’t think it’s going to happen.”

      “Just make sure you know when to cut your losses.”

      “I’m a dealer. Trust me, I know.”

      But did I? I only played on the house’s side of the table when I was in the casino, but now, out in the real world, I was more like the player while the world itself was the house. Did I really know when to cut my losses?

      We moved onto the fish course next. Jack cleared our first set of plates away himself, stacking them up and popping them back onto the serving cart before bringing out two more silver-lidded plates and setting them down in front of us.

      “Looks good,” I said when he lifted the first one to reveal a white fish with a green herb sauce, paired with some baby potatoes and green beans.

      “And it should be better than it looks.”

      It was. I definitely needed to start eating more ‘casual’ lunches.

      “By the way,” said Jack, a fork hovering in front of his mouth, “one of my contacts got back to me. Not much to report, but Ryan seems to be okay.”

      “Do you know what it is he’s actually doing? Is it drugs? Human trafficking? Terrorism?”

      Jack shook his head. “Don’t know, and it’s probably best we don’t push too much to find out. It could compromise him.”

      “Please don’t do anything that might get him in trouble.” And by trouble I meant either kind—with his bosses or with his undercover work. The former could get him fired, and the latter… It didn’t bear thinking about, though it might also involve firing.

      When the fish course was over, I was ready for dessert. But then again, I’m always ready for dessert. Instead we had another main course to get through first.

      “If this is a casual lunch, what do you have for dinner? Seven courses?”

      Jack shrugged nonchalantly. “Sometimes. If I’m meeting someone who thinks he’s important. But I actually prefer to have a small dinner if I’m by myself. I’m trying to do the European thing, making lunch the main meal of the day. They say it’s better for your metabolism than eating a big meal at night.”

      Jack didn’t need to worry about his metabolism from the look of it. He seemed as trim and toned as ever. Not that I was eying him up. Or if I was, it was only on behalf of Emily.

      Jack swapped our plates over again, and this time when he lifted the silver cover it revealed a small steak with crushed potatoes drizzled in olive oil, a carrot puree, and a small mound of broccoli florets dressed with garlic. There was a red wine sauce in a little silver pot, and I emptied the whole thing out over the meat and potatoes.

      “I didn’t think I wanted another course before dessert, but now that I see it…”

      Jack laughed. “You can’t have a proper lunch without a fish course and a meat course. It’s basically just a snack otherwise.”

      I couldn’t help but giggle. He was joking, of course, but I suspected some of the people he brushed shoulders with actually felt that way.

      “By the way, are you seeing anyone at the moment?”

      Jack smiled at me, and it was the kind of smile I needed to extinguish fast. “No…”

      “Great!” I blurted out. “I’ve got this friend, this woman. She’s amazing. I thought maybe you and her might hit it off.”

      Jack’s expression faltered for only a second. If he’d been gambling, it would have been a tell. Or was it a fake tell? His smile returned a moment later.

      “What’s she like? What does she do?”

      “She’s nice, and she works here in Vegas. That’s all I’m going to say. I thought it would be fun for you two to have a blind date and get to know each other. She doesn’t know anything about you either.”

      Except for the helicopter, I thought, but I’m sure that wouldn’t color her expectations even a tiny bit.

      “A blind date, huh? That sounds fun. I don’t think I’ve ever actually gone on one of those before.”

      “Excellent. I’ll check with her schedule and see when we can set it up.”

      “You could just give me her number.”

      “Nuh-uh. That wouldn’t be any fun. You can wait until you meet to decide whether she even wants to exchange numbers.”

      “Or if I want to.”

      I shook my head. “No way. You’ll totally love her. She’s the best.”

      “Let me know the time and the place and I’ll give it a shot. But for now let’s eat. I’m getting hungry again.”

      The steak and potatoes course was just as good as the previous two. While we ate, I couldn’t help but think about how well Jack and Emily would get along. I got along with both of them, so it stood to reason that they would like each other. And it would feel good to have successful matchmaking under my belt. Most of my attempts at setting other people up with each other had gone up in flames in the past.

      While we ate, Bridget came over and nuzzled against me, eventually sitting on the floor next to me.

      “Good lunch, wasn’t it, girl?”

      “You want me to get some doggy bags made up for her?”

      I shook my head. “No, I don’t want to spoil her too much or she’ll be demanding we come to the Tremont for all our meals.”

      Jack leaned down to talk to Bridget. “We’d love to have you here for all your meals. You come on over whenever you want, okay?”

      I wasn’t sure he was talking to just Bridget, but I acted like he was.

      “Nah, she doesn’t have a car, and I’m not lugging her here and back every day.”

      “No car, huh? What a poor dog.”

      “She does have a necktie though,” I said.

      Jack raised his eyebrows in anticipation of an explanation.

      By the time I finished explaining to Jack about Nanna and her current Bridget project, turning her into a personal assistant,  we had finished our main courses and moved onto dessert: mini-meringues topped with thick whipped cream and more of the beautiful strawberries—this time sans chocolate—we had eaten on the night of our helicopter ride.

      “That dessert was just… I didn’t think I could fit it in, but man was it tasty.”

      “Not a crumb left.” I was pleased to hear approval rather than disdain or shock in Jack’s voice.

      “It would be rude to waste any. Vegas wastes enough resources as it is, so I like to do my part.”

      “How noble of you.”

      “Right. We’ve got to get going, don’t we, Bridget?” She bounded to her feet and bounced across the room and back.

      “Clearly Bridget has important things to do.”

      “Yeah. And I think I need to speak to Constance and Patrick again.”

      “Is that a good idea? Why don’t you try and speak to them both on the phone?”

      I shook my head. “No way. It’s much harder to read people on the phone. I want to see her face when I confront her with this evidence. And I want to see what he has to say about the evidence too.”

      Jack pressed his lips into a tight line, clearly not pleased that I was planning to go off to meet some probable killers. But he was decent enough not to try ‘forbidding’ me to go or any other such nonsense.

      “You should meet in a public space, just in case. Somewhere with some security.”

      “You got somewhere in mind?”

      “Hmm.” Jack paused. I knew he had something in mind already. “The Tremont does have one of the nicest cafés in Vegas. And of course we’ve got security here. It’s just an idea.”

      And it wasn’t a bad idea at all. The café downstairs also made fantastic cupcakes… Not that I would ever need to eat again after the meal we’d just eaten.

      “I’ll think about it. Thanks for the idea.”

      I wouldn’t be able to bring Bridget there—not unless I got special permission from Jack, and I wasn’t comfortable with that, if only on behalf of the staff downstairs.

      When you work in a customer service job, it’s annoying to have to deal with customers who get to bend the rules. Especially when other customers see them doing it and ask for the same treatment.

      No, I’d need to drop Bridget somewhere before meeting anyone in the café.

      “Thanks a million, Jack. Lunch was out of this world. And I’ll be in touch about Emily… I mean, the mystery woman. Darn it.”

      “Emily, huh? I wonder how many there are in Vegas… I bet I could get it narrowed down in a few hours.”

      He probably could. With his resources, he would probably figure out who it was before the day was done.

      “Don’t you dare!”

      He held up his hands in submission. “Just kidding. I’ll wait for my meeting with the mystery woman with bated breath.”

      “That’s more like it.”

      After a final word of caution about Constance and Patrick, Bridget and I left Jack’s office with another security guard escort to see us all the way to my car.

      Just before we left the building, I was gifted a little bottle of the balsamic soy sauce by a waiter, compliments of the chef. After thanking him, we headed out.

      It was time to see what Constance had to say for herself.

      And then what Patrick had to say about her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

        

      

    

    
      “Constance? It’s Tiffany. We need to talk. Now.”

      I was sitting in my car with Bridget beside me, putting on my sternest voice while I spoke to what was probably a murderer.

      “We do? Great. Why don’t you come over to the apartment?”

      The apartment. Jack had wanted me to meet her in a public place with security.

      “I want to see you without Patrick this time.”

      “He’s going to be out for the next couple of hours. We can meet right away, if you’re free. You have my address, right?”

      “Umm, yeah. I’ll be there in ten minutes.”

      So much for my plan to meet her in a public place. But it was only Constance, without Patrick, and I did have a guard dog to protect me.

      “You’ll look after me, won’t you, girl?”

      Bridget pushed a wet nose against my cheek, which I guessed was a confirmation that she was indeed a formidable defense dog.

      I checked my bag and made sure I had my pepper spray. I did.

      If I went in prepared, then I was confident I could hold my own against Constance should the worst happen, even without the pepper spray and Bridget. With them, she wouldn’t have a chance.

      And anyway, Constance wasn’t going to attack me. Even if she was the killer, she wouldn’t have any reason to go after me. I was on her side. I was just going to ask her about what the police already knew.

      “Let’s go!”

      I pulled on my seatbelt and started up the car.

      While we drove over, Bridget stared out the window, taking delight in every single thing she saw. Someone cutting me off? That was great! A light turning red just before we reached it? Fantastic! Another dog out the window? Woohoo!

      Still, it made the drive more interesting for me. Bridget helped keep my spirits up.

      Constance and Patrick lived in a modern apartment with a security guard outside and a gleaming lobby like a hotel. Constance buzzed me in, sounding cheerful even through the intercom.

      She had the door open and waiting for us when the elevator door opened.

      “Hi! Down here!” she called from her open apartment door.

      Bridget looked up at me, and then at the door. I gave her a little nod to let her know that Constance’s apartment was where we were going. Instead of staying by my side like a good guard dog, Bridget let out a happy yelp and took off running down the hallway, toward Constance. The leash slipped out of my hand, and Bridget, the little traitor, was gone.

      “Oh, look at you!” Constance crouched down to welcome Bridget, hugging her as she arrived with a bark.

      When I got to the door, Constance stood up again. “I love your dog. You should have told me you were bringing her and I would have made her something!”

      “She already had wagyu beef for lunch.”

      Constance crouched back down again. “You’re a spoiled little doggy, aren’t you? But you deserve it, don’t you? Oh yes you do!”

      I was trying to feel annoyed at the situation. My guard dog was being fawned over by the person she was supposed to protect me from. But I didn’t feel like I was in any danger.

      But that’s what a murderer would want me to think, I told myself. I had to keep my guard up.

      “Come in, come in.” Constance then led me inside. Bridget bounded ahead to explore on her own.

      The apartment was a modern, open-plan affair. On the left was a shiny new kitchen, the center of the room had a dining set, and then off to the right was a living room with a large, wall-mounted TV and some comfortable-looking sofas. Two doors either side of the television led off to presumably the bedrooms and bathrooms.

      Surrounding the dining table was a stack of packing boxes. The apartment was sparsely decorated, presumably because most of the ornaments had already been packed away.

      “It may be small, but we’ve really enjoyed living here.”

      Enjoyed it. Yep. They were definitely moving. Or was it that she was expecting to be locked up in prison for life?

      “Can I get you anything? Cake? Coffee?”

      “I’m good. I just had a casual late lunch.”

      Constance led us over to the sofas, and I sat down on the armchair while she perched on the edge of the sofa. She was wearing designer jeans and a T-shirt with an expensive-looking cardigan over the top, and a light layer of makeup.

      “So what can I do for you? I guess you haven’t found the killer yet.”

      Haven’t I? “What makes you say that?”

      “I’m still on bail, for a start.” Constance sighed. So she was out on bail, something I had been assuming, but which she had neglected to tell me at our first meeting.

      Bridget came to sit beside me, happily panting. Before she could bound off again, I leaned over and grabbed her leash, wrapping it around my hands a couple of times. I might need her.

      “Constance, I need you to be straight with me. There are a couple of things you didn’t tell me at our first meeting.”

      She bit her lip and looked down, a guilty expression on her face. She was clearly going to admit to deceiving me and act contrite over it all.

      “Were there?” she finally said, in a small voice, still not meeting my gaze.

      “The police found a blood-stained knife and bloody paper towels inside your car.” I leaned forward as I said it, trying to see her eyes which were still fixed on the floor. “Don’t you think you should have mentioned that to me?”

      “I… I wanted to. But I thought you wouldn’t take the case if I told you that.”

      She was right.

      Bridget walked around my legs toward Constance, to the full length of the leash. She lay down on the floor, paws in front of her, staring at Constance. I hoped she was ready to rise to her feet in defense mode if needed.

      “That evidence is what we in the business call damning, Constance. Do you have any kind of explanation?”

      Her head whipped up and she looked at me wide-eyed, her mouth open imploringly.

      “I didn’t do it, Tiffany. I swear. That evidence was planted!”

      “Why should I believe you?”

      “Didn’t you hear? It’s true they found a knife and the paper towels, but there was no other blood anywhere. There wasn’t any on the car seat, or on the steering wheel. They never found any on my clothes. Someone planted the knife, I swear.”

      “Someone planted it?” I asked.

      “Yes! If I had really done it, why would there only be blood on the kitchen towels and knife? Wouldn’t it have gotten everywhere? Wouldn’t they have found more evidence? Wouldn’t they have revoked my bail? And why would I have left the knife and paper towels in the car instead of throwing them away or burning them or something?”

      Huh. She did have a point. While the information Emily had given me was entirely accurate, it looked like it hadn’t painted the whole picture. I couldn’t blame Emily. It wasn’t her case, and she was only telling me what she could pull up on her police computer.

      “There was no other physical evidence in the car? Just the knife and paper towels?”

      Constance nodded. “Yes! I know it looks bad, but you’ve got to see, it was put there by someone trying to frame me!”

      Constance’s voice was plaintive in its appeal. Bridget whined in response.

      “I see. Constance, are you planning on,” I considered saying running, “moving away?”

      “Yes. Patrick and I are moving back to Hawaii. My company is finally letting me relocate. You know, I never wanted to leave—though I did meet Patrick here. We’re going to move to the islands and put all this behind us. Once you find the real killer, that is.”

      “How long have you been planning this move?”

      “The company approved it a couple of months ago. It isn’t because of Jane’s death. We weren’t planning on running away while I was on bail or anything ridiculous like that.” She looked at the moving boxes behind her. “I don’t know if we’ll be able to leave on time now.”

      If this was true, it also shone new light on the situation. If Jane really was as overprotective of her son as Renee had told me she was, then Patrick’s mother wouldn’t have been happy about this turn of events. If she hated her son even dating women, what would she think of him marrying and moving an ocean away? She wouldn’t have taken it well at all. It didn’t seem outside the realm of possibility—in fact, it seemed quite likely—that they would have fought over it. But how far would things have gone? Would they have gotten physical? Would it have led to murder?

      I looked around the apartment. It didn’t look like the home of a killer. So nice, so clean, so ordinary.

      My eyes flicked down to Bridget, who was staring, chin on paws, in Constance’s direction. I figured Bridget had so much practice comforting and cheering people at the Spa that she was drawn to people in need of a little love and attention. Would Bridget be able to sense if Constance was the killer though? Were her emotions being tricked?

      “Is there anything else you haven’t told me, Constance? Like the knife in your car, or about moving away? I really do need to know everything.”

      Constance looked up to the ceiling, tapped her chin, and then turned to face me directly, locking eyes with me.

      “No. Nothing.”

      Bridget lifted her head and tilted it slightly. She sensed it as well as I did.

      Constance was hiding something.

      “Constance? Are you sure?”

      “I’m sure!” she said adamantly. “If there’s anything else, I’ll call you right away. You do believe me about the evidence in the car, right? That there were no other stains, and so it had to have been planted?”

      “Since the police didn’t revoke your bail, I guess I believe it for now. But if there’s anything else important that you haven’t told me, I’m going to have to drop the case, Constance. I can’t work like that.”

      She nodded. I still didn’t believe she had told me everything, but she clearly wasn’t going to let anything else slip right now.

      I had to speak to Patrick, and see what he had to say about everything—the evidence in the car included.

      With what Renee and Constance had told me, Jane’s son was looking more and more like someone I really needed to talk to.

      “Thanks for talking to me again. I’ll be in touch. Come on, Bridget.”

      If Constance was playing me for a fool, I was going to get to the bottom of it. I wasn’t going to let this case beat me. No way.
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      Having already met Constance in her own house, I wanted to meet Patrick somewhere different. I thought back to what Jack said and decided to take his advice. I would arrange to meet him in the casino coffee shop.

      That meant parking Bridget somewhere first.

      “Come on, girl. Let’s go see Mom.”

      She’d be back from class now, so I would be able to drop Bridget off with her for a few hours or until the next day if needed.

      When I arrived at the house, I wasn’t expecting a welcoming committee, but nonetheless there was one.

      “Hi, Tiff,” said Mom, beaming. “Stone and Nanna are here too!”

      Wasn’t Nanna supposed to be on a trip with her husband? And wasn’t Stone supposed to be out of town too? And what in the world was he doing in my mother’s house?

      Bridget and I followed Mom into the house and straight into the kitchen, the hub of our family life. Sitting at the table were Stone and Nanna, and I went to join them.

      “There’s my girl!” said Nanna to me. I beamed at her. She ignored me and leaned over to welcome Bridget instead. I rolled my eyes and pulled out a chair and sat down.

      “Where did your necktie go? Are you off duty, darling? Did Tiffany try and fire you from your important job?”

      “She was working a different job today. Detective’s assistant. She was undercover.”

      “Oh, you’re such a clever girl, aren’t you?”

      “Thanks!”

      “Not you, Bridget.”

      I knew she was referring to my dog of course, but I was going to take all the compliments I could get. Even if I had to steal them from Bridget.

      “I thought you were going on vacation?” I said to Nanna. Then I pointed my attention toward Stone. “And I thought you were out of town on business.”

      “I’m leaving tonight,” said Nanna. “But I had to do some shopping before I left—we’re going to New York, after all—and the silly shops don’t like dogs. Not even personal assistant dogs.”

      “My schedule isn’t fixed yet,” said Stone. “Don’t know when I’ll be leaving. I just wanted to warn you I may not be around.”

      “And why are you… you know, here?”

      Stone laughed, a gravelly chuckle. He didn’t answer though, instead turning to Nanna.

      “I invited him, dear. The thing is, we’re going to New York, and I wanted some tips. And I thought to myself, who better to ask for tips than Stone?”

      “Have you spent a lot of time in New York, Stone? Are you telling Nanna where the best boutiques and mimosas can be found?”

      “No. Haven’t spent much time there at all.”

      I leaned back in my chair, confused.

      “Not shopping tips, dear. We’re going to New York!”

      This was the third time she’d said it with such emphasis. I began to wonder whether New York was code for something, or carried some significance I didn’t understand.

      “There’s a chance we might get mugged or roughed up in an alley or shaken down for our valuables, so I wanted to get some tips from Stone.”

      That was it. She thought New York was dangerous. Clearly she wasn’t aware that the crime statistics for Las Vegas were way worse than those for New York these days. It wasn’t the 1980s anymore.

      “Now,” continued Nanna, “where were we before we got interrupted?”

      Stone folded his thick arms in front of him and leaned them on the table, his intense eyes locking on Nanna. She was getting the full-on Stone Focus.

      “If someone mugs you, you hand over what you have and don’t struggle, and you don’t fight. Better to be robbed and broke than dead.”

      Nanna sucked in a breath and began shaking her head. “That’s not what I called you for, Stone, what I want is some real tips. What if they want to fight me, huh? Look.” Nanna reached down into her bag and withdrew a plain brown cardboard box about sixteen inches long, four inches wide, and two inches thick.

      Stone peered at it with his eyes narrowed. “Is that…” His words trailed off, not wanting to believe his own intuition.

      “What is it?” I asked. Stone was clearly much better at identifying random boxes purchased by grandmothers than I was.

      Nanna opened the cardboard end of the box and turned it upside down, giving it a little shake. As she did so, Stone’s hand whipped across the table and caught the contents of the box midair.

      “Nanna!”

      Stone held the object in front of him. It was a large sheathed knife. Slowly, and with a dangerous-sounding whoosh he pulled it out of its cover, revealing a dark metal blade that looked razor-sharp on one side, with a deadly point at the end and a serrated section on the back.

      “It’s a combat knife,” said Nanna proudly. “The man in the shop said it was designed for use in jungles. And they say New York is the urban jungle so I thought it would be perfect. Can you show me how to use it, Stone?”

      He slipped the knife back into its sheath and laid it down on the table in front of him.

      “Nanna, you cannot take this with you to New York. At best, it will just be extra weight in your handbag. At worst, it’s going to get you gutted.” Stone’s voice was so hard, and so serious, that it made even Nanna gulp.

      “But I thought…”

      Stone gave his head a single, terminal shake. “No. Knives are just as likely to be turned against the person wielding them as they are the person attacking them. Especially if the owner of the knife isn’t as strong as their assailant.”

      “I’m very strong,” said Nanna.

      “She is,” I confirmed. Even now that she was getting on in years, I wasn’t sure who would win between me and her in an arm-wrestling match.

      “And the chances are any mugger would be threatening you with a gun. And you know what they say: don’t bring a knife to a gunfight.”

      Mom walked across the room from the sink to join us.

      “Anyway, Nanna, aren’t you only taking carry-on bags on your trip? You can’t take that on the plane with you.”

      Nanna frowned at the knife. “I hadn’t thought of that. Fine. I’ll leave the knife behind. Tiffany, do you want it? It might be useful for your work. It can be an early Christmas present.”

      I stared at the weapon on the table. Even covered in its sheath, it seemed scarier than my firearm. The sheer heft and weight of it made me nervous even to look at it. And any situation in which I would need a knife like that was not a situation I intended to let myself get into. Ever.

      “Knives aren’t really my thing, Nanna.”

      “Stone, stand up.” Nanna pushed her own chair back and rose to her feet.

      Nanna moved to the middle of the kitchen, and Mom, Bridget, and I looked on as Stone joined her.

      “Do you think you could teach me to do a backflip, so I can get away if a mugger comes at me? Or maybe a… I don’t know… some kind of head kick?”

      Stone was very patient and very kind. Instead of laughing—which was exactly what I was doing, though with my hand over my mouth to muffle the sound—he slowly nodded in contemplation.

      “I’ll show you something better. A backflip won’t help you get away. In New York, you’ll collide with a building or a taxi or fall down a subway entrance. What you want to do is this…”

      We all looked on expectantly, wondering what he was going to do. Surely he wasn’t going to physically assault Nanna…

      “Arrgh!” he screamed so loudly my hands moved from my mouth to my ears in a microsecond. Bridget barked loudly and Mom let out a yelp of shock of her own.

      Nanna stood, resolutely unchecked, in front of him. “You want me to scream like a little girl?”

      Stone had not sounded like a little girl when he screamed.

      “Yelling will confuse and stun your attacker, and draw attention to him.”

      Nanna looked skeptical. “What else? Can’t you show me a karate chop or something?”

      “Fine. I’ll show you one thing. But you have to promise me something first.”

      “What’s that?”

      “If you find yourself in a bad situation, first you try and give them what they ask for. If that doesn’t work, you try and run to a busy public place.”

      “Yes, yes, fine, fine. I promise. Now show me the good stuff.”

      Stone tapped two fingers against his chest just below the rib cage.

      “This is the solar plexus. If you hit someone here, they’re going to drop.”

      “Ooh, I like the sound of that,” said Nanna, rubbing her hands together. “Drop. Can we practice?”

      “If we must. All right. I’ll be your attacker. Are you ready?”

      “Am I ever!”

      Stone held a fist in the air way above Nanna’s head. “Gimme your money!”

      As soon as he did that, Bridget cocked her head at him and let out a threatening growl.

      “No! Take that!”

      Just as Nanna launched a small but powerful fist into Stone’s solar plexus, Bridget jumped into the air, snapping at Stone’s jean-clad thigh with her teeth.

      Bridget’s assault must have surprised Stone, because he clearly wasn’t ready when Nanna’s fist landed, with more force than he’d no doubt been expecting from a little old lady.

      “Take that!”

      Stone dropped to his knees with a wheeze. His right arm, which had been pretending to threaten Nanna, went to his stomach, and then to protect his thigh, which Bridget was about to go after again.

      “Bridget, no!” I was already on my feet, and I grabbed Bridget by her belly before she went for another chomp at Stone. With a final growl, she settled.

      “We were just playing,” I whispered in her ear. Bridget whined and began licking my hand.

      “Did I do it right?” asked Nanna with a happy smile as she looked down at Stone.

      He slowly nodded his head, not yet speaking.

      “And Bridget! What a good girl!”

      Bridget bounded over to Nanna, standing up and resting her paws on Nanna’s thighs.

      “Maybe you should take Bridget instead of a knife to New York,” I suggested jokingly.

      Nanna didn’t take it as a joke.

      “Do you think I should? I hadn’t thought of that. I wonder if our hotel allows dogs…”

      If she did take Bridget, it would solve my dog-sitting problems for the next few days at least.

      Stone pushed himself to his feet with a groan.

      “Well done, Nanna.” He paused to suck in a few more breaths before continuing, “But please… don’t do that unless you have to. Remember… hand over what they ask for… or run… before you try anything like that.”

      “A promise is a promise,” said Nanna. I could tell she was itching to punch someone else, though. I hoped no one decided to try getting on her bad side in the next couple of days before she found a new diversion to entertain herself.

      They sat back down again, Stone looking paler than he had before and Nanna with a satisfied smile on her face.

      “Mom, could you look after Bridget until tomorrow? Unless Nanna does want to take her to New York, which is fine.”

      “Of course. Bridget’s always got a doggy bed here, don’t you, girl?” Bridget went to nuzzle Mom’s hand.

      “Thanks, Mom. Right, thank you for the entertainment Stone and Nanna. I’ve got to get back to work. See you all later.”

      Stone, ever the gentleman, pushed his chair back to stand when I did.

      “I’ll walk you to your car.”

      Stone walked silently beside me as we crossed the house to the front door. I remembered the previous morning when I had wondered whether he was going to kiss me in my apartment. As soon as I thought of it, the air between us seemed to sizzle. Or maybe that was just because it was then that I opened the front door, letting the desert heat inside.

      I unlocked my car in the driveway, and turned to smile at Stone. His forehead was creased in thought, like he wanted to ask me something. He hesitated for a second and then went ahead.

      “Are things okay?”

      Things. What things? He could mean anything with a question like that.

      “Yep. Great. Thanks. And thanks for helping Nanna, I’m sure she really appreciates your advice.”

      Stone nodded.

      “No problem. And you’re doing all right without Ryan?”

      “Yeah, I’m fine. I miss him but,” I put my palms up and shrugged, “what am I going to do?”

      As soon as I said I missed Ryan, Stone’s features had flickered, and there was the barest twitch of a nod of his head. I answered a question he hadn’t actually asked.

      “And your case? Made progress?”

      “Yep, quite a bit actually.” I leaned back against the car and gave him the barebones of what had occurred since I’d seen him last.

      “And you’re going to meet this Patrick guy next?” Stone crossed his arms in front of him. “I’ll come with you.”

      It was a nice offer, but I couldn’t imagine what Patrick would think if I brought Stone along. He’d probably think I was threatening him.

      “Thanks, but it’s okay. I’m going to meet him in the Tremont. There’s security there. I’ll be fine.”

      “Make sure you do. And don’t follow him outside, stay in public view. If he killed his own mother, he’s not someone you want to mess with.”

      “I know how to take care of myself, Stone. Don’t worry about me.”

      “I know you do, but I’ll always worry about you, Tiff. I’m wired that way.”

      “Thanks.” And I meant it. It was nice to have people worry about you, unless they got too overbearing with it. Thankfully, Stone wasn’t. At least not today.

      I unlocked the car and climbed inside. “Have a good trip — whenever you go.”

      He answered with an amused smirk, as if the very idea of his trip being ‘good’ was highly unlikely.

      “Take care.”
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      Once the door was closed behind me, I pulled out my phone to contact Patrick. If he was available, I wanted to meet him at the Tremont immediately.

      Before I had even pulled up my contacts, my phone rang. It was Ian. Was he psychically aware I was about to interview another suspect and wanted to get in on the action?

      “Hey. What’s up?”

      “Tiffany! You’ve got to help me! Come over!”

      “I’ve got to help you, huh? Remember a few hours ago when I wanted your help? And you said no?”

      “What? But this is important. Come over now! Please!”

      “Fine. Okay. But you owe me.”

      I shouldn’t have been so quick to agree to help Ian after he turned me down earlier. But I guess I’m a softie at heart, and I know his rejection earlier hadn’t come from any malice. It was just Ian being Ian.

      Home was kind of on the way anyway, and this would give Patrick a bit more notice that I wanted to meet him, assuming Ian’s current panic didn’t take too long to deal with. I might even bring Ian along assuming his emergency was as minor as they usually were.

      I dialed Patrick’s number. He answered on the first ring.

      “Hi, Tiffany. Any news?”

      “Not news as such, but I wanted to speak to you to clear a few details up. Can we meet in about two hours?”

      “Sure. Do you want to come over to the apartment?”

      “Let’s meet at the Tremont Casino. There’s a café on the ground floor. I’ll be at a table inside.”

      There was a pause before he replied. Was he surprised I’d rejected the invitation to visit him at his apartment?

      “The Tremont? Uh, okay then. In the café. See you in a couple of hours.”

      With that sorted, I dropped my phone onto the passenger seat and hurried home to see what was wrong with Ian. Not in a general sense—I knew that already—but what specifically had him in a tizzy this time.

      When I got there, Ian wasn’t in his apartment. Instead, he was pacing up and down the communal hallway. When he saw me, a flash of annoyance crossed his face.

      “You were slow.”

      “I came straight from Mom’s house. What’s the matter, Ian? I don’t suppose you wanted me to hurry over so you could apologize for this morning?”

      He frowned and shook his head. “No, not that. It’s about my day trading.”

      He really had no social skills. But I knew that when I let him become a part of my life. It was just the way he was wired, although I had been trying to at least round out the rougher edges.

      “Come inside a minute. Let’s talk.”

      We went into my apartment and I sat down on the sofa. Ian didn’t. He kept pacing up and down, even though there wasn’t all that much room for effective pacing inside. The hallway had been much better for that.

      “Is the day trading not as easy as it looked?”

      Ian let out a sigh, looked up to the ceiling, then sighed again before responding. “It’s not that it’s not easy. It is easy. You just click with your mouse, type a few numbers with the keypad and you’re set. Buy low, sell high, remember that?”

      “Yes, I remember that amazing insider knowledge you gave me,” I said.

      He nodded, pleased that I had grasped such a lofty concept.

      “But the problem is knowing when they’re going to go up and down!”

      “Clearly. Otherwise everyone would do it and everyone would live in a mansion with servants. Even the servants.”

      He shook his head. “That wouldn’t work, the—”

      “I’m kidding. What’s happened?”

      “You know I get a monthly allowance from my trust fund?”

      Ian had amassed a fortune from selling the technology business he’d set up with some partners in college. Not trusting him not to blow it all, his family had persuaded him to put the fortune into a trust and take a modest but comfortable monthly stipend.

      “Yes…”

      “This month’s money. And what I had saved from last month. It’s, well, it’s gone.”

      “Gone? Poof?” I opened a fist in the air, spreading the fingers wide. “Disappeared into thin air?”

      “No, not disappeared like that. I think it’s gone into other people’s bank accounts.”

      “You’ve been buying high and selling low, haven’t you?”

      “It’s a lot more complicated than that.”

      “But in simple terms, for an amateur like me?”

      “I guess you could boil it down to that, yes. I don’t know what to do! I was going to show Sally my trading account, and prove to her that I wasn’t lying!”

      He had been lying.

      “Maybe it’s time to come clean with her.”

      “Oh, I don’t think so, no. You know, I was reading earlier about shorting the market, and futures. I think next month, when I get paid again, I can really make a lot of money. The problem is this month I’ve got nothing to show her. My account now has eleven cents in it. She’ll laugh at that, won’t she? Or do you think I can just explain that it’s too difficult for her to understand?”

      “Ian. Do not tell her it’s too difficult for her to understand. It’s not. Buy low, sell high, remember? And I don’t think you can spin your eleven-cent balance in any way that’ll impress her. You’ve got to tell her the truth.”

      “Maybe you’re right. Maybe I do need to take my mind off it all.”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      “Isn’t it? I’ve decided. I need to take a little break, get my head straight before I can figure out something really good to tell Sally.”

      “Like the truth.”

      “No, it’s got to be better than that. I need to take my mind off it all for now. Where are you going next, Tiff? I want to come and help you.”

      “You want to help me now, huh?”

      “Yes. It’ll make up for this morning. And then I won’t be banned from favors for a month or whatever it was you decided. And anyway, you can’t ban me from favors.”

      “I can’t?”

      “No, I’ve only got twenty dollars left in my wallet until I get paid again. You’re going to have to feed me until then.”

      “Maybe you could ask Sally’s mother.”

      His expression turned to one of alarm. “Oh, I couldn’t do that! I don’t think she’d like that at all.”

      “No, probably not.” I let out a long breath. “I’m going to the Tremont to speak to Patrick Tribell next. You want to join me?”

      “Yes, but you’ll have to fill me in on everything I’ve missed. Do you want a cupcake?”

      Ian took the plate from that morning that was still on the counter, generously offering me one of my two remaining treats.

      “Gee, thanks.”

      Ian beamed down at me.

      “Now we’re even, and after we interview Patrick, you’ll owe me again.”
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      We got to the Tremont early and walked along the edge of the casino floor to the café.

      It was a huge structure in an annex to the main building. Unlike the casino, it was full of windows that let in the bright daylight, and up in the high ceilings were dozens of bright lights that would be switched on at night to make sure it never got too dozy inside.

      The tables were made of a light-colored wood, with four chairs around each one, and scattered among them were a range of tropical plants and trees in giant pots.

      We were half an hour early, but I scanned the room to see if Patrick was there before we chose a seat. The café wasn’t busy, with about two dozen customers spread out around the spacious interior. I hadn’t been expecting to see Patrick, so when I did see him waving from the far corner I was mildly surprised.

      “Over there.”

      Ian had calmed down from his panic about the day trading on the way over, and had become intrigued about the case. As usual I’d asked him to let me do most of the talking, though I hoped he might slip in one or two of his extra-blunt questions, just so I could see how Patrick would react.

      “Hello, Patrick.” I was trying to be formal instead of friendly. I hadn’t spoken to him again since Renee had told me she suspected he might have murdered his own mother.

      He stood up at our approach, and his eyes flicked back and forth between Ian and me. He hadn’t expected me to bring company.

      “Hi, Tiffany, and…?”

      “I’m Ian. I’m Tiffany’s partner.”

      “We work together,” I clarified.

      “I see. Right. Okay. Do you want me to get you some drinks?”

      “No, we won’t keep you long.”

      There was a muttered complaint from Ian.

      “Constance said you came over earlier. She said she’d filled you in on some of the, uh, details we forgot at the first meeting.”

      “Some details you deliberately didn’t tell me.”

      Patrick looked down at the table as he nodded. I wondered whose decision it had been to not tell me about all the evidence at that first meeting. When we were all seated, I began to question him.

      “So, Patrick, could you tell me what your relationship was like with your mother?”

      A soft, sad smile appeared on his lips. “Great. Really… great. She was a fantastic mom. The best.”

      “You didn’t have any disagreements?”

      Patrick leaned back in his chair, the same smile still on his lips. “Not really. Like any mother and son, we argued from time to time, but we were close.”

      “Patrick, I heard that your mother deliberately tried to break up several of your past relationships.”

      He sucked in air between his teeth before replying. “I guess? I mean, technically that’s true, but that was just because she was being a good mom. She was a great judge of character, you know? It was for the best. She could spot a bad person a mile away—like Velma, she knew she was no good from the start—and she protected me. My previous girlfriends were no good for me, and Mom could see that.”

      “I’ve had bad luck with girlfriends too,” said Ian.

      Patrick raised his eyebrows, confused by Ian’s input, followed by a cautious smile.

      “But what about you and Constance? You’re engaged. You don’t agree she’s no good for you. But your mom tried to break you and Constance up too, right?”

      Patrick’s head rocked from side to side as he deliberated. Finally, he said, “It wasn’t like that.”

      “No?”

      “No, you see, the problem with Mom and Constance is they just didn’t know each other well enough yet. Mom would have come around eventually.”

      “But she didn’t with any of your old girlfriends.”

      “As I said, they were no good. Constance is different. It’s just sad they never got to really understand each other before… before Mom passed.”

      “She hadn’t ‘come around’ before she died, right? She hadn’t accepted that you and Constance were together. She was trying to break you up.”

      “No! I mean, she was, but not really, you know?”

      I did not know.

      “That doesn’t make sense,” said Ian, leaning forward. “Your mother was either trying to break you and Constance up, or she wasn’t. Which was it?”

      Patrick bit his lip. He didn’t know how to answer. It was like he couldn’t reconcile his feelings for the two different women in his life. If you asked about one of them, he could answer, but when the conflicts were pointed out he couldn’t process it.

      “She was only trying to break us up because she loved me. And she wasn’t really trying to break us up. She wasn’t going to. She wouldn’t have. Constance isn’t like other girls.”

      “That sounds like a cliché,” said Ian with a little nod of satisfaction. “Not like other girls? Ha.”

      “It’s true! And Mom and Constance would have become friends. I just know it.”

      “You were planning to move away though, weren’t you? To Hawaii? What did your mom say about that?”

      Patrick opened and closed his mouth like a fish before slouching in his chair.

      “Well?” asked Ian. “What did she say?”

      “She said… I don’t know. You know what Moms are like. They don’t like it when you move away. She wasn’t happy.”

      “What did Constance think of your mother?”

      “Oh, she loved her!”

      “Really?” I asked in surprise. “Constance loved your mother?”

      Patrick faltered again, his mouth shaping to form different words several times before he finally answered. “Almost. She would have, with a bit more time. How could she not? It was Mom. It takes time for relationships to mature.”

      “Patrick. It’s fair to say that, given they hadn’t had the time needed to develop their relationship, at the time she died, Constance and your mother didn’t get along at all. Did they?”

      His brow furrowed and his cheeks began to redden. Was the truth actually making him angry?

      “Look! You clearly don’t understand. We’re paying you to find out who killed Mom! Who have you been talking to? Who’s been telling you all this irrelevant garbage? Was it that neighbor? Velma?”

      “It doesn’t matter who—”

      “It was her—I knew it! I told you she hated Mom! Why do you listen to her? Don’t listen to her! Or if you do, ask her about how she killed her husband. If you’re going to talk to that crazy woman, that’s what you should ask her about.”

      “What? She murdered her own husband?” asked Ian.

      I didn’t want to get into that. It was unrelated to our current case, and one murder at a time was more than enough for me. Unless it did connect to this one…

      “Yes, that’s what Mom said.”

      “Patrick, you’re not paying me to investigate Velma, remember? We need to find out what happened to your mother.”

      Patrick stood up, his chair scraping. He leaned forward, hands on the table. I was glad I was in the Tremont instead of meeting him at his apartment.

      “You’re not doing a very good job, are you? You keep asking me these ridiculous questions about Mom and Constance. I told you when we first met to look at Velma. She hated Mom. And she murdered her own husband, so it was probably her who attacked Mom.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me that the first time?”

      “You’re supposed to be the detective! Go detect! We’re done here.”

      Patrick stormed off before I could stop him.

      “That was weird,” said Ian when Patrick was gone.

      “It was.” I took a couple of deep breaths and realized my pulse was racing. “He seemed a bit unstable, didn’t he?”

      “Very,” Ian confirmed, “and do you think the neighbor actually did kill her husband?”

      “I have no idea.” I rapped my fingers on the table as I thought. “I’ve got to work tonight, but I think I want to speak to her again tomorrow. Will you come with me?”

      “Yes, I think I should.” Ian was nodding to himself. “If she’s really a killer, you might need me to protect you.”

      “Thanks, Ian.”

      We sat in silence for a minute or two.

      “I have a date with Sally tonight.”

      “Are you finally going to come clean? Tell her everything?”

      “I’ll think of something.”

      “Try the truth, Ian.”

      He laughed like it was a joke. He only ever listened to me when he agreed with what I was saying, and it was infuriating.

      “Let’s get out of here.”

      I checked the time. I had just enough time to drop Ian home and grab my stuff before my shift at the casino began.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

        

      

    

    
      I like working as a dealer. Once you have it down, you can almost do it on autopilot. Like a card shuffling and dealing robot. And that’s how it should be done. Every time you deal and shuffle should look the same as the last. You don’t want customers complaining that you’re doing things differently from hand to hand.

      So when you get in the zone, smile fixed in place, a handful of Vegas phrases ready to whip out on cue, you can let your mind wander. Dealing always gave me time to meditate on my cases.

      While I dished out blackjack hands, I thought about what Patrick told me. Was the comment about Velma killing her husband purposely chosen to distract us from the main topic of the relationship between Constance and his mother, or was it supposed to be a genuinely helpful piece of information?

      I felt like it was a distraction. He would have mentioned it at the first meeting if it was truly significant. And that meant he was either lying about Velma and her husband, or twisting some little bit of truth, or wildly extrapolating from a rumor or some other flimsy accusation.

      Patrick didn’t seem to be holding himself together well at all. He had these two domineering women in his life, and now one of them was gone and it had sent him off-kilter. The fact that his fiancée may have murdered his own mother seemed to be something he was hiding from, or simply couldn’t process. It was understandable, but it didn’t make him seem any less crazy.

      During my final break, I went to my locker and checked my phone. There was a message from Jack and I smiled before I’d even opened it up.

      The last time he messaged me while I was working, we’d gone on a helicopter ride. I read the message, and sure enough, he was inviting me to the Tremont again after work. What would we do this time?

      I was only interested as a friend, of course, but it sure was nice to have a rich and powerful friend or two. Especially when your own boyfriend had gone AWOL.

      When my break was over and I got back to my table, I began to methodically dish out the cards again to my customers.

      There was a beady-eyed man with a sweaty forehead and fast hands betting and playing just as quickly as the other players at the table would let him.

      Another was a college-aged kid who seemed to be working some kind of system—not card counting or anything that was against the rules, but one of the nonsense systems you can buy online. He kept adding up the number of cards on the table with his fingers and then applying some formula to decide whether he wanted to hit or not.

      While it clearly didn’t work, he wasn’t losing his shirt either, at least not yet. His stack of chips was just slowly, steadily being worn down. For every four he gave me, three went back to him, but the shrinking of his stack looked to be as inevitable as the ocean tide rolling out.

      The other player was one of those happy gamblers who didn’t really care if they won or lost. Not because she was rich, but because she’d set herself a limit and was still up, despite her trip to Vegas nearly being at an end. It was always the relaxed gamblers who won, and chances were she’d either leave Vegas with enough winnings to buy a fancy dinner out, or she’d win big and want to stay an extra night or two in the fully-comped suite the Treasury would offer her.

      I dished out the cards and thought about Jack. He was helping me out with the Ryan situation, but it was making me really think about it. Maybe it was time to let Ryan go.

      When I was with him, everything had seemed fine. Great, even. But then he left me, leaving only a note behind, while he ran off to go work undercover. According to Constance, he’d been willing to leave the country to be with her, to drop everything and fly across the ocean.

      But with me? It was the other way around. He’d dropped everything to get away from me.

      Maybe that was unfair. He didn’t do it to get away from me—it was for work—but I couldn’t help but feel that way. Why would he be willing to sacrifice so much for Constance, but not me? If he’d throw away his career here for her, why did his career now take priority over his romantic life?

      “Hit me!” said the college kid. He kept saying it, seemingly not noticing that the other players merely tapped the table to indicate they wanted another card.

      “Gosh darn it! It was supposed to be a seven.” The young man watched as the last of his chips went to the house. “I’ll be back tomorrow!” he announced. “I’ll get it all back then. I’ve got a system.”

      He kind of reminded me of Ian. I wondered how his date was going. I expected it wasn’t going well. I didn’t know Sally well, but I knew people, and people don’t like being lied to and jerked around like Ian was doing to her.

      “I’m five hundred dollars up, and I’m done! They said you can’t beat the house in Vegas, but I did! Thank you!”

      The woman carefully collected her stack of chips and with a delirious smile went to cash out. I couldn’t help but feel happy for her. It was nice to see people having a good time in the casino.

      The fast-handed man was pleased to be the only one left at the table. We played the next ten hands of blackjack at top speed, and he won eight of them.

      “And I’m done. See ya!”

      He scraped up his chips and headed off, walking as jauntily as anyone in the building. It surprised me. I had him pegged as the kind of player who’d keep going until he’d lost every last chip. But nope. Won and done.

      And shortly after he was done, so was I. For once all of my customers had gone away happy, having beaten the house at its own game, one of them at least. Feeling happy for them, and a little buoyant after receiving Jack’s message, I cleaned up. As soon as my replacement arrived, I clapped my hands for the cameras and finished my work for the evening.

      I left the casino with a spring in my step, Patrick’s manic antics pushed to the back of my mind. I’d deal with all that the next day.

      Even at night, traffic could be heavy in Vegas, which is why I preferred to walk to and from work. So instead of being stuck in traffic like the surprised tourists, I strolled in the direction of Jack’s casino.

      I got there in a little under no time, by Vegas standards.

      Jack met me by the front door again. There was a smile on his face, but he looked tired, too. His normally flawless shirt looked creased in the wrong places, and his shoes could have done with an extra polish. There was a slouch to his shoulders which made them look a little more rounded than they normally did.

      “Hi, Tiff. Let’s go up to my office.” His voice was bright, but underlying it was a slight tenseness. I had a feeling we weren’t going for another helicopter ride.

      He asked about my evening at the casino on the way to his office. Serious topics would wait until we were safe from interested ears.

      He led me to the same sofa and chairs we had sat at before lunch the day before. There was no champagne. No strawberries. Nothing at all, in fact.

      “What’s up, Jack?”

      I knew what he was going to say before he said it. The tenseness in the air and the sinking feeling in my stomach predicted it.

      “It’s Ryan.”

      Of course it was.

      “What’s happened? Is he okay?”

      “He… he hasn’t been hurt.”

      Yet. I could hear the unspoken word that Jack didn’t need to say.

      “What happened? What’s going on? Where is he?”

      “From what I’ve ascertained, he’s now in a very delicate, and very dangerous situation. He’s gone deep, way too deep, and…” Jack shook his head, sighing. “He’s still okay, that’s the main thing.”

      “But is he getting out? Can you get him out? What’s happening exactly?”

      Ryan, Ryan, Ryan. Why did he have to do this to me? First he leaves me, and now he’s got himself in danger but there’s nothing I can do about it. It wasn’t fair of him to put me in this situation, to make me feel like this. I just hoped he wouldn’t get hurt. Or worse.

      “I don’t know—can’t, shouldn’t know—exactly who it is he’s embedded with, but they’re some really bad guys. Kill you just as soon as look at you guys. He’s in danger, but there’s nothing I can do for him right now. I’m keeping tabs the best I can, but… there’s nothing to be done. It’s up to him.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t know what to say. “Thank you for doing what you can. I… This is exactly what I hoped wouldn’t happen. What can I do?”

      Jack shook his head again. “There’s nothing you can do. Nothing I can do either, not myself. I’ll keep an eye on the situation as best I can, and if there is any way I can help I promise I will. I just don’t know what’s going to happen though, Tiff. I’m sorry.”

      An hour earlier, when I’d been thinking about my situation at the casino, I’d almost been ready to move on from Ryan. I was no Constance to him. So why waste my time and energy on a guy who was gone, with no return date? It could be three months or three years. But now I felt like I’d had a rug ripped out from under me, my stomach lurching, my head spinning. Now I just wanted him back, and safe, and away from that stupid, dangerous undercover work.

      “I think I’d better go. Thank you.”

      “I’ll see you home.” Jack was on his feet before me, ready to do as he said.

      “No. Just see me to the elevator. I’ll be fine.” We began to walk out of his office together. “Ryan knew what he was getting himself into, right?”

      I wanted Jack to tell me that it was Ryan’s fault.

      “I guess he knew the risks. But we always think we’re the exception, or that they won’t apply to us. Half the gamblers downstairs think they’re one in a thousand. And the other half think they’re one in a million.”

      When Jack offered me a goodbye hug in front of the elevator, I gratefully accepted it. His strong arms around me made me feel better, if only for a moment. It was like some of his strength passed from him to me.

      “Take care, Tiffany.”

      I nodded at him, wiping a tear from the corner of my eye as I did so. I hadn’t even noticed the tears forming.

      When the elevator doors closed, I pulled a tissue out of my bag and wiped both my eyes and blew my nose before I arrived at the ground floor.

      It was all Ryan’s fault.

      I drove home slowly and carefully, my energy drained and emotions muted.

      When I got back, I planned to crawl into bed and sleep forever. But that didn’t happen. Sitting on the floor outside my door, head bowed on pulled-up knees, was a pitiful figure.

      “Ian?”

      He raised his head up, and then climbed to his feet.

      “What’s the matter?”

      “Everything. It’s Sally. I told her the truth, mostly. I told her I was going to quit as a day trader. I told her I was going to spend some time on myself and decide what I want to do with my life.”

      “That’s a little bit closer to the truth.”

      “But it was no good!” Ian punched his own thigh with a fist. “She said she knew I was lying. She said I wasn’t a day trader, even though I am, and she said I had to tell her the truth or we’re done.”

      “Done? She’s breaking up with you?”

      “That’s what she said! But I told her the truth today. I told her I’m going to quit as a day trader, and I am. It doesn’t make sense anyway. If it did, I wouldn’t have lost my whole month’s allowance.”

      I squeezed his shoulder, my own sadness forgotten for the time being.

      “Maybe you need to tell her everything, Ian. Not just about the day trading. But about your past, and all the rest of it.”

      He shook his head. Ian had been hurt by gold diggers in the past, ones who just wanted to get at his fortune. Now he was terrified of telling any woman that he was independently wealthy and didn’t need to work another day in his life. He wanted to keep it a secret. I’d even encouraged him in that regard, but there was a limit to how long those kinds of secrets should be kept.

      “I’ve got to get some rest, Ian, but why don’t we go and talk to Velma tomorrow? See if she really did murder her husband? That’ll cheer you up a little, won’t it?”

      He wiped his eyes with the back of his hands.

      “Yeah. I’ll come. Let’s ask her if she murdered her husband. Maybe he had too many secrets, like me.”

      “Could be. Now you go and get some rest. I will too. We’ll need our energy for Velma.”

      Ian bobbed his head up and down. “Yeah, she was a piece of work. Okay. I’ll see you in the morning.”

      “Goodnight, Ian.”

      “Goodnight, Tiff.”
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      “It’s the wrong house,” announced Ian as I parked by the sidewalk outside.

      “No, it’s not.” I gave him a quizzical look. What was he talking about?

      “Yes, it is. This must be the wrong neighborhood. I remember. Her mailbox was blue, and look, there isn’t a single blue mailbox on this whole street.”

      Looking out my window, I saw he was right. The mailbox outside Velma’s house was indeed now white. It didn’t mean I had the wrong street though.

      “It’s been changed, Ian. We’re in the same place as last time.”

      “But why would she—”

      “We’ll soon find out. Come on.

      I hopped out of the car and walked up to the front door, Ian trailing along behind me. Just moments after ringing the doorbell, the door swung open.

      “Hi,” she said before walking between Ian and me, her sturdy shoulders parting and pushing us aside.

      “Velma?” I called as I began to hurry after her.

      She walked down to the end of her driveway, me right behind her. When she reached her mailbox, she pulled the little door open with a testy yank, and removed half a dozen pieces of mail. Most of them looked like junk to me, with just one or two actual letters among them.

      “You changed your mailbox,” Ian said as if personally affronted. It was almost like he thought she’d done it to try and trick him.

      Velma slammed the door of it shut in annoyance.

      “They made me. The HOA said they would fine me a thousand bucks if I didn’t change it back to white. Can you believe it?”

      “Wow.” Ian seemed genuinely shocked.

      “I thought with that woman next door gone I wouldn’t have to deal with this anymore.  But turns out she wasn’t the only snitch on the block.”

      Velma put her hands on her hips and swung her head left to right as she looked up and down the street. There was no one outside, but Velma’s glare seemed to penetrate the houses to curse the nosy neighbors she hated.

      She turned back to face me, locking her eyes onto mine. “What’s wrong with a blue mailbox? Huh?”

      “Blue? Uh, nothing. I don’t have anything against it. I don’t know about your HOA guidelines. That’s not what I want to talk to you about.”

      “No one knows what’s wrong with blue. Everyone I ask. They all say they don’t know. Everyone says they don’t know why the rules say the mailboxes have to be white. But someone knows, right? They just won’t own up to it. I told ‘em to change the rules. And you know what they said? They said they can’t, not without a big meeting. It’s ridiculous.”

      Velma had turned and started walking back toward her house, Ian and I just behind her. When we got there, she walked inside. I hovered by the door, nervously. She hadn’t let us inside last time.

      “You wanna talk? Come in then. If you stay out there, the HOA will fine me for having trash on my doorstep or something.”

      Trash? We weren’t trash. But considering how strict the HOA seemed to be, maybe they would consider Ian and me to be little more than garbage.

      Ian and I crossed the threshold and followed Velma into her crowded living room. Although the walls were white, they had a slight yellow tinge to them and the room smelled of years of accumulated smoke.

      The room would have been spacious if it weren’t cluttered with too much stuff. There were two different sets of sofas, one quite new, the other much older. There were several different pictures and framed photographs on the wall in a variety of mismatched styles.

      Even the tile floor was covered with rugs of different styles and vintages.

      I took a guess at what had happened. Once upon a time, she and her husband had decorated, but then when older relatives died, and she inherited their belongings, she crammed them all into her own home. Waste not, want not.

      The style was a mixture of old and new, a hodgepodge of sleek, antique, and junk all crammed together like a second-hand furniture store.

      “Sit.” Velma pointed to one of the more modern sofas, a gray leather affair on the right side of the room.

      Ian did as he was told while I hovered, still looking around the room at the wide variety of stuff.

      With her back to us, Velma was standing by an old-fashioned writing desk, sorting through her mail.

      “Be with you in a minute,” she called.

      As I watched, she took four pieces of junk mail and stacked them on top of the desk. One of the remaining letters joined it.

      The final piece of mail, however, she stared at, holding it up to the light as if to look inside. She gave a satisfied little nod at the envelope, and then did something strange with the desk.

      Above the writing surface of the desk was a wooden back which went against the wall, and appeared to be ornamental. But she put her hand behind the top of the back of the desk, made an adjustment—presumably a hidden lever—and a moment later the whole back of the desk tilted down over the writing surface.

      The rear of the desk’s ornamental cubby contained several little nooks and holders.

      Velma dropped the envelope into one of the compartments and pushed the back of the desk upright against the wall. Sensing she was about to catch me snooping, I spun around and made a show of inspecting some of the artwork on the wall.

      I didn’t want her to think I’d actually been watching her.

      “I said sit,” she said, slightly annoyed. “I’ve got more sofas than guests, so use them.”

      I hurried over and sat next to Ian, while Velma came and joined us on an old yellow sofa that sat perpendicular to the gray one we were seated on.

      She did not offer us a drink or any other form of refreshments.

      “So what do you want this time? Did you talk to Renee?”

      If she wasn’t going to waste time on pleasantries, I wouldn’t either.

      “Velma. You killed your husband.”

      The reaction I got wasn’t the one I was expecting. There was no shouted denial, no gasp of surprise, no collapsing on the couch—though to be honest the last one I would never have expected from her. Instead, she rolled her eyes and blew out an exasperated sigh.

      “I know.”

      Ian and I exchanged confused glances.

      “You know?” asked Ian in disbelief. “What does that mean?”

      Velma blew out another annoyed breath, shaking her head at the two of us. “Who have you been speaking to now? Was that from Renee? Or was it Jane’s idiot son? Or his lady friend, Constance?”

      “It doesn’t matter who we spoke to,” said Ian indignantly.

      I was getting confused and wanted to get to the bottom of this. “Velma? You’re admitting you killed your husband?”

      “Of course. Helped him to die, anyway. And I’d do it again. Of course whoever’s been leading you on didn’t give you the story, because they were trying to distract you from what you were supposed to be investigating. And it looks like it worked.”

      I looked at Ian. He looked at me. It seemed we’d been taken for a ride. I turned back to Velma and encouraged her to continue her explanation by lifting my eyebrows and leaning in.

      “My husband had cancer. Terminal. It was in the final stages. He had pills, pills, pills. So many of them. Some for nausea. Some for pain. Some for who knows what. In the end, they were barely doing anything for him anymore at all.”

      Velma looked down toward the floor, her expression sad. She wasn’t enjoying the dredging up of these memories.

      “All I did was help to give him his painkillers, the morphine. He couldn’t go on any longer. He just couldn’t. So I helped him with his pills. I popped them in his mouth for him, and gave him the water to help him swallow. I loved him, and it was the last thing I ever did for him. He got to die in peace.”

      I felt terrible. I knew she was telling the truth. It was the matter-of-fact, unflinching way she said it to us. Patrick had wanted to distract us from our line of questioning. And it worked.

      “Happy now?”

      Ian and I both shook our heads.

      “I’m sorry, Velma. It seems I was led astray. I’m so sorry for bringing it up.”

      “If there’s nothing else, I’ve gotta get to the bank. You should take another look at Renee or whoever it was who told you about my husband. They were tryin’ to distract you.”

      “Of course. We’ll be on our way.”

      Velma saw Ian and me to the door, and then closed it behind us once we were outside.

      “That was embarrassing, huh?” said Ian as we walked toward the car.

      “Mortifying. I feel terrible about asking her about her husband like that. I can’t believe Patrick tricked us into it.”

      “He must have something to hide.”

      “Yep. Either that, or he’s a really nasty piece of work and wanted to upset Velma.”

      “Or both.”

      “Yeah.”

      I pulled open the driver’s side door of my car. “Let’s get some lunch.”

      After that embarrassing waste of time, I wasn’t in the mood for anything healthy or anything fancy. I wanted something simple, where I wouldn’t have to speak to anyone beyond giving an order.

      “You have to buy me lunch,” announced Ian without apology when we were both sitting inside. “Unless you cook it. In which case, you have to cook it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fine. I’ll buy you lunch. Let’s find somewhere new.”

      “You owe me a favor now anyway.”

      “I do?”

      “Yep. I’ve been helping you all morning. Hurry up. I’m starving.”

      I started the ignition, put the car into drive, and we left Jane and Velma’s suburb behind. I drove aimlessly, looking for somewhere to eat where I wouldn’t know anyone. I couldn’t face having to actually converse with real people who might actually ask me questions and expect me to respond politely.

      I just wanted to stuff my face and wallow.

      Finally, near the city outskirts, I spotted somewhere that looked to fit the bill.

      “That do you?” I pointed at a restaurant with a sign that read “Hot and Heavy Burgers” in neon letters. It looked like exactly the kind of place I needed.

      “I’ll let you decide today, since you’re paying,” Ian said. He sure could be generous when he was broke.

      “Thanks. Then that’s where we’re going.”

      I parked in the lot outside which had space for dozens of vehicles, about a quarter of which were already full. It looked to be a popular place.

      We headed inside and immediately I knew we’d made a good choice.

      The restaurant reeked of grease and grilling, and the air was filled with the clatter and scraping of kitchen tools on metal grills and skillets.

      Straight ahead of us there was a long, wide counter, behind which two guys—chefs seemed too fancy a word—in T-shirts were cooking up all the good stuff.

      We could have sat at the counter, and if I was in a more sociable mood I would have, but right then I didn’t want to talk to anyone except Ian. Actually, I didn’t particularly want to talk to him much either, but I was stuck with him for the time being.

      To the right of the bar was a big room with booths along the walls and big round tables with red and white paper tablecloths in the middle. That was where we headed.

      There wasn’t an actual greeter, but a waitress carrying a heavily-laden tray gave me a head nod toward a booth from across the room.

      Ian and I slid into the booth on opposite sides. I picked up one of the simple plastic laminated menus that was jammed in the middle of a salt, pepper, and ketchup holder.

      Every dish on the menu looked so big. I opted for the simplest cheeseburger they had, and persuaded Ian to split an order of fries with me.

      “Hey. How y’all doin’?” said the same gum-snapping waitress who’d been carrying the trays when we arrived.

      “Great. Can we get two cheeseburgers and split a basket of fries?”

      “Uh-huh. Y’all want sodas with that?”

      “Two Cokes.”

      “Anythin’ else, hon?”

      “Nope. We’re good, thanks.”

      The waitress disappeared again with the speed and efficiency of someone who knew the restaurant like the back of their hand. I liked her no-nonsense, speedy manner, and the fact she didn’t make small talk.

      I leaned into the far corner of the booth, slumping against the maroon, plasticky faux-leather material.

      “What am I going to do, Ian? Who killed Jane?”

      He just answered with a shrug. “I don’t know.”

      “It could have been any of them, or none of them. Constance had a good reason, and so did Patrick. But it was his own mother! And her future mother-in-law! And then Velma… It could have been her. She’s not exactly all sunshine and roses. But I don’t know if she’s actually a murderer.”

      Ian nodded along, listening.

      “Maybe it was all of them,” said Ian brightly. “They could have worked together! Patrick distracted her, while Constance slashed her throat. And then Velma… umm…”

      I scrunched up my face in thought as I played along with the crackpot theory.

      “Distracted us by pointing us in Renee’s direction?”

      “Yeah! And maybe she was in on it too. So she then distracted us even more by pointing us back at Patrick.”

      “Who pointed us back to Velma?”

      “Right!”

      “But,” I said, entertaining Ian’s ludicrous idea just a moment longer, “if they really had worked together, then they should have been pointing at suspects outside of their little group. Not just at each other.”

      Ian’s shoulders slumped. “I guess so. Unless they had a falling out with each other and now they all want to blame each other.”

      It was an interesting idea, but it wasn’t what happened. There was no way that group would have worked together, and it didn’t make any sense anyway.

      Maybe this was a case I just wasn’t going to solve.

      “Here you go! Enjoy!” The waitress had returned with two giant burgers, and a serving of fries big enough for a family of four.

      “It looks great. Thanks, Annie,” said Ian, reading the waitress’s name off her badge. Her smile faltered just a second, then she gave us a nod and hurried off to another table that was just sitting down.

      “Anything new with Sally?”

      “Not since last night. But I’ve decided. I’m going to take your advice—”

      Finally!

      “—and tell her the truth about everything. About my fortune, and my trust fund, and everything else.”

      I picked up my burger, needing to spread my fingers on both hands to hold it together. Just lifting it up gave me a pretty good arm workout.

      “I told you to do that days ago.”

      I bit into the burger and it was just as good as it looked. Still hot, full of juicy burger meat and a hefty slice of American cheese on top.

      “I guess maybe you were right for once.”

      For once? I’m always right!

      “Hey, you could dose her with a bit of extra truth on top though. It might sweeten it a little for her.”

      Ian’s burger hovered in front of his already full mouth, a look of confused interest on his face.

      “What do you mean?”

      “When you met her, you were working with me, right? We were undercover. At the spa.”

      He swallowed a big mouthful of fries before answering.

      “Yeah. So?”

      “So tell her that’s why you were dishonest to start with. You were working with me, undercover. You had to lie. It was part of your job. Then, when you really got to know her, you hated that you’d been lying, but you were in too deep. But it was all because of your side job as a PI’s assistant.”

      Ian was nodding along happily now.

      “Do you think she’ll buy it?”

      “She doesn’t have to buy it, Ian. It’s the truth. When you tell people the truth, you don’t have to trick them or persuade them or sell it to them. It works itself out. And you don’t end up digging yourself into deeper and deeper holes, getting confused with which lies you’ve told which people and to what extent.”

      “That does make a kind of sense.”

      “It makes total sense, Ian. It’s coming from me.”

      Ian gave a derisory snort, as if the idea of me making sense was ridiculous.

      “What was that sound supposed to mean?”

      “Nothing, Tiff. But sometimes you do get things wrong.”

      “Me?” I shook my head at him and picked up my burger for another big bite. “Never.”

      Our conversation turned lighter as we’d each gotten what was bothering us off our chest, and we ate more of the delicious food.

      While we were eating, my phone buzzed with a message, but my hands were sticky with ketchup, grease, and cheese, so I didn’t bother to check it until we were done and I’d had a chance to clean up a little.

      Finally, when I was leaning back in the booth, sipping my soda, I picked up my phone again.

      “Huh. Got a message from Emily. Let me see…”

      “What does it say?” Of course he asked it before I’d even had a chance to open up the message.

      “Hold on… it says… what!? That can’t be right.” I stared at the phone, shaking my head in disbelief. “I’ve got to get down to the station.”

      “What does it say?” demanded Ian.

      When I finally told him, his eyes went wide.

      “Wow. We were way off base.”

      “We’ll see about that. But we’ve got to get to the station. Now.”

      “Annie!” yelled Ian. “Check, please!”

      Grimacing with embarrassment, but pleased Ian’s method was going to get us out of there faster, I pulled out my wallet to pay.

      Emily’s message had changed everything.
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      Emily’s message had given me the most startling news I could have expected in this case.

      Jane Tribell hadn’t had her throat cut by a murderer. The autopsy report concluded that she committed suicide. She did it herself!

      I drove to the station as fast as I could, cursing the traffic even more than usual and driving with all the aggression of a Las Vegas local in a hurry, weaving around dawdling tourists and ancient slowpokes.

      “Hurry up, Tiff,” said Ian helpfully from the passenger seat.

      “I’m trying.”

      When we finally got there, we hurried inside the big LVPD building and signed in to visit Emily’s desk in the section with the other detectives.

      “Hey,” she said with a smile. I guess for her the case wasn’t quite as important as it was to me.

      “Hi, Emily.” I pulled out a chair in front of her desk and sat down while Ian did the same. “What happened? The autopsy report said she killed herself? How could that be?”

      It didn’t make sense to me. I had so many suspects, and now it had been ruled a suicide. Surely one of them had to have done it.

      Emily clasped her hands together in front of her and prepared to explain just what had been found. “It’s because of the cut on Jane’s neck. Or cuts, rather.” Emily drew out the s sound of cuts to really emphasize it was plural.

      “There were more than one?”

      “Yep. The first one was a shallow one. According to the coroner, this was a ‘hesitation cut.’ Often with suicides people don’t make a deadly cut the first time. It can take more than one attempt. Jane had two cuts to her neck, a hesitation cut and then the deadly one. The coroner feels this is a strong indication that she killed herself.”

      I bit my lower lip, trying to figure out how this information fit in with everything else.

      “That must be wrong,” announced Ian in a loud voice. “The knife and paper towels were found in Constance’s car. Jane couldn’t have put them there herself, could she? She would have been dead. Dead people can’t plant evidence. And why would she call for help if she wanted to kill herself?”

      “We don’t know exactly what’s going on with that yet. But there is something strange about the evidence found in Constance’s car. The knife that was found in her vehicle wasn’t the knife that killed Jane.”

      “How do you know?” I leaned in to listen to the answer.

      None of this felt right, and the news confused and overwhelmed me. I couldn’t quite put together the pieces. It was like a jigsaw puzzle with half the pieces missing, and someone had scrawled over the picture on the box with a permanent marker.

      “The knife found in the car was a big bread knife, with a serrated edge. But the blade that Jane used to cut her own throat was a regular, non-serrated knife. A standard kitchen knife.”

      “That means…” What did it mean? “That means… Someone tried to frame Constance for the murder. Maybe they came across the scene, and then used it as an opportunity to set her up for the crime. They found Jane, put her blood on the knife, and then planted it in Constance’s car. Does that make sense?”

      “But who would want to do that?” Ian asked me. “Jane was the one who hated Constance, wasn’t she?”

      “I don’t know. Jane must have somehow have gotten the evidence into Constance’s car? Maybe someone helped her?” This case was really beginning to bug me. “Are they dropping charges against Constance?”

      “I guess they’ll have to. The investigating officer thought there was foul play, but can’t figure out what exactly happened. But now that the coroner has ruled the death a suicide, I think that’s that. Case closed. So they’ll have to drop the charges against her soon. You can’t prosecute someone else for a suicide.”

      Considering all the other factors, this suicide ruling didn’t make sense to me. At least not yet.

      “So the coroner ruled it a suicide because of that one hesitation cut? Couldn’t the killer have needed a couple of attempts? This still doesn’t sound right to me.”

      Emily shook her head.

      “There was one more thing. It wasn’t just the cuts. Jane also took a massive drug overdose. She took enough painkillers to kill a horse, but they hadn’t fully kicked in before she used the knife. People often do that—combine two methods at once. I guess some people like to be thorough. Or maybe she was scared of the pain and wanted to make things easier for herself.”

      A shudder ran through me at the thought of it. While Jane must have been upset to be losing her son to Constance, and then to Hawaii, would that really have led her to suicide? And had she then somehow arranged for Constance to be blamed for it all?

      “But the phone call? She called 911 and said Constance was trying to kill her. How does that fit in?”

      “I think, like you said, they’re going to say that Jane was trying to frame Constance. That’s the best they can come up with. Even though it doesn’t all fit exactly, they’ll say an unknown accomplice put the evidence in Constance’s car after Jane made a fake 911 call implicating her.”

      “But…” I didn’t have anywhere to go with that. I knew something was wrong, but I didn’t know what was right.

      “Thanks, Emily.” I drummed my fingers on top of her desk. “That should be the case solved, if it really was a suicide. But it’s not how I was expecting it to go at all. Is the investigating officer really satisfied with this result?”

      Emily shrugged.

      “You know how it is. We’ve got more cases than detectives to work them, and they aren’t exactly fighting to keep supposedly solved cases open. We’re always being pushed to close cases as quick as we can. Fighting to keep them open isn’t going to help anyone’s career.”

      Ian stood up beside me.

      “All’s well that ends well,” he said brightly.

      “Somehow, I don’t think that’s the end.” I stood up beside him. “Thanks for all your help, Emily. I’m not convinced this case is over yet, though.”

      “If you do find anything, let us know. They won’t be thrilled, but it can always be reopened.”

      “Right,” I said. “Oh, and about the other thing—I’ll let you know when I’ve arranged that date for you.”

      She smiled up at me, the excitement visible on her face.

      “Let me know if I should buy a flight jacket first, okay?”

      I grinned at her. “If one is required, one will be provided for you. Don’t worry about that. Have a good one.”

      “See ya.”

      Ian and I walked back across the large open-plan office toward the exit.

      “Let’s see if we can go sleuth down some cupcakes. We didn’t have any dessert after lunch.”

      “Your treat,” said Ian. “In more ways than one.”

      He was right. It would be.
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      Ian and I were sitting in a café near the police station, and we had a neat selection of half a dozen mini-cupcakes between us. Well, it had been neat, until I started to tear into them. The tray now contained just two survivors from the great afternoon Battle of the Mini-Cupcakes.

      Ian was watching me as I chomped down on each one like it had personally offended me. Of course they hadn’t, I loved my little cupcakes, but I needed to take my annoyance out somehow. Better the cupcakes than a person.

      “Something’s not right, Ian.” I tried to catch the crumbs that dropped as I spoke.

      “If the coroner said it was suicide, then maybe it was suicide?” he suggested.

      “If it was, then what about the knife? How’d it get into the car? Maybe Patrick killed her and put the knife in Constance’s car because… because… he wanted to break up with her?”

      Ian shook his head. “No, I think they love each other. And that doesn’t explain the phone call.”

      The phone call. Jane had called the police to tell them that Constance was trying to murder her. I’d heard it myself.

      “Then maybe Constance tried to kill her, and Jane was so upset about it she decided to kill herself to… I don’t know…” I bit down on another cupcake. I couldn’t make the pieces of this case fit. The phone call, the apparent suicide, Patrick and Constance. Jane. Velma. It just didn’t go.

      “…to try and break up Constance and Patrick? That might make sense,” said Ian, nodding. “Maybe she stopped Constance from murdering her, but she realized it was a good opportunity to split Patrick and Constance up by killing herself.”

      But that didn’t really make sense. Who would kill themselves just to break up their son’s relationship? Now if she’d killed Constance, that would make sense. But it wasn’t what happened.

      “What about the drugs in her system?” I asked Ian, not optimistic that I would get a helpful answer.

      “Oh! I know!”

      “Go on…”

      “Velma killed her husband with drugs, right? She probably had stacks of them. Maybe she gave them to Jane.”

      “But they hated each other. Why would she give Jane drugs?”

      “If Jane was going to kill herself, Velma probably would have been happy to hand them over,” said Ian.

      “Maybe. I know Velma and Jane were enemies, but I’m not sure she would have stooped to the level of encouraging her neighbor’s suicide.” I sighed. “Or maybe she would. None of this makes sense, Ian.”

      “You’re right,” said Ian. “And anyway, just because there’s a hesitation cut, it’s suicide? What if the murderer went to kill Jane and hesitated after the first cut?”

      “Hmm.” I knit my brows. “In my experience, killers don’t hesitate once they start. Besides, there were drugs in her system.”

      “Maybe Constance started to kill her,” Ian suggested. “Then she hesitated. And so Jane made the emergency call and framed Constance, and then Constance finished the job!”

      That didn’t make sense to me either. “No. There’s got to be some other explanation.”

      “Maybe Patrick can explain,” said Ian, pointing at my phone on the table.

      I hadn’t noticed the phone ringing, but sure enough, it was buzzing on the table, sliding sideways with each ring. On the screen it read Patrick Tribell with his phone number underneath.

      “Hello?”

      “Tiffany? I need to see you now.”

      His voice had an angry undercurrent to it that I didn’t like one bit. But I really, really wanted to know what was going on in this case, and maybe he would shed some new light on it.

      “Where?”

      “My apartment.”

      “We’ll be there shortly.”

      I hung up the phone. Ian was happily munching the last cupcake.

      “Patrick should be pleased now that the case has been solved, right?” said Ian after swallowing.

      “He didn’t sound happy on the phone. In fact, he sounded mad.”

      “Huh. Weird. I guess he’s sad about his mom still.”

      “Maybe.”

      But that wasn’t what I was thinking. From the way Patrick spoke to me on the phone, it sounded a lot like he was mad at me.
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        * * *

      

      When Ian and I arrived outside the apartment door Patrick opened the door almost immediately, swinging it inward with force. He must have been waiting just on the other side of it for our arrival.

      Patrick’s brow was furrowed, his eyes narrow, and he seemed jittery with a nervous energy he could hardly keep under wraps.

      “Get inside.”

      I exchanged a nervous glance with Ian, who was looking even paler than normal.

      With more than a hint of trepidation, and with my hand inside my bag and clutching my can of pepper spray just in case, we followed Patrick.

      “Are you okay?” asked Ian with forced cheeriness. “Did you hear the case was solved?”

      Patrick had already paced across the entire width of the apartment while we stood somewhat awkwardly near the entranceway, not having been invited to sit anywhere.

      Patrick spun around and folded his arms in front of his chest. He squeezed his biceps with his hands, as if to lock them in place and secure them from uncontrollable gesticulations.

      “No! I am not okay.” Patrick lowered one of his hands and pointed a shaking finger at me. “You were supposed to investigate this case and find out what happened to Mom.”

      Seeing how agitated he was I had been trying to keep my breaths deep and slow, and I answered him as calmly as I could. When people are this worked up, you have to do everything you can to try and keep them calm.

      “That’s what I have been doing. That’s what I am doing, Patrick.”

      “Then why have the police just informed me that it was a suicide?”

      “That’s what the coroner has found, Patrick. They investigated the scene, and… your mother, and they ruled it a suicide. The cuts showed th—”

      “You were supposed to solve it! Mom didn’t commit suicide!”

      “Are you sure?” asked Ian bluntly. “They said she cut her own throat with a knife. It took her two tries because she hesitated the first time.”

      I wanted to wince but didn’t let it show on my face. I needed to try and exude calmness otherwise I was worried Patrick might completely fly off the handle.

      “She was a Catholic!”

      He yelled his words at us with such vigor I was sure the neighbors would wonder what was going on. I wouldn’t be upset if they called the police. I might need the backup soon.

      “So?” asked Ian. I’d already figured out the significance of his mother being a Catholic, but apparently Ian had not.

      “They don’t believe in suicide! It’s a mortal sin! She wouldn’t have risked damning her soul, no matter the circumstances. And she had no reason to want to kill herself! It’s ludicrous!”

      “I don’t believe in that,” said Ian. “Mortal sins? Pah.” I jabbed him in the side and gave him such a harsh glare that he zipped his mouth at once. He’d been warned.

      “The church believes in that. If they think it was a suicide, they won’t hold her funeral. They won’t let her be buried in the Catholic cemetery!”

      Patrick had resumed pacing up and down, walking toward us, then away, then back toward us again. Each time he approached us his face seemed redder, and the corners of his mouth flecked with angry spittle.  He came to a halt right in front of us. Trying to look stern and hold my ground, I squeezed the pepper spray in my bag.

      “You were supposed to investigate!” Patrick exploded. “Not let the cops rule it a suicide! Solve the murder! Solve the murder! Solve the murder!”

      His face was so close to mine and I could feel his hot breath with every yell.

      “I’ve been… I am… I’m trying…” My words wouldn’t come out right. I wanted to regain control of the situation, but I couldn’t think straight with Patrick’s face so close to mine.

      Stay calm, Tiffany. Stay calm.

      Patrick spun on his heels and began pacing again, this time heading off at an angle toward the kitchen. I’d been certain he was going to try and grab me or Ian, but he’d just walked away. For the moment.

      “What have you investigated? What about Constance, huh? There was a knife in her car!”

      “Your… fiancée?” I asked softly.

      That came out of left field. So upset had the news that his mother’s death was a suicide made him, he was now casting suspicion on his own partner.

      “I don’t know!”

      Patrick yanked open a kitchen cupboard and pulled out a stack of plates. He cradled the stack in his left arm, and then took the top one off the pile with his right hand.

      “But I know it wasn’t suicide!”

      Smash! Patrick threw one of the white plates hard onto the tiled floor of the kitchen causing it to shatter into a million pieces.

      Ian and I shut our mouths. Patrick seemed to have totally lost it. He began speaking again, punctuating his sentences with plate smashing.

      “Maybe it was Constance!”

      Smash.

      “Maybe it was Velma!”

      Smash.

      “Maybe it was you!”

      Smash.

      “But…” smash “it…” smash “wasn’t…” smash “suicide!” Smash, smash, smash.

      Patrick’s face was beet red, and his empty hands were clenched together into white-knuckled fists. The entire stack of plates now lay at his feet in more pieces than there were chips in a casino.

      I checked on Ian and saw that his face had gone completely ashen and he had both hands pressed against his mouth in shock at the outburst. I felt the same but no way was I going to show it. I’d dealt with worse.

      “Patrick, we’re going now.”

      “It wasn’t suicide!”

      I turned and opened the apartment door. We hadn’t even made it more than a couple of yards inside the apartment during the visit, and I was glad we hadn’t gone any farther.

      “Come on!” I had to yank Ian’s arm to get him to move, so shocked was he by the spectacle of it all.

      As the door was closing behind us, I heard another loud smash as Patrick found something else to throw.

      “… not suicide!” echoed down the hallway as we hurried away.

      “He’s crazy,” said Ian in a trembling voice as we hurried down the hallway.

      In unspoken agreement, we decided not to even wait for the elevator, both of us immediately heading for the staircase instead. I wanted to get as far away from Patrick as I could, as soon as possible.

      We didn’t speak again until we were both safely back inside my car, doors locked behind us.

      I put my hands on the steering wheel and leaned my head against it, panting. Beside me, I could hear Ian’s breathing returning to normal.

      “I don’t think he believes his mother committed suicide,” Ian said in the tone of a slow revelation.

      “You don’t say.” I sat up straight in my chair as my breath recovered. “Or maybe he just doesn’t want to admit it. He won’t accept that his mother took her own life, because of him.”

      “Do you think that’s what happened?” asked Ian in a quiet voice.

      “I don’t know. Maybe. She always broke up his relationships, right? So maybe that’s what she really was doing. Perhaps she planted the evidence in Constance’s car herself, and then took the painkillers to make it easier to complete the job. She could have withdrawn her own blood with a needle or something to coat the knife that was in Constance’s car.”

      Ian shook his shoulders in a shiver. “She must have been pretty crazy, too.”

      “If she is, then it certainly runs in the family.” I could still see Patrick in my mind’s eye, red-faced, slinging plates at the ground. “Maybe she really was that afraid of losing her son. If she was that overprotective and obsessed with keeping him around, she could have done anything. Once she realized she had lost the battle, and that Patrick really was going to get married and move away, perhaps she decided to take drastic action.”

      “Really drastic action.”

      “Yeah.”

      “That makes sense. Good luck telling Patrick that, though. I don’t want to go near him again, not if he’s going to be acting all crazy like that.”

      “I know what you mean.”

      I checked my phone and saw that I had received a message while we were inside Patrick’s apartment. It was unsurprising I hadn’t noticed the phone ringing, what with his plate smashing and screaming and shouting.

      “I’ve got a message. Let me check it.”

      I called my voicemail and pulled up the message.

      “Tiffany?” There was a pause while the person at the other end waited to confirm that it was indeed voicemail, and not a live line. I tapped the screen to put it on speaker.

      “It’s Velma. Got somethin’ you should have a look at. I took a picture but I don’t know how to send it with the phone. Come here as soon as you get the message. Okay?” There was another pause like she was waiting for me to respond. “Come right away when you get this. Bye.”

      “I wonder what she has to show us?”

      “Let’s go and find out. Maybe it’s a suicide note!”

      That made me smile—something that suicide notes really don’t tend to do all that often.

      “That sure would clear a few things up. Let’s go.”

      With hands still shaking, I started the car and began to drive over to Velma’s. Despite driving much slower than usual, Ian did not complain. He was still in too much shock himself.

      It was turning out to be one of those days.
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      When I pulled up outside, Ian grabbed my forearm.

      “Let’s be careful. She might be crazy like Patrick.”

      “Yeah, we will.”

      “Maybe she drugged Jane and then killed her and planted all the evidence,” said Ian. “Did we consider that?”

      “Now that would be a serious neighborly dispute, wouldn’t it? Let’s just go and see what she wants.”

      We got out of the car and walked up to the door. It was already open. Strange. But she was pretty old, and maybe she didn’t realize she’d left it open.

      Not wanting to intrude, I left the partially open door exactly as it was and rang the doorbell. The two of us stood side by side on the stoop, both of us breathing quietly and listening close.

      When there was no immediate response, I pushed the door open a little further.

      “Velma! It’s Tiffany and Ian. I got your message!”

      The house was quiet. Too quiet. There was no sound of footsteps or rustling, no reply. Just silence.

      “Velma!”

      Ian rang the doorbell beside me repeatedly. “She’s probably asleep,” he said between long buzzes. “Old people like sleeping in the daytime.”

      We waited another minute but there was still nothing. I didn’t like it. Not one little bit.

      I pushed the door open a bit farther. “Let’s look inside. But be careful!”

      With my pepper spray clutched in my hand, I carefully stepped inside, making sure to leave plenty of space to check each doorway as we passed.

      I led us to the living room, where we’d sat before and spoken to her. When I got to the doorway, I froze.

      Velma was inside.

      But she wasn’t moving.

      She was lying on the floor of the room, arms splayed and frozen in position. It did not look like she was taking a well-earned nap.

      “It looks like she’s dead!” Ian said way too loudly.

      I stared at the body, torn between wanting to inspect anything and everything, and knowing that I would get in a heap of trouble with the police if anything at the scene was disturbed. They knew I should know better.

      But I did need to make sure she was actually dead and not just injured.

      I tiptoed closer, making sure not to touch even the door to the room. If forensics found fingerprints later, I didn’t want mine to be among them.

      “Stay there, Ian. And don’t touch anything.”

      When I got closer, I could tell by the pallid color of her skin and the complete stillness of her chest that she was almost certainly dead. The horrible deep dent in her skull confirmed it.

      Crouching down, I held my hand in front of her face just to make sure. There was no breath, and when my fingers brushed against her lips, they were cold.

      She was definitely dead.

      I stood up again, and as carefully as I had entered, made my way back out of the room. With Ian trailing behind me, we tiptoed out of the house onto the front driveway.

      When I was back outside, I breathed a long sigh of relief. I’d been holding my breath while we were inside.

      “Someone killed her.” It was so obvious it didn’t need saying, but sometimes it helps the thought process to state even the most elementary facts out loud.

      “Does that mean Jane’s death wasn’t a suicide?”

      “I’d say almost certainly. We’ve got to call the police right away. I’ll do it. Hold on.”

      I called 911 and explained what we had found. After confirming to the operator that Velma was definitely, definitely dead, we were told to wait outside the building until emergency services arrived.

      “Shouldn’t we investigate the scene?” asked Ian, nervously looking back inside.

      “I’d love to, but the cops won’t like it one little bit. We’ll have to wait and see what they come up with. I’m going to call Emily and let her know what happened. Hopefully she’ll keep her ears open for news on our behalf.”

      I selected my friend’s office number from my contacts and called her up. When she answered, her cheeriness turned to seriousness as I explained what I had found.

      “Looks like the Jane Tribell case is going to need to be reopened. I don’t think they’d even formally closed it yet.”

      “Yeah. I’m going to try and speak to Constance again as soon as we’re done here. It must have been her or Patrick.”

      “Remember,” she said to me, “what I told you about Constance before? About how she’d been arrested for assault? She’s got a history of violent behavior.”

      And a history of being engaged to Ryan. I pushed the thought out of my mind. “Yeah. I remember. Guess your colleagues are going to be looking at her again pretty soon too. Maybe I’ll beat them to it.”

      “Don’t do anything rash, Tiff.  Be careful.”

      “Always am, you know me.”

      There was a laugh on the other end of the phone. “Yeah, right.”

      Coming down the road I could hear sirens. It was funny how the response always seemed to be much quicker in the nicer areas of the city.

      “Gotta go, your colleagues are pulling up. But let me know if you hear anything on your end?” I asked her.

      “Will do. Good luck, and try to stay away from any actual killers.”

      A marked police car screeched to a halt beside us, followed by a black sedan. A moment later an ambulance appeared and pulled up behind them both.

      A short, chubby man with a five o’clock shadow and a scowl even darker than his facial hair approached me. It was Detective Elwood, and he looked just as miserable as ever.

      “Tiffany? What have you got yourself into this time?”

      It was weird, to be speaking to the detective without the comforting presence of Ryan nearby. I found myself looking around Elwood, as if Ryan might suddenly step out of a vehicle, an apologetic grin on his face, and announce that he was back from his undercover work and he was sorry for leaving me.

      What was Ryan doing right then? After Jack told me that Ryan was in danger, it had been nagging at me, a dark malevolent presence making sure my mood was never too positive. Any time I was beginning to feel happy, Ryan would jump right back to the forefront of my mind—and a hundred different dangerous scenarios he might be in.

      “There’s a body in there. Name’s Velma McGuire. Jane Tribell’s neighbor.” I frowned. “You knew that already, right?”

      Elwood nodded. “Yep.” He turned his gaze to Jane’s house next door. “Seems like there’s an epidemic in this neighborhood.”

      “I hope not,” I said with a shudder.

      “Wait here. I’m going inside and then I’ll be back to take your statements.”

      While Elwood and another detective I didn’t know went into the house, uniformed officers began taping off the area. Before long, another vehicle arrived with a forensics team who hustled in with their bags of equipment.

      “What’s going on, Tiffany?” asked Ian. “I can’t make heads or tails of it.”

      “I don’t know. But I think I want to talk to Constance, ideally before the police see her again. I’ll be able to tell if she did this.”

      “How?”

      “Trust me, I’ll just know. It’ll be written all over her face.”

      I had my phone in my hand to make the call when I was interrupted by Elwood coming back out to take my statement.

      I gave him my terse, but complete statement, and then when I was done Ian gave a more long-winded one.

      When we were finally done with the formalities, I pulled my phone out again to call Constance. Once again, I was thwarted. The screen lit up with an incoming call.

      Jack.

      My stomach sank. I don’t know why. He could have been calling with good news. He could have been inviting me out for another meal. He could have been calling about the date I was going to arrange for him. But even before I answered, I knew that wasn’t going to be it.

      I knew it was going to be bad.

      And I knew what it was going to be about.

      But that didn’t mean I could ignore it. Nervously, I swiped to accept the call. Holding my breath, I pressed the phone up against my ear.

      “Tiffany? It’s about Ryan…”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

        

      

    

    
      Despite the late afternoon desert heat, I suddenly felt chilly.

      “What’s happened? Is he okay?”

      “It’s not good. The group he’s with is certain they’ve got a mole and they’re trying to figure out who it is. They’re suspicious about the newer guys who’ve joined. That includes Ryan.”

      “What can I do? Can you do something?”

      There was a sad pause.

      “Tiff. There’s nothing either of us can do. Not at the moment. I’m sorry.”

      “But…” I didn’t have anywhere to go with that. It wasn’t fair, it wasn’t right, but I knew there was only so much that Jack could manage. He was a casino owner, not a law enforcement officer or underworld gang leader. And I didn’t even know where Ryan was.

      “I’m sorry, Tiffany. I’ll keep tabs on the situation and let you know the second I hear of anything changing. If there’s anything I can do to help him, I will. I know how much you care about him. And how much he cares about you.”

      How much he cares about me? If he cared about me, he wouldn’t have gone off and left me.

      “Thanks, Jack. I owe you.”

      “Any time.”

      When I’d hung up, Ian was staring at me with a worried expression on his face. I explained to him what I’d learned and he wrapped an arm around my shoulders and gave me a hug.

      “It puts it all into perspective, doesn’t it?” There was an unusually reflective note of thoughtfulness in Ian’s voice.

      “It does. These deaths, and Ryan’s situation, it’s just…”

      We stood there in silence, both lost in our thoughts for a moment.

      “It makes you think about what’s really important. I’ve decided I’m going to do it. I’ll tell Sally everything. I won’t keep a thing from her. I don’t want to be like Ryan.”

      The idea of Ian ending up in a situation like Ryan’s was so unlikely it did manage to put a little bit of a smile on my face. But more likely, he meant that he didn’t want to be like Ryan, keeping secrets for so long, even if at first it seemed like the right thing to do.

      “Do you want me to drive you back? So you can get ready and contact Sally right away?”

      “That would be great. Thanks.”

      The drive back home was quiet, without conversation, both of us lost in our own thoughts. In my mind, I kept switching tracks, from the investigation to Ryan and back again. But I couldn’t do anything about Ryan’s predicament.

      Focus on what you can, Tiff.

      If I couldn’t help Ryan, then I could work on my case. It would get my mind off him at least. Even if it wouldn’t help him, it would help me.

      Ian and I went our separate ways as soon as we returned, him offering a distracted goodbye as he let himself into his apartment.

      I wanted to talk to Constance as soon as possible, but I had a blackjack shift scheduled for that evening that I needed to get out of first.

      After making some coffee, I sat on the sofa and pulled out my phone to make some calls. Surely someone needed the income from an extra shift.

      It took some calling around, but eventually I managed to persuade a guy named Paul who I’d met only once to take my shift for the evening. He just completed his training and probation period at the casino, and was now desperate for all the shifts he could get. When I told him he could take mine that evening, he was almost too grateful for the opportunity.

      With that problem solved, I’d be able to dedicate the rest of the afternoon and evening to the case.

      I dialed another number.

      “Constance? It’s Tiffany. Can I see you?”

      “Tiffany?” Her voice sounded a little cold and distant, but it could have just been the slightly crackly phone connection. Or even just my mood. “Come over to the apartment. I’ll be home.”

      “I’ll be there in an hour.”

      After the day we had, I felt a need to freshen up. There’s something about finding dead bodies that does that to me.

      Half an hour later, I was feeling much better. I had mostly managed to put thoughts of Ryan to one side and was now ready to really focus on the case.

      As I headed out the apartment and down to my car, I was thinking about what exactly I was going to ask Constance, and what reactions to look for on her face.

      Was she the kind of person who would put on a fake, cheerful facade if she had done something bad—like bludgeoning someone to death—and become overly friendly? Or would she be nervous, unable to meet my gaze, her guilt visible in her lying eyes?

      Or neither, because Velma’s death had nothing to do with her. With her history of violence, I thought she was the most likely suspect, but if it wasn’t her, then…

      My train of thought came to an abrupt halt.

      Crouched behind my car was a man wearing a ski mask and dark clothing. As soon as our eyes locked, he stood up with a sudden menace.

      The man’s arm rushed up into the air. Gripped in his hand was a crowbar. A crowbar that it looked like he wanted to insert into my cranium.

      “What the…”

      The man in the mask sidestepped along the far side of the car to its front, clearly making a direct beeline for me.

      “Who are you? Go away!” I shouted.

      I backed up, my eyes locked on the man as I tried to get my hand inside my tote bag to pull out my pepper spray.

      He got around the front of the car, and then he lurched toward me.

      Abandoning my attempt to get the bag open, I turned to my left and sprinted across the parking lot. He was right behind me, his long legs moving faster than my shorter ones.

      My progress was halted as I crashed into a car. As fast as I could, I stepped to one side of it.

      I moved just in time. As I stepped to my right my assailant smashed the crowbar into the roof of the car. Exactly where, seconds ago, my head had been.

      He really, really meant business. Any lingering doubt I might have had that he just wanted to scare me off was gone.

      I twisted and turned as I slipped between two cars, scooting between them and then ducking down as my pursuer went for another swing at me.

      Crash.

      A car windshield spiderwebbed as the crowbar thumped into it, the center of the impact point turning bright white.

      “Help! Help!” I screamed, hoping someone—anyone—would hear me and come to my rescue.

      But it was the wrong time of day. Most people were still at work, not yet home. My assailant had chosen a good time for his assault.

      I darted between the back wall and another vehicle to a more open area. Most of the rest of the parking lot was empty.

      “What do you want? Leave me alone!”

      The man came toward me again, half-crouching, like he was ready to spring in whatever direction I selected and get in another swing at my head.

      I tried to undo my bag and get at my pepper spray again. Why wasn’t I wearing my sidearm? When I had it, I didn’t need it. And when I did need it? It seemed I’d never learn.

      My trembling, sweat-soaked hands were too slippery to open the clasp before the man, who was stalking toward me again, would reach me.

      I wish I had Bridget with me. She’d bite him on the thigh like she did to Stone. I wish I had Stone with me. He’d know how to deal with this guy.

      I backed myself up against another wall and skirted along it, seeking the safety of another vehicle to hide behind.

      The man launched himself forward again, determined to get me. I ducked behind the next vehicle, which earned itself a sizable dent to match the other damaged cars in the lot.

      There was a grunt, and I saw that the head of the crowbar had gotten caught in the plastic base of the car’s radio antenna on the roof.

      The thought of Bridget and Stone reminded me of something else. Namely, how Nanna had brought the former CIA agent to his knees with one quick, sharp punch.

      The masked man leaned forward to try and pry his crowbar out. Before he was successful, I did something he wasn’t expecting.

      I attacked him.

      Instead of running away like he no doubt assumed I would, I launched myself toward him, with one specific goal in mind: shoving my fist as hard as I could into his solar plexus.

      Bouncing off the ground on the balls of my feet, I put my entire body weight into my punch, landing it right in the center of the bottom of his rib cage.

      Immediately, his hand relaxed on the crowbar. He didn’t scream so much as wheeze as he fell to his knees.

      “Hey! What’s going on!?” yelled someone from a few feet away.

      I turned to see who it was.

      It was a man! A man who wasn’t wearing a ski mask and trying to kill me!

      “Help! Help!” I called. “This guy just attacked me!”

      “My car!” From the building entrance ran a balding, middle-aged man toward the vehicle I was standing beside.

      His steps were slow and lumbering but I didn’t care. I was just glad that someone was coming. Someone who could help me.

      My assailant clambered to his feet, one arm clutching at his stomach. He reached up to the crowbar that was hanging off the edge of the roof of the car.

      “Oh, no you don’t!”

      I was faster than him, wrapping my hands around the end of the crowbar and yanking it toward me. With a pop, the antenna flew off the roof of the car just in time to smack the car’s owner on the forehead.

      “Betsy!” The middle-aged man screamed in anguish.

      Did he think my name was Betsy?

      Holding the crowbar in one hand, I glared at the man who had attacked me.

      The owner of the car seemed to be helping me when he grabbed my assailant by the shoulder. I smirked.

      My smirk turned to a frown when the newcomer simply pulled my assailant out of the way and leaned past me toward the car, his arm stretched out as he gently stroked at its roof. Some help he was.

      “Help me! Stop him!” I yelled at the idiot beside me. He had turned suddenly, and conveniently, deaf.

      My assailant turned to run away, clearly not liking the idea of me having the crowbar.

      His steps were slow at first—he was still winded—but built steam as he recovered. I couldn’t let him get away. I dropped the crowbar and took off after him. With the wind still partially knocked out of him, I had a chance to catch him.

      “Stop!” I said as, with a final burst of energy, I leaned in toward him.

      With one outstretched hand, I managed to snatch the top of his head, grabbing his hair through the woolen material of the ski mask and yanking him back toward me.

      “Got you!”

      But I was a little premature in my celebration.

      The man lost his balance, but as he fell, my grip slipped a little and the hair underneath slipped free. But the tips of my fingers snagged the material of the ski mask, slipping it off his head and into my hands.

      He twisted toward me in shock and we both stared at each other.

      “Patrick!” I yelled.

      Constance’s fiancé stared at me with crazed eyes before turning and running. This time, I didn’t chase after him. I simply stared in shock.

      The owner of the car came up beside me. He was panting, his short run from the door of the building to his vehicle enough to have winded him.

      “Who was that guy? Look what he did to my Betsy!” The man pulled at my hand insistently.

      I followed him back to his car. It was a newer version of my own Honda, so I knew how he felt. He pointed to the roof, where the antenna was now tilted at an angle, its base cracked and broken by the crowbar.

      “Betsy’s hurt,” he complained.

      “Shame he didn’t hit me instead of the car.”

      The man clearly wasn’t paying attention to my sarcasm because he just nodded and mumbled that, yes, it would have been the preferable option.

      As my faculties returned, I tried to process what had just happened. Patrick Tribell had come to my home to assault me—kill me?—with a crowbar. This case was making less and less sense by the second, but the danger was ramping up.

      Had Patrick killed Velma and then come for me?

      But why?

      “Was he your boyfriend? He’s got to pay for the damages. Poor old Betsy’s going to need a new antenna.”

      “No, he’s not my boyfriend. He just tried to bash my head in with a crowbar in case you didn’t notice. But I do know who he is, and I’m calling the cops.”

      That seemed to satisfy Betsy’s owner for the time being, and he leaned back against his car with a look of grim satisfaction. His car may have been damaged, but someone was going to pay for it.

      I took my phone out of my back, and for the second time that day, I dialed 911 and explained my predicament.

      At least there were no dead bodies this time.
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      The cops were a bit slower at getting to my apartment building than they had been to Velma’s house. I wasn’t sure if it was because the neighborhood wasn’t quite so ritzy, or because a violent assault just didn’t have the same interest for the cops as a murder.

      Whatever the reason, they sure took their sweet time.

      When a car came screeching into the parking lot, I backed up nervously toward Betsy, whose owner was standing there stroking her roof and cooing at the vehicle.

      The car that arrived didn’t have sirens, and didn’t look like any kind of cop car. It was a Ford truck that was almost as old as my Honda.

      For half a second, I thought Patrick might be back again, in a vehicle, perhaps this time with backup in the form of Constance, or worse, guns.

      But as the vehicle screeched to a halt, I realized I recognized it. The truck didn’t belong to anyone who was going to attack me.

      “Thank goodness,” I said under my breath, then, “Stone!” I called. “Over here!”

      As soon as he exited his vehicle, he scanned the parking lot and spotted me. He ran over to us at not quite full tilt, and I heard Betsy’s owner sucking in a nervous breath at the sight of the oncoming muscly mountain of a man heading toward us. He looked my way as if to be reassured Betsy wasn’t in imminent danger of further damage.

      “Tiffany! Are you all right?”

      “Mostly. That was a close one.”

      Betsy’s owner tapped Stone on the arm.

      “Excuse me. Are you the police…?”

      Stone looked at me and then at the other man. He ignored his question, instead turning back to me. “Who’s that guy?”

      “That’s his car. Patrick hit it with his crowbar. He hit a bunch of them, actually. Stone, how are you here?”

      He jerked his head back behind him.

      “Truck.”

      “So you’re not the police?” said the confused car owner.

      I put my hands on my hips and glared at him. “Why are you here?”

      “Sounded like you were in trouble.”

      “Stone!”

      The corners of his mouth lifted in a smile. He’d been teasing me. It didn’t exactly seem the time or the place for that, but Stone came from a different world than mine.

      “My people keep an ear on the police scanners. Your name is one of the ones they listen for, just in case.”

      “So you what, spy on me?”

      “Not on you. On the cops.”

      “Excuse me? Hello? Excuse me? When are the police going to get here?”

      Stone turned to the man and leaned down so that he was eye to eye with him.

      “They will get here when they get here.”

      Betsy’s owner took a step back, pressing himself back against his baby. “Uh, right, okay.”

      With that unhappy customer dealt with, Stone turned back to me.

      “I’ve got some guys out looking for Patrick. We’ll see who finds him first—the cops or my men. Are you okay, though?”

      He meant after being attacked, of course, but I was still so full of adrenaline I wasn’t thinking straight and answered his question differently to what he had intended.

      “I’m okay, but I’m worried about Ryan.”

      His answer came back in an urgent snap. “What’s happened?”

      “I don’t know. Jack’s been keeping tabs on him. He said things are looking bad for Ryan. Whoever he’s with is looking for some kind of mole or informant or something, and Jack’s worried that it’s going to be pinned on Ryan.”

      Stone gave a nod. “That’s the risk with that kind of work. Ask me how I know.” He blew out a long stream of air. “I’ll see what I can find out, too. See if there’s anything I can do. Can’t promise anything though.”

      “Of course. I wasn’t expecting you to, Stone. It’s Ryan’s fault and his responsibility, not anyone else’s. I was just… whining, I guess.”

      He held up a palm in front of me to say wait a moment. He pulled out his phone and checked a message he had just received.

      “They got him. Patrick. Seems the police got to him first, though it wasn’t hard. He arrived at his apartment building still holding his ski mask. Idiot.”

      That got a little smile out of me.

      “Want to talk to him?”

      “To who? Patrick?” I was a little surprised by the question. He’d just been arrested by the police, after all.

      “Yeah. It’s got to be about your case, so you must want to talk to him. I can pull some strings, get you a few minutes with him.”

      “Really? That would be fantastic. This might solve my case. Now I’m thinking Patrick killed his mother, and then her busybody neighbor because she found something out. And he came after me because maybe I was looking at things more closely than he expected.”

      “Sounds plausible. You’ll figure it out.” Stone leaned down toward me, a playful smile on his lips. “But when you’re in there, don’t beat him up, okay? That would get me in trouble.”

      I laughed. “Okay. I promise not to assault him while he’s in custody. We’ll hammer him with the law, not with a crowbar.”

      “Good. You driving? I’ll follow you.”

      In the distance, we could hear the wail of police sirens, heralding their imminent arrival.

      “The police are coming!” said the guy with the car.

      “Sounds like it,” I told him. “Tell them I’ll give them a statement at the station. I’m on my way over now.”

      “But—”

      I ignored the rest and hurried back to my own car, which thankfully wasn’t one of the ones that got the crowbar treatment from Patrick.

      With Stone offering me a chance to talk to my suspect one-on-one, I wanted to get there as soon as possible before the offer could be rescinded.

      Just after exiting my building’s parking lot we passed a pair of cop cars, lights flashing and sirens blaring as they swung into where I’d just come from.

      Better late than never.

      In my rearview mirror I could see Stone following behind me, not letting any other vehicle slip between ours on the short drive to the police station. I was tempted to try switching lanes a few times just to see if he would really keep up, but since he was doing me a massive favor I decided it wasn’t the best time to try that little experiment.

      It felt good, though, having a protective presence right behind me, even if it was unlikely to be needed, with my main suspect arrested.

      Good old dependable Stone.

      When we arrived at the police station, Stone led me through to the interview rooms. He knew exactly where he was going, and must have arranged it all while we drove over. Or had his people do it.

      I knew Stone had his detractors on the police force, but he also had a network of helpers. Or maybe his detractors had changed their minds about him, ever since his CIA-related misunderstanding had been cleared up.

      We were met by a man about thirty years old who shook Stone’s hand with an air of respectful familiarity.

      “Stone,” he said in a gravelly voice.

      “Pike,” replied my friend in an even deeper one.

      The police officer, Pike I presumed, didn’t introduce himself to me—perhaps because what we were about to do wasn’t strictly allowed—but greeted me with a nod.

      “Come on. You can have five minutes with him. This is strictly off the books, so you can’t have any more. Don’t hurt him.”

      “I won’t,” I promised. It almost made me smile, the idea that I would be beating up suspects inside the police station itself. Sure, sometimes I got into struggles with suspects, but I wasn’t exactly a brawler. If we got into an altercation, Patrick would have the upper hand unless I used a weapon.

      Or if I suddenly remembered some of my old Krav Maga moves.

      The interview room was a simple, rectangular room. There was a table with two chairs on one side, and a single chair on the other. One wall was mirrored, which I assumed meant we were going to be observed from the other side of it by Stone and Pike.

      Sitting on the side of the table that had just one chair was Patrick. His head and eyes moved slowly toward the door when I entered, but as soon as he saw it was me his eyes went wide and his cheeks turned red.

      “You!”

      “Yeah, me. The girl who’s head you just tried to bash in with a crowbar.”

      Patrick’s hands were cuffed together in front of him, but he was free to smack two fists down on the table. Which he promptly did with a smack.

      “This is all your fault,” he said with such an accusatory tone that I wondered for a second if he was right.

      “Wait, what? Mine? What did I do?”

      “You didn’t listen to me!” He smacked his fists on the table again. “You’ve ruined everything! It’s all falling apart—my life, my mother’s, Constance—because of you!”

      “Patrick, I investigated because you hired me. And now you’ve been arrested for attacking me. You’re not thinking straight.”

      “I wasn’t thinking straight when I hired you.” Smack went his hands down on the table again.

      “Why did you attack me? Did you think I would discover it was you who killed Velma? And your mother?”

      “What!?” His voice came out in such an outraged shriek I worried for the health of his vocal cords. Not that I worried that much.

      “I didn’t kill anyone! And what do you mean killed Velma?”

      “Velma’s dead. She was murdered sometime today. Probably before I met you at your apartment.”

      Patrick shook his head with an annoyed frown. He clearly wasn’t interested in what had happened to his mother’s former neighbor.

      “Why did you try and murder me, Patrick?”

      “Murder you? I wasn’t trying to murder you, you idiot. Didn’t hit you, did I?”

      “Not for lack of trying. You were swinging a crowbar at my head.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t hit you, did I? I was trying to scare you off!”

      “Scare me off what? The case you hired me to investigate?”

      “Yes! You were ruining it, ruining it all. They started saying Mom committed suicide—which she didn’t—after you got involved.”

      “Patrick, that wasn’t me. That was—”

      “She didn’t kill herself! Don’t you understand? If she killed herself, she would go to hell! The church won’t have a funeral for her! She won’t be buried on consecrated ground!”

      “Patrick, did Velma know something about your mother killing herself? Did she give her pills, perhaps? Did you kill Velma because she would tell everyone the truth about what your mom did?”

      He smacked his hands down on the table again.

      “I told you—I don’t know anything about Velma being dead! You’re probably lying.”

      “I’m not lying, Patrick. She is dead. Murdered today with what looked like a blow to the head. Maybe from a crowbar.”

      “Well, it wasn’t my crowbar. She probably annoyed one too many neighbors.”

      “Patrick, do you think Constance might have been to see Velma? Maybe warned her not to talk about the possibility of your mom killing herself?”

      “Constance? Talk to Velma? Don’t be ridiculous.” He shook his head, completely dismissing the possibility.

      There was a knocking at the door, and then almost immediately it swung open. Stone popped his head inside.

      “It’s time.”

      I turned back to Patrick one final time, staring at his face and eyes. “You really attacked me to scare me off your case? Because you blame me for the conclusion that your mom committed suicide? That’s your story?”

      “She didn’t commit suicide! It’s your fault! This only appeared after you stuck your nose in! Now I’m in here because of you. I should be home with Mom! And Constance! But now she’s dead and, and, and…” Patrick sniffed loudly. “…everything’s falling apart.” His head hit the table in front of him with a thump and he left it there, his reddened, cuffed hands underneath the table.

      After a final, confused look at his still, resting form, I turned and left the room with Stone.

      That had been a waste of time.
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      When we left the room, Stone closed the door behind us.

      “Looks like it went well.” His sarcasm was as dry as the desert surrounding the city.

      “Ha, ha,” I said without any hint of laughter. “I think he’s losing it.”

      “Maybe he lost it some time ago.”

      “Could be. I don’t think he killed his mother though, or Velma. As you said, he’s losing it. There’s no way he’d be able to cover up all that guilt in his reactions.”

      “And he’s blaming you for his mother’s death being ruled a suicide? That’s pretty nuts.”

      “It sure is. On the bright side, he said he wasn’t trying to kill me. Just scare me off. That’s good to know.”

      Stone gave me a wry smile. “Plenty of people have been killed accidentally by being hit in the head. Especially with a crowbar. That’s no joke.”

      “Yep. Another sign that Patrick isn’t all there. I’m glad he missed me.”

      Stone slowly rocked his head up and down. It was nice to know that he, too, was glad my head hadn’t been caved in.

      “What are you going to do next?”

      Stone’s piercing gaze was locked onto me, filled with concern. From the tone in his voice it was clear he wasn’t asking out of curiosity. He wanted to know if I was going to do anything dangerous.

      “I’ve got to talk to Constance again. See what she’s got to say for herself—and for him.” I nodded my head back toward the interview room. “Actually, I was supposed to be at her place a couple of hours ago but Patrick’s put me pretty far behind schedule.

      “I’ll come with you.”

      It wasn’t a question or a suggestion, just a statement of fact. He would come with me, just like the sun would rise in the morning, and the casinos would take in everyone’s money. Stone was coming, fact.

      And I didn’t mind a bit. Constance had a police record for violence already, and after seeing Patrick flip out three times already I didn’t have confidence that his hopefully better half wouldn’t be just as bad.

      “Great. I appreciate it. Follow behind me?”

      “Yeah. And give me the address. Just in case I lose you.”

      Somehow, I knew he wouldn’t. I gave him Constance’s address anyway.
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        * * *

      

      When we got to Constance and Patrick’s apartment building, the doorman let me in with a smile and a familiar nod. I’d been there so many times in the past few days he must have thought I’d moved in.

      We took the elevator up to Constance’s floor.

      “Ready?” I asked Stone with a grin, my hand hovering over the doorbell to the apartment.

      He interlocked the fingers of his hands and then stretched both arms over his head in a limbering stretch that highlighted just how muscular his physique was. The bottom of his white T-shirt lifted, revealing the taut muscles of his stomach. He sure looked ready to me.

      “Let’s go,” he said as he unclasped his fingers and lowered his arms back to his side.

      I rang the doorbell, and a moment later there was the sound of loud clicking as someone in high heels crossed the floor of the apartment. Even from our side of the door, I could tell those footsteps weren’t happy ones.

      When the door opened, Constance was there, staring at us. Her mood turned dark.

      “You? Finally. You’ve got some nerve.”

      She turned and started clicking her way back toward the kitchen area. Stone took that as an invitation to enter and followed her before the door could swing closed in our face. I did the same, stepping across her threshold without an invite.

      The first thing I checked out was the floor of the kitchen. The smashed plates had been cleaned up, and there was now a large trash bag sitting on the floor. Using my expert observational detective skills, I figured the bag contained the remains of their crockery.

      Constance walked to the counter and leaned back against it, glaring at the two of us. She didn’t even ask who Stone was and he didn’t feel a need to introduce himself either.

      “Well? What do you have to say for yourself?”

      “What do you mean?” I replied coolly.

      “You got Patrick arrested! I just got a call from the police station and they said it was your fault he’s locked up.”

      Stone stood silent beside me, a menacing threat of protection should I need it. But he let me handle the talking.

      “Constance, he attacked me with a crowbar. The police arrest people when they do that.”

      She tutted and raised her eyes to the ceiling as if in disbelief.

      “Yes, but why? Because of you!” Constance pushed herself away from the counter and came back toward Stone and me. He didn’t move, standing as solid as his namesake, when she parked herself right in front of us. “If you hadn’t upset him, he wouldn’t have done it! What did you say to him? What did you do?”

      “Me? I was just doing what you’re paying me to do—investigating the death of his mother. He blamed me because the police ruled his mother’s death a suicide.”

      “Of course he blames you! His mother was murdered, we hired you to investigate at a very generous pay rate, and now his own mother, a devout Catholic, is being smeared after she died.” Constance was wagging her finger in my face, as she spoke, the point of it stopping just short of connecting with my nose or cheek. “And then when Patrick gets upset—very understandably— you get him arrested!”

      What was wrong with these people? Both of them completely skirted around the facts when they didn’t like them. Mom’s death ruled a suicide? Blame me. Arrested for attacking me? Blame me. They were both nuts. They deserved each other.

      We stood staring at each other at an impasse. Constance had said her piece—nonsensical as it was—and now it was time for me to say mine. With more professionalism than her, of course.

      “Constance, do you know Velma, Jane’s neighbor?”

      She swung her right arm through the air in another wide arc, dismissing Velma just like she seemed to dismiss facts and logic.

      “Of course I know her. She was Jane’s complaining neighbor.”

      “Did you ever argue with her?”

      “What?” She put her hands on her hips, stopping them from moving for once. “What does that have to do with anything? I don’t know why we hired you.”

      “Constance, Velma is dead. Murdered. Today.”

      Her eyes narrowed and she stared at me as if she thought I might be lying, or trying to trick her in some way. She leaned toward me.

      “Dead?”

      “Dead,” I confirmed.

      “It wasn’t me—I can tell you that much. And it certainly wasn’t Patrick, if that’s what you’re getting at.” Her cheeks flushed and she locked her judgmental eyes onto mine again. “It is what you’re getting at, isn’t it? Well, you’re wrong. You’re getting everything wrong.” She hovered a long-nailed finger in front of my eye. “Everything.”

      Stone stepped ever so slightly closer, so his shoulder brushed against mine. I knew that if she tried to touch me he would separate her from me before she could blink. I didn’t want it to come to that, though.

      “How do you know Patrick didn’t do it?”

      “Because it’s Patrick! Of course he didn’t do it. He’s my fiancé. I know him better than anyone. He doesn’t have a violent bone in his body.”

      I just raised my eyebrows at her. How could she say that with a straight face? Though come to think of it, her face wasn’t exactly straight right now—it kept contorting into ugly expressions as her emotions roiled like an angry sea.

      “Just because he gave you a little scare, you think he might have murdered someone? Ridiculous. It has nothing to do with him. And it’s nothing to do with me. Velma was a bad neighbor. It was probably someone else from the neighborhood who hated her.”

      “Really? You don’t think that Jane’s neighbor dying shortly after she herself was murdered might be connected?”

      Constance swung her arm out again in another dismissive gesture. It was an arm that I could see swinging a hammer, or brick, or some other bludgeoning instrument. She had both the temperament and the technique. And, of course, a past arrest record for violence.

      “I don’t know. I don’t care. What I do care about is you getting Patrick in trouble.”

      I was tempted to point out, again, that it was Patrick who got himself into trouble. But Constance was as immune to reason as her future husband.

      “I’ve got to go down there and sort this all out now. Isn’t that just great? First they arrest me, and now they arrest Patrick. Two different crimes, neither of which we committed. It’s an outrage. I can’t wait to get out of this hellhole of a city and back to Hawaii.”

      “If you ever do,” I muttered.

      “What!?” she yelled.

      “I said, good luck at the police station.”

      There was the sound of the door opening, and when I turned I saw that Stone was standing next to it, having pulled it open for our exit already. “Come on,” he said in his gruff, gravelly voice.

      “Bye, Constance.”

      She didn’t say goodbye back to me.

      Stone and I walked down the hallway and then waited for the elevator.

      “What did you think of her?” I asked Stone.

      He didn’t answer with words. He just slowly shook his head at me. This gesture, from Stone, conveyed just as much as someone else would manage in several paragraphs of words. He thought she was just as crazy as Patrick. I couldn’t believe this was the woman Ryan had wanted to cross oceans for.

      “What now?”

      “I’m going to go home and take a nap. I’ve got to think this all through. I guess I’m waiting on what the police say about Velma’s death. Hopefully that will lead us somewhere.”

      “Okay. Stay safe.”

      The elevator had reached the ground floor, and I looked up at him. I could tell from the concern in his eyes he meant exactly what he said. He told me to stay safe and it was a command. Not a hope.

      “Always do.”

      One side of his mouth turned up in a crooked smile. He knew that was a lie just as much as I did.

      We walked outside to our cars, and I waved him off. He waited till I had driven out before he followed behind me. I briefly wondered whether he was going to tail me all the way home, but after a couple of blocks he turned off, satisfied that we weren’t being followed or that I was in any immediate danger.

      It was nice to have someone watching your back. And I had two of them: Stone and Jack.
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      I woke up in the middle of the night, lying on my couch where I had passed out after I got home.

      My head was woozy, and when I first opened my eyes I thought I’d been drinking the night before. But I rarely drank. I’d just woken up at the wrong time.

      I pushed myself upright, blinking my sticky eyes open properly.

      My phone was lying on the floor next to the sofa, and I picked it up, checking for messages. There were none. I’d been hoping for something from Emily telling me what they’d discovered about Velma’s death. But there was nothing.

      And nothing from Stone. Nothing from Jack. And definitely nothing from Ryan.

      But now that I thought about it again, I had received a message, hadn’t I? Not now, but earlier. I forgot all about it when we arrived at Velma’s house and found her dead. But she had left me a message earlier telling me that she wanted to show me something. A picture she had taken and couldn’t figure out how to send. I wondered what it could have been.

      It was just after midnight. By now, the cops must have finished up in her house.

      While the police would no doubt have carried out a very thorough search, they may not have known what to look for. Not that I knew what to look for either, but I did know Velma had wanted to show me something. And I also had the advantage that I knew one of her hiding places.

      After splashing some water on my face, and making some coffee to put in a travel mug, I headed out for the evening. The building was silent, and when I made it to the parking lot I looked around warily. As far as I knew, Patrick was still locked up in the police station. Maybe Constance had paid bail for him.

      What a couple they were, huh? Both of them out on bail at the same time for two different violent crimes.

      I didn’t go directly to my car, taking the time to circle it from a distance, so that I could make sure no one was crouching behind it. I didn’t think Patrick would dare try the same stunt again, even if he was out on bail, but I still wasn’t going to risk it.

      After crouching down to make sure no one was hiding on the other side of the vehicle or nearby, I rushed over to my car.

      I unlocked it, climbed in, and then locked all the car doors as soon as I was safely ensconced in my vehicle. I’d made it in one piece.

      I started the engine, turned on the lights, and looked around. There was no one in the quiet lot. There was nothing to be afraid of. I put the car into gear and drove off.

      When I arrived in Velma’s neighborhood it was just as quiet as my building had been.

      I had passed the Strip on the way over, and of course it had been as packed as ever, but once you hit the suburbs Vegas was just like anywhere else: nights were quiet. People who lived in suburban homes, particularly in nicer neighborhoods, didn’t stay up late, and they didn’t hang around outside. It might as well have been a ghost town for all the activity I could see.

      I parked my car outside Jane’s house, not wanting to park right in front of Velma’s. Even though I didn’t expect anyone to be around, I didn’t feel comfortable stopping there.

      When I arrived at Velma’s I found that the perimeter had been fenced off with yellow and black police tape. I lifted it up with one hand, bending my knees so I could crouch under, and made my way to the front door.

      The police, not having a key of their own, had left the door unlocked so it was just as I had found it earlier. I pushed it open silently, pleased that the door didn’t creak or whine with complaint.

      I stuck my head inside and listened, just in case. It was silent.

      I turned on the flashlight on my phone, and poked it inside the house ahead of me.

      After I slipped inside the house, I made right for the living room, where the crime scene was located. I wasn’t going to search the whole premises. In the dark, I doubted I would be able to find anything the police hadn’t. But there was something they might have overlooked.

      There was just one specific place I had in mind—the hiding place I had seen Velma use before, behind the antique writing desk. I was hoping that whatever she’d taken a photo of for my benefit was stuffed back there.

      Remembering what Velma had done, I put my hand behind the back of the desk and felt around.

      “Easy as pie,” I whispered to myself. Followed by, “Should be easy as a cupcake. They’re much simpler than a pie.”

      But I wasn’t there to argue baking with myself. That would have to wait.

      As soon as I put my hand back there I found what I was looking for: a wooden catch. When I pushed it to the side by sliding my hand across the back, I could feel it leveraging a bolt which kept the back of the desk locked in place out of its position.

      The top section of the desk fell toward me. I let it fold down about forty-five degrees until it was resting against me as I leaned forward. Next, I used my cell phone to light up the secret holders behind.

      There were a couple of letters, which I took out one-handed and peeked at. They were from the bank and didn’t look like they were relevant to my investigation. I dropped them onto the top of the desk.

      I shined my phone back behind it again to see what else I could find.

      “A-ha!” I said a little too loudly, scaring myself in the process. I froze, to see if there was any response to my cry, but the house remained mercifully silent.

      “Got it,” I said to myself in a quieter voice. Velma’s phone was sitting back there, tucked away in one of the little hidden nooks. Somewhere the police hadn’t looked. If there was going to be anything useful in this house, this was going to be it.

      I put the phone down on the desk and pushed the back of the desk toward the wall, until I felt the catch return to its position and the bolt which held it upright was back in place. Then, I picked up the phone again.

      “Come on you little beauty.”

      I held down the power button and waited. First, the screen lit up, and the phone began its achingly slow startup sequence.

      I stared at the little device, willing it to hurry up. I’m never patient at the best of times, but when I’ve broken into a house late at night I tend to be even more eager than usual to be done as soon as possible.

      As soon as the phone flashed to its home screen, I went to stab at the gallery icon so I could finally see what it was Velma had wanted to show me. But I wasn’t fast enough.

      Zero percent battery remaining, it told me.

      “Wait! Just give me a minute,” I hissed at the device.

      Rudely, it ignored me, and promptly shut itself down and went to sleep.

      I searched the top of the desk for her phone charger. It wasn’t there. Now where would it be? I figured it was either in this room, the kitchen, or her bedroom. Or perhaps she had three of them. That would be better.

      Of course, she didn’t have three of them. I’m never that lucky. After a quick look at all three sets of outlets in the living room, I determined she didn’t keep a charger in there.

      I returned to the hallway and then on to the kitchen next.

      “Yes!” I hissed.

      Miracle of miracles, her charger was plugged into the wall, on top of the counter, right next to what looked like to be a plate of cupcakes of all things. I smiled fondly at the plate like it was full of old friends. Of course, cupcakes weren’t my friends. They were more like my victims, I thought evilly.

      But I wasn’t there to eat cupcakes. And I didn’t think I would anyway, there was something about eating a dead woman’s food that just didn’t appeal to me for some reason.

      I bent over, and found the end of the charging cable and attached it to Velma’s phone. The screen immediately lit up, telling me that it had hungrily begun to suck in juice from the wall.

      One percent.

      The number had ticked up as soon as I plugged it in. One percent would do just fine, especially with it still connected.

      I held down the power button on the phone again to get it to startup. Being plugged in, it shouldn’t shut off, I thought.

      While the phone started up again, I turned my attention back to the plate on the counter. In the dark, it was hard to see whether the cupcakes looked good. They sure smelled good, though. Lemon, if I wasn’t mistaken.

      “Sorry, but I don’t want you,” I whispered to the plate. “Dead woman cupcakes are scary.”

      I turned back to the phone’s screen. It had lit up, and I started to tap my finger toward the gallery icon again. Just as I was about to press it, I froze.

      There was a sound coming from the kitchen door, the outside one which connected to the backyard. Someone was here!

      The sound was that of a key being inserted into the lock and being wiggled around to push it all the way in.

      I yanked the power cable out of the phone and rushed out of the kitchen while doing my best not to make a sound. Just as I exited the room, I heard the bolt in the lock click open.

      From the hallway, I could hear the back door opening with a slight creak.

      Had I been seen? I listened desperately as I tiptoed away. It didn’t sound like I had been seen. The first open door was Velma’s bedroom, and I immediately slipped inside and crouched down.

      Yes! She had a bed I could crawl under—not one with drawers underneath, or a box spring that reached all the way down to the floor, thank goodness. Dropping to my hands and knees, Velma’s phone still in my grasp, I crawled underneath the bed.

      As soon as I was under, I had Velma’s phone back in my hand. I was desperate to see what it was she had wanted to show me before the battery failed again. Perhaps it was connected to whoever had just let themselves inside. Perhaps it would even show me who they were.

      The battery indicator still read 1%, and I knew I didn’t have much time. The phone had just about finished its boot sequence, and connected itself to the network. The bars indicating its reception signal appeared at the top of the screen.

      Ding!

      Ding!

      Ding!

      I squeezed the phone hard, willing it to stop dinging. It didn’t. Five times it let me know that Velma had missed messages and calls. By the time I found the volume rocker, the phone had given me its last notification and fallen into a smug silence.

      Had the intruder heard? Of course they heard. You could hear a pin drop in this house. The question was whether they would investigate a dinging phone. They might just assume it was left there by Velma. They might not think this meant someone else was in the house. They might—

      The cupcakes! The cupcakes were the answer. Why hadn’t I seen it before? I knew who the killer was! They were—

      I lost that train of thought when something squeezed my ankle like a vice and pulled me from underneath the bed.

      “Out you come!”

      I turned my head to look, but all I got was a bright flashlight directed straight into my eyes. I couldn’t see a thing. Blinking, I swung out my arms to find something to grab onto, but the bottom of the bed was covered in a rough fabric that didn’t allow me to grab on to anything.

      I was dragged all the way out before I found something to hold onto, one of the legs of the bed. But it was already too late.

      The hand disappeared from my ankle, and now, thrust in front of the bright light, was a gun, pointed right at me.

      Even though it was hard to see the person clearly, I could tell who it was from their silhouette. It was the same person who had killed Jane and Velma.

      The person who had made the cupcakes.

      Jane’s best friend.

      Renee.
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      The cupcakes had given it away. It’s what let me figure it out—at least who the killer was, anyway. The rest of it took a little more time and a lot of piecing together.

      I’d found cupcake wrappers the first time I visited Jane’s house behind the trashcan. Then later, at Renee’s, I’d seen her unloading the baking supplies. I should have at least guessed at it all then, but I didn’t.

      Now, tonight, that was it. The final clue that had given it all away. The cupcakes explained how Renee had got into the house—she showed up with cupcakes for Velma and got herself invited inside.

      Then, bam. Blunt force trauma to the head to get rid of her. Why? I didn’t know that yet, but I was certain that was the way it happened.

      It was why she was back now, too.

      To collect the cupcakes.

      The ones she’d left behind in the heat of the moment after killing Velma. She wanted them out of the house before some overzealous police detective realized that they, too, were evidence. So she was back now to clean up.

      Unfortunately, it looked like I was getting swept up in the cleaning process. I was another loose end to be mopped up.

      Renee stood over me, gun in one hand, flashlight in the other.

      I held up a hand over my eyes, to shield them from the brightness.

      “Renee? I know what happened. I know everything.”

      There was silence, then a long, low breath.

      “That’s a shame.”

      Renee’s voice was surprisingly calm, given the circumstances. I was pretty sure mine had a bit of a tremble to it. But I was the one at the wrong end of a gun.

      “A shame?”

      “Yes, of course.  I can’t let you run around telling everyone what you know, can I? That wouldn’t do. That wouldn’t do at all. I’d get in all sorts of trouble. No, I’m afraid this is the end of your career as a detective, Tiffany Black.”

      So this was it. She had already made the decision that she was going to kill me. It was the only way she saw out of her situation. It probably was the only way out that didn’t involve handcuffs.

      But you don’t take down Tiffany Black that easily. At least no one had so far. And I wasn’t planning on letting today be the first (and last) occasion.

      “Hold on, Renee. You’re forgetting something.”

      I was desperately trying to think of what it might be my words were a stalling tactic.

      The gun was still held in front of the flashlight. She was holding it with one hand. One old hand. At least it was a lot older than me. When you get to her age, if you don’t really work at it, you get weaker. Unlike Nanna. You don’t maintain the strength of youth. And it showed in the trembling, the shaking of the firearm she was pointing at me.

      She couldn’t hold the gun there much longer. And if she did fire it, I figured I’d have at least even odds of the bullet missing. But that wasn’t a gamble I wanted to take, not with my life. I needed to improve my chances.

      “What? What have I forgotten?” She sounded agitated, and the gun shook even more, jerking up and down.

      “You forgot that you’re about to get caught. You missed something.”

      “What? What did I miss?”

      With my eyes shielded by my hand, I had managed to focus my eyes on her legs, despite the blinding brightness of the flashlight. She was standing partially over me, so her legs were between mine.

      It was risky.

      But not as risky as waiting for her to start blasting.

      “Well, Renee, what you forgot was that—”

      I made the move in the middle of a sentence that didn’t even have an ending.

      I whipped my legs violently to the side and rolled over to my left at the same time. It was an all-or-nothing move, but it was the only one I had.

      And it worked. At least for a moment.

      “Argh!” Renee screamed as my sudden assault on her spindly supports swept her off her feet.

      But she wasn’t going to go quietly. Even as she fell, she squeezed the trigger of the gun, a loud bang blasting out of it as a bullet thudded into the bed behind me.

      While she fell, I scrambled to my feet. I risked a glance her way and saw that even lying prone on the floor she was still whip-smart and whip-fast. She was swinging the gun around my way, determined not to let me get away.

      But get away I would. I wasn’t going to let her best me.

      Crouching and weaving, I ran out the door to the hallway.

      Bang!

      Bang!

      Dust spurted out of the wall and chips of paint and drywall flicked into my face, scratching my cheek and the side of my nose.

      But she’d missed. Thank goodness she’d missed.

      I ran down the hallway as fast as I could to the front door, glad I hadn’t closed it behind me when I’d entered. With a shove, it flew wide open. As soon as I was outside, I dived to my left.

      It wasn’t a moment too soon. Bullets whizzed into the air where I’d just been standing. Renee Goodman was anything but good. She was a coldblooded killer in a hotblooded mood, and she didn’t want me out of her sights.

      Unfortunately for her, I was younger and faster, and, I like to think, smarter.

      Once I was out of the line of fire, instead of sprinting out onto the street and toward my car, I scurried around the edge of the house and crouched down at the far corner.

      With most of my body shielded by the building, I peered around the corner as Renee stuck her head out the door and scanned the street for me. When she finally looked to the sides, to the right, and then starting in my direction, I whipped my head back out of sight.

      She thought I was gone. Thought I’d made it to the street. What would she do next? Kill herself? Or, more likely, try to flee. I wasn’t sure, but I knew one thing: she wasn’t getting away with it. She’d killed two people, and even more importantly, she tried to kill me.

      And I do not like it when people try and kill me.

      It was a risk, but I wanted to catch her, and I suspected I knew just how to do it.

      I crept around the side of the house to the rear. On the way, I found an ornamental rock about twice the size of my fist, but one I could comfortably hold in one hand. That would do nicely.

      Circling around the edge of the house, I made it to the back door.

      Then, I waited.

      I didn’t have to wait long.

      Knowing that there was a good likelihood that the police had been called by a neighbor—or by me—Renee knew she didn’t have much time.

      I’d only been outside the kitchen door for a few seconds when she emerged, plate first.

      In her right hand, she was carrying the plate of cupcakes, and in her left, the flashlight. The gun was tucked into the elastic waistband of her jeans.

      It didn’t matter. As soon as she stepped outside I swung my hand down as hard as I could, smashing her on the wrist with the rock and causing the plate to fall to the ground and shatter, the remaining cupcakes tumbling off into the scrubby backyard.

      “Ow!” She shrieked in pain and confusion.

      I swung my rock again and knocked the flashlight out of her hands too. Both her wrists were now hurt, and she wouldn’t be doing me serious harm with her hands any time soon.

      She turned my way, just in time for me to drop my rock, and give her some stone in its stead. To be more precise, Stone’s solar-plexus punch right below her ribcage.

      That was enough to drop her like the sack of dirt she was.

      The moment she fell to the ground, I snatched up the gun out of her waistband.

      “Stay there! Don’t move!” I said down at her.

      “Fine,” she said in a pained, annoyed tone. She had both wrists pulled up against her body and was holding each one with the opposite hand.

      “Now you’ve got some explaining to do.”

      She looked up at me, eyes first wide, then narrowing.

      “Why should I?”

      “Because you’ve been very clever, and I don’t understand everything that happened. This is your chance to shine, Renee. Tell me how you did it because I’m still pretty stumped.”

      She laughed, a modest acknowledgment of her own brilliance.

      I really did want to know. So much of this case still didn’t make sense to me, even though I’d caught the killer.

      “You really want to know?”

      “Of course I want to know! It’s been bugging me for days.”

      Renee pulled her hands and wrists in tighter toward her body.

      “Well, all right then. I think what’s probably confused you is Jane.”

      “How’s that?”

      “The whole thing, the first half at least, was her idea.”

      “She wanted you to kill her?”

      Renee shook her head.

      “Not that. That was a surprise. She wanted to break up Patrick and Constance, of course. Like she always did with Patrick and his girlfriends. But this time was different. Her earlier attempts to skewer his relationship had failed.”

      She paused for a breath while she rubbed at her bruised but not broken wrists.

      “They were actually going to get married, despite her meddling, and even move to Hawaii. She couldn’t be dealing with that. No way. None of her efforts at sabotage had worked. She needed something grander than anything she had ever tried before.”

      “So…”

      “So what she decided to do was frame Constance for attempted murder. And she roped me into it as well. I’d never done anything like it before either, but once she told me the plan it planted some seeds, let me tell you.”

      “What seeds?”

      “We’ll get to that. Now shush.”

      I glared down at her. I wanted to know what the seeds were now.

      “The plan was that we would first prepare some evidence. Jane withdrew some blood with a needle, and put it all over her bread knife and some kitchen towels. That was the evidence prepared.”

      “And then…”

      “And then, she invited Constance over, and started a fight with her. While she was doing that, I sneaked out to Constance’s car and planted the knife and kitchen towels under her driver’s seat. She wouldn’t notice when she left in a rage—but the police would when they searched her car later.”

      “Very cunning. I should have realized that you would have been her accomplice. What happened then?”

      “As soon as Constance was gone, it was battle stations! First, Jane had a bit of special pudding. We’d put a strong painkiller into the pudding mix, so she wouldn’t feel the pain too badly for what was to come. What she didn’t know was that I’d added an extra dozen crushed up pills. She said it tasted bitter but I told her not to be such a baby. That shut her up, and she wolfed it down.”

      “But why? Why would you want to kill her?”

      “Shut up. I’ll get there when I get there.”

      “Fine. Go on, then.”

      “Before the painkillers could kick in, she called 911. You know, help, help, Constance is trying to kill me. Whatever it was she said to them. As soon as she hung up, we had to do the next part.”

      “What was that?”

      “She’d just told the cops that Constance tried to cut her throat. So we had to fake that. The painkillers were doing their work by then, so when we got the kitchen knife and gently scratched the side of her throat, she didn’t feel a thing. That’s what she said.”

      “Then what?”

      “I think you know what happened. I gave her another cut. She was so woozy by that time she didn’t even know it was happening until it was too late.” Renee held out her index finger and whipped it across her own throat. “Whoosh. Just like that. That was the end of mean old Jane Tribell.”

      “But why would you do that? She was your best friend!”

      “Some friend,” said Renee bitterly.

      “What do you mean? What did she do to you?”

      Renee pursed her lips together like she didn’t want to say anymore. I had to drag it out of her.

      “Tell me. If she’s anything like her son, I’m sure she was terrible.”

      That did the trick.

      “She was. Because of her, I got divorced. And then, he died. I was left with nothing. In my old age—nothing. I was—am— poor. No money. But she had plenty of it, stacks of it. But she didn’t offer any to me or anyone else—she told us all we’d be taken care of if she ever passed away, though! She had about twenty different life insurance policies that would pay out to all of her friends and relatives. Including one that would have done me fine.”

      “You killed her for the life insurance policy? That’s it?”

      “That’s not it. It was her fault. I gave her a chance. I gave her lots of chances. For years. I dropped hints. I made suggestions. But she never did the right thing—she was always thinking about Patrick, Patrick, Patrick.”

      “What hints? What did you want from her?”

      Renee sniffed. “I wanted to live together. We were both getting old, both single. Her son was going to move away eventually. Why couldn’t we live together? She had the money. I could have cooked, kept the house clean. I could have been comfortable in my old age.”

      “But she didn’t want to live with you?”

      “No! She said she was going to live with Patrick forever. He would never get married, never move out. I had no choice. If she wouldn’t let me move in with her, then I needed that insurance payout. You see? I had to do it.”

      “That’s one way of looking at it.” That was about as diplomatic as I was going to get. I don’t tend to be too kind to people who try and kill me.

      “I don’t suppose you know why Patrick tried to kill me, do you?”

      Renee giggled. She actually giggled at that. What a horrible woman.

      “He tried to kill you?”

      “Yes!”

      “I didn’t expect him to go that far.”

      “Did you do something to him? What did you do?”

      “Oh, nothing really. It was your fault. You were snooping too much. I wanted you off the case, and I thought Patrick was the way to do it. Thought he could scare you off, make you quit.”

      “But how?”

      “I just let the police know that Jane had been very depressed. And that she’d talked about suicide. Along with that so-called hesitation cut, it was enough to get them to rule Jane’s death self-inflicted. I didn’t care if Constance was framed any more—that was Jane’s wish, not mine.

      “And then I told Patrick that the church wouldn’t bury his mother if she committed suicide. That she would burn in hell. And that it was your fault that her death had been ruled a suicide. I said you’d been poking your nose in the wrong places, and telling your police friends that it was obviously a suicide. I told him that it definitely wasn’t a suicide, but you had been pushing the theory. So it was your fault she wouldn’t get her Catholic burial and funeral, and without that, she’d be stuck in hell.

      “I told him that if you got scared off, though, the police would realize the truth—that someone did kill her. They’d forget your suicide theory. So he blamed you for all of it.” She paused and nodded to herself. “I didn’t expect him to try and kill you though. I thought he’d just fire you from the case.”

      “You did that just so I’d stop investigating?”

      “Yep,” she said with too much pride for my liking.

      “Well it didn’t work, did it!” I looked down at her angrily. “I’m still here and still going! Now what about poor old Velma?”

      “She was a bad neighbor,” said Renee.

      “That’s it? She was a bad neighbor?”

      “Not just that. I told you I had money problems. You knew my house was on the market. Well nosy old Velma found out, and she put two and two together. She saw me down at the bank, and then—the nerve!—she took a picture of my bank statement! We were both in there, and I’d just had mine printed out. I didn’t know she was hovering right behind me. She snapped a picture, and then do you know what she said?”

      “Did she say she was going to show it to Tiffany Black?”

      “What? No. She said, ‘I bet that life insurance money’s going to come in handy!’”

      Oh.

      So that was what Velma was going to show me. She thought that Renee was the murderer, and she’d acquired some evidence that would show she had a motive.

      “If it weren’t for her, you might have gotten away with it all.”

      Renee glared up at me, clearly thinking the exact same thing. In the distance I began to hear the wail of sirens. It seemed one of the neighbors had heard the gunshots.

      “Why did you come back here tonight?”

      “The cupcakes!” She pointed at the remains of them lying in the dirt. “I left them here after I came to see Velma earlier.”

      “Came to murder Velma earlier.”

      “Pssh. Semantics. Anyway, I forgot them before. But I came back this evening to get them. If I’d known you were going to be here I wouldn’t have bothered!”

      “No, I don’t suppose you would have.”

      There was a squealing of tires as a cop car screeched to a halt around the front of the house.

      When I heard the car door open I began to shout.

      “Back here! Back door! I’ve caught the murderer!”

      “Double murderer,” said Renee angrily. “And I’d add you to my tally if I could, too.”

      “I don’t doubt it. But somehow, I don’t think you’re going to get the chance. You’re going to spend the rest of your days behind bars.”

      Renee looked up at me, a little smile on her lips.

      “Free food and board? At my age? That’ll do me just fine.”

      “You won’t get out again.”

      “I don’t think I want to get out again. The world’s a cruel place.”

      “Especially with people like you in it,” I said to her.

      “Precisely.”
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      Three beautiful girls walked into the Tremont casino and were greeted by a doorman who’d been expecting us.

      “Come with me, please, ladies.”

      Two of us walked, while the other bounded, sniffing excitedly at the doorman.

      “Behave yourself, Bridget,” I said sternly.

      “Oh, leave her alone,” said Emily. “She’s just excited, aren’t you, girl?”

      Bridget rubbed her head against Emily’s leg. She was excited. Possibly even more than usual, but it was hard to tell with her. Her excitement level was always cranked up to eleven.

      “I’m nervous,” announced Emily as we followed our guide. “Should I be nervous? I am nervous.”

      “Don’t be. He’s just a guy like anyone else.”

      “A guy with a helicopter.”

      “Yeah. Oh, and a hotel and casino.”

      “What?” said Emily in what I would have described as a screech, if it didn’t sound so unladylike. We’ll call it a feminine yell instead.

      The doorman we were following ushered us into the elevator. His face was completely straight, but from the twinkle in his eye I could tell he was amused by our conversation.

      “Here, The Tremont. It’s his. All of it. The limos out front too. The restaurants. The cafés. The fountain.”

      “My blind date owns this place? And there was me thinking he was just a schmuck with a regular old helicopter.”

      I grinned at her. “You think I’d set you up with some kind of schlub?”

      “I should have trusted you.”

      “Ladies, this is the roof garden. Your party awaits.” The doorman held out his arm ahead of him to usher us out of the elevator.

      “Wow,” said Emily, staring.

      It did look pretty impressive. The roof garden featured a large lawn, in the center of which was a marquee containing a large brunch buffet table, and other smaller tables with chairs around them.

      The edges of the garden, which ran around this flat roof area, were surrounded with bright, stunning flowers planted in beds, interspersed every so often with a viewing area so you could look down over the edges of the building.

      “Come on. I’m starving. Let’s find Jack and get you introduced. Then we can stuff our faces.”

      “I am not stuffing my face on a first date.”

      Bridget barked happily.

      “We will, won’t we, girl?”

      Another happy bark from Bridget.

      “Come on.”

      We walked forward, arm in arm, toward the marquee. I spotted Jack as we approached, but he was sitting at one of the tables talking to someone. I narrowed my eyes. It was Stone.

      “There he is.”

      I led Emily over to the pair of them, and as soon as he spotted us coming, Jack hopped to his feet, Stone silently rising beside him.

      Jack was wearing khakis and a light blue button-up shirt, sleeves rolled up to just below his elbows revealing his tanned and muscular forearms. His blond hair looked shiny and bright in the daylight, and his blue eyes sparkled with interest as we approached.

      “Emily, this is Jack and this is Stone.”

      “An absolute pleasure,” said Jack, stepping toward us and greeting us. His eyes lingered on Emily a touch longer than could be considered polite in some contexts. But this was their date. Emily’s cheeks flushed a beautiful rose color at the obviousness of his interest.

      “Hi!” said a loud voice behind me. “We’re here!”

      It was Ian and with him was Sally, who looked a little awkward to be there. She was only twenty-three years old, and could definitely have passed for someone who still needed to show ID.

      “Hi,” said Sally shyly while Ian loudly introduced everyone to her.

      “We just got here,” said Ian to the group. “I met Sally outside and brought her straight up! She said she wanted to talk to me, and I thought, where better than here? And the brunch is free, right?” Ian turned to me. “Or are you paying?”

      “Brunch is on me today,” said Jack, “for everyone.”

      “Oh, that’s good. You hear that, Sally? Get your money’s worth.”

      Sally leaned in toward him and said in a low voice. “I thought I was going to speak to you alone. I didn’t know we were going to a party. I’m not dressed for it.”

      Sally was wearing blue jeans and white sneakers, and a glittery T-shirt.

      “There’s no dress code up here,” said Jack kindly. “You look lovely.”

      Sally smiled at Jack and then turned her gaze back to Ian with some annoyance in her voice.

      “Look, I wanted to talk to you in private.”

      “Hmm? Private? This is a private brunch so I guess you’re in luck.”

      I could tell what was about to happen. I think Ian could too, but he was doing his best to avert it. I tried to psychically urge him to lead Sally away somewhere more intimate. But he didn’t want to risk it.

      Unfortunately for him, staying where they were didn’t stop the inevitable.

      “Can we go over there?” asked Sally, nodding her head toward one of the viewing platforms.

      “No. Let’s stay here. See what everyone’s talking about.”

      “Ian!”

      “Hmm?” He gave her an innocent smile.

      “Fine. We’ll do it your way.” Sally snatched her hand away from him and put both hands on her hips.

      “Do what?” asked Ian without a trace of guile.

      “I have to go, Ian. You lied to me for too long. I can’t deal with the dishonesty. You say you’re telling the truth now, but how can I trust you? How can I believe you?”

      “But I am telling the truth now. Tiff, tell her!”

      “Uh, I think this is your conversation, Ian. I’ve got to… do something…”

      I took a step backward, and luckily Ian gave up on me in an instant, turning back to his soon-to-be-ex girlfriend.

      Stone, Jack, and Emily were all looking on awkwardly, but I think we could all sense things were drawing to a close between them. Probably permanently.

      “Don’t ask her, or anyone else to speak for you. It won’t do any good. Look. I need some time to think. If you really are telling the truth now, maybe I’ll give you a call in a couple of weeks.”

      “Two weeks? Fourteen days? On a Saturday?”

      “Or maybe not. I’m going now. Goodbye, Ian.”

      “What time? Around brunch? It doesn’t matter what time. You can call me any time! Day or night! Thirteen days, fifteen days, it doesn’t matter!”

      But she had already turned and was walking away. She ignored his last plaintive cries toward her back.

      “What did she mean?” Ian had turned his attention back to me.

      “I think you better go and get something to eat, Ian. She just broke up with you.”

      “But she said she’d call…”

      “Maybe she will. But I wouldn’t count on it.”

      Ian turned to look back to the elevator bank, but she had already gone. With a sad slump of his shoulders, he turned and started to head off toward the buffet table.

      I felt my heart break a little for him. Sure, he’d constantly been dumped by a stream of girlfriends in the past, but Sally was different. I hoped for his sake that he managed to grow up a little and work things out with her.

      “Tiffany?” said Stone. “Can I speak to you a moment?”

      “Sure thing. Jack, Emily? Why don’t you two grab some food and get to know each other? I’ll eat in a bit.”

      My words weren’t needed. They’d already taken a step toward each other, and didn’t seem to be paying attention to a word I was saying, let alone anyone else around them. Side by side, they trailed after Ian toward the buffet.

      Stone nodded his head away from the marquee, toward the edge of the roof. We walked to a viewing platform together, which had a clear view over some low-rise buildings out toward the suburbs and desert beyond.

      “Sorry I wasn’t with you at the end,” said Stone as we stared out at the view.

      “What? No way. I told you to leave. It was my own fault for snooping around late at night.”

      He didn’t answer that. Which meant he was probably thinking yep. Which was completely fair.

      “What’s happened to the crazy couple?”

      I laughed. “The charges against Constance were dropped, now that they have Renee’s confession. The two of them are still planning on getting married and moving to Hawaii. They’ll be saying goodbye to Vegas for good soon.”

      Stone turned to look at me. “You’re not pressing charges against him?”

      “I dropped them. A wedding gift, if you will. He’d just lost his mother, and then he had Renee whispering horrible things into his ear about his mother burning in hell. Yeah, he lost it, but I can’t honestly say I wouldn’t have done the same in his situation. Who wouldn’t go a bit crazy with all that going on? He’s promised to go into therapy, though.”

      Stone nodded. “Sometimes it’s better to just forget and move on.”

      The words hung in the air. Was he talking about me and Patrick? Or something else. Forget and move on.

      “Before you got here, Tiff, Jack and I were talking.”

      “Yeah. You looked as thick as thieves.” I tried to hide my surprise at their chumminess. Jack had been the one to get Stone into trouble with the CIA, but apparently it had all been one big misunderstanding. And Stone seemed to have followed his own advice to forget and move on.

      “Only one of us runs a casino.” Stone chuckled at his own joke, and then his tone turned somber. “Actually, we were talking about Ryan.”

      “Oh.”

      “He’s in a lot of danger. I’m going to see what I can do.”

      “What? What are you going to do?”

      Stone breathed out a long stream of air between rounded lips before answering.

      “I can’t say exactly. But I’m going to try and get him out. Make sure he gets through this okay. If I don’t…”

      “Don’t go putting yourself in danger for Ryan, Stone. You can’t do that. You shouldn’t do that. He’s not your responsibility.”

      I wanted Ryan safe, of course. But did I want Stone to risk his life for him? I didn’t think I did.

      “The decision has been made. Things are already in motion.”

      It looked like it wasn’t up to me. In a way, I was glad. I wouldn’t have enjoyed the responsibility of making the decision over whether Stone should go or not.

      But I wanted Stone to be safe. It was bad enough that Ryan was in danger. But Stone? I tried to move my lips and make words come out.

      “So you’re leaving. When are you going?”

      “As soon as we finish this talk. I wanted to tell you in person, as soon as the decision was made.”

      Of course he did. Unlike Ryan, who’d settled for telling me at the last minute, months after he’d found out.

      “Thank you, Stone. I appreciate it. And I appreciate what you’re doing for Ryan. It’s amazing. He doesn’t deserve it.”

      I stared up at him, his dark, brooding eyes looking even stormier than they usually did. What secrets and thoughts were in those depths? A whole world I could never understand, I knew, but perhaps there were things I could know, could learn. There were layers upon layers upon layers inside him.

      “Goodbye, Tiffany. I’ll call you when I get back.”

      “Yes! I mean, please do. And call me before you get back if you can, let me know you’re okay. Let me know how it goes.”

      He nodded. “I’ll try.”

      Stone wasn’t the kind of person who said he’d try. He either did something, or he didn’t do it. Maybe he was just softening up in his middle age.

      “Take care, Stone.”

      A corner of his mouth went up. “Like you did when I told you the same thing?”

      “Better than me. Try not to let any old ladies get a leg up on you.”

      “Sounds like you got the better of that old lady, in the end.”

      “Come here.”

      I leaned in and wrapped my arms around him. It was a goodbye hug. Just a goodbye hug. I wanted him to be safe, and well, and to come back to me in one piece.

      The hug lingered as we said our long goodbye, his strong arms pressing me against him like he didn’t want to let me go. Or was it the other way around?

      Finally, we broke apart.

      “Listen to Jack while I’m gone, Tiffany. You can trust him.”

      “Okay,” I said softly. We both looked over toward the marquee. Jack and Emily were chatting at a table for two, forks in hand and plates of food in front of them.

      “Goodbye.”

      He gave me a final wave, and began to walk away toward the elevators. The white T-shirt on his broad shoulders seemed to glow in the sunlight.

      “Goodbye, Stone,” I whispered to myself a final time as he stepped into the elevator. “Please come back in one piece. Please.”

      When the doors had closed, my eyes flicked back to Jack and Emily. It looked like my plan had worked. They were both leaning in toward each other as they chatted, and Emily’s hand was resting on top of Jack’s.

      Had I done the right thing, pushing Jack away?

      The tinkling sound of Emily’s laughter and the deeper laugh of Jack rolled across the roof toward me.

      Yeah, I’d done the right thing.

      Ian was sitting on a chair under the marquee at another table, while opposite of him sat Bridget, clearly delighted not to have been shooed off. The pair of them both had plates of food in front of them, but only Bridget was eating with any enthusiasm.

      How long would Stone be away, I wondered. And when he came back with Ryan, what then? Would he and I slip back into the comfortable familiarity of a relationship? Would I be able to forgive him for leaving me, and putting himself in so much danger? How could I after he left me, with only second- and third-hand reports to rely on, all of them telling me about all the danger he was in?

      Maybe I could forgive him.

      Maybe I couldn’t.

      I wouldn’t know until I saw him again. If I saw him again.

      Over in the marquee Bridget finished her plate of food, jumped off the chair, and looked around as if searching for something. Her eyes locked on to me.

      Wiping tears from the corner of my eyes, I crouched down as Bridget bounded over to me, leaping through the air like an oversized rabbit.

      “Come here, girl!”

      When she arrived, I wrapped my arms around her and allowed her to nuzzle into my neck, squeezing her up against me.

      “You’ll never leave me with just a note, will you?”

      Bridget’s whine told me that of course she wouldn’t do that. She was a good girl.

      I wiped at my eyes again with the back of my hand. It’d been a tough couple of weeks, and I could feel suppressed emotions welling up inside me, now bubbling to the surface.

      I’d solved my latest murder case, but it sure was a bittersweet ending.
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      It was with pride and barely concealed excitement that I walked down one of the below-deck hallways of the Swan of the Seas after collecting the tools of my new trade: a smartphone and a notebook computer.

      Tucked under my arm were the two ugly blue blouses I’d been issued that made up the entirety of my uniform. Because of my unique role, which would see me scurrying back and forth across the entire ship, I was exempt from wearing dress pants or a skirt and was permitted to wear jeans.

      Having collected everything I needed for my new job, I was on my way to very my own cabin—well, mine and my mystery roommate’s.

      After an abortive attempt at being a journalist at a small town newspaper back home, I’d left Nebraska to sail the seven seas and, to quote another cliché, find myself. And I was going it alone. It was the bravest thing I’d done in my life, though sometimes I wondered if it was also the stupidest.

      I felt a tinge of pride when I got to my cabin, seeing the small plastic nameplate stuck to the wall outside filled with two printed names: A. James, who was me, and S. Williams, who was presumably my new roommate.

      “Gosh, I hope she’s nice,” I said to myself under my breath. I was feeling optimistic though; she had the same last name and first initial as my best friend. She had to be nice, right? The only worry I had was that I hadn’t yet met her; somehow, we’d missed each other during training.

      My hand hesitated. Should I knock on the door of my own room? Or should I just use the keycard and let myself in right away? I clutched the keycard in my hand as another thought occurred to me.

      What if S. Williams was a man?

      What if he was a handsome man? Wouldn’t that be an interesting way to start my new life? But I was pretty sure the cruise liner company had policies against cohabitation with members of the opposite sex. A rather outdated policy, in my opinion.

      Knock, knock, knock.

      “Come in! It’s open!”

      I cocked my head. That voice. It sounded like it came from a thousand miles away.

      Tentatively, I pushed down on the heavy metal door handle, which operated a heavy metal lever to unseal the door.  Although the door was sturdy, it swung open easily—if a bit slowly—and I peered inside.

      “Adrienne! Addy! Addy! Addy!” The voice was from a thousand miles away. “Yay! I told them to put us in the same room, but I didn’t think they’d actually do it!”

      “Samantha? What on earth are you doing here?” My mouth agape, I shook my head in disbelief.

      I’d left my best friend back home in Nebraska a month ago, when I left for my employee training and a few days of solo R&R before my first cruise.

      My best friend was sitting on the bottom bunk bed. Her hair had been trimmed to a cute little blonde bob and her chubby cheeks were, as almost always, locked in an indefatigable smile. Samantha bounced to her feet and grabbed me in a tight squeeze across the doorway.

      “I couldn’t let you go off and travel the world without me!” she squealed in my ear.

      “But… how?”

      Samantha let me go and I stepped inside our small room, to get a better look around.

      “It’s easy. A couple of days ago, I was browsing a job site, and there was a last-minute position here.”

      “But what about training?” I asked, blinking at her. Seeing something, even a person, in an unexpected place can leave you feeling a bit off-kilter.

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “Oh, you know. When you’ve been working on cruise ships for five years, you don’t actually need to attend the training.”

      “But you…” I shook my head and laughed. I knew for a fact she’d never even seen an ocean before—at least she hadn’t a month earlier when I last saw her. Five years cruising experience indeed. “You lied!”

      Sam flicked her short hair defensively and gave me a charming smile. “For a good cause! It’s your first time going off on your own for so long, and God knows cruises can be dangerous. What if something happened to you? I’d never forgive myself!”

      I rolled my eyes. “You know I can take care of myself.”

      Sam eyed me warily. I knew she didn’t have much faith in my abilities, but she was trying to be polite. “Sure,” she said finally. “But it’s your first time on a big ship like this, and who knows what kinds of people are here? All kinds of crazies in close quarters—”

      “Like you!” I interrupted with a grin.

      Sam looked relieved. “Glad you’re not mad at me. I just—you know, the last time you went on a road trip alone, last summer? What happened then… well, I just can’t let that happen again. I needed to be with you, even if that meant fibbing a little on my resume.”

      Refusing to let that terrible memory cloud this important day, I smiled at Sam. “Unbelievable. It’s so exciting you’re here!”

      “I know!” said Sam, though her excitement had seemed to fade rapidly.

      “Are you okay?” I asked with a frown. “You look a little… green.”

      Samantha gave me a lopsided smile, held up a pill she produced from somewhere, and popped it into her mouth. “It’s because we’re still docked. Once the ship gets going, I’ll be fine.”

      “You’re seasick? And we haven’t even left yet!”

      She gave me a sad nod. “I’ll be fine. I read all about it. Apparently the body adapts.”

      “Does it? For everyone?”

      She shrugged. “It better. Speaking of everyone, what time is it? Don’t we have a meeting to get to?”

      “Hold on…” I whipped out my smartphone. “Smile!”

      Sam gave me a thumbs-up and a passably genuine smile, though I knew she was having to force it more than normal. She also looked a little green, but that would be fixed with the liberal use of photo filters.

      “I’m glad you thought to capture this moment,” said Sam, her smile now wan.

      “Ye-es. But actually, it’s work! #FirstDay #CrewLife … I’ll think of some more.”

      “What do you mean that’s work? Taking selfies?”

      I bobbed my head excitedly. “Yep! And that wasn’t a selfie because I wasn’t in it. I’m the social media manager, Sam, which means I spend all day taking pictures and Tweeting and Instagramming and Facebooking and posting things on the ship’s digital displays and customer information websites.”

      Sam was frowning now. “That’s not fair. I’m just a customer liaison. That means I have to listen to all their complaints and help them with all their problems.”

      I gave her a supportive shoulder squeeze. “That’s awesome! You’ll get to meet so many interesting people. I’m a little bit jealous!” This was a one hundred percent, total, absolute lie, but it was also sparkling white. I was pretty sure my job was going to be way more fun than hers, but I didn’t want to get her down.

      “Yeah, maybe. Come on. Let’s go.”

      Remembering she’d said something about a staff meeting, I pulled up my schedule using the staff app on the phone. She was right. Although my role was different, I was technically part of the Customer Liaison Team like Sam and we indeed had a meeting.

      We walked arm in arm down the hall and I felt like I was floating on a cloud. Of course, I was actually floating on water, but I guess they’re pretty similar feelings. I wanted to grill Sam more about how she faked her way into the job, but that conversation would have to wait until we were back in our room with the door sealed tight.

      “We must be going the right way. Can you hear all those people?”

      From ahead of us, we could hear the echoing chatter of a small group of people. Down below deck, it was all hard metal surfaces and sounds bounced around like in a cave. Up in the passenger areas, though, it was more like being inside a proper building: carpets and wallpapers and wood paneling absorbed sound normally rather than the utilitarian echo chamber of the ‘working’ levels.

      “Know where you’re going?” The voice had a rich, melodious tone and when I turned to look, I saw that the girl it was coming from had a smile just as friendly as Sam’s. In fact, given Sam’s current state, it was even friendlier. She must have heard us as she’d been walking down a corridor that intersected the one we were on.

      “I think so,” I said, offering the girl a smile.

      I had been worried about not knowing anyone aboard the ship, but then Sam showed up, and now this girl, even though we’d just met, had an air of friendliness about her that seemed infectious.

      “Cece Blake,” she said, sticking out a hand.

      Sam and I both exchanged quick, gentle handshakes with her.

      “Adrienne James.”

      “Samantha Williams.”

      She gave us a once-over, her eyes flicking over our uniforms. “Ooh, social media manager? That’s a new one, you lucky thing.”

      I beamed at her.

      “And customer liaison.” Cece’s smile grew notably tighter. “That can be real interesting.”

      “What do you do?” I asked her at the same time as I read her name badge. Idiot, I mentally kicked myself.

      “Housekeeping,” she said, tapping a short-nailed finger against a badge that said exactly that under her name.

      Our friendly meeting was interrupted by a thumping sound.

      “What was that?” asked Sam with a frown.

      I made a mental note to remind her to stop asking so many questions. If she was going to pretend she had five years of shipboard experience, then she really needed to pretend to know what was going on.

      “Sounded like a giant bag of meat smacking against a metal bulwark,” said Cece with a shrug.

      It kind of did. “Is that… a thing?”

      Cece snorted and used a hand to cover up a giggle.

      “Hell-ohhhh?” came a slurred voice.

      From the same direction Cece had come, a large man lumbered into view, ping-ponging his way off the metal bulwarks.

      “Great,” said Cece under her breath in a tone which indicated she was anything but delighted by the vision before us.

      “Ah! Wenches!” The man stopped his lumbering and leaned against a wall. “Is wenches right? Or is that taverns?” He had a worried frown, and he dropped his hands to his knees to steady himself. Sweat was beading on his forehead.

      “Sir, this area is restricted to staff and crew,” said Cece politely but firmly.

      “Crew! Ah!” The man beamed. “Which crew member would like to show me back to my quarters?” He raised a hand to his mouth to cover a yawn.

      “That’s my job,” said Sam glumly, her beaming smile now a distant memory.

      Cece winced. “Yeah, you better take him to his cabin. Just take that service elevator up to the VIP quarters and his room is right around the corner.” Cece pointed down toward the end of the hallway. “Goodness knows how he got down here though. You need your keycard to make it work.”

      Sam’s hand went up and reflexively touched her ID and access card, which hung from a lanyard around her neck like most staff members. “Wish me luck…”

      Cece took her by the shoulders. “Just don’t get too close to him. Understand?”

      Sam nodded, though she didn’t look happy about it. “See you in a bit…”

      We waved her off and watched as she led the man into the elevator. When the doors had closed, we resumed our journey to the meeting.

      “I guess she’s had plenty of experience with passengers like that,” said Cece, shaking her head to herself. “I’d hate to do her job.”

      “Plenty of experience?”

      “Samantha Williams, right? I was looking over the list of new members. She’s been doing this since I was in high school.”

      “Oh, yeah. Five years, all right.” While I was happy to have Sam here, I wasn’t overly pleased about having to play along with her little ruse. “But don’t you have to deal with customers like that too? You have to go into their rooms.”

      “Yep, but we do that when the passengers aren’t there. And anyway, if I don’t want to talk to them, I just tell them I don’t hablo Ingles.”

      I giggled. “I guess me and her couldn’t get away with that in our jobs!”

      Cece shook her head. “Nope. You have to be nice to people like old Patrick Murphy back there.”

      “You know that guy?”

      “He’s famous. Infamous, rather. Takes about a hundred cruises a year and acts like an idiot on every one.”

      “Is he… violent?” I asked, worried for Sam.

      “He’s not punchy, but he is handsy. I guess your friend is used to dealing with people like that though.”

      I pondered that thought for a moment. Back in Nebraska, Sam had been able to handle herself, but I worried that out here at sea was a completely different kettle of fish.

      “She’s a tough cookie.”

      “Awesome. There’ll be plenty of people up on the VIP floor anyway. Lots of them like to get here early and settle in before the riff-raff arrive.” We reached a room with a wide-open door and a couple of people hanging out outside. “Come on, in here.”

      I followed Cece into the room labeled Staff Meeting Room Three. Like a lot of the non-passenger areas of the ship, the ceilings were low and everything felt cramped. The room had several dozen chairs in it, and a small elevated section at one end from which presentations could be given.

      There were already about twenty people in the room and the air bubbled with excitement. I took out my phone and snapped a few pictures. I probably wouldn’t use them, but I figured something good might turn up.

      “Sweet. The best seats are still free.” Cece sat down in the very back row, closest to the door we had entered through, and patted the seat next to her. I instinctively hesitated. At school, I always sat at the front of the class and still had the childish thought in the back of my mind that sitting at the back was for the ‘bad apples.’

      The hesitation didn’t last long. I’d left home to start a new life and become a new person. Why not start by casting off my goodie-two-shoes image? With a grin, I sat next to my new friend.

      “These things never start on time,” she said, shaking her head and sighing. I checked the time. It was 4:30 p.m. exactly, the time the meeting was supposed to start.

      We were still waiting five minutes later when Samantha arrived, tapping me on the shoulder from behind and then squeezing past me to sit down.

      She didn’t look great. Her normally calm face seemed to be trying to decide whether it wanted to be red or green.

      “Did you get him back to his cage?” asked Cece with a smirk.

      “Yeah, just about.”

      “Are you okay?”

      She didn’t look it.

      “Yeah… I’m fine,” she said, though her tone was so subdued she might as well have had a neon sign above her head flashing DEFINITELY NOT FINE.

      “Testing, testing, one, two, one, two. Can you hear me at the back?”

      We responded that we could indeed hear the lady at the front who I knew to be Sylvia Diaz. She was the cruise director and my immediate boss, who I’d met several times during the interview and training process. While I hadn’t fully made up my mind about her, I was pretty sure we wouldn’t ever be friends; we were as compatible as toothpaste and cheese.

      “Right. The meeting agenda is up on the screen and you should all have been emailed a copy. Please pay attention. It’s not just for my benefit. It’s also a legal requirement that you are fully informed about all safety procedures…”

      And so, the meeting, and my new career, began in earnest.
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      The next day, with the memory of the interminably long meeting still at the forefront of my thoughts (did you know that if a passenger falls overboard, we’re not supposed to strip off and dive in right after them? And that if there’s a fire, we’re supposed to pull the alarm? And that stealing from a passenger’s room is a big no-no?), it was time to get to work.

      After Sam and I had finally finished chatting last night, I’d dozed off to sleep listening to the ship’s engines. The crew quarters were close enough to the engine rooms that the ship’s power plant provided a constant background hum that, although alien to a farm girl like me, was not unpleasant.

      I had tried not to look too excited when I parted with Cece and Sam as they headed to their respective jobs after breakfast. It didn’t seem fair that they would be cleaning and dealing with fussy passengers while I basically got to do what I wanted, wandering around the ship, taking pictures of the most interesting things, and writing posts about them. But hey, life’s not fair, I told myself with a grin when I thought no one was looking.

      The first thing I did was take a few pictures of people boarding: #CruiseLife #Cruising #FirstDayCruise. Most of the VIPs had boarded the day before for an extra exclusive night, but the regular passengers—non-vips, as Cece called them—were being welcomed aboard today.

      The Swan of the Seas was apparently a minnow in the world of cruising, though it felt like a floating city to me. The population on board was at least triple that of Cornridge, Nebraska, where Sam and I hailed from and it felt to me just as monumental as if I’d moved to Chicago or New York.

      I felt a tap on my shoulder and turned to see who it was.

      “Adrienne, darling?” said Sylvia the cruise director, who had sidled up behind my prime location looking down on the gangway below.

      “Oh, hi!” I said and immediately felt guilty.

      It’s a bit of a weakness of mine; whenever I’m doing something fun, I feel like I should be doing something not fun instead. And this job was definitely fun so far.

      “Good work so far, but I’m going to need you to think about a bit more pizazz in your work, do you see?”

      “Pizazz?” I asked, scrunching up my nose.

      I’d only started a few minutes before. It didn’t seem exactly fair to accuse me of being boring, which is presumably what my pizazz-lessness was.

      “Yes, get out there, mingle. Meet the customers. I know you’re not a customer liaison, but in some ways, you are the ultimate customer liaison. Do you see?”

      Do you see seemed to be a verbal tic of hers and I was already tempted to answer no.

      “Uh-huh,” I sounded. “I was thinking of interviewing some of the cruise regulars. Since I do have a background in journalism, after all.”

      Sylvia nodded at me. “Yes, that might work. But make sure they’re positive. If they have any complaints, make sure you edit them out. Your job is to provide a positive spin, not to ‘report’ on problems, do you see?”

      “Yes, I see,” I said, hiding a frown. I was being censored already and I hadn’t even reported anything yet!

      “Remember, you’re our social media tsarina, our publicity princess, our picture poster, and our Twitter tweeter. You’re not Bernstein and Woodward. Do you see?”

      I gritted my teeth and forced my finest fake smile. “Absolutely. I’m going to be so positive I’ll pop.”

      “Fantastico! You can ask some of the other staff members who the regulars are for your interviews, but remember, keep them short and sweet and fun. And make sure you’re Tweeting and Instagramming hourly!”

      Hourly? Goodness. Perhaps this work wasn’t going to be quite as laid back as I thought it would be.

      “Yes, boss,” I said and saluted her with my smartphone.

      She beamed back at me and went off to harass some other poor staff members. Looking below me, I could see that the gangways had been lifted and removed, and the last of the ship’s moorings were being untied.

      Beyond, I caught my last glimpses of the most fun city I’d ever had the pleasure of visiting: New Orleans. After nearly a month there, I’d come to the conclusion that there was more excitement in one night in New Orleans than in an entire month in Nebraska. Not that Nebraska is dull, you understand, but… no, scratch that. Nebraska is dull. But almost anywhere would be compared to Nola. Speaking of which, I’m not supposed to say Nola, because apparently it makes me sound like a tourist.

      I was on a deck called The Constitutional, so named because it provided a pleasant path to stroll the circumference of the ship at a leisurely pace, with a few cafés dotting the path and a liberal sprinkling of benches, chairs, and sun loungers placed every hundred yards or so in case you needed a break in your exercise. Another deck had a running track for those wanting something a bit more active, and I hoped to get a few interesting shots there later.

      I was just about to head back inside when an idea stopped me dead in my tracks.

      Patrick Murphy!

      Cece had said that he was a cruise regular, exaggerating that he went on a hundred or so a year. Not that I’d normally choose to focus on a rude drunk, but Sam had seemed quite upset when she’d come back from escorting him to his room the day before. I wanted to know more about him—and now I had an excuse.

      The previous night, Sam and I had spent a couple of hours studying the layout of the ship, trying to memorize the location of every point of interest. It wasn’t just for our own edification of course; it was also a job requirement. Unlike Sam though, I had the opportunity to wander the ship as I pleased—in fact, it was my duty to visit all the interesting parts—and so memorizing the location of everything was going to be a lot easier for me.

      It was about a ten-minute walk from my spot on the constitutional deck to the VIP section, in which Mr. Murphy’s stateroom was located. When I arrived, I immediately made my way to the nearest crew station, where I found a printed list of passengers and their cabins for this section. His room was designated VIP-12.

      Pleased at my own cleverness, I sauntered down the hallway with confidence, only to realize that particular corridor ended at VIP-10.

      Confidence deflated, I returned to the crew station and made another attempt, this time successful.

      Outside the cabin door was a sign reading “The Stateroom of Mr. And Mrs. Patrick Murphy.” Although the sign was of course only temporary, it looked like a permanent fixture and no doubt made the passengers in this section feel like they actually were Very Important People. Perhaps some of them really were.

      Next to the door was an ornate lion’s head doorbell that, although undoubtedly made in China for pennies, looked like it had been borrowed from an Edwardian mansion. If there weren’t dozens of identical ones throughout this section of the ship, it certainly would’ve fooled me.

      I pressed the button and was mildly disappointed that it rang with a normal ding-dong rather than a roar.

      I waited patiently for five seconds, impatiently for another fifteen, and then I rang it again.

      After my third attempt at ringing, I decided to change my tactics before giving up and finding someone else to interview. This time, I rapped on the door with my knuckles, regretting it as soon as I realized the ornate white door was actually painted steel. Banging your hand against a steel door is much more painful than doing so against a wooden one. My knocking produced less noise than the ouch I let out in painful surprise.

      What I did notice, though, was that the door was not, in fact, fully shut. It was open just about an inch. I stared at the crack between the door and its frame. Was it open when I arrived? Or had it just opened?

      I gave it a tentative push and the heavy door slowly began to swing inward.

      “Hello?” I called through the crack.

      There was no answer. I pushed the door a bit harder and it swung all the way open.

      Peering inside, my eyes went wide with shock.

      “Oh my…”

      The room was so much nicer than mine it didn’t seem fair. While of course I understood that I was just a member of staff and this businessman was paying hundreds or thousands of dollars a night, seeing the difference left a kind of gnawing jealousy inside me.

      I’d never be able to afford a room like this. Not in a hundred years.

      The floor was laid with marble, and the walls were simply but tastefully decorated with a number of abstract art pieces.

      And the lighting! Mine and Sam’s room had no windows and a single too-harsh fluorescent bulb that made the room achingly bright if it was on, or left us in pitch blackness if it was off. But here, there were large sliding windows which let in all the natural light to bounce off the brightly painted walls and copious mirrors spread throughout.

      “Hello?” I called. “Mr. Murphy?” I put my head right in through the door but I didn’t yet step inside. “Is anyone there? The door’s open…”

      I didn’t get a response. Quickly checking over my shoulder to make sure no one else was watching me, I stepped inside.

      “He-llo!” I called, much louder than before, but in a friendly sing-song voice. I didn’t want to sound like a burglar—not that I knew what burglars sounded like.

      I took another step inside and something caught my eye. Up ahead, I could see a rather expensive-looking leather sofa, but more importantly, behind it was a shoe sticking out.

      The problem was… it didn’t look like it was just a shoe. I thought I could see it attached to a sock. But I couldn’t see any further due to the sofa and my current line of sight.

      I took another step forward, moving slightly to the right to get a better viewing angle.

      Oh, how I wished I hadn’t.

      The shoe was most definitely attached to an entire leg, and presumably the rest of a person beyond.

      “Are you sleeping!?” My voice was loud and high pitched, almost yelping. Calm down, I thought, calm down. I took three deep breaths.

      “Are you passed out drunk on the floor?” I began to walk forward with nervous little steps. “Please be passed out drunk on the floor. Mr. Murphy! Mr. Murphy…”

      Squeezing my hands into tight little fists, I forced myself to keep going. With another couple of steps, I could see right over the sofa and what it had been hiding.

      “Oh… no.”

      Patrick Murphy was laid out on the floor, a reddish-brown stain surrounding his head. From the angle of one of his arms, it was clear he wasn’t sleeping—not even a very drunk person could sleep at that painful angle.

      Patrick Murphy had gone from dead drunk yesterday to actually dead today.

      

      
        
        Click here to continue reading…
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